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			This story is for the people of Tenerife, who live and work here and provide such great times and memories for those of us who visit their wonderful island.

			 

			I hope that the little girl in my book, Isabella, will one day be able to get back to Los Abrigos, the Red Mountain, and her beautiful home in the sunshine.

		

	
		
			Contents

			The Lost Girl from Far Away

			Also By

			Title

			Copyright

			Dedication

			 

			One

			Two

			Three

			Four

			Five

			Six

			Seven

			Eight

			Nine

			Ten

			Eleven

			Twelve

			Thirteen

			Fourteen

			Fifteen

			Sixteen

			Seventeen

			Eighteen

			Nineteen

			Twenty

			Twenty-­one

			Twenty-­two

			Twenty-­three

			Twenty-­four

			Twenty-­five

			Twenty-­six

			Twenty-­seven

			Twenty-­eight

			Twenty-­nine

			Thirty

			Thirty-­one

			Thirty-­two

			Thirty-­three

			Thirty-­four

			Thirty-­five

			Thirty-­six

			Thirty-­seven

			Thirty-­eight

			Thirty-­nine

			Forty

			Forty-­one

			Forty-­two

			Forty-­three

			Forty-­four

			Forty-­five

			Epilogue

			Author’s Note

			Acknowledgements

			Discover more from Elizabeth Gill . . .

		

	
		
			One

			1910 

			The Durham Felltops, Northern England

			Isabella de Leon wanted to go home. She longed for a place that was as different from the fells of north-­west Durham as it could possibly be. Her home was a land of almost constant sunshine, of friends and fish and fruit, a place where she had been a happy small child with family all around her: the tiny village of Los Abrigos on the southern coast of Tenerife in the Canary Islands off the coast of West Africa, where the winds blew in from the Sahara and the sun sank slowly in a fiery ball. The Red Mountain, an ancient volcano on the southern edge of the island, stood just beyond the village and could be seen from her home. She had thought when she was very small that the mountain had the power to grant her wishes. It was said that when Magellan sailed there in 1519 on his voyage around the world, he had called it the most beautiful place on earth. She had thought that she would live there all her life with her mother and father and her brother, Nico.

			Her first memory was of being outside on Christmas Eve, when all the families had a big meal and before it, as her mother toiled in the kitchen, her father had taken her outside to see the sunset. The sun set in winter at about six in the evening and, just before it vanished, it sparkled gold in the sky and then disappeared beyond the mountain. Then, he had said to her, ‘But wait, my most precious girl, because the best will come soon.’

			She grew impatient, small as she was, but he lifted her into his arms and held her safely against him. Then, after she thought that night would darken quickly, there was a pause, which lasted for a long time to a tiny girl but was probably only a few minutes, and suddenly amidst the darkness there was light, pink and blue, very pale and two stars, one low and one high. Her father pointed them out to her and he said, ‘Do not forget my little one, that you come from the most beautiful place on earth. Be proud.’

			He had been right. It was as perfect a home as anybody had ever seen. The men in the village fished, the women kept house and looked after the gardens and orchards and animals, and the children ran freely, except on Sunday mornings, when they made their way to the little church where they had been baptized and since then had attended every Sunday along with all their families.

			She would never forget the day that her life changed forever, when a wind bearing red sand had come across the Atlantic Ocean and brought with it a storm. To begin with, all it did was enshrine the village in fog. Her uncle and two cousins had already gone out in the boat that morning. The fog gave way to the biggest storm in the island’s history and the three men were lost.

			After that all her father wanted to do was leave. Her mother also, but they had different goals in mind and argued more than usual. That was bad enough, all the shouting and her mother throwing what was left of the pots she had not thrown at her husband the last time they had an argument, but in the end her father had decided to take her mother to her family home, leave her there and go on to Canada, the place he had always dreamed of.

			Her mother’s home was here in Weardale. Isabella’s parents had met when her father had been a sailor in his young days and her mother had been a maid in a big house in Newcastle upon Tyne. His ship had come in and his heart had gone out, that was how he remembered it, but there was nothing left of the romance.

			Her mother had wanted to go home when her father talked of leaving Los Abrigos and she had cried. Isabella found it hard to imagine anybody wanting to return to this bleak, freezing and desolate place in the middle of nowhere.

			They had made their way overland to here after a long sea journey and the weather had got worse and worse. Everything was cold and wet and there was fog too and her father had lost the way as he tried to find her mother’s home and family.

			Her mother was angry by then and tired, for she was about to have another child and badly needed to lie down. They had ended up in this huge old house, which stood alone at the head of a deserted village.

			They were grateful enough to have reached shelter and had huddled here inside the walls, hoping that the rain would stop and the wind would not cut you in half as you tried to go forward.

			Come morning, the storm had passed and her father did his best to make up the fire. It was not usually his job and in the end Isabella pushed him away and gently took over the building of the fire. At least it was something to do and warmth was the first thing they needed.

			Isabella could not meet his eyes because he kept going to the window and she knew he was going to say that he would not stay for much longer, it was time to move on.

			She was hoping that the fog would never lift so he couldn’t leave but it was going, leaving a cold, wet land behind it. Canada beckoned, that was what he told them. Every day he talked of it as paradise. He kept his mind on his goal and would not give up the idea. Isabella knew that her mother had hoped they all would stay here but she had learned better.

			Her mother, after many previous births, was about to go into labour once again. She had lost more children than Isabella could remember but had never seemed any worse for it. At the moment, she was sitting up on the old sofa not far from the fire, taking from the small blaze the little warmth that it gave to her hands as she declared, as she had done so many times before, that she would go no further, not one more step. Isabella knew that her father no longer cared. He had taken her home, he had fulfilled his promise and now he longed to be gone.

			Isabella began to look forward to him leaving. Her parents had been fighting her whole life. Sometimes she wondered why on earth they had got married. The trouble was that they were too much alike. The fighting was an integral part of their lives, and perhaps it provided some kind of excitement which the fishing village and their lives there had lacked.

			The fighting had meant that Isabella and Nico were very quiet. There was no room for their voices in their parents’ house. Now had come the moment she had initially feared, the anger wanted to explode from her but it would do no good. If he must go, why delay it? She couldn’t stand much more.

			‘I’ve done what I said I would do,’ her father said, his voice level. ‘I’ve brought you home. The place you were born and brought up is but a few miles away and you can go nowhere until that child is born. Then you’ll be able to walk the short distance. Your family will be bound to take you in.’

			Her mother said nothing. Isabella concentrated on keeping the fire alive. Her father gave her all the money that he said he could spare and all the food he had, which did not amount to much, and then he urged Nico out of the door. Nico hesitated and Isabella began to understand why nobody was looking at anybody else. They could not. Nico stood there, glanced at her and then he followed his father. Such had always been the plan but now that it was happening, Isabella could not believe that her father and brother would go. She waited for Nico to change his mind and come back but nothing happened.

			‘But, Papa, what will they do?’ Thirteen-­year-­old Nicolas de Leon turned to his father, at a loss.

			Sebastian dismissed his wife and daughter with a nod. ‘Will you come with me, Nicolas? There will be so many opportunities.’

			Nico glanced at his sister and mother before he left the house. His father was right, his mother would give birth shortly and after that she would be well. She always was.

			‘I have been a good husband to her, you know it, but I could never belong in such a place and neither, I think, could you.’

			‘But Isabella—’

			‘She is like her mother. She will find a home here. She even looks like her mother, has the same ideas and needs.’

			Nico knew that Isabella was a disappointment to his father. She was, for a start, fair-­haired and green-­eyed, whereas he looked like his father, dark and Spanish, though he was not. Spaniards came from so many places with so many different cultures and all of them proud, but he would not contradict his father. Isabella belied her name in that sense to his father and yet there were a good many people on their home island of Tenerife who were blond and blue­ or green ­eyed. Invaders had come from many different countries over the years and had fathered children there, so that it was very much a mix.

			His father was proud that Nico looked like he did, and his father and his father before him.

			Their mother, who came from this strange place, had never learned to speak Spanish well and she had never taken up Spanish customs or ideas. She could not, or would not, adjust to the village which was their home. She had always longed to be here. Now she was beginning to realize her dream and at huge cost to his father, he knew.

			His father longed for a whole new life and he had done his best by his wife Marianna, or Marian as she was known in England.

			‘She’ll be able to travel in a few days. The village below can be no more than half an hour’s walk from here. They will help her since she is one of them.’

			His father had a very persuasive tongue and was looking hard and longingly at him. Nico knew that his father loved him very much and that in comparison he loved Isabella very little. It was sad but what could he do?

			‘Come with me, my son, and we will have an adventure. We have done our duty.’

			It was bitterly cold but since Isabella had sharp ears, he had taken his son outside to talk to him like this. It was high time they were gone.

			‘Let me say goodbye,’ Nico ventured.

			He kept in mind that his father had wanted to go to Canada as directly as he could. This must have been the biggest diversion that anybody had ever taken and for the sake of someone else. Instead of going straight across the Atlantic, they had come to England, and it had taken such a long time that Nico’s mind clouded whenever he thought of the journey.

			They had set off in the autumn, his father hoping to get his family to where they wanted to go before the bad weather arrived. It had also cost his father a lot of money to bring them here and now he had to set off again in winter, which was the worst time of the year to be on a ship. Nico was not looking forward to that and yet he too longed for something new and not a single part of him thought this place had anything to offer him.

			He went back inside. The huge house was freezing. The fire had gone out again. The wood was damp, Isabella had said. No one had apparently lived there for some time and although the house still had fuel in an outbuilding, the coal had been outside and was wet. The rooms were filled with furniture, as though people had had to leave quickly or could not take anything with them. Also, there were pots and pans and various kitchen items which he did not recognize. He had never felt less at home and he knew that his father felt the same.

			It was true also that the nearest town was but a short walk down the hill, as his father said. No doubt they’d welcome his mother and sister. Why wouldn’t they?

			His mother was lying on a big sofa. His sister was trying to relight the fire. She was eleven and knew a great deal about lighting fires, for she did it every day at home and helped her mother in the kitchen with cooking, washing and cleaning.

			In some ways he wished they had remained in the village where his father’s family had lived for many generations. Would he ever see it again?

			Isabella did not turn from what she was doing. She only acknowledged him with a quiet, ‘So, you’re going then.’

			‘I cannot let him go by himself. You’ll be able to walk to the village and probably find Mama’s family there. It will be a homecoming.’

			‘Goodbye then.’

			‘Goodbye.’

			Nico was relieved that his sister made so little fuss. She didn’t move and so he went outside and closed the door behind him. Then he felt better. A new life beckoned. Perhaps the biggest chapter of his existence was about to begin.

		

	
		
			Two

			After they had eaten once again, Isabella and her mother had nothing left but some bread and cheese, some coffee in a small pack, which smelled good. She had discovered the well outside at the back of the house and a kettle in the cupboards, but the fire was not making enough heat for coffee. When the day cleared and the wind died down, she would make her way to the village. Maybe there would be a shop open and she could get help for her mother, though to be fair, her mother had birthed all her children by herself and had seemed to suffer nothing from it, whether they lived or died. Her mother was tough, she would survive.

			It would soon be Christmas. Isabella thought back to the Christmases they had had before, all such joyous times with carol services and midnight mass in the little church just up the street from their house. She missed the children she went to school with and being able to run in and out of the houses around her.

			Isabella eventually managed to get the kettle to boil and felt almost triumphant when she was able to hand her mother coffee from one of several pots she had discovered. It gave out warmth and a sweet smell and she was pleased with herself. Her father had brought in fuel, so they would manage, she thought. This all made her feel much better, as though she was coping. What they had they would manage on until the child was born and then they could make their way down to the village and things would be easier.

			Her mother was restless at first but as the time went by, she began to groan and moan and it became clear to Isabella that the child was not being born as the others had been, for it was taking a long time. It got worse until her mother was screaming in pain and writhing on the bed. Isabella could not do anything to help.

			It was dark outside by then and snow had begun to fall. She went out but the snow came above the top of her shoes and there was no light anywhere. Her father had told her the village was just a short distance away but, as she ventured down from the house, she could see nothing through the blizzard.

			She knew that she had to get help. What was this place they were in which was so far from the road?

			They had kept walking up on the tops, as far as she could tell or remember now. Her memory was confused by what had happened and the realization that she and her mother were alone here, and she forced herself to think. Isabella tried to give her mother a second cup of weak coffee, but she would take nothing and the pain got worse.

			In the end, the following day, as soon as it was light, Isabella left the house and struggled through the snow towards the little town.

			The snow was thick and falling fast and sideways. After a while she could not tell whether she was going up or down and all she longed for was to get back to the house where her mother was in such a bad way.

			She walked on and on until she couldn’t walk any further. She kept falling over and getting colder and colder and it began to dawn on her that if she couldn’t get up, she would die, so she kept on getting up until she couldn’t do it anymore and then it didn’t matter.

			When she awoke, she was very cold but the sky was clear now and she could see everything around her. She got to her feet and there in front of her she saw the house she had left to try and find help. Was this as far as she had got? Had she wandered around in circles?

			She went back into the house. The moon shone in through the open roof and she could see where her mother lay and that she was not moving any longer. She could not be dead. Isabella hadn’t seen anybody dead before but her mother still didn’t move and she didn’t respond when Isabella said her name, at firstly softly and then louder.

			Suddenly she was afraid and wondered how far her father and Nico had got. Surely they would come back, surely she was not to be left here so alone?

			She lay down beside her mother and waited. And grew colder. She made herself believe that it was just a dream, that she would wake up in the morning and they would be back in the sunshine and the warmth of Los Abrigos, with the Atlantic washing the shore just below the house, blue-­green in the sunshine, and all would be well again.

		

	
		
			Three

			Sarah Charles had lived in Wolsingham for five years after Connie and the rest of the Butler family had left the Hilda House up on the tops. Sarah liked living in Wolsingham with Miss Hutton. The old lady treated her like a grandchild, making lovely frocks for her, feeding her well, and they worked together in the shop, which had been Miss Hutton’s livelihood for as long as anybody could remember.

			That December morning when Sarah got up first, as she always did, and made up the fire and put the kettle on to boil for tea, she took a cup to the old lady, only to find that Miss Hutton was no more. She was stiff and cold. Sarah was so shocked and horrified that she could not believe it.

			She had no idea what age Miss Hutton was, but she had been very old, to the point where her cheeks sagged and she had to use reading glasses to sew, even in the mornings, and she had become bent and shaky. But Sarah had kept telling herself that Miss Hutton would never die because Sarah could not afford to lose the only person she loved.

			Now it had happened. She tried thinking of her many friends in the village but Miss Hutton had been family to her. She didn’t know what to do so she sat on the bed for a while, hoping that she would wake up and the old lady would still be alive, but nothing happened. So she took the cup and saucer downstairs and then banked down the fire, put on her boots and made her way through the fast-­melting snow and across the street to the doctor’s surgery.

			She was too early.

			‘We’re not open yet,’ Jimmy said. He ran the pharmacy.

			Sarah didn’t like Jimmy. Nobody liked Jimmy. He was rude and brushed everybody off, but he had been there for a long time and presumably was good at his job or the doctor would have got rid of him.

			‘Miss Hutton died,’ was all Sarah could manage to say.

			Jimmy looked at her as though nobody had ever died before and then he left her standing in the hall, went into the gloom at the back of the house and disappeared.

			Moments later he came back with Alexander Blair, who was the local doctor. He’d taken over from Dr Neville and for years folk had complained about him because he was nothing like the other man. He came from Edinburgh originally and his clipped tones told of his background.

			He had been the doctor further up the dale for some years but had moved here after Dr Neville left. People said it was to make a new start because his wife and youngest child had died and his older children lived in Satley with his wife’s parents.

			He did not suffer fools gladly, that was the conclusion of the village when he had been there for a year. By the second year he was accepted and after that, nobody would have got in his way for they were grateful for his skill and understanding.

			Also, when you really did have a problem, he could be cool but kind, and Sarah didn’t think a doctor could give you more than that.

			‘Now, Sarah,’ he said and he came to her, offering a very small smile. ‘Why don’t we go back to the shop and see what we can do?’

			That was exactly what she needed to hear. The doctor put on his coat and boots and followed her the short distance in the snow. Sarah guided him upstairs and then sat in the kitchen.

			He was not long.

			‘You’re right of course,’ he said. ‘I’m so sorry. Why don’t you come back with me and I’ll sort everything out?’

			‘Leave the shop?’ Somehow Sarah had the idea that if she left she would not be able to go back there. Whatever would she do?

			They locked up, she put the key into her pocket and they walked back to the surgery, but this time they went in through the private side entrance. The doctor’s house was bigger than most, even though it was on the main street. It was not attached as the other houses were and behind it were several buildings including stables, a carriage house and five acres of land for the doctor’s horses. There was also a cottage where Oswald, who looked after the garden, yard and horses, lived with his old mother and Jimmy lodged there too.

			Dr Blair took her through into the kitchen where Ada and Fiona, the two maids, were busy. Ada said nothing. She never spoke to Sarah, Sarah realized now, clearly thinking herself well above a lass who had no family. But Fiona sat her down and made tea and sympathized after the doctor told them what had happened before he went.

			Now used to the shock, Sarah didn’t listen to what they said but sat there worrying as to her fate. What on earth would she do?

			 

			The undertaker and the doctor took away Miss Hutton’s body and Sarah returned reluctantly to the shop. She stripped the bed where the old lady had died. It didn’t make her feel any better, but it was something to do. She didn’t open the shop for she was completely lost and could settle to nothing.

			Four days later, when it got as light as it was going to, she realized that something else was wrong. Things had been so difficult since Miss Hutton died that she didn’t feel she could handle more problems but as she gazed into the garden from the kitchen window, she thought she could see something unusual moving around.

			There were birds and the odd squirrel, but this was bigger. Noiselessly she opened the kitchen door and watched more keenly. There was somebody in the garden. Miss Hutton was lucky to have a garden; many houses had nothing but a backyard. The garden gate was open and somebody small had stepped inside and halted there. It was a half-­grown child, a fair-­haired girl, and Sarah could tell by her stance that she was afraid.

			Sarah left the back door open, approached carefully and then she said, ‘Are you all right?’ Clearly there was something very much the matter, woe was pitiful on the child’s pale and anxious face.

			‘It is my mother, my mama,’ she said in heavily accented English. ‘She – she has been so very ill and I think she has died. I had to leave her to find help and it took me so very long to get here and I don’t know what to do or how to get back there.’

			‘Come inside and I will help you.’

			The child was very cold, thin and badly dressed and her eyes were dark with fear. Sarah sat her down by the kitchen fire and asked where she had come from and recognized straight away the description of the house on the tops where this girl had left her mother. The place was very familiar to her. She had escaped her hard life to a better one up there, turning to Connie Butler for help. It was the Hilda House, formally known as Blessed St Hilda’s Orphanage, and probably where she had first felt happiness.

			Sarah was obliged to return to the doctor’s house as she thought he would help again. An hour later they were up at the Hilda House. Sarah had not been there in the five years since the Butler family had left. It felt very strange. The doctor would have left the little girl with his servants but she cried so much that in the end they all went together.

			The village was just the same, as though time had stood still. The snow was melting and the day was fine. It felt odd but when she saw the Hilda House, she felt a rush of love for the Butler family, remembering how Connie had taken her in when she had run away from the bad treatment of Amos Adams – a minister and a bad man who had brought her in as a small child to work for him.

			Sarah had not wanted to go to Newcastle, where Connie’s sister and brothers had settled. Connie would have taken her to London, where she and Thomas Neville had gone, but the dale was home and despite the bad memories she loved it well.

			Dr Blair drove the pony and trap himself. He was a man of few words. The locals called him ‘dour’ because of his grave manner but he had proved that he knew what he was doing and the people were confident in his ability to look after them. Sarah was slightly afraid of him but he had been there for her twice in less than a week when she had needed him so she was grateful.

			As they got to the front door of the house he said to Sarah, ‘Will you stay with the wee one?’ and when she nodded he added, ‘Don’t worry. Archie will keep still.’

			It had not occurred to Sarah that the horse wouldn’t stay where he was. Once the doctor bid folk and horses to do things, they did them. She knew Archie better than she knew the doctor. She sometimes took carrots for the doctor’s horses in the fields behind his house.

			He was not long but even so, it being winter, darkness was beginning to fall by the time he came back, saying gently to the girl, ‘I’m sorry, lassie, I’m afraid that your mother is no more.’

			The girl began to cry.

			‘There’s nothing else we can do today.’

			The girl cried softly and hid her face in her hands. ‘But I can’t go without her,’ she sobbed.

			‘I’m afraid you must. I can’t leave you here by yourself.’

			‘You can stay with me for now,’ Sarah offered, rather glad that she did not have to face the shop by herself again, and so he nodded and got into the trap and they went back to Wolsingham.

			Sarah didn’t like to question the child, even to ask her name would seem like an intrusion.

			There were two bedrooms but the memory of finding the old lady dead in hers stayed with Sarah. The girl didn’t seem to mind sleeping with her, though she said little.

			‘Where will I go?’ the girl asked when they were lying still in the darkness. The darkness made people bolder, Sarah thought, and since it was the same question she had had herself, it did not make things any easier.

			‘Do you have other family?’

			Sarah listened while the child told of her father and brother, of her life in some paradise of a place such as Sarah had never imagined. The girl also told her of the drownings of the men in her family and her father’s despair, and Sarah understood that another family would take over the fishing and the house from her father, so they had nowhere to go but forward.

			She could not believe that this man had dumped his wife and child in the middle of nowhere, three miles away from the nearest village, when his wife was giving birth and had gone off with his son, leaving his young daughter alone to face an uncertain future – and what a future it had already turned out to be.

			 

			When somebody dies just before Christmas, it seems the ultimate insult, Sarah thought, almost indelicate, as though, had they made a little more effort to put off the Grim Reaper, the joy of Christmas would still mean something. 

			That Christmas there was no merriment at the little dress shop where the two girls stayed alone. Grief stalked them like an unwelcome guest, bringing with it other thoughts which made it all seem doubly bad. These Sarah tried to keep from her mind. What was the point in worrying?

			She could not help gazing at the kitchen mantelpiece as though it was about to strike her. In a little pot there, they kept cash that was used for the household bills and shopping. Miss Hutton never even counted it. Why would she? They paid their way with relative ease and even if Sarah had been salting it away, Miss Hutton would never have noticed, but then the trust between the two of them had been complete.

			So, when she would normally have gone out and spent money on some little extras as they usually did at Christmas, Sarah could only look at the pot with guilt and distaste, afraid to spend anything for fear of the future.

			Neither of them ate much.

			She clothed Isabella in the thickest raiment she possessed. The poor child was frozen and continually sat over the kitchen fire wrapped in blankets, huddled against all those negative thoughts which Sarah felt sure her guest had parading through her mind, casting out any positive idea which tried to raise its head.

			Miss Hutton had made a fruit cake weeks before and fed it brandy. She had covered it in marzipan and white icing. There were even two small ornaments, Miss Hutton’s pride and joy, which came out every year to deck the cake: a robin and a snowman wearing green and red buttons and a black hat. The cake had been finished off with a red and gold sash.

			Sarah went over the many times they had had good winters, how they went to the local church and sang Christmas carols, then ate mince pies at the vicarage after the service alongside half the village.

			Miss Hutton always made a new velvet dress for Sarah in December for the carol service. This year snow lay thinly, making for wet slushy streets, and a biting wind followed it, so she had no desire to go beyond the doors. The new dress was black velvet with pearl buttons whereas last year’s had been blue. Sarah didn’t want to dress up and thought she would never happily wear either of the dresses again.

			Sarah made a Christmas dinner, since it had already been bought and paid for. There was a leg of pork, sage and onion stuffing, crackling, big tureens of potatoes, and parsnips with honey. The two girls sat at either side of the table and regarded the food with distaste.

			 

			The funerals had been hastily arranged together since the two women had died only a few days apart. Alongside Easter, this was the vicar’s busiest time of year. The girls were comforted as much as they could be by going together and by the vicar’s wife organizing some food in the church hall. Luckily at Christmas there is plenty of food available and many women from the village helped provide it. It meant a lot to Sarah that they had respected the old lady so much. She took Isabella to the church hall and introduced her to everyone and many of the women gave both girls a hug. Losing someone you cared for at this time of year was the hardest of all, they agreed. Also, even though Isabella was unknown to them, she was just a bairn and they were duly sympathetic.

			The vicar had gleaned Isabella’s mother’s name from her and the two women were laid alongside one another in the little graveyard beside the parish church. Nobody asked for any money, there would have been no point, for between them they had very little apart from what was in the pot on the mantelpiece and Sarah dared not assume that this was still hers to make use of. She presumed that the village and the vicar, Mr Wilson, had kindly taken care of these things and tried not to think about it.

			All Isabella could think was that her mother should be there with her and that, had it not been for the kindness of Sarah and the doctor, she too would have died in that wretched house up on the tops, having had nobody but hunger and cold for her friends.

			Sarah and Isabella were both relieved when Christmas and then the funeral were over. Both girls still felt shocked and raw and could not think of anything else. They had not slept properly and had eaten little, and the dark mornings and early nights somehow made it all harder to believe.

			When all was done that could be done, Sarah began to panic. She had no idea what would happen now to either of them. She said nothing to Isabella, but it preyed upon her mind like a hunger. She tried to keep up a brave face but the little girl sat in tears over the kitchen fire and cried for her mother and the loss of her way of life, and for how her brother and father had gone off and left her. To Sarah their actions seemed mindlessly callous but there was nothing to be done.

			 

			It was almost two weeks after Christmas and the ice and snow were thick on the streets so nobody went out unless they had to.

			For some reason the girls were a bit more cheerful that morning. They even ate an egg and some toast each and managed several cups of tea. Tea was always so comforting, Sarah thought. She was therefore feeling a little better when she heard the shop bell ring. As that door was also their front door, she went through to open it. She didn’t know what to do about the shop or anything else, she thought as she went to answer it. The morning was dark and gloomy and when she opened the door, she saw Mr John East, the local solicitor.

			He was looking apologetically at her. She ushered him into the kitchen, which was their dining and living room because the shop and workshop, where they made and mended clothes, took up the other two ground-­floor rooms. She introduced him to Isabella and offered him a seat at the kitchen table. There was no easy chair, such a thing would have taken up a great deal of space.

			He had with him a briefcase. Sarah gazed at it with instant dislike. It looked so official somehow, especially when he took from it several papers which he shuffled. He looked at them with a frown and then at the two girls.

			‘I’m afraid I am the bearer of bad news, Miss Charles,’ he said. ‘Miss Hutton’s will contains nothing for you.’

			‘I didn’t expect it would,’ Sarah said, no longer sure of herself because she knew it would make her homeless and penniless. ‘As I’m sure you are aware, we were not related to one another, but she was kind enough to take me in.’

			‘Even so,’ he said, and then paused in case he might say something detrimental about the recently departed old lady. The pause lengthened. Sarah longed for it to be any other day but this. She was even beginning to look back on Christmas Day with some fondness. Dreadful as it had seemed, it was better than this.

			‘Will I be able to stay here?’ she could not help asking, and the words came out in a rush as though they could be held back no longer, even though she did not expect a good response.

			‘I’m afraid not.’ He studied his papers as if they might tell him something more positive but he looked in vain. ‘Miss Hutton’s great-­nephew John Bartholomew inherits everything. Perhaps you might be able to find employment in the village,’ Mr East said.

			He meant as a servant. Sarah said nothing. She could remember Miss Hutton’s great-­nephew. He had turned up for the funeral in a dark, sombre and very expensive suit. She had learned to know good cloth when she saw it. It had to be him because he was the only stranger amongst the mourners. He had not spoken to Sarah, though why he would was anybody’s guess, she thought.

			When Mr East had departed, the two girls went on sitting over the kitchen fire listening to heavy sleet break the silence as it met the roof.

		

	
		
			Four

			Alexander Blair had started out his life in Edinburgh, but had come here because, while visiting friends in Durham, he’d met the love of his life. She was called Alice Freeman and her father held the living of St Cuthbert’s in the tiny village of Satley in the hills above Lanchester. Her father had wanted her to marry the vicar of All Saints in Lanchester. The young doctor had come a very poor second and even now, when she was long since dead and gone, he felt that her parents still resented him.

			Alice and Alexander had lived happily up in Allenheads at the top end of Weardale. She had loved that it was so remote, so scenic. They had a neat little house there and he became a partner.

			Having given him two little girls, Alice died giving birth to their only son and the boy had died too. Alexander felt as though he was badly done by, and the people of the surrounding area thought that if a doctor could not look after his own family, he was not capable of looking after them. This was the main reason he had moved to Wolsingham when the previous doctor had gone off to London.

			Nobody spoke badly of him in the lower part of the dale, though to be fair he did not listen closely. His two little girls had gone to live with their grandparents at the vicarage in Satley. It was deemed ill that the girls had no mother figure in their lives and to begin with, in the shock of their daughter’s demise, they took the children willingly.

			That was several years ago now and each time Alexander went to see his daughters he longed for a son. They must be the least prepossessing children on the planet, he thought. Doris, the younger child, rarely spoke or looked at anyone and was pale-faced, while Georgina, the elder, was very plain and so unruly that he was glad to leave the vicarage and go home to the peace of his surgery and his fire and his whisky, brooding there over the boy who had never been his and the woman who could not be replaced.

			He had become a hunted man. Every mother in the dale saw him as a potential husband for her daughter or, if she was not too old, for herself. Widowed doctors around here were unheard of. It would have been considered a crime that he did not marry even though he had obviously made a complete botch of the health of his own wife and child. But women often died in childbirth. It had been the worst day of his life when he lost Alice and his tiny boy.

			His heart was broken but he was comfortable enough at the practice in Wolsingham with his surgery, his cosy sitting room and his servants. Nevertheless, as his daughters grew and went to school, their grandparents were increasingly unhappy about them.

			Doris, at nine, was painfully shy and blushed to her hair roots when anybody addressed her. Georgina, the elder at eleven, was what they called a bad child. She was always running away, had a temper and threw her dinner on the floor – not often enough, the doctor reflected, seeing her girth. She kicked her grandfather and shouted at her grandmother and the poor grandparents had begun to complain and say that both girls should be packed off to boarding school.

			Getting rid of his children in this way was a tempting thought. Their mother was dead, so they barely remembered her, and now he was considering sending them away as though they were street cats or stray dogs.

			He couldn’t do it. There had to be another way round it. He ought to marry. He could never love again but he could take on a decent woman who would do her duty by him. He then thought of Alice and how she would have laughed at such ridiculous notions. It was then that he felt guilty about the children. Alice would have been horrified at the idea of sending them away. She had loved them so openly. He tried to think back to what they had been like before she died but it was too hard to bring back memories of what he thought had been the best life he could have lived. It was all gone.

			He went on with his work but the complaints of his parents-­in-­law were getting to him and he also knew that it was unfair to them. Their hearts had been broken when their only child died and they resented being saddled with the children, as his mother-­in-­law had told him more than once. No wonder the girls misbehaved. Their grandfather had gout. Alexander tried to tell him not to drink so much port after dinner, but he took no notice. Grandmother had arthritis in her hands and feet and was in constant pain, and being an awkward woman, did not believe in pain relief.

			The time came when he could no longer ignore the problem. Yet what was he to do?

		

	
		
			Five

			Harry Leadbetter was seventeen when he came home to Wolsingham that Christmas. He had been in a school just outside Pitlochry for twelve years. He well remembered arriving there in a snowstorm at the age of six and wondering what on earth he had done to be sent so far away, to the bleakest place that he had ever seen.

			The school was all grey. The stone walls were grey, the dormitories were painted grey. There were no carpets or even rugs on the floors and the thin, squeaking narrow beds were twelve to a room so that every sigh, fart, giggle and sob could be heard during the bleak, cold nights. The wind swept around the buildings and the ice froze solid on windows, which had been built so high that you couldn’t see out of them. Had that been deliberate so that the boys could concentrate? But on what? He never knew.

			The rain, which continually poured down, was grey but it was even worse when the winds turned colder and snow fell and drifted among the trees beyond the playing fields and further over towards the town, which was also grey. The snow lightened everything but did not ease chilblains, colds, coughs that rent the night, or the way that the blankets were heavy on your bed because it was either endure that or suffer the cold. The floors were linoleum, so the moment you ventured out of bed your feet turned into ice. Often the snow began in October and did not relent before April.

			He supposed that he had at some time grown used to how hard it was and had ceased to think of it. He never went anywhere. In the holidays, when a lot of boys left for their homes, he sat around, disconsolately watching as the maids filled the big trunks with clothing and the porters carried them downstairs to waiting vehicles.

			He wasn’t the only one who stayed. Various boys had parents who worked abroad as missionaries, ambassadors or engineers so it wasn’t that he was by himself. He got used to the loneliness, the way that most of the staff did not come in. The food was actually better when hardly anyone was there, as the cooks went off and a couple of the masters and their families stayed and looked after the boys. There was porridge twice a day, and he was given eggs, bacon and fried bread, plus a little money to spend on fish and chips if one of the masters’ wives wasn’t cooking that day.

			The teachers would talk of their holidays just before they left, of Edinburgh and London, Switzerland and France. They all sounded wonderful to Harry but since he had been and was going nowhere, as time passed he became lethargic and did not want to leave. It was as if he had wrapped the school around him. It was all the comfort he had.

			He could not remember sitting close to a fire, as the bigger boys hogged the blaze. In the classrooms the fire was at the front and the masters tended to stand in front of it so unless you were in rows one or two you had no benefit. You were not allowed to wear scarves or hats and gloves in the classrooms but if you didn’t want to answer questions, it was preferable to sit at the back and freeze. The only time he was warm was the brief spell during June and July, when sometimes the days were too hot. There were only two seasons here, a winter which seemed endless and a summer which was brief and stifling. By August it would rain. Sometimes September provided what they called an Indian summer and after that snow fell and was there for so long that it turned into grey slush when vehicles passed by.

			The only way to get out of here was to be good at sport but he had never seen the sense in it. Why would you want to kick a ball around? Why would you want to be in a team and shouted at and mocked? So he made sure he was chosen last and that nothing was expected of him. Cross-­country runs were a torture, out there half-naked in inadequate shoes and running for what? He did not know.

			So, after years of having his fees paid, the day came one December when the headmaster summoned him into his study and told him that he was to leave.

			‘Leave?’ Harry said blankly.

			The headmaster was a cheerful kind of man. He hadn’t been there long enough to accept defeat.

			‘You can’t stay here forever, you know. You have enough money for your train fare home.’

			His trunk had long since fallen to pieces; he suspected it had not been of any great quality in the first place. His clothes were always too small, as were his boots, so he was now down to nothing but one change of clothing. All the less to take with him.

			‘Couldn’t I stay here and do something useful?’ was his last-­ditch gasp at trying to get beyond the problem without going anywhere.

			The headmaster smiled and shook his head. ‘My dear fellow,’ he said at length, ‘there isn’t anything you are able to do. Perhaps it doesn’t say much for our school, but we can keep you no longer.’

			Harry thought about it and had to agree. He had no skills or uses. He had spent years studying Latin and Greek and had retained little of it, since he could see no need for it. Had he really not picked up anything which could help him now?

			It took two days to reach home as the trains varied so much in their comings and goings that he spent a lot of time just sitting about waiting for them. He dozed in railway carriages and on the various platforms, eating a sandwich now and then, which was all he could afford, with weak tea and stale cake.

			All the time, he wanted to run back. He was afraid, filled with trepidation, did not know what to expect at the other end of the journey. He could remember little of his home. Dimly, he recalled the big house where he had lived and could clearly remember his mother dying, as well as the small, fair-­haired girl who had died before her. He remembered now how his father had reacted, being unable to bear the loss. Had it been easier to send the boy away?

			He got as far as Edinburgh via a slow stopping train which he thought he was going to be on for the rest of his life. He changed again at Newcastle and then at Durham. When he finally reached Wolsingham it was full evening and, barring a streetlight or two, completely black. There were no stars.

			Being December, it would barely get light during the day, at least it would seem that way to people who had not lived in the Scottish highlands. There, for months in the winter, it was dark and in the summer, on some nights, there was no darkness at all.

			He saw the house from the road. His memories of the building were few but he didn’t think it had been anything like this. The stone walls which had surrounded the place had fallen into the gardens. Two big rusted iron gates were broken and lay on the ground at either side of the short drive. Beyond, what had been lawns were now fields of grass, unmown or unattended to in many a year.

			The house was large and stood stark and solid. It had been built in Georgian times and it didn’t look as though anything had happened to it since then.

			He walked up to the front door and wasn’t sure whether to knock. Did you do that when you had been away for twelve years? He had no idea. It seemed like a ludicrous situation.

			He tried the handle. It gave and moments later he was inside the hall. It had a lovely blue and white stained-­glass window to one side and the staircase went straight upstairs on the left from a very wide hall. The place was dusty and the corners held big cobwebs. His memories were beginning to come back to him. In his mind he could hear a little girl crying, a mother’s voice breaking and a man’s tone, deep and angry and despairing.

			The hall was silent. There seemed to be nobody and nothing in the house. There was a door on the right and it was open. The room was empty but had tall windows looking out towards the street. In front of him was a huge oak door and when opened it led into a kitchen and then into another big room.

			There was someone in this room. An old man was asleep in a battered armchair. Not just sleeping, Harry thought. He was drunk and had passed out. An empty whisky bottle stood on the floor with a glass beside it.

			Harry looked harder at the man and realized that he was not as old as he had seemed. He looked old because of the dissipation. He could be no more than in his mid-­forties but he was a wreck. The man was in fact his father. Harry stood watching him in his drunken stupor and then he made himself lift his gaze to the portrait which hung over the fireplace. He had to make a huge effort to look at it. He knew in an instant that it was his mother, Isabel. She had golden hair and his own bright green eyes, and she looked so pleased to see him that Harry could feel traitorous moisture in his eyes. He blinked hard so that they did not blur, but it was no good. He had to turn away. He remembered the little fair-­haired girl who had been so well loved. He could recall his father saying that his mother had died of grief once her three-­year-­old child was no more.

			Harry was beginning to wish that he had not come back. What had been a series of unconnected images was starting to come together to make a complete picture, and he wished he had stayed away because up to now, he had closed it off from himself. She had died of a broken heart? What about her other child? Had she no room for him now her heart had been so irretrievably smashed by the death of her daughter?

			That was when he had been sent away. Could his father not bear the sight of him because he resembled his mother or did he not look sufficiently like her that he might be kept at home?

			At that moment the man opened his eyes and stared. His cheeks were an angry crimson with drink and his eyes were bloodshot. His skin had a strange yellow tinge and there were big red bags beneath his eyes.

			‘Who in the hell are you?’ he growled, ‘and what are you doing in my house?’

			‘I’m beginning to wonder myself,’ Harry said. ‘What in God’s name would I come back here for?’

			His father frowned and then a look came into his eyes and there was nothing bright about it.

			‘Oh, it’s you,’ he said finally and closed his eyes again.
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