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Part One




Chapter One

Newcastle, September 1885

Marion Brookfield lit the lamps, then went to the window to draw the curtains. She paused with one hand on the rich red velvet and with the other moved the lace curtain aside. She stared out into the street. It was only just past seven o’clock, but it had been one of those days when the sun had barely penetrated the sooty pall that hung over the city. Coal fires burning in every hearth sent never-ending plumes of smoke up into the sky. And today there had been no wind to blow the gloom away.

She peered through the murk and realised that part of the problem was a gathering fog that might soon make walking in the streets both difficult and dangerous. She ought to send Betty home. Before closing the curtains, she paused to watch the familiar figure of the lamplighter emerge from the mist, raise his long pole to light the lamp nearest to the house, then go on to the next one; the fog swallowing him up as he went. Once lit, disembodied lights surrounded by a hazy nimbus seemed to float mysteriously above the menacing shadows. She shivered.  She hoped her father would stay at home tonight.

Marion caught sight of her reflection. Tall and slim, her chestnut-brown hair pinned back from her finely drawn face, she knew she had come to resemble the portrait of her mother that her father kept in his study, especially as now, when she wore forest green, her mother’s favourite colour. Beyond her own reflection, as if there were another room out in the street, she could see the mirror image of the hearth where her sister sat with her slippered feet resting on the padded footstool.

Annette, at sixteen two years younger than Marion, and not as tall, had hair of the same rich hue, but the lines of her face were less well defined and her young figure was childlike in her school grey flannel skirt and high-necked white blouse. Marion’s anxious expression softened into a smile as she observed Annette flicking impatiently through the pages of the book she was supposed to be studying for homework. She was chewing on the end of a pencil, but her notepad had fallen to the floor.

Marion let the lace drop into place and drew the curtains. She turned her back on the nebulous and vaguely threatening world that lay beyond the window and stood still for a moment, absorbing the warmth, the comfort and the security of their home. How lucky we are, she thought, and how right our father is to do what he does.

The clock on the chimneypiece chimed the quarter-hour and Marion roused herself from her reverie. It was time to see if Betty had prepared the sandwiches for her father and Daniel. She decided not to ring the bell but rather to go along in person. She saw no need to summon the girl to the sitting room when she herself was perfectly capable of going to the kitchen.

As Marion walked to the door, Annette leaned over to retrieve her fallen notebook. But instead of beginning to write, she frowned and shook her head. She gave an exaggerated sigh. Marion knew the sigh to be a cry for attention.

‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘This stupid essay!’ Annette looked up at Marion, her light brown eyes wide with despair. ‘I don’t know where to begin! We’re supposed to choose one of the comic scenes in the play and write about it, but I don’t think the play’s funny at all!’

‘You don’t think A Midsummer Night’s Dream is funny?’

‘No.’ Annette scowled. ‘Do you?’

‘Yes, I do.’

‘Tell me why.’

‘Well, for a start there are the young lovers being led a merry dance by Puck, and then what about Bottom being transformed into an ass?’

Annette’s eyes widened. ‘And you think those things amusing?’

‘I do.’

‘Well I don’t. Squeezing juice in people’s eyes and making them get lost in the forest then fall in love with the wrong people. And as for poor old Bottom, well that’s just unkind to give him a donkey’s head and then make anyone as beautiful as Titania fall in love with him!’

Annette’s voice and face expressed indignation. Then suddenly her eyes widened and she smiled. ‘It’s a trick question, isn’t it?’ she asked. ‘Miss Thomas wants to catch us out.’

Marion hated to disillusion her sister. ‘No, Annette, it’s not a trick question. The problem is that you have simply missed the humour of the situation.’

Annette frowned. ‘Are you saying I’m stupid?’

‘No, of course not. And it’s a credit to you that you feel so sorry for poor old Bottom.’ Marion smiled. ‘But now I must go and see Betty, and if you start going through the play again - for instance look at the scene where the amateur actors are rehearsing their play - then I’ll help you as soon as I can.’

Annette’s smile was luminous. ‘Thank you, Marion. You’re too good to me, really you are!’

She turned back to her book, her long hair falling forward to obscure her face. Marion watched her for a moment and smiled wryly. She supposed she should have told her sister to persevere and get on with her homework by herself, but rather than risk tears, she had taken the line of least resistance. Marion acknowledged this was not good for Annette’s character, but it was also important to make sure that the household ran smoothly. She did not want their father to be distracted from his important work.

Marion hurried along the passage to the kitchen. The kitchen was empty and the cold draught that slammed the door behind her informed her that the back door that opened into the yard from the scullery was open. A moment later she heard the door close and Betty, the Brookfields’ maid of all work, hurried through from the scullery carrying a large scuttle full of coal. She saw Marion and smiled.

‘Miss Brookfield,’ she said, and shivered. ‘By, it’s real damp out there. Not quite raining, but not dry either.’ She smiled at Marion. ‘But you’ve come about the sandwiches, hevn’t you?’

Marion nodded.

‘Don’t worry, I hevn’t forgotten them but I thought I’d  better see to the bedroom fires first. It’s getting quite chilly, isn’t it?’

‘Yes,’ Marion agreed. ‘I think the year has turned. But let me do the fires.’

‘You?’ Betty’s smile widened into an outright grin.

‘I’m getting better at it,’ Marion insisted.

‘Aye, you are, and I’ll larn you yet. But I’ve let them burn low and I’m afeard if you start raking them out you’ll put them out altogether. No, Miss Brookfield, pet, I’ll see to the fires; it won’t take long, and then I’ll make the sandwiches and take them in to your da and Mr Brady.’

‘All right, Betty, have it your own way, but I’ll make the sandwiches.’

‘Divven’t fret. I’ll wash me hands before I start.’

‘I know you will. But it’s not that. The fog’s getting worse and I think you should go home.’

‘Home? But I hevn’t put me hours in.’

‘Don’t worry about that. My father would never dock your pay.’

‘No, he wouldn’t, would he? He’s a good man and you’ve grown into a kind mistress, young as you are, and I’m lucky to be working here.’ Betty paused and then, as if realising that Marion was embarrassed, she added with a grin, ‘Even if Miss Annette isn’t as easy to get on with as you are. Sometimes I think she lives in a different world to the rest of us.’

‘I know what you mean. Her drawing and her painting mean so much to her that sometimes she can appear to be a little selfish. But she’s not really.’

‘I’ll take your word for it!’

By now the two young women were smiling at each other like old friends, as indeed they were. Betty was only four  years older than Marion and she had been working for the Brookfields ever since their previous maid of all work had retired six years before. The widowed Mr Brookfield was a kind master and a devoted father, but his work as a newspaper reporter often made him late home, and in the early days, Betty, not much more than a child herself, became responsible for looking after the growing girls.

To Betty’s way of thinking, Marion had always been thoughtful; her only fault being that she took life too seriously and often forgot to enjoy herself. Annette, on the other hand, was less easy to deal with. To be fair, it wasn’t entirely her own fault. She had been such a little thing, just a toddler, when her mother had died of consumption that even sensible Mr Brookfield had tended to indulge her. Not that he didn’t love the older girl any the less, but Marion’s nature was such that nothing could spoil her.

Pretty Annette, though, usually got her own way, and if she didn’t, she sulked. Most of all Betty hated it when Annette took advantage of Marion’s kind nature.

‘All right, then,’ Betty said. ‘You can make the sandwiches. There’s some boiled ham ready cut in the larder and a dish of pease pudding. There’s enough of both to make a bit supper for you and Miss Annette as well. Now mind you divven’t cut yourself slicing the bread.’

‘Of course I won’t cut myself,’ Marion began indignantly before she noticed Betty’s smile. ‘You’re teasing.’

‘Aye. Now, I’ll be off upstairs before I break me back carrying this scuttle.’

‘I’m sorry, Betty, I should have thought . . .’ Marion began to say, but the maid had gone and a moment later Marion heard her hurrying up the stairs.

While Betty was upstairs, Marion made the sandwiches  and set the tray. She took a bottle of beer from the cold floor of the pantry, opened the spring top, and put the bottle on the tray along with two glasses. Then she left the tray on the scrubbed table and went along to the room that ought to have been the dining room but that had become her father’s study.

As soon as she knocked, her father called, ‘Come in, Betty.’

‘It’s not Betty,’ she said as she opened the door and entered. ‘If you agree, I would like to send her home now.’

‘Would you?’ her father asked. ‘Is there some trouble there?’

Henry Brookfield looked concerned. He rose from behind his desk. Daniel Brady, who had been sitting opposite him, also rose and turned to face Marion, regarding her gravely, his eyes level with her own.

‘No, there’s no trouble,’ she said. ‘At least I don’t know of any. It’s because I don’t want her walking home in the fog.’

‘Fog?’ Her father turned to look out of the window behind him. He had not drawn the curtains and the top half of the window, above the nets, was an opaque grey. ‘Oh yes, it is bad,’ he said. ‘I should have noticed and thought of that myself. You’re right. She must go immediately.’

‘Thank you. Now, shall I bring the tray along?’

‘I’ll carry it for you,’ Daniel Brady said. ‘That is, if I may?’ He turned to look questioningly at Henry Brookfield.

‘By all means,’ Marion’s father said. ‘You go along with Marion; I’ll build up the fire.’

Daniel followed Marion along the passage. He didn’t speak, but she was overwhelmingly aware of his presence. Once in the kitchen, she stood aside and with one hand indicated the tray on the table. When he walked over to  collect it, she had time to let her glance linger on his broad shoulders and the way the light from the overhead gas mantle shone on his black hair.

He picked up the tray and Marion’s glance fell on his hands. They were large and work roughened, but his fingernails were clean, as were his clothes. She knew that he must go to great pains to look presentable whenever he came to their house for his lessons with her father.

Still without speaking, he was about to walk past her when she stopped him. ‘Mr Brady,’ she said. ‘Why do you never talk to me?’

He looked dismayed. ‘Hev - I mean, have I been rude?’ ‘No, of course not. It’s just that your silence is disconcerting.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘No, no, don’t apologise.’ Marion was aghast. She had upset and worried him and probably made the situation worse. ‘No, you haven’t offended me. I - I imagine it is simply that your mind is so taken up with the work you are doing with my father that you cannot - I mean you just don’t notice me.’ As the words left her mouth she knew how they sounded. ‘But then,’ she hurried on before he could answer her, ‘why should you?’

Daniel Brady didn’t answer but he regarded her thoughtfully, his eyes as grey and as cool as a stream in winter.

She turned away. ‘Well, if you can manage the tray I’ll just . . . I’ll just stay here.’

In the ensuing silence she heard the tick of the clock on the mantelpiece. She gazed at the burning coals in the hearth and felt another sort of heat burn up inside her.

‘Miss Brookfield.’

She turned, startled. Daniel Brady was still standing there. ‘Yes?’ she said.

‘If you don’t mind, I would like you to come and open the study door for me.’

‘Oh yes, of course.’

‘And another thing . . .’ He paused, and his smile reached his eyes. ‘I could never not notice you.’

Now it was Marion who could find nothing to say. She hurried along before him and preceded him into the study. Her father had attempted to clear a space on the desk for the tray.

‘Just put it there,’ he told Daniel, ‘on top of those papers, but before we start on the sandwiches, would you mind going along to Osborne Road and fetching a cab? I’ve decided that will be the safest way to send Betty home tonight.’

Daniel set off to the cab stand and Marion returned to the front parlour, where Annette was still sitting by the fire. Her head was bent over her notebook and her pencil was moving across the paper. She was concentrating so hard, she did not hear Marion enter the room.

She must have decided to start without me, Marion thought, and this pleased her. She moved quietly across the room, not wishing to break her sister’s concentration, but when her shadow fell across the page, the younger girl looked up quickly and closed the notebook so that Marion could not see what she had been writing.

‘You startled me!’ she accused. ‘Creeping up on me like that!’

‘I’m sorry. But I’m glad you’ve made a start. May I see what you’ve done?’

‘Oh, not very much. I’ve been waiting for you to help me.’

‘But you have made a start?’

‘Mmm.’

‘Then show it to me.’

Annette was obviously most unwilling to show Marion her work, but after a moment she smiled and said, ‘Oh, all right then. You might as well see it. But don’t be angry with me.’

She opened the notebook, resting it on her lap, and Marion sat on the arm of the chair and looked down at it. She drew in her breath. Annette had made no attempt to begin her essay, but far from being angry, Marion was amazed at what she saw.

Instead of writing anything, Annette had drawn two of the characters from the play. The fairy queen, Titania, beautiful and graceful, was sitting on a flower-starred bank with Bottom’s ass’s head resting on her lap. He lay at her feet looking up at her with delighted bewilderment as she laid a graceful hand on his muzzle.

‘But Annette, this is wonderful!’

‘Do you think so?’

‘Yes, I do.’

‘And you’re not angry because I haven’t started on my essay?’

Marion shook her head. ‘I know I should be, but . . . but you have quite taken my breath away.’

‘Marion - you will talk to Father again, won’t you?’ Suddenly Annette’s eyes were filled with real concern.

‘About?’

‘Don’t tease! It’s not kind. You know what I want you to talk to him about. I want to leave the silly old Girls’ High School and go to art school.’

Marion sighed. Annette had been pleading with their  father to let her leave school since she was fifteen, and he had been just as adamant that she should complete her education. Marion had found herself attempting to keep the peace between them.

‘You know, Annette,’ she said, ‘you are lucky to have a father who thinks that education is important for girls.’

‘Of course I know that. You keep reminding me! But going to art school would still be an education, wouldn’t it? Furthermore, it would be more useful to me than learning about stuffy old Shakespeare!’ Annette’s eyes filled with tears.

‘Don’t cry,’ Marion said. ‘As a matter of fact, I’ve already spoken to Father and persuaded him that your talent should be encouraged.’

‘Have you? And what did he say?’

‘He said, and I agree with him, that you must stay at school until the end of this term, and then, depending on your report, he will allow you to go to art school.’

‘My report?’ Annette looked horrified.

‘I’m afraid so.’

‘I suppose that means he expects me to work hard and come top of the class like you did.’

‘No, you’re wrong. Father simply wants you to do your best, and if you do, you shall go to art school next January.’

‘Really?’ Annette’s eyes were shining. ‘Do you promise me that’s true?’

‘I promise. So how about making a good start and getting on with your homework?’

‘Oh, I will. And you know, Marion, I can just about see why that scene when Quince and Flute and Bottom and the others are rehearsing their play is funny, but I don’t think it’s  kind to mock them, is it? I mean, they were only doing their best to please the Duke, weren’t they?’

Marion looked down into her sister’s earnest eyes and realised that Annette was quite sincere. ‘Yes, dear, they were,’ she said. ‘And now, seeing that you’ve promised to do your best, I’m going to leave you to write the essay all on your own.’

 



Betty sat well back in the hansom and tried not to breathe deeply. The soot-laden air was bad enough, but the nearer they got to the east end of the city, the worse the smells from the stagnant waters of the Ouseburn, the Dead House and the bone yard.

Her family was respectable. Her father and her two grown brothers worked in the shipyards and brought home good money; enough to ensure that her mother did not have to seek employment outside the home. Her days were busy enough, cooking and cleaning and looking after the youngest members of the Sutton household, the eight-year-old twins, Dinah and Daisy.

The hansom turned into Raby Street, and to Betty’s mind the horse’s hoofs seemed to make an unearthly clatter on the cobbles. She saw curtains at lighted windows twitching and imagined that her coming home in style would be a subject for gossip for many a day after this one. Not that Mr Brookfield hadn’t sent her home in a cab before.

There was the time the heavens had opened and the rainwater ran down the streets like a river, and then the time she had fallen down in the yard and twisted her ankle. She hadn’t been able to hobble back to work for nearly a week, and when she’d returned to the Brookfields’ house in  Jesmond she’d discovered that Miss Marion had taken time off school to look after her father and her sister. Bless her. She’d managed very well, although she’d never quite got the hang of laying and lighting the fires. Thank goodness Mr Brookfield had stirred himself to do that.

Betty thought about Mr Brookfield and how he compared with her own father, who never lifted a finger to help in the house. That was women’s work, he said. But he did clean the boots and shoes every night until they shone so you could see your face in them. He was a good man, her da, and so was Mr Brookfield in his own way, although Betty often reflected that he cared for his work so much that he might just be neglecting the welfare of his own daughters. It was a good job Miss Marion was so capable.

By the time the cab pulled up at her door, the twins had already pulled it open and were out on the pavement, hopping up and down with excitement.

‘Here comes our Betty, just like a princess!’ they called in unison.

‘Whisht!’ Betty said, and the cab-driver laughed.

Mr Brookfield had already paid Betty’s fare, so after wishing her good night, the driver pulled away. Betty stood for a moment holding her sisters’ hands and watched as the cab, its coach lamps sending hazy rays of light through the mist, turned expertly and headed up the hill again.

‘Come in and shut the door, for heaven’s sake,’ their mother called from the house, and as they turned towards the door, Betty noticed the old besom who lived opposite dropping her curtain.

No doubt she’s had a good look and she’ll hev something to say about me getting above meself, Betty thought. Well, that can’t be helped. Then, as the night and  the fog enclosed them, she gripped her sisters’ hands all the tighter. ‘Hawway inside, me bairns,’ she said. ‘The streets at night are no place for little ’uns like you.’

 



Daniel Brady put his books into a small satchel and prepared to take his leave of Henry Brookfield. He rose from his chair, put his hand in his pocket and took out a shilling. He stood awkwardly for a moment, not knowing, as ever, exactly what to do, then he put it down on the only part of the desk that was not covered with books and papers.

‘Your - erm - fee,’ he said.

Henry Brookfield was attempting to tidy the pile of papers on the desk in front of him. He looked up distractedly and smiled his thanks. But he did not reach for the shilling.

Daniel wondered if his tutor ever picked up the coins or whether, if the books and papers were moved aside, a small fortune would be found scattered across the desk. For Daniel, every penny counted, and he found it hard to understand Mr Brookfield’s seemingly casual manner; for surely he wouldn’t take on this extra work if he didn’t need the money.

Over the weeks Daniel had been coming for lessons, he had realised that clever man though he was, brilliant even, Henry Brookfield was not wealthy. His work as a journalist earned him only a modest living. He seemed to have enough to pay the rent on this comfortable but not too large house in a respectable terrace just off Osborne Road, to bring up his daughters without hardship, and to keep one general maid.

But even if, as Daniel suspected, Mr Brookfield found it  a struggle, there was a world of difference between the Brookfield household and the house in Byker where the Brady family lived. Daniel had enjoyed school and had been considered scholarship material. But when he was twelve his father was killed in an accident in the shipyards, and Daniel had had to leave school and find a job in order to support his mother and his younger sister, who was only seven years old.

With no training, and unable to afford an apprenticeship, he had found work clearing stones away from the digging of the tracks for the new tramlines. Although he was not tall he was already sturdy, and the hard labour filling and wheeling the barrows away soon made him as strong as many a grown man.

From that job he had progressed to general labouring. He worked long hours and made good money, but it was hard being the main wage-earner. As soon as she had pulled herself together, his mother found the odd cleaning job, but she had never been robust and often her health let her down.

Daniel accepted what had happened but he had never forgotten his yearning for education and his love of books. When any of his fellow workers had finished with their daily newspaper, he would ask for it and read just about every word in it.

One day he had found a notice in the evening newspaper advertising Henry Brookfield’s services as a tutor to working men. Immediately, without even knowing exactly what he wanted for his future, he had seized the chance and gone to the house in Jesmond and asked Mr Brookfield to take him on.

Henry Brookfield had agreed, and from that moment Daniel’s life had changed. It wasn’t just the learning; it was  the whole ambience of this house that he loved. One day, he decided, he would have a home like this. Modest but comfortable, and most importantly, as many books on the shelves as he could afford. His daydreaming always stopped short of imagining who would share this imaginary home with him.

But sometimes, without being bidden, the figure of a young woman materialised at the other side of the dining table, and she bore a striking resemblance to Marion Brookfield. Daniel would dismiss this image quickly and shake himself back into the real world; for he knew in his heart that someone like Henry Brookfield’s daughter would never share her life with a working man like Daniel Brady.

Daniel arranged to come the following week at the same time, and was about to take his leave. Henry Brookfield was as pleasant as ever, but his air of distraction had increased. Daniel guessed it would be something to do with the investigation he was undertaking. He had been collecting evidence for months now, but all he had revealed to Daniel was that the report he was writing was something to do with slum landlords.

‘Wait a moment, Daniel.’ Henry Brookfield looked up just as Daniel was about to leave the room.

‘Yes?’

‘Would you like to borrow another book or two?’

Daniel smiled. He had returned the books he had been reading and was desperate for something new. ‘Yes please,’ he said.

‘Let me see.’ Mr Brookfield looked at the books that Daniel had left on the edge of the desk next to the tray. ‘Pope’s translation of The Iliad and John Milton’s History of  Britain. Hmm . . . I think I know what you should read next.’

He went to the bookshelves set into one of the alcoves next to the fireplace. He reached up, took two books, and, turning, handed them to Daniel, who looked at them and then frowned.

‘What’s the matter?’ Mr Brookfield asked.

‘These books . . . they’re . . . well, they’re fiction.’

‘Yes, novels. Don’t you ever read novels, Daniel?’

‘I do, I borrow them from the library, but I thought . . . I mean . . .’

‘You thought that while you are coming here for lessons you should only read serious stuff?’

‘I suppose so.’

Mr Brookfield smiled. ‘Time for a little relaxation, Daniel. Even my daughter Marion enjoys reading for fun now and then. Have you read either of these two?’

Daniel looked at the books. ‘No.’

‘Well, that one . . .’ Henry Brookfield pointed to the book on top, ‘Anstey’s Vice Versa, is amusing. Thanks to a magic stone, a father and son change places so that the father has to go off to a grim boarding school and the son gets a chance to run his father’s business in the city. It’s great fun, but in case you think you shouldn’t be enjoying yourself, there is a more serious point to it: they both learn from the experience and are left with a better understanding of each other.’

‘And this one?’ Daniel held out the second book and read the title aloud. ‘The Leavenworth Case?’

‘It’s a detective story.’

‘But it’s written by a woman.’

Henry laughed softly. ‘Yes, indeed, Anna Katherine Green. And why shouldn’t a woman write detective stories?’

‘Well . . . no reason, I suppose.’ Daniel felt as though he had blundered.

‘No reason at all. And lest you think that reading such books is entirely frivolous, Miss Green is very good at warning the reader not to take anything for granted - not to trust circumstantial evidence, and to look beyond the obvious. Now, you’d better go home before the fog gets any worse.’

‘Yes - well - thank you. I’ll see you next week as usual.’

Henry Brookfield’s attention had already strayed back to the papers on his desk, but as Daniel put the two books he had loaned him in his satchel, his tutor looked up again. ‘I did set you a written exercise, didn’t I?’

‘Yes.’

‘Good. Now, as I’ve already sent Betty home, you’ll have to see yourself out.’

‘Of course.’

On his way home Daniel had much to think about. He knew he was doing well because Mr Brookfield had told him so. And he had also told him that he ought to start thinking about his future; that he should find some employment where he would have to rely on his brain rather than his brawn.

But that would be difficult. He didn’t want a clerical job in some stuffy office that would bring home hardly enough pay to support his family. But a job in any of the professions would require training, and that training would have to be paid for. And that was the point where Daniel’s speculations about his future life ground to a halt.

‘You could always apply for a job on a newspaper,’ Mr Brookfield had said one day.

Daniel had thought he was joking. When he realised  that was not the case he had asked, ‘Would they take me on?’

‘You’d have to prove you were capable,’ Henry Brookfield replied.

‘And how could I do that?’

‘Write an article or two - choose something newsworthy - and send them in to the editor. You never know, he may even buy them outright. Or on the other hand he might ask you in for an interview.’

‘And that would be the end of it,’ Daniel said.

‘Why so?’

‘The way I speak.’

‘You speak like the honest man you are, Daniel,’ Henry Brookfield had said. ‘It is the way you write that will be more important - and I think you are just about ready to prove it.’

As he made his way home, Daniel thought it was a night to drive all decent people indoors. The fog had enveloped houses and whole streets. The sounds of the city were muffled and his footsteps struck eerily on the pavements and the cobbled roads. It was as if he was the only person left in the world. But Daniel’s sense of direction took him safely through the sedate suburbs and on towards Byker and the steep rows of old houses that tumbled downhill towards the river.

As ever, in his head, he carried home with him everything he had learned that night, and with it came a sense of intense pleasure. If only his mother could share his enthusiasm, he thought. But Daniel’s mother, Hannah Brady, thought he was wasting hard-earned money on something that would never profit him. And Dora Gibb, the young woman whom everyone assumed he was going to marry, thought the same.
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Marion helped her father into his overcoat and wound a long muffler around his neck. She pulled it up a little to partly obscure the bottom half of his face. Then she handed him the cap he wore when he ventured out at night. It was a working man’s cap, for anything more fashionable would draw attention to him in the part of Newcastle that was his destination.

‘Has Annette finished her homework?’ Henry Brookfield asked.

Marion smiled. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll see everything is done properly before she goes to bed.’

‘Then you should go too.’

‘I’d rather wait up for you.’

‘I know, and I wish you wouldn’t.’

‘I’ll sleep better when I know you’re safely home, and besides, you know I look forward to talking to you by the fire with our cups of cocoa.’

‘I must admit it’s a comfort for me to come home and be pampered. But sometimes I think I ask too much of you, Marion. You’re not much older than Annette and yet you have taken on all the cares and worries of looking after her and also of running the household.’ He paused, and then said quietly, ‘Your mother would have been so proud of you.’

For a moment father and daughter looked into each other’s eyes, then Marion smiled reassuringly. ‘I wouldn’t be happy doing anything else,’ she said.

‘Wouldn’t you? You have a good brain - you should be furthering your education - maybe going to college.’

‘Perhaps I will when Annette is a little older.’

‘You know, I worry about Annette sometimes,’ her father  said. ‘She is so single minded about her art that she can think of nothing else. It’s fortunate that you seem to be able to guide her as I never could. She’s lucky to have a sister like you.’

‘I am lucky to have a sister like her, and we are both lucky to have a father like you.’

Henry Brookfield laughed. ‘It seems we are a very fortunate family.’

‘We are. Now go, although I wish you wouldn’t, not on a night like this.’

Henry Brookfield had already opened the door, but at Marion’s words, he hesitated, and doubt filled his face. Before he could speak, Marion said, ‘I know how important your work is. Don’t worry about Annette and me. I promise you I can look after things until you come home.’

 



No matter how important he thought his work, Henry Brookfield was only human, and he regretted having to leave his comfortable home on a night like this. For many months, after his normal working day was over, he had been investigating the scandal of slum housing. Newcastle, with its manufactories, mines, shipyards and railway yards, was one of the richest cities in Europe, and yet the wealth and luxury this brought the city did not extend to its poorest inhabitants. There were many wrongs that needed righting, but Henry had chosen to investigate and report on the appalling conditions in which some people lived.

Henry believed slum landlords should be exposed, but in most cases they hid behind impersonal companies and their names were not known. Since beginning his investigations, he had followed a labyrinthine trail, and now he was close to discovering the identity of one of the worst  of these men. And in this case there might be something more to discover, for Henry suspected that this man, whoever he was, was also growing rich from prostitution of the most evil kind.

Young girls, little more than children, vanished from the streets and were lured, or in some cases forced, into a short life of vice, disease and despair. Henry had been told that at least two of the brothels where child prostitutes were available belonged to the very same landlord who owned some of the worst, most insanitary and rat-infested housing.

Henry wondered if the man he was going to meet would venture out on such a night. Perhaps he should turn round now and go home to his warm house and the company of his daughters. He stopped and considered this thought for a moment, but the tempting image of the fireplace and his comfortable chair only made him more keenly aware of those who did not have such a chair, or even coal to burn on a night like tonight.

Now and then, as he made his way down a steep cobbled street towards the river, he thought he heard footsteps other than his own. But when he stopped and glanced behind him, the other footsteps stopped too. He decided it must be some kind of echo. Eventually he reached the meeting place behind a ramshackle deserted boathouse near the place where the Ouseburn emptied its black and sullen waters into the River Tyne.

He peered around him but he could not make out whether anyone was there. Drunken shouts and laughter echoed across the sludgy water from the Mushroom Inn near the old Glasshouse Bridge. He hasn’t come, Henry thought, and I can’t blame him.

Then he heard the footsteps again, and as he himself  was standing still, there was no denying that someone was coming up behind him. He turned to see the figure of a man emerge from the mist and walk purposefully towards him. Henry was puzzled. Surely this man was not as tall as the man he had arranged to meet? Or perhaps the swirls of mist were playing tricks with his vision.

‘Brookfield?’ a voice hissed.

Was that the same voice he had heard before?

‘Yes. Is that you?’ he asked, and felt foolish because he had never discovered the man’s name.

The man did not reply. He stopped and held out a hand. Henry knew what he wanted. He took a leather pouch from his pocket and heard the coins jingle as he handed it over. To his puzzlement, the man did not check the contents to see if it was enough. He merely slipped it in his pocket and then, without warning, drew one arm backwards and lunged straight at Henry, knocking the breath out of him. Henry gasped with pain. Why had he punched him? He looked into the man’s face and frowned. He staggered forward helplessly, but his assailant struck him again.

Henry clutched his stomach, trying to hold in the pain, and realised that his hands were wet. He raised them towards his face and saw that they were covered with some dark liquid. Blood. He was bleeding. He hadn’t been punched, he had been stabbed.

He felt himself keeling over, and his senses began to slip away. As he fell, he struck his head on a stone, and despite the pain he smiled. Now he understood what it meant when they said a blow to the head made you see stars. Except that there weren’t any stars. Not real ones. He couldn’t even see the night sky. All he could see was someone bending over him, looking at him keenly.

And in that moment he had the answer to many of his questions, but the agony of it was that he would never be able to publish those answers. For he knew he was dying, and he wept that his life should end like this, lying in the fetid mud, far away from his home and the daughters he loved.

His daughters . . . Terror took hold of his remaining senses. What would happen to his daughters? Marion so sensible and kind; Annette so talented and yet so immature. In his last moments Henry Brookfield offered up a prayer to the Almighty. ‘God take them to your heart,’ he whispered, ‘protect them from danger, keep them safe from anyone who would do them harm.’

Just before the darkness claimed him, there was one last moment of light. Marion, he thought. She will look after Annette . . . she promised . . .




Chapter Two

Early the next morning the fog had thinned and an unwilling sun shone through the mist and gleamed on the damp cobbles. On most mornings Betty enjoyed the walk to the Brookfields’ home. At this time of day the streets were lively with delivery carts taking bread, milk, meat, ice and all kinds of provisions to the shops and houses long before the toffs were out of bed.

Just as she was about to turn the corner of her street, she saw two policemen running down the hill towards the river. They were running so fast their boots struck sparks off the cobbles. Betty thought she recognised the lanky form of one of them, and she stopped and watched them, curious as to why they should be in such a hurry. But whatever it was, she knew that word got round fast and that her mother would no doubt have found out what the commotion was by the time she got home.

A moment later Betty popped into Brown’s Bakery on Shields Road to buy a loaf, as she did on most days. She wrapped it in the clean tea towel she had brought and put it in her basket, savouring the delicious smell of new-baked bread all the way to Jesmond.

When she arrived, she opened the back door with her  own key, and before taking off her coat and hat in the scullery, went through to the kitchen to place the bread on the table.

Something was wrong.

Betty paused with the handle of the basket still over her arm and looked at the tray, which should not have been there. On it were two willow-pattern beakers with spoonfuls of cocoa and sugar in each one. Marion hadn’t made her father his usual bedtime drink. Betty turned and looked at the glowing remains of the fire. A pan of milk still sat on the top of the range, ready to be pushed on to the hob. A skin had formed over the top.

Now Betty knew for sure that there was something wrong. If Mr Brookfield had not felt like a cup of cocoa, Marion, probably very tired, might just have left the beakers on the table. But she would never have left the milk uncovered until the next morning.

Betty wasn’t sure what to do. She took the loaf out of her basket and set it down on the breadboard on the table, then went back into the scullery, put the basket on the floor of the pantry, removed her hat and coat, and hung them up on the hooks on the back door. Then, because it was what she always did, she built up the fire in the range, filled the larger of the two kettles at the kitchen sink, and put it on to boil. As soon as it began to steam slightly, she left the kitchen and walked along the passage.

The house was quiet. It was too soon for Annette to be stirring, but Marion usually came downstairs early so that she could have breakfast with her father before he went to work at the newspaper offices in the city. Betty looked into the room that Mr Brookfield had appropriated for his study. It was empty.

Next she tried the front parlour, and at first she thought nobody was there either. The heavy curtains shut out the morning light; the room was dark. As Betty’s eyes became accustomed to the dimness, she saw first the dull glow from the remains of the fire, then that there was someone sitting in the armchair, the one with its back to her. She could see a graceful arm lying on the armrest and a pair of slippered feet resting on the little footstool.

As the furniture gradually emerged from the shadows and swam into focus, Betty hurried over to the window and opened the curtains as quietly as she could. She turned towards the fireplace and saw that as she had guessed, it was Miss Marion sitting in the chair. She was sleeping with her head dropping awkwardly sideways. Betty took in the fact that she was fully dressed. Either she had got up and come downstairs in the early hours, or she had never been to bed at all. And remembering the unused cups and the pan of milk in the kitchen, Betty thought the latter explanation the more likely.

Had someone been taken ill? Annette or Mr Brookfield? Had Marion been up all night nursing them? Or was it Miss Marion who was ill? Whatever the truth of it, Betty couldn’t leave the poor girl sitting so uncomfortably like that or she would have the most awful crick in her neck.

Betty crossed over to the fireplace quietly and placed a gentle hand on Marion’s shoulder; she didn’t want to frighten the lass. Marion opened her eyes straightaway, and in the morning light, Betty could see how pale her complexion was and that there were dark circles under her eyes.

‘Father?’ Marion said uncertainly.

‘No, it’s me,’ Betty said. ‘What’s the matter? Has your da taken poorly?’

‘Poorly?’ Marion sounded as if she was trying to remember something. Whatever it was, the knowledge must have come flooding back for she sprang from the chair and said, ‘My father . . . my . . .’ She swayed and looked as though she was going to fall.

‘Here, let me!’ Betty caught her and lowered her gently back into the chair. ‘You got up too quickly,’ she said. ‘Now, what were you saying? Does Mr Brookfield need the doctor?’

‘No, he isn’t unwell - or at least he might be, I don’t know.’ Marion looked anxious - no, more than anxious; she was obviously worried sick.

‘You’re not making sense,’ Betty said. ‘Try again.’

Marion looked up at her, and Betty noticed that strands of hair had escaped from their pins and were framing her face, giving her a dishevelled look that was most unlike her. ‘He didn’t come home last night,’ Marion said. ‘At least I don’t think he did. Perhaps he came home after I fell asleep in the chair here. Perhaps he went straight up to bed thinking I hadn’t waited for him.’

‘You’ve been sitting here all night?’

‘Yes.’

‘No wonder you look so washed out.’

‘Thank you.’ Marion managed a weak smile.

‘Come along to the kitchen. It’s warmer in there and you need a cup of tea.’

‘Thank you, but first I’ll go upstairs and see if my father is there.’

Betty went through to the kitchen, but before she had even got her pinny on, Marion appeared in the doorway. Her face was pale as parchment.

‘He’s not there,’ she said. ‘My father did not come home.’

Betty was stumped. She had no idea what to say. She  knew Mr Brookfield went out on some kind of business most nights; she thought it was to do with something he was writing for his paper about poor people’s houses. She had gathered that much from overhearing the odd remark he made to his elder daughter.

‘Do you know where he went?’ she asked Marion.

‘Not exactly.’

‘Hev you got a rough idea?’

‘I suppose so.’

‘Well, first of all we’ll get Annette up, give her her breakfast and send her off to school, then you and me will go looking for him.’

‘Annette . . .’ Marion looked stricken.

‘Divven’t fret, Miss Marion, pet. There’s no need to worry her. I’ll make porridge and toast and a nice big pot of tea and you’ll hev breakfast together as usual.’

‘No . . . I couldn’t . . .’

‘Yes you could. You’ll eat every last morsel that I sets afore you. You don’t want your sister to guess that there’s something wrong, do you?’

‘But she’ll wonder where Father is - why he’s not having breakfast with us.’

‘Tell her that your da has had to go to the office early today. He does that sometimes, doesn’t he?’

‘Yes . . . but . . .’

‘Lissen, if you can’t bring yourself to tell a fib, then I’ll tell one for you. Now go upstairs and hev a wash. I’ll bring jugs of hot water up for both of you.’

Annette, sleepy and a little grumpy as she usually was in the morning, accepted Betty’s explanation as to why her father was not joining them for breakfast. There was a small dining table in the front parlour, but the family had got into  the habit of having breakfast in the kitchen because it was warmer there first thing in the morning. Before Betty went home each day, she made sure that the range fire was set to last all night.

Annette didn’t seem to sense that anything was wrong. She ate her breakfast as enthusiastically as usual, and Marion, mindful of Betty’s watchful eye, ate everything she was given. After breakfast, when Annette was ready to leave the house, Marion asked her, ‘Did you put your homework in your satchel?’

‘Oops! It’s still on the table where I left it last night.’ Annette hurried into the parlour to get her notebook. ‘Honestly, sister dear,’ she said when she came out again. ‘I don’t know what I’d do without you!’

She hugged Marion and set off happily enough for school.

As soon as Annette had gone, Marion put her coat on and started to button it up.

‘Wait a minute,’ Betty told her. ‘You sit down and have another cup of tea while I wash the dishes.’

‘But—’

‘Lissen, if your da comes home while we’re out, I don’t want him to find the place abandoned like the Mary Celeste


- dishes on the table, the teapot still warm. He’ll think something awful has happened.’

‘Do you think he might?’

‘Think something bad has happened? Bound to. I mean, why else would his daughter be missing and his housemaid have left everything in a mess? He’d probably think one of us had been taken off to the hospital.’

‘No, I didn’t mean that. I meant do you think he might come home while we’re out?’

Betty felt the stirrings of unease, but she forced herself to smile and said, ‘It’s a possibility, isn’t it?’ She poured Marion another cup of tea. ‘Drink that, and while you’re sitting there, scribble a quick note to leave for your da - say we’ve gone to the shops together. We sometimes do, don’t we?’

Marion did as Betty suggested, although she found it strange to be writing a note to stop her father from worrying when she was the one who was nearly out of her mind.

A short while later, Marion and Betty closed the door behind them and walked to Osborne Road. Marion knew approximately which part of town her father had been visiting, and she had decided they would take a cab as far as the top of Byker Bank and then continue on foot. They were silent as they travelled; neither knew what to say, and Betty began to feel more and more uneasy. When they reached the end of Heaton Road and turned into Shields Road, she said to Marion, ‘Let’s stop the cab now and get out here.’

Marion looked puzzled. ‘Why here?’

‘Because I’ve decided that it just won’t do. You and me going alone to those streets down near the Ouseburn. It might not be safe.’

‘But that’s where my father is likely to be.’

When Marion didn’t ask the cab-driver to stop, Betty did so herself and persuaded Marion to get out.

‘Now what are we going to do?’ Marion looked bewildered.

Betty took her arm and guided her across Shields Road. ‘We’re going to the police station in Headlam Street.’

Marion blanched. ‘You think something’s happened to him, don’t you? Something bad?’

‘Maybe. Maybe he’s had a fall or something. Maybe they’ve taken him off to the infirmary, and if that’s the case they’ll know about it at the police station.’

‘And if they don’t know anything?’

‘Then we’ll look for him just as you suggested. But we’ll ask one of the constables to come with us. All right?’

‘Yes.’ Marion realised that this made sense, and she made no further objection as they walked to Headlam Street.

Betty kept glancing at her uneasily. The lass was behaving so unlike herself. Marion was usually so decisive and practical. It must be shock, Betty thought. That would be it. Betty admitted to herself that she had a bad feeling about this, and she only hoped that Marion would be strong enough to face whatever lay ahead of her.

Once inside the police station, Betty was pleased to recognise the young constable sitting on a high stool at a desk in the reception area. It was the lanky lad she had glimpsed earlier, running down the bank with another policeman. They had been in the same class at school. He was writing in a large ledger, and when he looked up, his eyes opened wide in surprise. Then he smiled his recognition.

‘Betty! Betty Sutton, isn’t it? Do you remember me?’

‘Aye, I do. You’re Arthur Robinson. I was at school with Arthur,’ she explained to Marion.

‘Well, what can I do for you?’ he asked.

Marion stood back a little and allowed Betty to tell Constable Robinson what the problem was.

The young police constable looked grave. ‘So this lady’s father is missing?’

‘That’s right,’ Betty said.

‘But what makes you think he could be in this part of  town? I mean, excuse me saying so, but Miss Brookfield looks - I mean . . .’

‘It’s all right, Arthur,’ Betty said. ‘You’re right. Miss Brookfield lives in Jesmond. I work for the family,’ she added.

‘So, as I said, why would Miss Brookfield’s father be here?’

Marion stepped forward. ‘My father is a newspaper reporter,’ she said. ‘He was doing some investigations for something he is writing. This necessitates him going out at night. And as Betty told you, he didn’t come home. He’s never stayed out all night before. He wouldn’t do that - he knows I would worry.’

Betty saw that Marion was close to breaking point. She also saw that Arthur had begun to look uneasy.

‘Could you describe your father?’ he asked Marion.

‘He’s tall - quite thin. He has dark hair and a beard.’

‘What was he wearing when you last saw him?’

‘An old overcoat over his suit, a long muffler, a cap.’

‘Excuse me, miss,’ Arthur said, ‘but why an old coat and why a cap?’

‘He doesn’t like to stand out. He doesn’t want to arouse suspicion.’

Arthur looked more uneasy. He closed the book in which he had been writing and rose from his stool. He towered above them.

‘If you don’t mind, Miss Brookfield,’ he said, ‘I’m just going to have a word with Sergeant Wilson. Would you like to sit down?’ He waved his long arm in the direction of a wooden bench placed against a tiled wall.

‘He knows something, doesn’t he?’ Marion asked, when he had gone.

Before Betty could think of an answer, Arthur returned with an older, more solidly built man. The senior officer surveyed each of them and then addressed Marion. ‘Miss Brookfield?’

Marion looked as though she was holding her breath; her eyes were unnaturally bright. ‘Yes,’ she said.

‘Arthur here has told me that you are enquiring about your father. A tall, dark, bearded man, you say?’

‘Yes.’

‘And dressed - shall we say disguised? - in working men’s clothes.’

‘That’s right.’

Betty saw Marion begin to sway and she stepped closer.

‘Then I’m sorry to say that we think we may have found him.’ He paused, his eyes filled with compassion. His voice was gentle as he continued, ‘And we’d like you to come with Arthur and me to - to identify him.’

Betty took hold of Marion’s elbow.

‘Identify him?’ Marion said. ‘Are we going to the infirmary?’

‘No, Miss Brookfield, not the infirmary. We will be escorting you to the morgue.’

It was Betty who fainted.

 



Henry Brookfield had been taken to the city mortuary. Known locally as the Dead House, it overlooked the River Tyne at the boat landing near Spiller’s flour mill. Somehow the old building did not look imposing enough to act as a resting place for the dead before their final journey. Marion wasn’t sure what she had been expecting - a dignified church-like edifice in grey stone, perhaps, but not this ancient jumble of whitewashed old brick dwellings.

On the pavement near the entrance to the mortuary there were some grappling hooks and coils of chain. Marion overheard Arthur Robinson telling Betty quietly that they were for pulling dead bodies from the river. Dead bodies, Marion thought, and found herself wondering if any of the poor souls fished out of the river turned out to be alive after all.

Far above, a seagull swooped over the water and screeched with what sounded like mirth. Marion suppressed a shocking desire to join in the laughter; she worried that she might be approaching a state of hysteria.

Sergeant Wilson led the way through a wide doorway. The door, old and needing a coat of paint, had been propped open. Marion walked behind him. She began to tremble. Their footsteps echoed on the bare stone floor and the white-tiled walls seemed to be closing in on her. Fear surged through her body and she suddenly felt as though she might choke. Clenching her fists, she prepared herself for the ordeal that lay ahead.

Betty followed, still looking pale. Constable Robinson brought up the rear and kept a watchful eye on Betty as if he was worried that she might keel over again, as she had at the police station. In fact he had caught her before she hit the floor, lifted her up as though she were a child and carried her through to a room where there was a table and a few chairs. It was the room where the police officers took a break and brewed themselves a cup of tea, the sergeant explained.

While Arthur lowered Betty into an armchair near the fireplace, the sergeant himself went off to the kitchen and reappeared with a tray and two cups of tea. He insisted that Marion sit down and drink one of them. It was very sweet,  but he said that sugar was good for the shock she must be feeling. Betty had come round by now and had accepted her cup gratefully. As soon as they had finished, they had set off for the mortuary.

It hadn’t taken long to walk down from Headlam Street, and now Marion stood and waited while Sergeant Wilson went to seek the attendant in charge. She was aware of Betty standing behind her and keeping close to her old schoolfriend Arthur Robinson.

Despite their physical proximity, Marion felt as though a gulf was opening up between them. Betty and Arthur would remain anchored in this familiar, everyday place, whereas she was about to enter a new, terrifying world; a world without her father.

The sergeant returned with a portly, self-important-looking man wearing a white coat unbuttoned over a dark blue suit. His greying hair was parted in the middle and he had half-moon spectacles perched on his nose.

‘I suppose it’s all right,’ he was saying to Sergeant Wilson. ‘I mean, if you say so.’

‘I do say so,’ the sergeant replied.

‘Well I hope you’ve explained to the - ah’ - he glanced at Marion - ‘to the young lady that we have only recently received this - ah - the deceased, and that we have not yet had the opportunity to - ah - tidy him up.’

Marion blanched. She sensed that Betty had moved up behind her, but she had no intention of fainting and she shook her head slightly, meaning that she did not need supporting.

‘You have at least covered him decently,’ Sergeant Wilson said quietly.

‘Of course.’

‘Then let us not waste any more time. Will you lead the way?’ He turned to Marion, ‘Do you wish your maid to come with you?’

Marion, mindful of the way Betty had reacted earlier, said, ‘No, that’s all right. I would rather be alone.’

‘We cannot allow you to be quite alone,’ Sergeant Wilson replied. ‘I must come with you - and of course Mr Potts here.’

The mortuary attendant led them through a door, and their footsteps echoed almost deafeningly along a dismal corridor where the smell of some sort of chemical, carbolic perhaps, grew stronger as they reached a set of double doors at the end. Marion was not prepared for the fact that there would be more than one body in the room. Her eyes widened with barely controlled horror as she took in the neat rows of tables. On most of them lay forms covered in white cloths. On the floor under one of them a pool was forming as water dripped steadily from whatever it was that lay beneath the cloth.

Mr Potts saw the direction of her glance and explained,

‘The poor soul was taken from the river this morning. But please, follow me.’ At the far end of the room he stopped at one of the tables. ‘Are you ready?’ he asked, and his voice was reverential.

‘Yes,’ Marion whispered.

She was aware of Sergeant Wilson standing close. He didn’t speak, but he placed a hand under her elbow. Mr Potts drew the cloth back a little and Marion saw what she had been praying she would not see. His eyes were closed, but in the harsh overhead light she saw no peace, no acceptance of death in the fine lines of her father’s face. She noticed the scattering of grey hair in his dark beard and at  his temples. But he wasn’t old. He was surely in the prime of his life. He should not be lying here so still on this uncomfortable wooden table. She suppressed a sob that was prompted as much by rage as sorrow.

‘Miss Brookfield . . . ?’ Sergeant Wilson murmured.

‘Yes,’ she whispered, ‘that is my father. But how . . .?’

‘Mr Potts, may we use your office?’ Sergeant Wilson asked.

‘Of course.’

In the mortuary attendant’s office, which was little more than a cubicle, Marion sat on a leather armchair near the fire. She had the strangest sensation that she could actually see herself sitting there. She was two people. One, the surface Marion, was practical and matter-of-fact as she dealt with everything that had to be done. The other Marion had been pushed deep inside her being. And this inner Marion was seething with emotion; her grief welling up and aching to burst forth.

The sensible Marion asked Sergeant Wilson how it had happened. He told her as much as he knew.

‘There is no question but that he was murdered,’ the sergeant said, and Marion gripped the arms of the chair.

‘How?’ she asked.

‘The police surgeon has still to examine your father, but when my men found him this morning, there was - forgive me - there was a pool of blood. It looks as though he had been knifed.’

‘Who would do such a thing?’

‘A thief.’

‘But when my father went out at nights he did not carry anything very valuable with him.’

‘No money at all?’

‘Well, yes, he did carry money in a black leather pouch. Not sovereigns, small coins.’

‘Very much?’ the sergeant asked.

Marion frowned uneasily. ‘Sometimes. You see, he liked to be able to give those with nowhere to sleep sufficient to pay for a bed for the night in a common lodging house.’

‘So the sum could have been considerable - at least it would be to the type of person he would encounter on the streets. And would there be anything else? A watch, for example?’

‘Yes, he had a watch.’

‘Was it valuable?’

‘It was to my father. My mother gave it to him just a few months before she died. She had his name engraved on the case.’

‘Gold?’

‘Silver, the fob also.’

The sergeant looked grave. ‘When we found him, there was no watch; there was nothing in your father’s pockets. Nothing at all.’

Marion stared bleakly into the fire. It looked bright enough, but it seemed to give off no heat. ‘Where did you find him?’ she asked.

‘Near one of the coal wharves. Poor folk go there with baskets and bags and they stand in the water and salvage any coal that falls overboard from the keels. Some bairns who had been sent there by their mother found the body - your father - lying on the shore.’

‘How dreadful for them.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘They must have been shocked - frightened.’

‘Ah, you’re imagining they would be like the children in  your part of the city; children who have been nicely brought up - who have been cared for, not to say cosseted. I’m afraid to say that these bairns are not so lucky and that they’ve probably seen much worse. Likely this isn’t the first time they’ve seen a dead body lying in the streets, and it won’t be the last.’

Marion felt as though she had been reprimanded. ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘I should have remembered.’

‘Remembered?’ Sergeant Wilson looked puzzled.

‘Remembered why my father was working here.’

‘And why exactly was that? A charity worker?’

‘As I told the constable, my father was a journalist. He has been investigating the conditions that so many of our fellow citizens have to live in. The housing, the lack of sanitation, the disease.’

‘Ah, your father thought he could change things, did he?’ Marion sensed a certain cynicism in the police sergeant’s manner and she flushed. ‘Of course he did. He thought that by writing about such matters, by exposing people who needed to be exposed, he could begin to stir consciences.’

‘It seems that he has paid for his good intentions by being murdered by one of the very people he was trying to help. He was killed and robbed for the little he had in his pockets. But please be assured, Miss Brookfield, we will do our utmost to apprehend the wretch who did this. And now . . .’ Marion realised that the interview was coming to an end, ‘you had better contact an undertaker. Tell him that we will release the body as soon as possible.’

‘Thank you.’ Marion rose to her feet. ‘I should go home now.’

‘Will you be alone there?’

‘I have a sister - a younger sister.’

The sergeant looked aghast. ‘And you must break the news to her.’ It wasn’t a question.

‘Yes.’

‘Have you no relatives? An older lady, perhaps?’

‘No, we are alone.’

‘Then, Miss Brookfield, my thoughts will be with you.’

‘Thank you.’

‘At least you have your maid. She seems to be a good soul. A canny lass, as they say.’

‘She is.’

‘Now, if you would excuse me, I must have a word with Mr Potts.’

When they left the office, the sergeant hurried away along the corridor and Marion went the other way to the entrance hall. There was no one there, but she could hear the low murmur of voices coming from outside. The sun had broken free from the clouds, and for a moment, Marion stood in the doorway and let her eyes become accustomed to the world outside. Betty and Arthur Robinson were sitting on a low wall overlooking the river. While Betty talked to him, he was writing something in his notebook. Marion supposed he was doing his duty and asking Betty to tell him everything she knew.

As soon as Betty saw Marion, she rose and came towards her. ‘Can we go home now?’ she asked.

‘Yes.’

‘Arthur is going to walk up to Shields Road with us and get us a cab.’

‘Very well.’

‘Then he’s going to my house to tell my mother what has happened. I’ve given him a list and he’s going to bring everything along when he’s finished work.’

Marion frowned. ‘I don’t understand. A list?’

‘Aye, pet, a list of the things I’ll need for the next few days. Arthur will tell me ma that I’ll be staying with you for a while.’ She raised her hand when she saw that Marion was about to object. ‘Divven’t fret. Me ma won’t object. In fact she would probably hev suggested this herself.’

‘But where . . . ?’

‘Will I sleep? On the sofa; it’ll do me fine.’

Marion was bemused, but she was happy to let the older girl take charge, for her practical self was beginning to weaken and the other self, the self that was howling with rage and grief, was close to the surface. But she knew she must not give way to this other Marion yet. She must keep her under control until the lonely hours after she had gone to bed. For now she must remain as strong and as calm as she could. She had to tell Annette that their father had been murdered.

 



When her sister came home from school, Betty left them alone in the front parlour and Marion told Annette as gently as she could that their father was not coming home, and why. After a long, uncomprehending silence Annette said, ‘Father has had an accident?’

‘No, dear, not an accident. I told you, he was attacked by a thief. There must have been some sort of struggle and - and Father was mortally wounded.’ Marion had decided at the outset that Annette must be told the truth; at sixteen she should not be treated like a child.

‘Mortally wounded?’ Annette’s eyes filled with tears.

‘Yes.’ Despite her resolve, Marion’s own tears began to flow.

‘We will never see him again?’ Annette sobbed.

‘No. I’m so sorry, Annette.’ Tears ran down Marion’s cheeks unchecked until she saw her sister’s grief give way to anxiety.

‘But who will look after us?’ Annette asked.

Marion suppressed her own grief in order to comfort her sister. ‘I will.’

‘Will we be able to stay here? In this house? Our home?’

‘Of course,’ Marion said, although she suspected there was no ‘of course’ about it.

‘How will we pay the rent?’

‘Father had some savings. No doubt we will inherit them. That will keep us going for some time. And I . . .’ She paused; she had not really thought this through, ‘I will find some sort of employment.’

‘Will you?’ Annette looked at her doubtfully. ‘But what will you do?’

‘I don’t know. Work in an office - a shop - something like that.’

‘And will you earn enough for us to live on?’

‘Yes.’ Marion had no idea if that were true, but she could see that her sister was getting more and more anxious and she wanted to reassure her. ‘You mustn’t worry. Whatever happens, I will look after you.’

Annette was frowning; she looked far from reassured, but at that moment Betty knocked on the door and came in.

‘Your tea is ready,’ Betty said. ‘I’ve made Welsh rarebit and some treacle drop scones. We’ll eat in the kitchen. I’ve built up the fire so’s it’s nice and cosy.’

When Marion and Annette had been younger, Henry Brookfield had asked Betty to sit and eat with them whenever they took their meals in the kitchen. ‘More like a family,’ he had said. As they grew older, the custom  continued. As Marion had once remarked, ‘The kitchen is your domain, Betty. Of course you should sit with us.’

Betty had gone ahead, and Annette was just about to follow her when she turned to Marion and said, ‘And will I still be able to go to art school?’




Chapter Three

The fire in her bedroom burned low and shadows flickered on the ceiling. Usually Marion found this reassuring, but tonight there was no solace in the warm glow nor in the comfort of her feather bed. Outside a dog barked, the sound echoing intermittently along the back lane. A wind had risen, whistling round the chimneypots and loosening the roof tiles.

Towards morning the wind died and the rain began, drumming against the window panes. Marion, her head aching, was sleepless when the early-morning rattling of the delivery carts began to wake the respectable streets from their slumbers.

There was a knock on the door and Betty entered balancing a tray. ‘I thought you’d be awake,’ she said. ‘Here, drink this tea, and I’ve brought meself a cup as well, if that’s all right with you. We’ve got a lot to do today and I thought we’d better discuss things before Annette gets up.’

Marion pulled a shawl around her shoulders and Betty built up the fire before perching on the end of the bed. They knew they would have to tell Henry Brookfield’s employers what had happened, and decided that Marion should write a letter to the editor of the paper and Betty  would take it to the newspaper office. They must also think about the funeral. They kept their voices down because they did not wish to disturb or upset Annette.

When Annette came down to the kitchen for breakfast, she was subdued. ‘What shall I do today?’ she asked Marion.

‘You should go to school,’ Marion said. ‘I’ve thought about it and I don’t think it would be good for you to sit at home with nothing to do.’

Annette ate her breakfast without making any further comment. By the time she was ready to leave for school, the rain was heavier. A steady downpour slapped the leaves of the laurels in the front gardens, bounced off the pavements and turned the gutters into narrow swift-flowing streams. Marion saw that Annette put her mackintosh on over her coat and also slipped her galoshes over her shoes. But her sister refused to wear a waterproof hat.

‘Those hats are so ugly,’ she said.

‘Here you are, then.’ Marion handed her an umbrella. ‘Luckily school isn’t too far away. Wait a minute, I want you to give this letter to your form teacher.’

‘What’s in it?’ Annette asked. ‘You’re not going to tell Miss Thomas that I said school was boring and Shakespeare was stuffy, are you?’

Despite her grief, this made Marion smile. ‘No, dear, I would never let you down like that. This letter explains about Father - what has happened - and that I believe you would be better occupied at school rather than being at home.’

Marion stood on the doorstep and watched her sister set off through the rain. When Annette had turned the corner, she closed the door and turned to find Betty looking at her quizzically. ‘What is it?’ Marion asked.

‘You fret too much about your sister,’ Betty said.

‘She’s just lost her father.’

‘So hev you.’

‘But she’s only a child.’

Betty sighed. ‘That’s how you see her, I know, but it won’t do the lass any good if you go on wrapping her up in cotton wool.’

‘Betty . . . stop this . . . don’t let’s quarrel. Not today of all days,’ Marion said.

Betty looked mortified. ‘Is that what we’re doing? Quarrelling? Eeh, pet, I’m sorry. It’s just that I think Annette expects too much of you sometimes.’

‘If she does, I don’t mind.’

‘I know you don’t, and I’ll try to keep me mouth shut in future. Now, hawway, we’ve got jobs to do.’

They smiled at each other, but Marion was troubled. She didn’t like anyone else to say so, but she knew that at times Annette’s behaviour left much to be desired. She might be sixteen years old, but she was not very mature. She didn’t even look her age. And now that their father had been taken from them, Marion foresaw some troubled times ahead.

 



As the day wore on, the rain grew heavier. The streets where the new tramlines were being laid were awash with mud. By mid-afternoon Daniel was not surprised when the foreman came round and told them that work was finished for the day. Despite the fact that they were soaked through, many of the men groaned with disappointment. No work meant no pay for the casual labourers, and only ‘wet money’ for the regulars.

Daniel had been with the same gang since he had left  school at twelve, so he would be entitled to half-pay as long as the rain prevented them from working. He hoped it wouldn’t be for too long. He was responsible for his mother and his sister and he needed every penny he earned, but today he was almost pleased to have a rest from the backbreaking work. He would go to the library and sit in the reading room. He would find the peace there he was denied at home.

His canvas bait bag was stored in the workmen’s hut; he collected it and pushed it down inside his jacket. He didn’t want the bag to get wet, for as well as his sandwich tin, it contained one of the books Mr Brookfield had lent him.

There was a new library assistant behind the desk whom Daniel had never seen before, and there was no mistaking the look of disdain the young man gave him. ‘Yes?’ he said. ‘Can I help you?’

Daniel was aware of what he must look like in his rough working clothes. ‘I want to use the reading room,’ he said.

‘The reading room?’ The library assistant emphasised the word as if he doubted that Daniel could read.

‘Yes, I often go there.’

‘It’s all right, Mr Chalk,’ a female voice called, and Miss Bennett came bustling out of her office. ‘I know Mr Brady. It’s perfectly all right for him to use the reading room.’

Mr Chalk could hardly argue with his superior, but he had one last try. ‘But Mr Brady is soaking wet - and what’s more, he should wash his hands.’

The elderly librarian smiled at Daniel as if asking him not to take offence. Then she turned to her young assistant.

‘You’re right, Mr Chalk. I think Mr Brady should be allowed to use the rest room to wash his hands and to dry  himself as much as he can, and then you can put the kettle on for a cup of tea.’

Mr Chalk was taken aback, but he wilted under Miss Bennett’s determined gaze and contented himself with saying, ‘Food and drink are not allowed in the reading room.’

‘I’m perfectly aware of that,’ Miss Bennett said. ‘Mr Brady can have a cup of tea and a biscuit in my office.’

From the look the young man shot him, Daniel knew he had made an enemy of Mr Chalk - and he knew why. He was a labouring man, and there were those who thought that people like him shouldn’t get above themselves. The irony was that by dint of hard, backbreaking work for as many hours as possible, Daniel was probably taking home more pay than young Mr Chalk in his cut-price suit and shirt with sleeves too short to cover his bony wrists.

Now Miss Bennett was a real lady, Daniel thought. She might not be from a wealthy family - otherwise why would she have to seek employment - but she spoke in well-modulated tones and had perfect manners. The kind of manners that taught you to treat everyone with respect no matter which part of town you came from.

She had never asked Daniel too many questions - that would have been considered rude - but she had watched with interest the sort of books he was borrowing, and sometimes, when he was doing his ‘homework’ in the reading room, she had entered quietly and left a selection of books that she thought might be helpful on the table.

Once he had cleaned himself up, she made him sit by the fire in her office. He became acutely aware of the steam rising from his clothes. He knew that the odour was unpleasantly musty and he scalded his mouth in an attempt  to drink the tea quickly. Miss Bennett had left the door open and was coming and going with various files. At one point when she was out of the room, Daniel made his escape and went to the reading room.

He was the only person there. He guessed that sensible folk would not be prepared to brave the weather on such a day. When he sat down and took the book from his bag, he sighed with satisfaction. He was not going to do any written work today. He was going to do as Henry Brookfield had suggested and read for relaxation.

He opened The Leavenworth Case and was soon immersed in a world thousands of miles away, in a solicitor’s office in New York. He hadn’t been reading for very long when he decided that he liked detective fiction.
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