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Chapter One

Newcastle, December 1905

 



 



Thea sat next to her friend on the bench seat of the open four-wheeler and stared at the Christmas displays in the shop windows on Grainger Street without pleasure. She was too ill at ease to enjoy them. Her father would be horrified if he knew what she was going to do tonight. In fact he would forbid it.

But then her father was opposed to anything she wanted to do. She was still inwardly raging over his refusal to allow her to go to university. Instead of being proud that she was intelligent enough to have secured a place at Cambridge, he had condemned her to a life of boredom at home with nothing interesting to fill her days.

Perhaps that was what had prompted her to agree to something that was so against her nature - it was an act of rebellion.

‘Thea, I’m so cold!’ Ellie’s breath frosted visibly in the chill air. She leaned closer. ‘Your aunt must be made of bell metal - just look at her!’

Thea did so. Miss Marjorie Gibb’s homely face, topped by a flat tweed pancake hat, was all that was visible above the  piled-up boxes of clothes and Christmas gifts that filled the well of the coach. She was clearly in the best of spirits and not at all discomforted by the chill of a dismally dark winter’s afternoon.

Suddenly the coach lurched over a junction in the new tramlines on the corner of Westgate Road and the girls nearly slithered from their seats.

‘Oh, no!’ Ellie wailed.

Thea looked at her in alarm. ‘What is it? Are you hurt?’

‘No, I’m fine, but my nose is dripping. Is it red? I’m sure it must be red. What a disaster!’

‘Disaster?’

‘Of course . . . tonight . . . you know,’ Ellie whispered, glancing surreptitiously at Miss Gibb, but Thea’s aunt had turned to give directions to the coachman and she had not heard any of their conversation.

Thea understood her friend’s concern. ‘Sit back a little so that I can see you,’ she said quietly.

Ellie edged away, turned full towards her, and sat as still as though she were posing for a portrait. Her nose was not at all red, but it was about to drip. Thea reached into her coat pocket for a clean handkerchief and handed it over. Her friend was obviously suffering. Her usually pale complexion had lost the delicate pink flush that made it so appealing; in fact her face was as blanched as the tiny snowflakes that were drifting down and melting in the air before they could land on the glistening cobbles.

Some of the snowflakes settled on Ellie’s silver fox fur hat and in the curling tendrils of her blonde hair; they sparkled in the light of the streetlamps for a moment before blinking out and disappearing. Her blue eyes were wide and anxious and her long dark lashes trembled as though she were on the verge of tears.

‘Don’t worry, you look beautiful,’ Thea reassured her. ‘A little pale, perhaps, but that only adds to your romantic appeal.’

‘Don’t tease!’ Ellie’s cheeks flushed and Thea smiled.

‘There - you look better already. But what about me?’ She pulled off her gloves and adjusted the pin in her grey homburg - her old school hat pressed into shape and trimmed with feathers - before tentatively feeling her own dark hair. ‘This damp air is making my hair curl like a wild woman’s!’

‘Or an Amazon!’ Ellie exclaimed. ‘That’s it - you will look like an Amazon, so tall and dark and striking. Oh, Thea, a blonde and a brunette - won’t we look marvellous together?’

‘Yes, we will.’ Thea tried to sound enthusiastic but, in fact, she had regretted agreeing to her friend’s plan almost from the start.

‘Thea! You haven’t changed your mind, have you?’ Ellie was looking at her worriedly. ‘I mean, you promised to come with me - I couldn’t go without you - there would be no point to it. It just has to be both of us. You can’t let me down!’

Thea summoned up a smile. ‘Of course I won’t let you down. I never would. I’m your friend, aren’t I?’

Ellie smiled, reassured. ‘Oh, Thea, it will be such fun!’

‘Hush!’ Thea saw that her aunt was smiling at them. ‘Yes,’ she raised her voice a little, ‘helping Aunt Marjorie at the Charity School Christmas party will be tremendous fun. Aren’t you glad that you agreed to come along?’

Ellie frowned and then her eyes widened and she smiled. ‘Oh, yes,’ she placed the spread fingers of one silk-gloved hand across the fur tippet on her breast and looked skywards, ‘I’m so-oo pleased to be able to help in such a worthy cause!’

Behind the cover of the piled-up packages Thea delivered a swift kick in the direction of Ellie’s ankles.

‘Ouch!’ her friend exclaimed. ‘What was that for?’

‘Don’t overdo it,’ Thea muttered. She knew she had flushed  and it was because she hated deceiving her good-hearted aunt. Her mother’s sister had never criticized her parents but she had made it obvious in so many ways that she knew what Thea’s life was like and she had never been anything but kind to her.

‘Sorr-ee,’ Ellie mouthed. She began to giggle, but stopped when the cab left the main thoroughfare and turned into the archway that led under the railway lines to the gloomy ill-lit alleys and the cramped, squalid housing that lay behind the Central Station and spilled down the river bank to the Tyne.

Both girls were silent as they peered ahead. The white glazed tiles of the roof and walls of the tunnel were cracked and dirty, and the flaring overhead gas jets barely lit the gloom. The sound of the horse’s hoofs clip-clopping from one pool of yellow light to the next echoed eerily around them.

‘Isn’t it strange?’ Ellie asked softly. ‘It’s as though we’d left the normal, everyday world behind us.’

‘I know what you mean,’ Thea replied, ‘and you’re right. But not in any supernatural sense. It is another world at the other side of the railway tracks, and it’s not a world that either of us should like to live in.’

The next moment a terrifyingly loud noise rumbled and thundered above them. Ellie flung herself into Thea’s arms. ‘What’s that?’ she gasped.

‘Only a train!’ Thea spluttered through a mouthful of fur, and then she began to laugh. ‘Oh, Ellie, you’re such a child sometimes.’

Ellie moved back and pretended to be offended. ‘Let me remind you that I am already nineteen years old, and a full month older than you are. But you’re right,’ she squeezed one of Thea’s hands in its damp woollen glove with her own silk-gloved hand, ‘you are much more grown up and clever than I am. That’s why I’m so glad that we are friends.’

Once they had emerged from the tunnel the day seemed even darker than it had before, though it was still only mid-afternoon. It was lucky that the coachman seemed to know the way, Thea thought. It would be so easy to get lost in this maze of ramshackle overhanging tenements and foul-smelling streets with their open drains. She noticed that Ellie was now holding the handkerchief over her lower face.

As her eyes became accustomed to the gloom she saw that their progress was observed. Thin curtains twitched at grimy windows, and occasionally she made out a dim figure and a pale face in an alleyway. She knew that her aunt often came to these dwellings quite alone so Thea supposed they were safe. But, nevertheless, she was pleased when, at last, they came to a halt outside the tall, grim building that housed the Charity School.

‘Quick - here comes the ladies!’ A tousled head peered round one of the red-brick pillars that supported the iron gates. ‘Get yersels in and get weshed!’

An excited group of children ran away across the yard and up the short flight of steps to the school entrance.

‘Poor bairns,’ the cab driver remarked. He was unloading the boxes on to the pavement. ‘The only bit soap they ever set eyes on is at school - and most of them divven’t know what a square meal is.’

‘At least these children have homes to go to,’ Aunt Marjorie said. ‘There are many more children in this great and prosperous city of ours that simply live on the streets. And some die there.’

‘Aye, it’s grand work you do, you and the other folks like you.’ The driver reached up to help Aunt Marjorie down. ‘The free breakfasts and the holidays and the sanatorium an’ all.’

‘But it isn’t nearly enough, and there aren’t enough of us - folks like me, as you put it. Nothing will change until every citizen—’

‘Now, divven’t start on me, missus!’ The cab driver held up a large gloved hand as if to ward off the lecture he sensed was coming. ‘You know very well I’ve got five bairns of me own to provide for - and as a matter of fact, wor lass is expecting, so that’ll be another mouth to feed.’

‘Tom McGrath, how could you?’ Aunt Marjorie shook her head. ‘Poor Kathleen must rue the day she met you.’

The big man pretended to be offended. ‘Nowt of the sort,’ he said. ‘I work hard and I’m a good provider. You know that fine well.’

‘But, nevertheless, that will be six children in as many years. The day I first stepped into your cab, Kathleen and you were not long wed and expecting your first.’

He laughed good-naturedly. ‘Well, now, if the lecture’s over, I’ll think about helping you into the school with this lot - after I’ve handed these bonny young lasses down.’

Thea was pleased to see that her aunt took the rebuff in good part and soon they were all carrying the boxes of brightly wrapped gifts, and washed and mended second-hand clothes across the yard and up the steps to place them in the entrance hall of the school. After each trip Thea noticed that the boxes they had just deposited had vanished; someone, staff or pupil, was carrying them off into the echoing depths of the building.

‘Thank you, Tom,’ Aunt Marjorie said, when at last they were finished. ‘I have come to rely on your good nature and I’m grateful. Wait - before you go . . .’ Thea’s aunt opened the door of the carriage and brought out a box that she had tucked away under the seat. ‘Here are some presents for your little ones. They’re wrapped in green paper for the girls and red for  the boys. As for the new baby, I’ll see you get something when the time comes.’

‘That’s real kind of you, Miss Gibb. Kathleen’ll bless you for that.’

Thea and Ellie stepped back and waited while Aunt Marjorie settled the fare. And no doubt gave a generous tip.

‘Oh, do look,’ Ellie said. She gripped Thea’s arm with one hand and pointed with the other.

Thea saw that she was pointing towards where the cab horse waited, its flanks gently steaming. A small girl was looking up at the patient beast. It was hard to tell her age - perhaps eight or nine, Thea guessed. The hem of her ragged dress hung down unevenly, the pinafore that covered it was grubby and, Thea noticed to her horror, her thin, dirty little feet were bare.

‘Just look at her face,’ Ellie whispered, ‘so beautiful . . .’

The child stared raptly at the horse. The light from the nearside coach lamp illumined an oval face framed by a tangled mass of red-gold curls. The delicate features were almost ethereal in the smoky light and the blue eyes were huge with wonder.

As the two girls watched, an older boy with the same colour curly hair came up and caught her by the hand. ‘Hawway in, wor Janey,’ he said.

The child turned her head and stared up at him. ‘Joe?’

The boy, her brother, Thea guessed, smiled patiently. ‘You’ve got to come in now. Mrs Barrett’s got some shoes for yer - good as new, they are. She wants yer to put them on afore the party starts.’

So that’s why the boxes had vanished so quickly. Thea imagined the teachers unpacking and sorting swiftly so that the most poverty-stricken children could be given what they needed straight away - and each one of them would look as  decent as possible for the Christmas party.

For the next hour Thea and Ellie, along with two plump, friendly ladies, Miss Moffat and Mrs Shaw, who were introduced as friends of her aunt, stood in the brown- and cream-tiled cellar, dimly lit by flaring gas jets, cutting bread and making meat paste sandwiches, and piling sugar buns in sticky pyramids on large plates.

Every now and then they hurried up the stone staircase to arrange the food on the two rows of trestle tables, which had been arranged the length of the hall.

In one corner there was a large Christmas tree, and Thea saw that a young man and woman, most probably teachers at the school to judge by their plain, dark clothes, were decorating it with silver ribbons and golden stars. They talked quietly to each other as they worked and she couldn’t help noticing what an attractive, if rather severe-looking, couple they made.

Couple? Were they a couple, she wondered. Were teachers allowed to form attachments? If not, then that young woman should be rather more guarded in the way she looked up into the man’s undeniably handsome face.

Ellie’s colour had returned and, wrapped in one of the enormous white pinafores that Aunt Marjorie had provided for them both, she looked more sweetly pretty than ever, Thea thought.

Her own dark curls were escaping all restraint as usual, and she thought it just as well that, when the party was over, they would have at least an hour in Ellie’s house to change and prepare themselves before they set off for the theatre.

When the tables were ready Thea stood back and looked at them. Surely there was enough food to satisfy the appetite of even the hungriest of the ragged little guests. Almost immediately the children, directed by two teachers, an older woman  and a very young man, filed in, bringing their own enamel mugs.

They must have been sitting waiting in the classrooms and now there was an air of barely controlled excitement. They hardly knew whether to look at the food on the table or the great shimmering Christmas tree in the corner with the green-and the red-wrapped parcels piled up around the base. The food won.

But before they sat down, they stood to attention in their allotted places and looked at the headmaster, the Reverend William Barrett, who stood on the platform smiling down at them. Mrs Barrett struck a chord on the piano and the children began to sing grace. They finished a few bars ahead of the accompaniment.

And then, at a nod from on high and with a collective sigh of anticipation, they sat down. In no time at all, it seemed, every scrap of food, every crust and every crumb had been eaten. Thea and Ellie had joined Aunt Marjorie and her cohorts as they hurried up and down the rows of seated children, filling up the mugs with milk until not one child asked for more.

She was glad that she had come even though she acknowledged to herself guiltily that she had agreed to Aunt Marjorie’s plea for help mainly because it would give her the excuse to get ready at Ellie’s house before going to the theatre. There would not be time to go home first - home where she might risk an inquisition from her father.

‘Thea.’ She turned to find her aunt smiling at her. ‘When the tables are cleared away I want you and Ellie to help Grace organize the games. I’ve plenty of helpers to wash up in the basement.’

‘Grace?’

‘Grace Barrett, the headmaster’s daughter.’

Aunt Marjorie nodded to where the pretty but plainly dressed young woman who had been decorating the tree now stood amidst an uneven circle of children who were looking up at her obediently. Grace Barrett didn’t smile at the children as her parents did, Thea noticed. She wondered whether the poor girl had had any choice or whether her father had informed her from an early age that she was to follow him into the teaching profession.

But at least she was doing something with her life . . .

Thea studied the faces of the children gathered round the young woman. Most of them bore the unmistakable pallor brought on by poor diet and lack of hygiene. Aunt Marjorie had told her about the sort of houses that they lived in and the squalid conditions that shaped their lives. Thea found herself admiring the Barretts for choosing to live and work among such poor people. It must have been a considerable sacrifice. But the expression on their daughter’s face reinforced her suspicion that Grace had become an unwilling victim of that sacrifice.

One of the boys had his hand up. Thea recognized Joe. ‘Yes?’ the young teacher said.

‘Wharra we waitin’ for, miss?’ he asked.

Grace frowned. ‘Miss Barrett, you must say, Miss Barrett,’ she told him. ‘We are waiting for the party games to begin.’

The children nudged each other and smiled.

‘Will there be prizes, miss? Miss Barrett?’ Joe asked, and the children held their breath.

‘Prizes? Isn’t it sufficient simply to play and to win the game?’

The little shoulders sagged and she relented. ‘But, yes, there will be a prize for each winner - a token.’ The shoulders lifted a little.

At that moment the man who had been decorating the Christmas tree with Grace glanced over towards them and  Thea saw the girl’s demeanour change. She smiled brilliantly as she continued, ‘And haven’t you noticed the parcels around the tree?’ The children turned to look. ‘They are not just part of the decorations; there is a present for everyone there. When you go home, each one of you will be allowed to take one.’

‘Hev they got wor names on, miss?’ Joe asked.

‘No, but the presents for the girls are wrapped in green and those for the boys in red. It will be up to you which parcel you choose.’

‘Like a lucky dip?’

‘Yes, like a lucky dip.’

Thea knew very well that every parcel was more or less identical. Each one contained a small tin of toffees, the only difference being that the tins in the girls’ parcels were shaped like a country cottage with impossibly colourful flowers growing round the door, and those in the boys’ were like a little drum. The gifts had been provided by Thea’s father; identical tins of toffees were part of the Christmas displays in every one of the family grocery stores.

Thea had seen children, perhaps some of these children, stop and press their faces to the shop windows, their eyes feasting on the bright shiny colours of the tins, their imaginations savouring the delights inside.

Aunt Marjorie had coerced Samuel Richardson into his act of generosity, no doubt showing him the list of presents donated by other rich businessmen and hinting how bad it would look if his name did not appear there.

The children were smiling again. ‘Hurrah for Miss Barrett!’ Joe exclaimed. ‘Hip, hip, hurrah!’ The others joined in.

‘Hush, now, Joe Roper!’ Grace said, but she was smiling. ‘Here comes Mr Hedley.’

The cheers subsided into excited whispers as the handsome teacher announced, ‘I’m ready to start the games.’

It was the first time Thea had heard his voice. It was deep, with a pleasing lilt, but, in spite of his education, he had not quite managed to erase all trace of his working-class accent. Thea realized with surprise that, somehow, it made him even more attractive.

The children were looking at him expectantly. ‘Behold,’ he turned and gestured towards a large blackboard he had set up against the wall, ‘Dobbin is waiting for you!’

At a nod from Grace the children edged over to look at the picture that was pinned to the board. It was a large pen and ink drawing of a comical donkey looking back bewilderedly towards his own rump. There was no tail. The children began to laugh and point.

Mr Hedley held up an overlarge paper tail. ‘Here is his tail. Who can pin this on for Dobbin?’ he asked. ‘Hands up.’

All of them put up their hands. ‘Easy, easy!’ some of them exclaimed.

‘Very well,’ he said. ‘Miss Barrett, will you choose who should go first?’

The headmaster’s daughter took the raised hand of one of the little girls. It was Joe’s sister, the little girl who had been staring at Mr McGrath’s horse. The child’s eyes were shining as she stepped forward and reached for the paper tail.

‘Here you are, Janey,’ Mr Hedley said, ‘but be careful that you don’t prick your finger with the pin. Oh, and wait a moment. You must wear a blindfold; it’s too easy otherwise.’

‘A blindfold?’

The child looked up at him and he smiled and showed her the white scarf he was holding. ‘Don’t worry, it won’t hurt you. Miss Barrett, would you come and tie this scarf around Janey’s eyes so that she can’t see?’

The other children giggled in anticipation as Grace took the scarf. Thea saw her turn her head away quickly to try to  hide her moue of distaste from her fellow teacher as she tied it round the upper part of the child’s face.

‘I don’t blame her,’ Ellie suddenly leaned towards Thea and whispered. ‘They stink, don’t they?’

‘Stink?’ Thea murmured as she turned towards her friend.

‘Yes, the smell wafting up from their clothes is positively cheesy. Their mothers must never wash them. I don’t blame Grace Barrett for not wanting to get too near.’

Thea felt uneasy. She had once overheard a heated discussion between her aunt and her father. Her father had said something scathing about there being no need for the poor she was so fond of to be so dirty, and Aunt Marjorie had retorted that if the choice was between a bar of soap and a loaf of bread she knew which she would choose.

But Thea had no desire to risk an argument with Ellie, who might not agree, so she changed the subject.

‘Look,’ she whispered, ‘that teacher, Mr Hedley, don’t you think he’s handsome?’

Ellie frowned. ‘Well . . .’

‘You don’t think so?’

‘Oh, yes, I do. I mean he’s got nice brown hair and his face is well formed - but he’s so, well, large. So tall and somehow forceful . . .’

Thea studied the man as he and Grace Barrett laughingly directed the children in the game of Pin the Tail on the Donkey. Or rather he was laughing. Thea had seen Grace Barrett’s face when he asked her to take hold of the shoulders of one of the little girls and spin her round three times before releasing her. The headmaster’s daughter had lowered her eyes and pursed her lips in disapproval. But once more she had taken care to hide her reaction from the man she was so obviously attracted to.

Ellie was right, Thea thought. He did look forceful, but it was a restrained inner force - it added to his attraction.  Suddenly she realized that he was looking at her. Their eyes met and she felt a frisson of - of what? Embarrassment? Unease? No, Thea realized that the feeling was excitement, but a kind of excitement she had never felt before, and she dropped her gaze in confusion.

When the game was over, and only one boy, a tall sharp-featured urchin whom Thea suspected had cheated by squinting down under the scarf, had managed to pin the tail in the correct place, the man said that as they had the blindfold they might as well play Blind Man’s Buff.

‘Oh, no, Robert,’ Thea heard Grace Barrett protest weakly. But he didn’t hear her.

‘Come along, Ellie, we’re supposed to be helping,’ Thea said, and, holding on to Ellie’s hand, she pushed her way through the excited children towards the headmaster’s daughter. ‘Do you want to rest for a while?’ she asked. ‘My friend and I will take over if you want to go and have a cup of tea.’

By now Thea’s aunt, her friends, Grace’s parents and the two teachers were settling themselves at a small table at the back of the hall to enjoy tea and scones. Grace glanced at the table briefly and Thea got the impression that she would dearly have liked to escape from the children for a while, but instead of appearing grateful, she looked vexed.

‘No, that’s all right,’ she said. ‘You’re not needed here.’ She turned her back on them.

Thea and Ellie retreated.

‘She’s jealous,’ Ellie murmured.

‘What do you mean?’

‘She hasn’t missed the fact that the dashing young schoolmaster hasn’t been able to take his eyes off you.’

‘Don’t talk nonsense. He’s been much too busy to notice me.’

‘No he hasn’t and you know it. Every now and then, whether you’ll admit it or not, he has looked in your direction - and Miss Barrett is not best pleased.’

Thea was thankful that her aunt chose that moment to join them. ‘I see that Grace doesn’t need you to help her,’ she said. ‘In that case would you like to come and join the old fogies and have some refreshment?’

‘No, thank you, Miss Gibb. I mean, if we are really not needed, would it be possible for Thea and me to leave now?’ Ellie asked.

‘But you haven’t had anything to eat, child. I’m not in favour of young women going without meals.’

‘Neither is my mother.’ Ellie smiled winningly. ‘She will insist that we have something to eat at home. And Thea and I will have longer to get ready for the theatre,’ she added.

Aunt Marjorie frowned. ‘Ah, yes, it’s a pantomime, isn’t it? Some piece of seasonal nonsense?’

‘Yes.’ Thea and Ellie replied in unison and a little too quickly, but Miss Gibb did not appear to have noticed. She was still frowning. ‘I suppose I have no objection to your leaving now, Thea, but how will you get to Ellie’s house?’

‘We can take the tram,’ Thea said, ‘from outside the Central Station. It’s not far from here.’

‘I know that, but I can’t possibly allow you to walk through these streets alone.’

Thea was tempted to say that Aunt Marjorie herself often walked through these streets alone, but she held her tongue when she saw her aunt’s features begin to relax into a smile.

‘You’ve been a great help to me today,’ Aunt Marjorie said, ‘not only here at the party but also wrapping all the gifts and boxing up the clothes at my house before we came. Of course you should go now and prepare to have some fun. I’ll ask Mr  Hedley to accompany you to the station and see you safely on to the tram.’

‘Oh, but that’s not necessary—’

‘It’s quite all right. Robert won’t mind.’

And before Thea could protest further her aunt strode across the floor towards him.




Chapter Two

‘Have a care!’

Robert Hedley gripped Thea’s arm in time to stop her from tripping over the dark shape lying on the pavement just outside the school gates. Ellie stumbled to a halt behind her.

‘What is it?’ Ellie whispered, peering round.

Thea looked down. The light from the nearby gaslamp was sufficient to reveal the inert body of an old woman.

The woman was lying on her back. Her clothes were ragged and filthy. A black woollen shawl crisscrossed around the upper part of her body. It was pulled up around her head to frame gaunt sallow features; her eyes were closed. Her hands were clasped across her breast. She looked strangely at peace.

‘Is she dead?’ Thea murmured, and she felt Ellie shiver and withdraw.

‘No,’ Robert replied. ‘Look, she’s breathing.’

Thea looked closer and saw the woman’s breath frosting in the air. ‘Well, why . . .? Is she ill?’

‘I don’t think so,’ he said. ‘More likely she’s collapsed from sheer exhaustion - that, along with the cold.’

‘Poor thing,’ Ellie whispered as if she were at a deathbed. ‘Fancy ending up like that when you’re old.’

‘She’s not old,’ Robert told her. ‘She looks like that because she’s worn out with childbearing and the way she has to live.’

‘Do you know her?’ Thea asked.

‘There are any number of women like her living in these streets, but, yes, I do. Now, if you and Miss Parker will wait in the school yard for a moment, I’ll go and get help. The sooner we get her inside the better.’

He turned and left them.

Ellie walked back into the yard obediently. She had sounded genuinely moved by the woman’s plight but she was apparently satisfied by the thought that someone - someone else - would do something. Thea lingered. She found that she could not bear to leave the woman on the cold ground for one moment longer. She kneeled down to try to help, but she was pulled roughly aside.

She gasped and looked up into the face of Robert Hedley. ‘I wouldn’t touch her,’ he said before releasing her arm.

Aunt Marjorie and Mrs Barrett had come with him.

‘Robert is right, my dear,’ her aunt told her. ‘If you go home infested with lice, your mother will never forgive me. Mrs Barrett and I are used to this and we know how to deal with any unwelcome visitors who might take up residence on our persons.’

Thea watched as the two women roused the poor creature and hauled her to her feet. Some coins fell out of the folds of her ragged skirt and Aunt Marjorie picked them up. She showed them to Robert. They glinted on her palm in the lamplight.

‘Put them back in her pocket,’ he said. ‘She’s earned them.’

Mrs Barrett tutted but made no objection, and Aunt Marjorie did as she was bid. The woman groaned and took a  step forward; Thea backed away as she caught the sour smell of unwashed clothes. Mrs Barrett and Aunt Marjorie supported her between them as they set off across the yard.

At one point the woman stopped and broke away. ‘Ha’ad on . . .’ she said. She sounded confused. ‘Me bairns! Where’s me bairns?’

‘Don’t worry,’ the headmaster’s wife soothed, ‘Joe and Janey are safe inside. They’re at the Christmas party, remember? Now, come, my lass, let’s get you in out of the cold or you’ll be no use to them.’

The woman went with Mrs Barrett without further protest.

Aunt Marjorie came back to have a word with Robert Hedley. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘I’ll keep her off the streets until you get back; I know what you suspect and I think you may be right.’

The light from the school hallway spilled down the steps into the yard. There was a faint covering of snow on the asphalt that reflected the light upwards. Thea looked up into Robert Hedley’s austere face. ‘What will happen to her?’ she asked.

‘She’ll be cleaned up and given a bite to eat and a hot drink,’ he replied. ‘When the party’s over I’ll take her home with her children.’

Thea frowned. Suddenly the significance of the coins and Aunt Marjorie’s words were beginning to make sense. ‘Home with her children? With Janey and Joe? But she’s . . . she’s a ...’

Robert’s look was stern. ‘You can’t say it, can you? You can’t say out loud what you suspect the poor woman has to do to survive - to make life easier for her children. Do you blame her? Do you condemn her for walking the streets?’

Thea heard Ellie’s startled gasp.

‘I . . . I don’t know.’ Thea struggled to overcome her genuine  shock. ‘I mean, if we hadn’t found her she might have died and then what would have become of her children?’

Thea’s eyes widened when she saw the change that came over his face. For a moment she thought he was angry, and she was not the only one, for she felt Ellie grip her arm. She couldn’t tell how long the moment lasted but it ended when he glanced away into the shadows. When he turned to look at her again he seemed to have won control over whatever emotion it was that had so disturbed him.

‘You’re right, of course,’ he said. ‘But now we must go. I believe you and Miss Parker are going to the theatre.’

His words were polite enough but Thea imagined there was an undertone of - of what? Contempt? No, that was too strong a word. His manner was patronizing. She felt that Robert Hedley had summed her up and found her wanting. In his eyes she was merely a comfortably-off young woman who was happy to spend an hour or two helping out at the poor children’s Christmas party so long as it didn’t interfere with her social life.

Inwardly she raged that he should be so presumptuous as to make judgment on her, but her anger was tempered with the uneasy stirrings of her conscience - the worry that there could be some justification for his opinion.

None of them spoke until they reached the corner of the street, when Robert Hedley paused and nodded towards a narrow lane. ‘This way,’ he said, ‘it will be quicker.’

A gaslamp fixed to a bracket on the wall revealed an alley that led between the high-walled backyards of two rows of houses. The light covering of snow looked clean and fresh but their guide said, ‘I advise you to hold your skirts well off the ground. You never know what filth lies under the snow.’

Both girls complied. They were used to it. Fashion dictated  that even their everyday walking skirts were long enough to sweep the ground. Thea had sewn at least two and a half yards of brush braid round the bottom of most of her skirts to collect the worst of the dirt. She resented both the time spent in sewing and also the hour or more it could take to brush off any encrusted mud when she got home after an outing.

Ellie did not have to look after her own clothes. She didn’t exactly have a maid of her own, but she and her mother would happily borrow an assistant from Mr Parker’s dancing academy to look after their wardrobes.

Thea’s parents were much better off than the Parkers. Samuel Richardson’s wholesale and retail grocery business, started by his wife’s family in the last century, was now established throughout the North East. But, apart from the fact that their villa in the prosperous suburb of Jesmond was both substantial and comfortable, and that they kept a good table, the Richardsons did not live ostentatiously.

Thea was sometimes ashamed of the way she and her mother appeared shabby and unfashionable. Only Imogen, her younger sister, seemed to know how to get what she wanted from their father.

When they emerged from the back lane, Thea saw that they were just across the road from the tunnel that led under the railway lines. Soon they would be back in the familiar world of wide roads and grand buildings.

Just as they were about to step into the tunnel they heard the hiss and rumble of a train overhead and Ellie gasped. Thea turned to find her friend smiling ruefully. ‘I can’t help it,’ she said.

Thea was just about to take Ellie’s arm when Robert Hedley forestalled her. ‘The pavement is poorly maintained in the tunnel. Would you care to take my arm?’

Ellie slipped her arm through his gratefully and they set off, keeping close to the grubby walls, with Thea following them. She felt slighted - and angry with herself for feeling so. She didn’t need help negotiating the broken paving stones and neither was she frightened of the noise the trains made, but she resented the fact that Mr Hedley hadn’t even considered asking her if she also might need his assistance.

Wrapped up in her displeasure, she didn’t notice the horse and cart approaching until it was too late. The other two had already stopped and flattened themselves as best they could against the curved wall, when a rag-and-bone man cantered past, flinging up a wake of cold sludge which drenched Thea from head to toe.

She gasped with shock. She closed her eyes as liquid dribbled down her face. It was not only cold, it was filthy and foul-smelling. She dreaded to think what had lain on the surface of the road.

‘Thea!’ she heard Ellie say. ‘How awful!’

Thea rubbed her face with her gloved hands and opened her eyes. The flaring gas jet overhead revealed her friend staring at her with sympathy and dismay. But the expression on Robert Hedley’s face infuriated her. His eyes were bright and his lips were held tightly as if he were keeping in a burst of laughter.

‘Do you find this amusing?’ Thea challenged.

‘Oh, no,’ Ellie breathed. ‘Of course I don’t!’

‘Not you,’ Thea said. ‘I mean Mr Hedley. I could swear that he finds this amusing.’

Ellie glanced up at their companion’s face and what she saw there didn’t seem to reassure her. She hesitated before she said, ‘I’m sure you’re mistaken.’

‘And I’m sure I’m not.’

She raised her chin as she stared up at Robert Hedley and  she saw the faintest flicker of something else in his eyes. Something that sparked that feeling of excitement deep within her.

Eventually, perhaps when he trusted himself to speak, he said, ‘Please allow me . . .’

He stepped forward and took hold of Thea’s face with one long-fingered hand. She felt a wave of shock. She stumbled backwards and came up against the wall of the tunnel. She remained there while he began to wipe her face with a clean white handkerchief. She was aware that her pulse was racing. She felt her chest constrict. It was difficult to breathe. His face came closer as he leaned forward to examine his handiwork. She closed her eyes and didn’t open them again until he had done.

‘Thank you,’ she whispered, and she thought she heard him catch his breath.

She didn’t protest when he took her arm and, with Ellie clinging on at the other side of him, they made their way to the end of the tunnel.

‘Not that way,’ Thea said when she saw which way he was leading them. ‘The tram stop is over there.’

He stopped and smiled at her. ‘If you could see yourself you would not want to go home by public transport.’

‘Mr Hedley is right,’ Ellie added. ‘It would be too, too embarrassing.’

To you or to me, Thea wondered, but she said, ‘So what shall we do? I suppose we could walk to your house in Heaton but by the time we get there and bathe and change our clothes it would probably be too late to go to the theatre.’

She saw an expression of panic cross Ellie’s face but, before she could say anything, Robert Hedley asked, ‘And that’s important to you?’

‘Oh, yes,’ Ellie said. ‘We’ve been looking forward to tonight for ages!’

Thea hated the way the man’s strong intelligent features softened as he smiled at her friend. She had never been jealous of Ellie’s beauty until this moment. She’d had no need to be. She was not vain but she knew that she was attractive in an altogether different way.

But now she was unsure about what was going on. When Ellie had teased her at the party about the schoolmaster not being able to take his eyes off her, she had denied it. But she knew it to be true. She had sensed that Grace Barrett might indeed have cause to be uneasy. This was what made his behaviour towards her now so puzzling.

‘Then we must make sure you get home in good time,’ she heard him say to Ellie. ‘I’ll get you a cab.’

‘No,’ Thea said. ‘I don’t think we have sufficient money for a hansom.’

‘That’s all right,’ Ellie assured her. ‘My mother will pay the cabbie when we get home.’

‘No need for that,’ Robert Hedley said as he raised one arm and beckoned to the driver at the head of the queue of hansom cabs. ‘Tell me the address and I’ll settle it with the coachman.’

‘No - you can’t - you mustn’t,’ Thea protested.

But, ‘Thank you so much,’ Ellie said, and told him her address.

Her friend stepped up into the cab eagerly. She held out a hand to help Thea, who saw that it was too late to protest further and climbed in.

‘Don’t sit too close!’ Ellie wrinkled her nose. ‘You’re still covered in - er - mud.’

The cab had set off before Thea realized that they had not thanked the schoolmaster. She leaned forward and looked for him but he was already striding away through the crowds.

Many of the people hurrying through the snow had been Christmas shopping. Men, women and children, warmly  dressed against the weather, carried intriguing parcels, boughs of holly and mistletoe, and sometimes whole Christmas trees.

Thea’s attention was caught by a woman and a child - mother and daughter, she guessed - laughing as they pulled a tree along on a wooden sled. They were heading towards the grand, brightly lit portico at the entrance to the station. She wondered how they were going to get the tree and sled on the train - and how far they would have to travel before reaching home.

They were already too far away for Thea to see the expressions on their faces, but she saw that the woman had a young and graceful figure and the child, a girl of no more than six or seven, was well-dressed and sturdy. Thea watched wistfully as they disappeared amongst the crowds.

That little girl would probably always remember today, she thought. Going into town with her mother and choosing the Christmas tree - probably from a stall in the Grainger Market - taking it home through the snow. Such happy memories.

Thea had no memories to compare with that; no such easy relationship with her mother. She could only ever remember being treated with cool indifference. There had been no shared tasks, no shared laughter. Sometimes she wondered whether her mother even liked her.

She leaned back in the cab and stopped that train of thought guiltily. At least she would be going home to a house that was warm and comfortable. They would have plenty to eat and drink on Christmas Day, unlike the children she had spent the afternoon with. And what of the other children that her aunt had spoken of? Those who had no home at all but simply lived on the streets? And died there.

No, she had no right to feel self-pity, no right at all.
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‘It’s all right, Mr Hedley, you can leave us now. I’ll look after me mam and wor Janey.’

Joe Roper kneeled by the hearth and raked the coals together; then he pulled the damper out to draw in air. The embers glowed more brightly and flickered into life. Robert saw the lad look hard at the coal scuttle before he picked up the tongs and took out three precious lumps of coal, one by one, to place them in the smoky flames. Robert guessed the Ropers might not have any more.

Joe got up and, turning round, saw the direction of Robert’s gaze. ‘Divven’t fret, there’s more where that came from.’

Robert didn’t ask where that was. He suspected that Joe, like many other children, would go over the wall and raid a factory yard or a coalman’s depot. He wouldn’t ever be able to condemn the practice - in fact, when he was a boy, and still living with his mother, he’d done it himself.

‘Push the damper in, now, Joe. I divven’t want the fire to burn away too quick.’

Lily spoke over her shoulder from the corner of the room; she was settling Janey on a filthy mattress on the bare, scuffed floorboards. The little girl was already asleep. Her mother tucked the blanket round her, then rose wearily and crossed to the table. She stared at the gifts the children had brought home. Along with the tins of toffees there were two oranges, two bright red apples and a small heap of nuts.

Lily smiled. ‘I divven’t think we’ve got a nutcracker but I suppose the heel of me boot would do.’ She looked up at Robert. ‘It’s very kind what you do for the bairns,’ she said, ‘you and the other good folk.’ She sighed. ‘Ee, I’m tired.’

‘I’ll go then,’ Robert said. He stopped by the door. ‘Will you go to bed now, Lily? You need the rest.’

‘Aye, I might. I’ll try to get to sleep before me man gets yem.’

Robert made his way back to the school through the narrow alleyways. He had promised Mrs Barrett that he would round up any of the children whose parents or older siblings had failed to come for them and see them safely home.

The light covering of snow crunched under foot; he didn’t think it would lie for long. The air, cold as it was, was too damp here near the river and, besides, he thought the snow would turn to rain before the night was out.

He pushed his hands in his pockets and thought himself lucky to be able to afford a good overcoat. It hadn’t always been so. Once he had been a ragged urchin just like the children who had been to the party tonight.

He smiled when he thought how much the children had enjoyed themselves. Mr Barrett, suppressing his doubts about the holy time of Christmas reverting to pagan rites, had dressed up as Father Christmas. Robert suspected that the false white beard that almost obscured his face had not fooled the older boys and girls but they were happy to go along with the pretence for the sake of the little ones. And perhaps for themselves too. Heaven knows their lives needed a little magic.

They had lined up obediently and moved forward one by one to reach into the sack for the gift of a net containing one apple, one orange and a handful of nuts. He should have made a few sketches - but there wasn’t really any need. He didn’t need pencil drawings to remember the way the excitement and anticipation had shone in their eyes; how the pinched pallid faces had flushed with transitory joy.

But then, as he tried to compose a painting in his mind, the children’s faces faded to be replaced by another face, dark and intense. Thea Richardson’s. He had been taken completely unawares by her beauty. His response to her had been immediate. Overwhelmed by a surge of his senses he had instinctively protected himself by pretending a cool indifference.

But would it have been so wrong to let her see what he really felt?

Robert smiled self-mockingly. Of course it would. Thea came from a different world. She led a comfortable middle-class existence in a warm house with plenty of food on the table. Her Aunt Marjorie was a genuinely good woman who really cared about the people she helped and the work that she did to improve their lives. Marjorie Gibb’s social conscience had steered her into a way of life that was almost classless. But what of Thea?

No doubt like many other girls of her kind she had been taught that it was her Christian duty to give to charity and visit the poor. And then to retreat as quickly as possible to her own world of parties and theatre-going.

Marjorie had told him how important it was for Thea and her friend to get home in time to bathe and change before they went to the theatre. Wash away the malodorous stench of poverty and put on clean fine garments, the like of which the children at the charity school might only glimpse in picture books. Or in Bainbridge’s window when they went begging or scavenging in the city centre.

No doubt Thea and her friend thought they had done their duty by helping to fill a few bellies, by providing a few boxes of second-hand clothes and boots. But they could have no idea what poverty really did to people; not just to their bodies but to their hearts and souls.

He remembered Thea’s expression when she had realized what Lily Roper might have been doing out on the street that night. Her idea of a prostitute would be of some low creature so far removed from normal life as to be beyond redemption. The idea of such a woman having children living with her had shocked her to the core.

But was he being fair? Was he allowing his own prejudices  to cloud his judgement? Why shouldn’t a girl like Thea be shocked when she was confronted with the reality of poverty?

He saw again the distress in her face when he had asked her if she condemned Lily Roper for walking the streets.

‘I . . . I don’t know . . .’ she had said. And then, still troubled by the fact that Lily might have died, she had asked, ‘What would have become of the children?’

Her concern for the children had been genuine, he was sure of it. Not like Grace Barrett who, good teacher though she was, obviously found it difficult to empathize with her small charges.

Grace . . . The thought of her was troubling.

The headmaster’s daughter was an attractive and intelligent young woman. He had enjoyed her friendship. But Robert hoped for her sake that no one else had noticed her growing infatuation with him.

Robert owed a tremendous debt to Grace’s parents. When his need had been greatest they had found him a place in a spartan but well-run orphanage, and they had encouraged his education. He knew them to be genuinely proud of how he had bettered himself and of what he had achieved.

But even so, and supposing that he wished it, they would never allow their daughter to marry him.




Chapter Three

The hansom cab drew up outside the Parkers’ large house on Heaton Road. None of the passers-by gave the two girls who emerged from it a second glance. The weather had worsened and people hurried by with their heads down, faces turned away from the large snowflakes that were too wet to lie for long. Thea and Ellie dashed across the slushy pavement, through the wide gateway, and up the curved gravel path to the porch.

‘Be quick,’ Ellie cried breathlessly. ‘We don’t want anyone to see you in such a state!’

‘Whyever not?’ Thea asked. And they started to laugh.

They were still laughing as they hurried up the short flight of wide stone steps, through the open front door and into the stone-tiled porch. They paused to peer through the frosted-glass panels of the inner door. There was no one to be seen in the brightly lit hall but, as usual, the sound of a piano and feet thumping a wooden floor more or less in unison reverberated through the house. The sounds came from behind the closed double doors of the room on the left. This evening’s class was Scottish dancing.

Mr Parker not only ran his academy, he also took dancing classes at Thea’s old school. And that was how the two girls had become friends. Ellie was also a pupil there, and the other girls, although not openly hostile, had not wanted to socialize with the daughter of ‘the little dancing master’; especially because as far as Ellie’s school fees were concerned, some of them suspected that her father had been allowed ‘special rates’.

Thea had felt sorry for Ellie at first and had taken her under her wing. Thea, herself, although admired, was not entirely accepted. She was too individual to fit in with the other girls. A genuine friendship had developed between Thea and Ellie in spite of the differences in their interests. Thea was happy to spend more and more time in the Parkers’ undemanding and cheerful household.

She could hear Mr Parker now as they hurried up the Turkey-carpeted stairs. His voice was clear but oh, so courteous as he exhorted his pupils to keep in time with the music. When he was teaching he wore a swallow-tailed dark coat, white gloves and patent leather pumps. He was small, graceful and dapper, and a complete contrast to his large untidy wife.

Mrs Parker met them at the top of the stairs. ‘I saw the cab from the drawing-room window,’ she said. And then, ‘Gracious, Thea, what has happened to you?’

Barely pausing for an answer she led them up yet another flight of stairs to the family bathroom. For a large woman she could move quickly, Thea noticed. But, of course, she had once been a dancer, a statuesque chorus girl, who nevertheless had been able to execute the highest of high kicks - or so she was fond of telling everybody.

A cheerful young woman in a large pinafore was already running the bath. She took a jar of pink-coloured crystals from a shelf and scooped out a generous measure. Thea watched bemused as the crystals swirled under the flow from  the taps and the colour bled into the hot water. The rising steam was scented with carnations.

‘You first, Ellie, dear,’ her mother said, ‘as we’ll have to tong your hair. And be as quick as possible so that Susan can get the bath filled up again. Now, Thea,’ she said with hardly a pause, ‘you go behind the screen and get out of your clothes. Just leave them there; Susan will clean them for you.’

Behind the screen, Thea closed her mind to the laughter and bustle in the bathroom as she tried to quell her nagging misgivings about the night’s enterprise. She had allowed herself to be talked into it to please Ellie and, not only did she find the whole idea slightly vulgar, she knew that her father would be absolutely furious if he found out. She only hoped that Mrs Parker was right and that he never would.

A little later, with the bathroom to herself, she pinned up her hair on top of her head and lay back in the bath. For a while she gave herself up completely to the luxurious experience of the warm scented water that came up to and covered her shoulders.

There was a bathroom at home in the villa in Jesmond, of course, and a plentiful supply of the best bath soaps. But her father considered that to linger in the bathroom was decadent. In his opinion scented bath crystals would be an indulgence. Quality was his due but luxury was a waste of good money, though Thea was sure that her mother yearned for a bit of non-essential softness in her life.

Thea sighed and sat up as she soaped the sponge. She squeezed it to release the creamy lather and began to smooth it over her body.

‘The only bit soap they ever set eyes on is at school . . .’

Suddenly the coach driver’s words floated into Thea’s consciousness and she remembered the children she had spent her afternoon with. Janey . . . wasn’t that the child’s  name, whose eyes had filled with wonder as she gazed at the horse, her lovely face framed with tangled curls. Thea wondered if Janey had ever even seen a bathroom. Or if she ever would . . .

 



‘There, now. Stand perfectly still, both of you,’ Ellie’s mother said.

They were in Ellie’s large, prettily decorated bedroom. Thea stood next to her friend as requested. She felt self-conscious as both Mrs Parker and Susan walked all round them, holding their breath and staring solemnly as if she and Ellie were supernatural beings to be worshipped rather than two human girls dressed up for an evening at the Olympia Theatre.

But, of course, this would be no ordinary visit to the theatre. Rather than being entertained by professional performers, Thea and Ellie themselves were going to be on show.

‘Susan, you’ve done wonders with those gowns,’ Mrs Parker said eventually. ‘They look so beautiful, I can’t see how any other pair of girls could surpass them.’ Ellie’s mother had included them both in that compliment but her eyes were only for her own daughter, for whom she had such high hopes. ‘Just look at yourselves,’ she told the girls. ‘Susan, turn that mirror round. No! Don’t both look in at the same time - it’s unlucky to share a mirror!’

Mrs Parker’s piled-up baby-blonde curls wobbled dangerously as she flung herself in front of the mirror and spread out her arms. She was already dressed for the theatre in a bright yellow silk taffeta evening gown trimmed with fuchsia-coloured ribbons and flowers. With her pink cheeks and trembling flesh she looked like an overblown rose.

‘She’s fat and foolish, my dear.’ Thea remembered her Aunt Marjorie saying, the edge taken off the comment by her kindly smile. ‘But your friend’s mother is kindly in a careless sort of  way. I can see why you spend so much time at Ellie’s house,’ she had added. ‘And I can’t say that I blame you . . .’

Thea stood aside politely to allow Ellie to preen first. Her friend’s rose-pink satin evening dress was styled to mould the curve of her figure. It had an outer layer of fine white net trimmed with creamy pearl drops. The low-cut neckline revealed a little too much of Ellie’s rounded breasts, Thea thought, but it was softened and made decent by a froth of white lace frills edged with gold thread.

Her mother and Susan had swept up Ellie’s hair and tonged the front into a mass of tendril-like curls. A white silk flower nestled just above her right ear. She looked truly lovely, Thea thought, if a little like wedding cake confectionery.

She turned away to hide her smile. She knew very well what Mrs Parker’s hopes were for tonight: that Ellie should catch the eye of George Edwardes, who had come from London especially for this important event in British theatre history.

The very first beauty contest in the British Isles, Blondes and Brunettes, was to be held here in Newcastle at the Olympia Theatre. George Edwardes, general manager of the world-famous Gaiety Theatre in London, was to be one of the judges. Mr Edwardes had an eye for beauty. More important, he had specific ideas about the girls he wanted for his productions and Rosalie Parker was sure that her daughter would fit the bill.

Ellie, a petite shapely blonde, had a light operatic voice and, thanks to her father’s teaching, could dance competently and with a certain grace. Her mother was convinced that Mr Edwardes would take one look at her and whisk her off to the Gaiety.

Then, after a respectable few years establishing herself as a beauty, she would follow in the footsteps of other famous  Gaiety Girls and marry into the aristocracy. The link between the Gaiety and the peerage was well documented by the press. Thea knew that Mrs Parker had dreams of a title for her daughter, and that was why it was so important that they should be the winners tonight.

And Ellie could not have entered the competition without Thea. The girls had to enter in pairs, one of them being a blonde and the other a brunette.

It was Thea’s turn to examine herself in the vanity mirror. Her dress was the same as Ellie’s except that, instead of white, a fine black net covered the shiny pink satin. Thea did not like wearing pink - she would never have chosen it for herself - but as pink flattered Ellie’s milk-and-roses complexion so luminously, she’d had to agree.

But at least the contrasting black net made the effect more dramatic and more suitable for her dark looks. The pearl drops sewn into the net were smoky black and the lace that filled the décolleté neckline was black shot through with silver. The flower pinned to Thea’s hair was silvery grey.

Both girls wore pink satin shoes and long evening gloves, Ellie’s white and Thea’s black, with a flower to match the one in her hair pinned on to the back of the left wrist.

‘What do you think, Susan? Do they look about the same height?’ Mrs Parker asked.

‘Mm, just about.’ The young maid scrutinized them with her head slightly to one side.

‘Well, it will have to do. Ellie can’t wear heels any higher or she will topple over, and if Thea’s shoes were any flatter she would walk like a farm girl.’ Mrs Parker looked troubled for a moment and then she smiled. ‘I could always tease Ellie’s curls up a bit. What do you think?’

‘Oh, no, Mother,’ Ellie protested. ‘You’ll give me a headache. I’ll hold myself high and straight as I walk, just as  Father has taught me. But, please, we must go. We mustn’t be late!’

‘Very well.’ Her mother shrugged and gave in. ‘Now, Susan, fetch our cloaks - and don’t forget to take your pinafore off. We can’t have you sitting in the box like that.’

As Susan hurried to obey, Ellie’s mother turned to the girls and smiled as if she were about to tell some children of a special treat. ‘We won’t be late. I didn’t tell you, I’ve ordered one of those new motor-taxis. In fact, I think I can hear it stopping outside just now. Come along, my dears, this is going to be a night to remember!’

 



Thea was shocked when she saw the crowds outside the theatre in Northumberland Road. ‘What are they waiting for?’ she asked.

‘To see the girls, of course,’ Mrs Parker replied.

‘But that’s dreadful!’

Ellie’s mother looked puzzled. ‘Dreadful? Why?’

‘Well . . . it’s like putting ourselves on show. I mean—’

She stopped when she saw that none of her companions in the taxi understood her. Perhaps Ellie wanted to put herself on show. That would be part of the life she had chosen. For the first time since she had been talked into this escapade, Thea thought about what it could lead to. If Ellie were successful and entered the world of the theatre, could they still be friends?

Rosalie Parker, cheeks flushed with excitement, had risen from her seat. ‘Come along, girls,’ she said. ‘Susan, help them down. Ellie, mind you don’t catch your heels in your hem.’

As Mrs Parker clambered down from the motor-taxi ahead of them, Thea leaned forward and glanced up at the façade of the theatre. There was a huge, brightly painted placard over the entrance bearing the legend: 
THE BLONDES AND BRUNETTES BEAUTY SHOW! GRAND CONTEST! MAGNIFICENT PRIZES!





That bit about the prizes surprised Thea. She supposed she had known at the beginning, when they had first read in the  Daily Journal that there was to be a Blonde and Brunette Beauty Show for girls of sixteen and over, that prizes had been mentioned, but she had forgotten that detail. Gold bangles and bracelets, she seemed to remember, but she had doubted that either the bangles or the bracelets would be made of real gold. They would hardly be magnificent.

She remembered thinking that the whole idea was somehow tawdry and when Ellie had said that she would like to enter, Thea had thought that she was joking. Well, she hadn’t been joking and here they were, and for her friend’s sake, she knew she ought to smile and do her best to enjoy herself.

She was glad that the theatre had provided two large men in maroon brass-buttoned uniforms to escort the arriving contestants past the waiting crowd. She kept her eyes forward and tried to avoid the leering faces and the cheerfully offensive comments.

‘Ee, look at the two lasses gettin’ out of the motorcar!’

‘That bonny little blonde one’s a proper mazer!’

‘You can have her - it’s the dark one fer me!’

‘Haddaway, man. That one’s quality. A lass like that wouldn’t give you the time of day!’

It was like running the gauntlet.

They were met in the foyer by a tall, thin, elderly man in an old-fashioned evening suit that had seen much better days. He introduced himself as the assistant manager and he proved impervious to Mrs Parker’s captivating smile. He would not agree to her request.

‘No, I’m sorry, madam, but the young ladies will have to  wait with the other contestants; they cannot sit in the box with you.’

‘Oh, but couldn’t you send for them, when it is time—’

‘Those are the rules.’

Thea watched as the man and Mrs Parker took the measure of each other. Uncharacteristically, Mrs Parker gave in first. ‘Ah, well, I’ll have to sit there all alone. I told Mr Parker that he should cancel tonight’s classes but he said his pupils had paid for twelve sessions before Christmas and they should have twelve sessions. Susan, I’ll trust you to see that the girls look as perfect as possible before they set foot on the stage.’

‘I beg your pardon, madam, but this young woman is obviously not a contestant and therefore she will not be allowed backstage.’

Rosalie Parker looked wounded. Her blue eyes widened and her lips trembled as though she were going to cry.

Her daughter smiled at her. ‘It’s all right, Mother. Thea and I can manage by ourselves. We’ll look after each other. Now, if Susan could take our cloaks, you two should go straight to your box and order something nice for yourselves. A cup of coffee and some pastries, or perhaps an ice-cream.’

Her mother sighed. ‘Very well. I see I have no choice, but, remember, keep in time to the music, whatever they play, and look straight ahead. Never try to look for faces in the audience - even mine!’

As if I would, Thea thought, as she and Ellie followed the victor through a door that led to a maze of narrow, dimly lit corridors. I would rather believe that there was no audience there at all!

Soon they were standing with many other pairs of girls in a large, echoing area backstage. It was cold and the girls seemed to have huddled close to each other for warmth. The sweet smells of the perfumes and powders they wore mingled  unpleasantly with the musty smells coming from the painted canvas backdrops and battered stage props.

Thea looked around surreptitiously at the other contestants. They were all pretty girls, otherwise presumably they wouldn’t have entered the competition, but there had been some very generous interpretations of what constituted a ‘blonde’ or a ‘brunette’.

In fact one pair, who looked like sisters, had hair colouring that was hardly any different from each other. Thea imagined that one of them would say that she had light brown hair and the other that she was a dark blonde. At a quick estimation, Ellie and herself at least provided the best contrast.

But she was sure that it would also be a matter of beauty and style. Some of the dresses were copies of gowns from the fashion magazines. They were obviously home-made, from inferior fabrics, but that didn’t matter if they were worn by girls with beautiful faces and stunning figures. And some of them were.

No, Thea didn’t think that the result of the competition was a foregone conclusion. She glanced round to find her friend frowning. She took Ellie’s hand and squeezed it. ‘Don’t worry,’ she whispered. ‘Not one of those girls is as lovely as you. You are bound to catch Mr Edwardes’ eye.’

And, as for me, Thea thought, I don’t want to catch anybody’s eye. In fact I wish I could slink away right now and pretend that none of this is happening!

The other girls had been glancing round too, and whispering to their partners, but they all stopped talking obediently when the assistant manager reappeared, bringing with him a much better dressed and younger man whom he introduced as Mr Howard Cassell, the theatre manager.

Mr Cassell told them what an important occasion this was, and how they could bring honour not only to themselves, but  also to the theatre, and to the city of Newcastle, if they conducted themselves properly.

There were to be no attempts to draw attention to themselves individually by use of any trickery; no prima donna behaviour. They must be dignified and ladylike. And there must definitely not be any hysterics if they were tapped on the shoulder and led off the stage.

For that was how the competition was going to be conducted, like a children’s party game, until the judges were satisfied that they were left with the three best pairs of girls for the final judging.

They were asked to line up with their partners - just like a ‘crocodile’ of schoolgirls, Thea thought. Only rather than being led to Jesmond Dene for a nature ramble, she felt as though she was being led to the scaffold.

However, once the orchestra started to play and they began to move, it wasn’t too bad. In contrast to the backstage area the stage was warm, probably because of the footlights, and Thea couldn’t have seen the faces of the people in the dim auditorium even if she’d tried. But she could hear them.

The contestants had been directed to walk round in a grand circle and there were cries of ‘Ooh!’ and ‘Aah!’ as each pair of girls approached the front of the stage, paused briefly to face the audience and then walked on again. Soon she became aware that the space between Ellie and herself and the couples before and behind was becoming larger. The circle was thinning out.

She saw that this was because a band of pretty children dressed as pantomime fairies and elves seemed to be obeying directions from someone standing in the wings as they approached first this couple and then another and led them away; a fairy and an elf to each couple.

‘The children are from a theatrical dancing school,’ Ellie  whispered when she saw them. ‘I recognize two of them who started off at my father’s academy.’

Soon it became obvious that the audience - now proving to be partisan - did not approve when some of the girls were led away. Thea could hear hisses and boos and much shushing going on. One of the unfortunate losers broke down in tears before she left the stage. Her partner put her arms around her and there was a call of ‘Shame!’

Thea was so taken up with the drama of it all that she was surprised when the orchestra stopped playing and she heard Ellie say, ‘Stop, Thea, there are only three couples left on stage!’

The orchestra struck up a cheerful medley of Christmas carols in keeping with the season. The elves and fairies brought six red velvet and gilt chairs on to the stage and arranged them across the back. Then they led the remaining contestants to the chairs and indicated that they should sit.

Meanwhile a table and three chairs had been placed to the front and at one side of the stage. The theatre manager appeared, to introduce the judges to the audience. They came on one by one, to applause and cheers: first a striking dark-haired woman introduced as Madame Cora Levey, the director of the stage school that had provided the little dancers; then a blond, good-looking man who was introduced as Vernon Gray, a photographer, and finally, Mr George Edwardes, the general manager of the famous Gaiety Theatre in London.

George Edwardes proved to be a big handsome Irishman, who quickly took charge of the proceedings. When the manager left the stage, Mr Edwardes invited the other two judges to sit at the table and then he strolled centre stage to address the audience.

‘As you know,’ he said, ‘the Gaiety is reputed to have the most beautiful chorus girls in the whole world.’ He paused  and Thea could sense the audience holding its collective breath. ‘But tonight in this theatre in Newcastle,’ he continued, ‘I have seen some of the loveliest girls - no, I should say  bonniest lasses - it has ever been my privilege to clap eyes on!’

The audience rose to their feet. They stamped and cheered. They laughed in appreciation of the great man’s attempt to speak in the local accent.

George Edwardes allowed the clamour to continue for a while but when he raised a hand, it stopped. He waited until everyone was seated again and he smiled down into the orchestra pit.

‘And now,’ he said, ‘if my friends in the orchestra will strike up again, I’m going to ask these young ladies,’ he turned and took them in with a wide gesture, ‘to resume their perambulation around the stage. Ready, girls?’

The three couples rose to their feet and Mr Edwardes sensed how nervous they must be because he reassured them before he sat down at the table. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said, ‘this won’t take long.’

But it was too long for Thea’s liking. She hated the way that Mr Edwardes and Madame Levey looked them up and down as they walked past the table. Like cattle at a show, she thought. She hated the way they scribbled notes on a sheet of paper and leaned in to confer with each other in whispers.

She noticed that the photographer, Vernon Gray, was neither writing nor conferring. To her embarrassment, she caught his eye and she saw that he was smiling at her. Is he laughing at me? she wondered. How dare he? She felt herself stiffen with rage and she knew that, for a moment, her glare was ferocious.

But then she saw him shaking his head gently. Had he read her mind? How could he? But in any case, she saw now that his smile was sympathetic and it was directed just at her - as  if they shared some kind of secret. She couldn’t help but smile back.

During their sixth perambulation Thea noticed the judges glancing at each other and nodding their heads. George Edwardes rose to his feet and with one grand gesture he indicated both that the orchestra should stop playing and the girls should stop walking. The judges had made their decision.

 



The audience had gone, the curtain had fallen and they were waiting on the stage as they had been told to do for further instructions. The other two pairs of girls had been joined by their parents and friends but they stood in a closed group, talking and glancing occasionally at Thea and Ellie.

Mrs Parker suddenly hurried towards them from the wings. She was flushed with triumph. Her cheeks matched the fuchsia trimmings on her evening gown. ‘I’ve sent Susan home in the motor-taxi,’ she said. ‘She will tell Mr Parker the good news, and that we will be delayed.’

Ellie smiled at her questioningly.

‘My dears, we are invited to a party - all of us.’ She smiled graciously at the other girls and their companions. ‘But of course, as the winners of the contest, you and Thea will be the guests of honour. Mr Edwardes is hosting the party in the green room. You can follow me. I know the way, I once played at this theatre.’

‘What is the green room?’ Thea asked.

‘A sort of actors’ common room, a room near the stage where the performers can wait until it is time for their entrance.’

‘But why green?’

Mrs Parker didn’t answer her for she had gone, leading the surprised and excited group off stage and into the shadowy wings. Thea found herself alone.

‘Green because originally they used to paint the walls green to relieve the eyes from the glare on the stage.’

She turned to find that she was not alone after all. Someone else had been hanging back and now he walked towards her. It was the photographer, Vernon Gray. As he spoke the overhead lights dimmed and Thea found herself staring at him uncertainly in the semi-darkness.

‘Oh, I see.’

She closed her eyes and opened them again, hoping that her vision would adjust and that she could make out his expression. He was about the same height as she was and he was standing very close.

‘Aren’t you coming to the party?’ he asked. ‘Don’t you want to celebrate your triumph?’

‘Certainly not!’ She saw that he was taken aback and she wished she hadn’t sounded so forceful. ‘I mean, I suppose I will have to go to the party - I came here with Ellie and her mother - but as for wanting to celebrate my triumph . . .’

‘So I was right. You hated every minute of it, didn’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then why enter the competition? For the sake of your friend?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then the truly lovely Miss Ellie Parker is lucky to have a loyal friend like you.’

Thea felt uncomfortable. ‘Please don’t make me sound so noble. I love Ellie, and her parents are warm and kind . . .’ She stopped, not wanting Vernon Gray to know why she might have been in need of warmth and kindness.

But if he had noticed her discomfort he chose to ignore it. He took her right hand and lifted it up between them so that the remaining light shone on the gold bangle she was now wearing. ‘And what do you think of your magnificent prize?’

She could feel the warmth of his hand through the thin silk of her glove. She caught her breath before she answered, ‘I . . . I think . . . I mean it’s pretty, I suppose, but I don’t think it’s real gold.’

Vernon Gray laughed and squeezed her hand more tightly. ‘Of course it isn’t, and neither are the bracelets that the other girls were given - they are just cheap little chains. But when those girls are wrinkled old grandmothers they will have something to remind them that they were once young and beautiful. And, as for your friend, I shouldn’t think she cares one jot about her winners’ bangle. That’s not the prize she’s after, is it?’

‘No.’>

‘And she stands a good chance of achieving what she wants. Except . . .’

‘What is it?’

‘Is it Ellie or her mother whose ambition is the driving force?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘Well, whatever the case, they are both happy tonight and you should try to be happy for them. Now, allow me to escort you to the party.’
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