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PROLOGUE

 



 



 



The Lydgate Widow . . . No one could really remember the details of her life. Where she had come from, what she had done. She had just become a vague, if enduring, myth: a rural sop to the hard cases in the industrial towns. If she was mentioned at all in Salford or Little Lever she would have been given short shrift. Who would have been interested in a woman with money who had ended up alone in an impressive house? A widow. So what? The streets were full of widows.

But to Adele Ford, the story had a fascination. Perhaps it was the way it had been told to her; by a father who embellished the tale every time he related it so that, in time, the Lydgate Widow became a tragedy of Greek proportions. In one version her husband had killed himself; in another she had lost him in wartime; in a later, more accomplished telling, she had become a lunatic recluse, losing her mind but keeping the strange house up on Lydgate Hill.

‘Look,’ her father said one evening as they walked past Lydgate church. For the hundredth time - or so it seemed to Adele. ‘You can see her.’

‘Who?’

‘The Lydgate Widow.’

‘You said she was dead.’

Her father sighed, disappointed by her lack of imagination. ‘Adele, she can’t die. Don’t you remember the story? She’s locked to the house for ever. There, look, can’t you see  her? She’s there, outlined against the horizon.’ He dropped his voice. ‘She’s alone. Always alone. Looking for her husband.’

‘I can’t see anything,’ Adele had replied honestly.

Exasperated, he had raised his eyebrows. ‘Nonsense! You’re just not trying hard enough—’

‘I am trying!’

‘No you’re not,’ he had replied, his own imagination big enough for both of them. ‘I can see her so clearly. Look, Adele, look at the house.’ Obediently, her gaze moved back to the old building. Its arched windows, stone turrets and exotic, almost Moorish architecture always fascinated her. ‘Now, open your eyes, Adele. Look at the end of the garden. Look at the Lydgate Widow.’

She stared ahead, longing to see what her father saw.

But seeing nothing.




PART ONE




ONE

It was suffocating, dark, crawling with spiders. Shaking, Adele huddled to the back of the under-stairs cupboard in the blackness, footsteps sounding overhead, her pants damp from where she had wet herself. Biting down hard on her bottom lip, she began to rock, the raised voices overhead reverberating in the cupboard.

‘You cow! You bloody cow!’

Then she heard a thump, a dull, waxen thud of fist on flesh . . . Her teeth bit down harder on her lip, drawing blood. Think about something else, she willed herself. Think about something else . . . The blackamoor, she liked that. And the painting of the Chinaman her father had paid too much for at auction. The heavy feet echoed terrifyingly overhead. Oh God, Adele screamed inwardly as they descended the steps. Oh God . . . She huddled back against the wall, scrunching her six-year-old body into a tidy, hidden parcel of flesh.

‘Wait here,’ her mother had told her only moments before. Keep quiet.’

She couldn’t be more quiet.

But it wasn’t quiet outside. On the other side of the cupboard door she could hear a muffled scream, followed by her father’s voice.


‘You drive me crazy! You make me crazy!’ Then, suddenly, his voice petered off into silence.

What was happening?

‘Victor,’ Adele heard her mother say quietly, soothingly, ‘it’s OK, it’s OK. We can sort it out.’ She wasn’t frightened any more, Adele could tell that. She was back in control. ‘Darling, come on, come on,’ she coaxed him, comforting the man she adored. The man who adored her. ‘Victor, go upstairs and lie down.’

There was a long pause. Adele screwed her eyelids even tighter. This was worse than the screaming. This pause, extending too long and too eerily. What was happening? Would the cupboard door be snatched open suddenly to drag her out? God . . . she thought helplessly. God . . .

Then she heard her father’s voice again. Not violent any more. Tender, muffled.

‘Jesus, Lulu, Jesus . . .’

She could imagine his face pressed against her mother’s shoulder.

‘I never meant . . .’

‘I know, Victor,’ her mother said gently, ‘I know . . . You’re overwrought, darling. Go upstairs, get some rest.’

‘I didn’t mean to hit you . . .’

‘Sssh, it’s forgotten. I love you, Victor.’

‘I love you too,’ he replied desperately.

‘We love each other. Always and always,’ Lulu went on, her tone almost hypnotic. She was curbing his violence with tenderness. ‘You and I, always together. The two of us . . . Now, darling, go and lie down for a while. Rest a little. And forget what’s happened.’

Crouched inside the cupboard, Adele was still shaking and utterly confused. How could everything change so suddenly? From being terrified, her mother was now calm. From being violent, her father was now mild. How could it happen? How could anything change so quickly? A moment later Adele heard her father’s footsteps going upstairs. Ascending the steps over her head as she cringed in the cupboard below.

Then followed the closing of the bedroom door. A moment passed. Another. Then finally the latch of the under-stairs cupboard lifted. Automatically Adele cowered further back.

‘It’s all right, sweetheart . . . Your daddy was just ill, that’s all.’ Leaning inwards, her mother reached out to her, her figure silhouetted against the light of the hall. ‘Come with me, little one, come on.’ She took Adele’s hand and pulled her out into the daylight. Terrified, Adele studied her mother’s face; swollen, liver-coloured on one side.

‘Mum!’

‘It was nothing, sweetheart,’ she said reassuringly. ‘Nothing to worry about. Your daddy wasn’t feeling well. But he’s fine now. He loves me very much, Adele. He loves us all. But sometimes he gets all worked up.’ She stroked her daughter’s cheek. ‘You’ll understand, when you’re older. Love does strange things to people. They hurt the ones they can’t be without . . . Don’t be scared, Adele, please. Nothing’s changed. Nothing at all.’

Which was when Adele realised that adults - even the ones you loved the most - could lie to you.




TWO

1916

The war had emptied the streets of men. Only the old were left behind - and Victor Ford. An accident in childhood had kept him home, off the battlefields, out of the bloody reports from overseas. On 4 May 1916 a tighter conscription law had been put into place, to Lulu’s horror. Apparently there hadn’t been enough volunteers and the Government had been forced to call married men to fight. She was further alarmed when - a little while later - men previously rejected on medical grounds were being re-examined.

But July came, then went, and Victor was still home. The medical report had cleared him. Which, by rights, was fair. After all, he had had an ankle deformity since childhood and wore an iron brace. The fact that the vain Victor had managed to hide his handicap so well had worked for him in the past, but not now. Now it seemed that he was getting away with something, and irritated by people’s assumption that he was draft dodging, he hoisted the bottom of his left trouser leg at the slightest provocation.

‘Look!’ he’d say to the dealers, or the market traders. ‘That’s why I’m here. I can’t fight with an iron on my leg.’

Not that he really wanted to fight. Not when the images of the Somme and the photographs of injured soldiers were splattered regularly across the front pages. He listened to the reports on the radio and seemed to hear daily about some  family’s loss. A complicated man, Victor was torn between guilt and relief and tried to assuage his conscience the only way he knew how - by making many and various gestures of help to the bereaved.

People who had been suspicious of the flamboyant Victor Ford now saw him in a different light. He would - unexpectedly - come calling at some stranger’s house and give them something. Some object he had got at auction or off the markets. For your son . . . your father . . . he would say, hurrying off, knowing that they could sell it on. It was odd behaviour, typical of his extravagant nature, and it made an unexpected hero out of him.

Street angel; house devil. Wasn’t that how the saying went? And at first it was never more true of anyone than Victor Ford. But as time passed his public concern took precedence over his private rages, Lulu encouraging his generosity, shoring up his self-esteem. Before long, The Coppice had a saint in the making. Only Lulu realised how he struggled to control his temper. Weeks would pass quietly, and then some random word or action would spark an inferno of violence.

She loved him because she knew how hard he tried to keep himself in check. He idolised her because she loved him enough to forget.

 



 



It was later that summer, in August, when Adele and her sister Julia were taken out for the day to Alexandra Park, Oldham. Hardly a long way from home on The Coppice, but - as Lulu said - it was a change of scenery. What she didn’t tell her daughters was that it was a private daydream. One she shared only with Victor. In the rambling park, with its steamy summer borders and clipped lawns, its stone steps, its teahouse, bandstand and lake, Victor and Lulu were at home. Or felt as though they were. Their childish pretensions to grandeur allowed them to share the unspoken fantasy - that  one day they could have a grand home and garden. That Victor would make that dizzy sale which would propel them from The Coppice into untold riches.

And yet, to many people, living on The Coppice was no mean achievement. A road of neat semi-detached houses with back gardens and plenty of trees. The sooty smog of Oldham was within walking distance, the abject poverty of Salford not that far away. But The Coppice was respectable, with nice neighbours and net curtains. And residents who didn’t go out in curling rags, spit in the street, or steal. It was the kind of road that the slums looked up to, and the well-to-do on Park Road could mildly patronise.

Sighing, Adele glanced over at her parents. Two years had passed since she had witnessed that terrible fight, and it was as though it had never happened. The Ford family behaved exactly the way they had always done. Loving and affectionate. In fact, as Adele watched her parents, Victor kissed his wife on the cheek and tickled his elder daughter, senior to eight-year-old Adele by ten years. It was all perfect. Or so it seemed to everyone, except her. Nothing had been the same since that night, and although Adele loved her parents as much as she had always done, she remained baffled by their marriage.

Julia was immune to any ructions within the family. If she knew about the violence, she had never mentioned it to Adele. She either lived in ignorance or colluded with their parents; either way, she didn’t confide. After all, her sister was too much of a baby, whilst she was grown up, already eighteen.

Watching her sister as she reached for a book, Adele leaned back against a tree. It was warm, the sun high and hot, the tree branches swaying in time to the breeze and the marching tune from the bandstand in the distance. For a moment it seemed possible to forget the war, to imagine the world as it had been before the outbreak of hostilities. But the  sight of a uniform reminded Adele of reality; a soldier sitting with his girl on a park bench, snatching a few hours before he would go off to fight again.

Feeling sleepy, she tipped her sunhat over her eyes, her parents’ voices low and intimate, an unintelligible murmur.

 



 



‘We could do anything, even move away from here,’ Victor was saying quietly, so that their daughters wouldn’t overhear, ‘Lulu, we could do anything.’


Her name wasn’t really Lulu, she was called something else entirely, but for years he had referred to her by that name and now she had no other. Snuggling against her husband, she turned her face upwards.

‘We have a home here,’ she replied, not unreasonably. ‘Why move? Think about it, Victor, there’s a war on, we can’t up sticks now.’

But the thought stimulated her; kept away the threat of impending boredom. She loved Victor Ford for many reasons - one of them his reckless streak. His terror of monotony, which coincided so perfectly with her own. Real life was dull and both of them dreaded melancholia. They thought alike, felt alike, were so much a part of one another that separation would have meant the death of both. ‘Just think about it,’ Victor murmured, laying his head on her lap.

For years they had lived on the meagre inheritance from Victor’s father. Along the way Victor had indulged his love of antiques and curiosities, making a modest fortune sometimes; making a fool of himself at others. Lulu’s work as a part-time cook helped, even though her ability was never up to her ambition. But when Victor’s parents died and they inherited a tidy sum, the Fords took their biggest gamble to date and bought the house on The Coppice. The trouble was  keeping it.

‘Lulu? What are you thinking?’

She hushed him, her thoughts running back over their life together.

Being careful had never been their style. Their recklessness  should have been followed by ruin, as night follows day; but they had been lucky. And luck had always come just when it was most needed. If they ran out of funds, Victor made a sale. If they lost money on one purchase, he would recover it - twice over - on another. The sums had never been huge, but it had been the excitement that counted. The certainty that there was no certainty. The luminous pull of the risk.

Flanked by a teacher on one side and a bank manager on the other, the house on The Coppice had told everyone the Fords had arrived. But fitting in was another matter. Lulu hadn’t been interested in the other wives’ chats and visits to the Mothers’ Union, and Victor had had no time for pubs or church. Instead, on many a Sunday morning, the neighbourhood had been treated to the sight of Victor unpacking boxes from the back of his car. His car, the first in the area. The one he only ran when he could get a ration of petrol. Which wasn’t often.

As so many said, ‘Typical! It’s all show with the Fords.’

But they were jealous. Everyone stopping to stare at the little car - as they stared at its occupants. Victor, polished and attractive, Lulu in her best clothes, glamorous on a shoestring. No one knew her clothes were cast-offs from the wealthy Jewish women in Southport and Lytham St Annes; no one needed to know that her exquisite boots were stuffed with paper at the toes to make them fit. It was the impact of their appearance that mattered, not how it had been achieved.

But now times were even tougher. It was wartime, after all, and people had more important things to think about than bric-a-brac. Which was not to say that there weren’t private sales still to be made. Widows who had fallen on hard times,  families selling off possessions to keep a roof over their heads. They were more than eager to sell to Victor Ford, and he was always generous with his payments. It was a hard way to make a living, but Victor - for all his lofty ambitions - was a grafter.

Lulu stirred suddenly, Victor’s head heavy on her lap. ‘If we did move, where would we go? The girls are settled in school here, we shouldn’t really move now. I mean, it’s wartime . . .’

‘The war can’t go on much longer!’ Victor replied brusquely. ‘The soldiers will come back and then where will we be? We should move now, whilst we can. Go down south, maybe. We could settle anywhere, and the girls would like a change.’

He knew it was selfish to uproot his daughters and leave The Coppice, but lately his forays had led him further and further afield in order to find anything worth having. Burnley, Leeds, Halifax.

‘We could buy a shop. No one else would want to buy a shop in wartime.’

‘You said the war was going to be over soon . . .’

He tensed. ‘What’s the matter? You don’t like my idea?’

Lulu winced. The idea was intoxicating, and frightening. But more frightening was crossing her husband when he had that edge to his voice. Smiling, she stroked his forehead. If she was careful she could coax the temper out of him. Draw the violence out as effectively as lancing a boil. After all, Victor had a right to be exasperated, frustrated at not hitting the big time. He was just as smart as the top Manchester dealers, but he had never got the big break, the major sale.

The reason was obvious to everyone but Lulu and Victor. There was no point hoping to sell a silver candelabra in Oldham. Or a stuffed deer head in Bolton. If she had reasoned with him they could have made a better business. But Lulu didn’t want to reason. She was absorbed by her  husband, sexually fascinated by him, too much a part of him to think for herself. She loved Victor, as Victor loved her - both of them stuck in a gluey web of fantasy and hope.

‘You’re right, darling, we could do anything. You know how much I believe in you.’

‘We have to get a break soon,’ he said, rapidly soothed.

‘It could happen any day now.’

‘Any day.’

‘You just carry on, darling,’ she mollified him.

‘We’ll show them,’ he said, taking her hand and kissing the palm. ‘We’ll show everyone what we can do.’

‘Of course we will. You’ll see, Victor, we’ll get what we deserve in the end. We’ll make it. We’ll surprise everyone.’




THREE

‘You mind what you’re doing!’ Mrs Redfern called out, running down the path on her stocky bow legs, one hard fist waving at Adele. ‘If I catch you ruining my garden again . . .’ She made it to the gate and stopped. ‘It was you that spoiled my apple tree, wasn’t it?’

‘I never.’

‘You did!’ Mrs Redfern snapped back, her eyes bulbous behind her glasses, a faint moustache on her top lip. All those bridge parties, Lulu used to say, you’d think she’d look in the mirror now and again. ‘You were swinging on a branch.’

‘Only the one that comes over our side,’ Adele replied, remembering what her father had said. ‘Dad told me it didn’t matter if it was on our side.’

Mrs Redfern flushed. ‘I don’t care what your father might or might not have said. It’s what I say that goes.’

Stunned, Adele moved off, Mrs Redfern calling after her. But she wouldn’t stop. The woman was a bitch - hadn’t Julia said that? Head down, Adele turned the corner and began to trail a stick along the railings of another garden, ruffling the azaleas behind. The rainwater fell from their petals and mottled the stonework underneath. Everyone was against her. Mrs Redfern; her teacher, Miss Egan - and now she had detention. Again.


Slowly Adele walked back into the playground of St Luke’s. The girls at school had been teasing her, mocking her father.

‘Everyone knows he sells on the market, even though he pretends to be a dealer . . .’

‘My mother said he was a knocker . . .’

‘Isn’t fighting in the war, though, is he? Pretending he has a bad leg, dragging that leg iron around when everyone knows it’s a fake . . .’

That last insult had been too much for Adele. Without hesitation, she had struck out at her tormentor and sent the girl falling backwards into the watching group. Ten minutes and a cut lip later, Adele had found herself in trouble. All booked up for detention. And why? Because a girl from The Coppice shouldn’t act like a slum child.

‘They were saying things about my father—’

Miss Egan cut her off short. She had - like everyone else - heard the rumours. The Fords were little more than a laughing stock, for all their airs and graces. But Adele was different, a mature eight year old with a good head on her shoulders. Which was more than could be said for her sister . . . Miss Egan considered the attractive, rather vacuous Julia. A determination to marry was her only ambition in life. Or so everyone thought. But was there something else under the marshmallow coating, as Miss Egan suspected? Some sliver of well-disguised steel?

‘Adele, you have to listen to me,’ Miss Egan went on. ‘Fighting is not the way to sort out your problems. It’s unladylike, common. Only rough children fight.’

An old memory rattled inside Adele. She wanted to say, ‘You’re wrong. All sorts of people fight.’ But she held her tongue. You didn’t talk about family. Or family secrets.

‘You have to use your wits in life, not your fists. Use your intelligence, Adele, if you want to get on. You want to be someone, don’t you?’

‘I don’t know who someone is,’ Adele replied truthfully. ‘My father always talks about being someone, but he never seems to become him.’

Miss Egan blinked, wrong-footed. ‘What I meant was that you want to make something of your life.’

‘My father says that too. All the time,’ Adele answered. ‘He said it last Saturday when he brought home a piano. Said it would bring a fortune and we could all make something of our lives.’

Miss Egan regarded Adele thoughtfully. She was an attractive girl, with large dark grey eyes that seemed to bore into you and read your thoughts.

‘Adele,’ she continued patiently, ‘what do you want to do with your life?’

‘My sister wants to get married.’

‘But what about you? I know you’re only eight, but you’re a sensible child, so I think I can talk to you about such matters. What would you like to do?’

Adele gave the question some thought. No one had ever asked her before.

‘I like things.’

‘What kind of things?’

‘Paintings, furniture. You know, objects, books. Stuff like that.’ She warmed to her theme, encouraged by her unexpected audience. ‘We’ve got a bearskin rug at home.’

Miss Egan’s only brush with a bearskin rug had been in her nude baby photograph.

‘It’s not really a career, though, is it?’

‘It’s my father’s career.’

There it was again, the level, unfazed gaze. Smiling, Miss Egan let the matter go. Adele Ford was very young, after all, no good forcing a child to grow up before their time.

Something else was forcing Adele to grow up fast. Something that had nothing to do with Miss Egan, or careers.

 



 



Julia sat by the window, buffing her nails and watching her mother bring in the washing from the back yard. It would be  nice to have a garden, but you couldn’t have everything and they did have a lawn at the front. Which was bigger than Mr Redfern’s next door, and wider than the bank manager’s on the other side.

Julia noticed such things; it was automatic for her to measure out people’s lives in terms of their possessions. You could measure out a good job in inches, a nice house in feet, and a marriage in yards. Which was why she wasn’t too bothered about the job she had just begun in Mrs Short’s florist’s. Mrs Short might be stocky, and sometimes too lazy to move, but she was Mrs Short, and in Julia’s eyes that was all-important.

‘Good Lord,’ Lulu said, walking in and tossing the laundry on to the kitchen table. ‘It’s so hot out there.’

‘You should wear a hat.’

‘Not to get in the washing!’ her mother remonstrated, quickly pulling down the cuff of her blouse.

But Julia had already seen it: the bruise. Just as she had seen the others over the years, and chosen to ignore them. If there was something her mother wanted her to know, she would tell her. If not, why poke your nose where it wasn’t wanted or start imagining things? Her mother and father were happy, everyone knew that.

‘Your father and I . . .’ Lulu paused, bending down to pick up a towel she had dropped, ‘are going to an auction tonight. It’s so exciting. Daddy’s seen a particular lot he wants.’ She waited for a response, then hurried on. ‘A washstand. French, your father thinks. And done up, it could bring a pretty profit.’

‘A washstand?’ Julia intoned softly. ‘What do we need a washstand for?’

‘Your father is going to do it up and sell it.’

‘Like the one in the shed?’

‘That was different,’ Lulu replied curtly.

‘It’s a washstand.’

‘But this one is French.’

‘And it needs doing up. Like the other one.’ Julia stopped buffing her nails and shrugged. ‘He’ll never repair it, Mum. You know that.’

‘Of course he will!’ Lulu responded half-heartedly. ‘Your father has a good eye for a bargain.’

‘Don’t let him bid too much, Mum.’

‘He knows what he’s doing.’

Looking away, Julia decided that further intervention would be pointless. The outcome was easy to predict. Her father  would bid too high, carried away by the auction, not the lot. Her parents would come home giddy with excitement, going on and on about their wonderful buy. The French washstand would be sighed over and admired - and at the end of three days would be relegated to the garden shed.

‘We’ll be home late, love,’ Lulu went on, making for the stairs. ‘Sort Adele out for me, will you? See she gets a good tea and goes to bed early.’

Nodding, Julia glanced at the clock. Five fifteen. Adele would be home from school any time now and her parents would be gone by seven. If she was lucky she could get her sister to bed and then meet up with John at the corner around nine. She smiled to herself. John Courtland, twenty-two years to her eighteen, blond, tall - and if a little thin, that could soon be remedied by good cooking. As for his character, well, it was perfect for the ideal husband. It wasn’t that he was a complete fool; he was just pliable, eager to please. And dangerously uncertain of his own judgement. Julia frowned. She would have to watch that trait in him; make sure that she made all the important decisions. Make certain no one else got any influence over him. Mollified, she smiled to herself. John might not be a world beater, but he would do for her - and she found him very attractive. Mr John Courtland, soldier, but previously working as a clerk at the County Bank, Union Road, Oldham. A white-collar  worker once. And would be again when he got home after the war.

Oh, he would do very nicely, Julia thought, snuggling up to her secret. They might only have been going out for a couple of months, but she was going to marry John Courtland. She thought then of her sister, Adele, catching them the other night when John had come home on leave. They had only been talking, but after a couple of minutes Julia had noticed a faint rustling behind the hedge. Once. And again. Then suddenly she had felt something cold and slimy slip down her collar.

‘God!’ she had shrieked, spinning round just in time to see Adele laughing and running away.

Of course John had been charming and concerned, but all chance of romance was curtailed as Julia had wriggled frantically to get the worm out of her blouse. He had gallantly offered to help. Red-faced, Julia had declined. The worm had then made its way - slowly and inexorably - down her camisole. Finally, panicked, she had dived behind the next-door hedge in the darkness, pulling off her top and shaking the worm into the bush.

Flushed by the memory, Julia decided that it was time she left The Coppice, the washstands - and her damn sister. Her future was clear. When the war was over, she was going to marry John and escape.

It was just a matter of time.




FOUR

Bored, Adele gazed out of the window, then brightened as she saw a cat staring balefully at her from the garden wall opposite.

‘Hey, puss, puss,’ Adele called to it.

The cat blinked.

‘Hey, puss, puss.’

Irritated, the cat turned its back on her and jumped down off the wall.

‘Well, honestly!’ Adele snorted, flopping back on to her bed.

The summer night was warm, the clouds unmoving, the air still as a millpond. She knew when she heard the latch lift that Julia was sneaking out to see her soldier boyfriend. Adele smiled to herself. That worm had been an inspiration - and who could Julia tell? Not their parents, that was for sure. Their father would be enraged, and his temper wasn’t something anyone wanted to provoke. No chancer boyfriends for Julia; no soldier lads come back with big medals and big heads to carry off one of his precious daughters. Oh no, in time Victor himself would decide which suitors were right for his girls - although Adele had the sneaking suspicion that no one would ever come up to scratch. To hear their father tell it, the Ford sisters were the most intelligent, beautiful and desirable girls in the north-west.

Shame no one else saw them that way, Adele thought,  rolling on to her side. The net curtain fluttered in a sudden unexpected breeze, then fell still again, limp as a glove. She imagined her parents at the auction and then driving home with something in the back, something daft they’d bought. Something destined for the shed. She could visualise her mother holding on to her hat as they drove through the summer night, her father, dashing and confident, flushed with importance. They were bidders at an auction. And for a while they would ride along in that euphoria. Buoyed up by a mirage; the old car shaking their bones fitfully as they took the road back home.

He would be telling her mother stories, Adele thought, thinking about that peculiar, intense connection between her parents. Thinking that one day they might turn the old car around and head away from The Coppice and on to only God knew where. She could picture them, their heads together, silhouetted against the moon as they drove into a distance which didn’t involve her. Or her sister. Somewhere only they could go.


A sudden palpitating unease made Adele nervous. Swinging her legs over the side of the bed, she stood up and walked to the window, then peered into the shadows below. She could see nothing, but after a moment there was a faint flicker of light. John Courtland was smoking a cigarette on the corner, waiting for her sister to come out to him.

Smiling, Adele decided that if she was smart she could use her sister’s romance to her advantage. Get Julia to do the washing up and make the beds - with the threat of telling her parents about John. She leaned out of the window, the August night sweet . . . Or she could play another trick on Julia, something really funny.

And then she heard it, the sound of someone hurrying up The Coppice. Unknown feet, determined feet, moving very fast. Purposeful . . . Transfixed, Adele listened to the footsteps coming closer along the street, along the row of neat  houses, along the trimmed hedges and netted windows. Past the Redferns - and then the feet stopped. Outside their front door.

Moving downstairs, Adele could see her sister in the doorway, Julia shaking her head and then stepping back into the hat rack. So clumsy, so unlike her. Then John Courtland appeared in the hall, cigarette still in his hand, his expression bewildered, overwhelmed. And then she saw the owner of the feet, the man - the police officer - and he was talking.

‘. . . They were going too fast . . . Rounded a bend too sharp . . . I think your father lost control of the car . . . So sorry, Miss Ford, I’m so sorry. Is there someone I can contact?’

Step by step, Adele slowly made her way downstairs, Julia finally turning to her. ‘Go back to bed, love . . .’

‘What’s happened?’

‘Adele, go back to bed. It’s all right, it’s all right.’

But she wasn’t fooled. How could she be? Even if she hadn’t heard what the policeman had said, she would have known. After all, hadn’t she already seen her parents go driving off, silhouetted against the moon? The old car turned away from home?

Hadn’t she seen it? Hadn’t she already known?

It wasn’t until years later that Adele discovered how her parents had been found. They hadn’t died instantly, but had held on for a little while, grievously injured. It was supposed that her father had struggled to get out of the wreckage to raise the alarm. But Adele could never decide whether he had left her mother to get help, or to save himself.

I remember how much my sister cried that night.

I heard her, in the room next door, and later felt her lie down on the bed next to me. My own shock was too intense to let me cry; there was nothing in me but a feeling of isolation, of fear for the future, of disbelief that people so recently living could be so suddenly dead. I worried, too, about where they had taken our parents - and then thought of all the stories I had heard about people putting their dead relatives on display in the front room.

I prayed so hard that they wouldn’t make us do that.

‘Adele? Are you awake?’ my sister whispered, taking my hand. Her own was cold, her fingers wrapping tightly around mine. ‘Adele?’

I should have comforted her, but I couldn’t. I was just a child and my parents were dead and only my sister - just her, just Julia - was left. And it wasn’t enough.

‘Adele?’

I wanted to turn over and hit her, slap her viciously across the face, pummel her until she bled. But then I realised she wasn’t to blame. Julia hadn’t killed our parents; hadn’t propelled me out of my eight-year-old life into this limbo. It wasn’t her fault.

So I squeezed her hand. And a moment later I rested my head on her shoulder and we both gazed up at the ceiling together. For the remainder of that first night we lay there; on  my parents’ bed, holding hands and staring into nothingness.

We held hands too when we visited our parents’ bodies in the chapel of rest, and later at the funeral. We held hands whilst the clergyman preached and people offered condolences. We held hands when mourners talked about our parents and how special they were. How unusual, how full of life.

They weren’t full of life any more. I knew that. They were dead. There was just my sister and me left. And I was holding on to her as tightly as she was holding on to me. We withstood it all together. Our hands clasped so tightly that our flesh burned. It seemed that if either of us let go we would break apart.

Separate we were nothing. Together we would survive.




FIVE

Miss Egan had been right. The flicker of steel she had suspected in Julia Ford came to light with the death of her parents. Suddenly the rather indolent eighteen year old changed into a woman with very firm ideas. No, she told everyone, they had no other relatives. But what did it matter, she would look after her sister. She was grown up, after all.

On the night of the funeral, Mrs Lockhart from next door called round. She stood awkwardly in her black suit and hat, an overlarge handbag clutched in front of her like a shield.

‘We’ve been talking. I mean, me and Mr Lockhart.’ She paused, adding unnecessarily, ‘He’s the assistant bank manager at the Midland, as you know . . .’

Julia smiled inwardly. John Courtland would be an assistant bank manager one day. Bank manager, in fact.

‘Yes, Mrs Lockhart?’

‘We think that you need some guidance. Some sound advice.’

Julia didn’t like the idea. It felt too much like interference and she wasn’t going to have any of that. However much she might have loved her parents, and be grieving for them, Julia was a realist. Oh, she had let them think she had been fooled, but she had known for years that the marriage had been complicated. But what was she supposed to do about it? Interfere? No, that wasn’t Julia’s style. Besides, the violence had been intermittent, quickly outweighed by her father’s  tenderness. She might see bruises, but how could they mean anything when her mother would sit by the fire letting Victor rub her feet? Or giggle when he brushed her hair, the sparks flying off the bristles, her father picking up the tresses and burying his face in them? They were in love. Any fool could see that. And if that love came with something peculiar and dark, Julia didn’t want to know.

So having inherited both secretiveness and passion from her parents, she had already begun to plan her future. Although initially daunted, she decided that looking after Adele would be easy, and might well prove to be a short cut to her longed-for destination as Mrs John Courtland. How impressed John would be when he realised she was now an heiress. How surprised when he saw her running the house alone. And caring for her sister too.

In one deft stroke it would demonstrate that here was the perfect wife and mother. His perfect wife.

And no one, Julia thought, was going to ruin it for her.

‘Mrs Lockhart, you’re very kind, but we can manage.’

‘But money—’

‘We’re fine,’ Julia replied, wondering just what the solicitor was going to tell her the following day.

‘But, my dear,’ Mrs Lockhart continued, ‘you can’t live here alone.’

‘Many women are already married at my age,’ Julia replied reasonably. ‘I’m not a child. I can look after Adele perfectly well alone.’ She walked to the door, smiling and holding it open.

Realising that she had been dismissed, Mrs Lockhart smiled awkwardly and then reluctantly left.

‘What a nerve,’ she told everyone later. ‘That cocky girl needs to be taken down a peg or two. Being a responsible adult isn’t as easy as she thinks it’s going to be . . .’
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At his Oldham office, Mr Bernard Hoggard looked at the papers in front of him and shook his head. What a turn-up, what a turn-up . . . Sighing, he leaned back in his chair and scratched his thick ginger hair - wincing as the liberal slick of oil made his hand instantly sticky. He could put a whole bottle on his head and minutes later his hair would spring back to life like Lazarus. Women never liked a man with ginger hair, he thought ruefully, even a relatively comfortably off middle-aged solicitor. It was a curse, he decided; red hair meant romantic death. In fact, if all the bachelors in the world were lined up in a row, Bernard reckoned most of them would have ginger hair. It made an outcast out of you, that was what it did. Made you a flaming outcast.

Glancing back at the papers, he read through them again. It had been a tragedy, Mr and Mrs Ford being killed so young. But that was the way life went; you never knew when it was your turn. The war was proving that daily. God knew how many young men had died on the Somme - the Government kept changing the numbers - but it was thousands. A generation, gone in hours.

Sighing, he looked back to his papers.

‘Two hundred pounds annually,’ Bernard said out loud.

Now that wasn’t a fortune, but it wasn’t too shabby either. Enough to keep the house on The Coppice and to support two young ladies. Especially as Julia Ford was already bringing in a wage . . . Preoccupied, Bernard remembered the Fords’ erratic lifestyle. Their second-hand clothes which no one was supposed to know about, and the ridiculous antiques Victor had bought at auction. Strange man, but good-looking. After all, even a man with a leg iron was better than a redhead . . .

Bernard sighed again. Victor Ford must have wasted a small fortune, thrown money away, to end up short with such an income. A prudent man could have lived well on two hundred pounds, but not Victor Ford, too busy showing off.  Too busy with bearskins and washstands to save for the future. Too busy thinking his judgement was unquestionable. Oh, it was all right spoiling your family with fripperies, but that was no substitute for financial security.

‘Mr Hoggard,’ his secretary said suddenly, interrupting his thoughts, ‘Miss Ford is here to see you.’

He blinked, nodding. ‘Yes, yes, send her in.’ Hurriedly he tried to calm down his frizz of hair, then wiped his oily hands on his handkerchief, smiling as the door opened.

‘Miss Ford, how nice to see you,’ he began. ‘May I say how sorry I am for your loss. Such a pity, so difficult.’ He could feel his hair creeping up again and plastered it down firmly with his hand. ‘It must have been such a shock for you, and for your little sister too.’

Julia nodded. ‘We miss our parents so much.’

‘Of course.’

‘Nothing’s like it was . . .’ She paused, unexpectedly distracted by the sight of Mr Hoggard’s hair taking on a life of its own.

Hoggard picked the moment Julia looked away to pummel his hair into defeat. ‘I know this may sound hard to believe now, Miss Ford,’ he said. ‘But despite the terrible circumstances of your parents’ death, I think life might turn out to be relatively pleasant for you in time.’

She was banking on it.




SIX

There were so many ways to be an outcast, Adele thought. For a couple of years she had had to contend with teasing from her fellow pupils about her father, but now she was being singled out for quite another reason. Pity. And that was harder to bear. She kicked at the dirt in the playground. It had only been a couple of months since her parents had died, and yet it seemed like a century. Fighting tears, she looked down. Try as she might, she couldn’t remember the colour of her mother’s eyes, and she didn’t want to ask Julia. It would be such a shameful thing to admit - as though she didn’t care. Adele could see her mother’s face, but when she tried to remember her eyes, there was nothing. The thought was crushing, forcing the breath out of her.

Miss Egan was watching from the staff room window.

‘You can’t get through to Adele Ford. I’ve tried, but it’s no good.’

‘Give her time,’ a male teacher replied, glancing over Miss Egan’s shoulder as he walked past. ‘Kids take death hard. And she’s not the only one, there’s many lost their fathers lately.’

‘But to lose both of your parents at the same time . . .’

‘She’s got a sister, though.’

‘True,’ Miss Egan replied thoughtfully. ‘But that’s not enough. Adele’s too young to lose her mother.’

Still staring out of the window, she wondered if she should try to approach the girl again, then noticed someone walking  towards Adele. A girl who was tall for her age, and out of place with her dark, exotic features. Interested, Miss Egan leaned forward to watch. Now that might be the answer, she thought. Two outcasts could form a strong bond.

 



 



Unaware that she was being watched, Rebecca Altman approached Adele, then leaned against the wall beside her. She didn’t speak, just looked around. It wasn’t difficult to see how upset Adele was; after all, her parents’ deaths had been gossip for weeks. Adele’s face was masked by her hair, but Becky could hear the faint, muffled sobbing.

‘It gets better.’ Adele stopped crying, but didn’t lift her head as Becky continued. ‘My parents are abroad, I haven’t seen them for years. I live with my grandmother . . . I know it’s not the same, but I miss them . . . I can’t imagine what it’s like to lose your parents. I mean for ever.’

‘It hurts.’

‘Sorry?’

Slowly Adele lifted her head, her expression defiant and helpless at the same time. ‘I said it hurts. I miss them.’

Wiping her nose hurriedly, she studied the girl beside her, her curiosity piqued. Wasn’t this the Jewish pupil? The one everyone talked about? Avidly she studied the girl’s dark eyes, black hair and olive skin, and found her fascinating.

‘I’m Becky Altman.’

‘I’m Adele Ford.’

Becky smiled. ‘I know.’ Leaning back against the wall, the two girls - so dissimilar in appearance - stared out at the playground together.

‘I can’t remember the colour of her eyes . . .’ Adele said at last, ashamed and yet relieved to have shared the confidence. ‘I can’t remember what my mum’s eyes were like . . .’

Becky nodded, as though she understood and wasn’t going to pretend that words would help.

‘He hit her.’

‘What?’

Adele bit down on her lip hard. Why had she said that?  Why? To break their trust? To punish her parents for leaving her? To hurt them as she was hurting? Her face was scarlet with embarrassment. ‘I shouldn’t have said that!’

‘It’s OK,’ Becky reassured her.

‘But I shouldn’t have said it . . .’

‘It’s OK,’ Becky repeated quietly, lapsing into silence.

Instinctively Adele realised that her confidence was not going to be broken, and that somehow this relative stranger understood perfectly.

A friendship was born which would last a lifetime.


Dear Julia,

I got your letter and I’m so sorry to hear how hard things are for you. If you need help, you could always ask my mother. Be sure she would be only too glad to give you a hand with anything.

Everything is difficult everywhere. This terrible war is ruining everything. I’ve lost so many friends. And every day I hear about men getting killed, some just lads. You wouldn’t believe the conditions out here, Julia. But I shouldn’t complain, you have your own worries.

I will write again. Take care of yourself.

Yours,

John



Coming in from work, Julia read the letter twice, then tossed it on to the kitchen table. The concern was genuine enough, but why was he asking her how she would cope?  Who will you turn to? Hadn’t she hoped she could turn to  him? As for asking his mother for help, she didn’t need  anyone! She was doing just fine, she wasn’t a child. Was that what he thought of her, that she was a child?

It was so stupid, couldn’t he see what was under his nose? She was coping with a house and looking after her sister now. She was capable, a fully grown-up woman . . . Upset, Julia glanced around the kitchen. There had been no outpouring of affection from John Courtland in his letter, no I’ll look after you now. No reassurance. He didn’t think of her as she thought of him, obviously. She had been stupid, wrong.

Her disappointment was numbing. It was bad enough to lose her parents, and now this distant condolence. Julia picked up the letter again. She knew that John was fond of her, attracted to her. But that wasn’t enough, was it?

Letting the letter drop from her hands, Julia glanced around. The silence upset her most. That terrible blankness when Adele had gone to school; that absence of life. Why was it so quiet? Julia stared at her handiwork, the perfect, immaculate kitchen. There were no dirty dishes in the sink, no ashes left in the grate. No daily paper discarded over the chair.

Suddenly, almost as though she could see her mother standing in front of her, Julia looked up. There had always been noise in the house before. Sounds from the shed outside, her father moving things, packing things, taking objects from the car boot to the shed and then back again. And inside her mother would be cooking or sewing, altering the second-hand clothes to fit.

She missed them, Julia realised helplessly. There was no point trying to pretend; she ached for them. Her daydreams about John had been a way to ease the pain of loss, but they hadn’t been based in reality. Not really. Just hope - and that was never enough.

Slowly Julia rose to her feet. There was no avoiding it, life had to be lived. Day after day, until the time stretched out and put some distance between her parents’ death and the  present. Until she didn’t mind the silence so much, or long, helplessly, for the quick slam of the door.

Suddenly she rallied, impatiently shaking off her depression. She wasn’t going to give up! The hell she was! John Courtland was hers. She knew it, and he would have to be made to realise it. Flushing, Julia reached hurriedly for some paper, then paused, pen in hand. She would convince him, using all her subtle skills of persuasion. After all, this was John Courtland. An attractive man, but not strong-willed. Easily led, easily persuaded. She would woo him by letter, build up his self-esteem gradually. Make him need her, long for her, because she would be his security. She would become everything a soldier needed when he was far away from home, and afraid.

Julia stared at the paper, and then began - confidently - to write.




SEVEN

The third Christmas of the war began, the stalemate in the trenches making for a melancholic season. At Verdun alone, 700,000 men had been lost. The Somme had finally claimed 650,000 Allied soldiers and 500,000 Germans. Bitterly disputed front lines moved a couple of bloody, desperate miles. No more. News from the death fields came knocking on many doors. Miss Egan’s cousin had been killed on 9 December, and on the 12th news came that all three sons from the Lucas family had been slaughtered.

‘You could spend Christmas with us,’ Adele said, taking her seat on the tram and turning to Becky. It was bitterly cold, everyone complaining about the shortage of fuel. The war wouldn’t be the only thing to claim lives that winter.

‘We don’t celebrate Christmas,’ Becky replied, dropping her voice.

‘Oh,’ Adele replied simply, wrapping her scarf around her neck and shivering. ‘You could come and have tea with us anyway.’

‘I’m OK with my grandmother. I couldn’t leave her alone.’

Nodding, Adele sat back in the tram seat. It was snowing, the Oldham streets treacherous underfoot, a few shop windows displaying Christmas decorations. But no lights after dark. Food was in short supply too, luxuries unheard of. But somehow Julia had managed to find a goose. ‘We’re having goose for Christmas. You can tell all those  horrible girls at school about that. See how smug they are then . . .’

She might only be a kid, but Adele knew how much that meant.

‘She’s had another letter from France,’ Adele told Becky, pulling a face. ‘From her boyfriend, John.’

‘What’s he look like?’

‘Like . . .’ She paused, letting someone pass between them. ‘Like no one really. Just a fella.’

‘You promise not to tell anyone?’ Becky said, dropping her voice still lower.

‘Promise.’


‘I’ve got a boyfriend.’

This wasn’t welcome news. ‘You never!’

‘I have,’ Becky insisted, her dark eyes fixed on Adele. ‘Howard King.’

‘He’s a gypsy!’

‘No he isn’t!’ Becky retorted hotly, then lowered her voice again. ‘He’s asked me to go to the pictures with him.’

‘He’ll kiss you.’

‘No he won’t!’ Becky replied, horrified.

Adele pushed her advantage. ‘Oh yes he will. Boys do that. I saw John kissing Julia.’

Uncomfortable, Becky blustered, ‘That’s different! They’re grown up.’

‘It’s not a bit different,’ Adele continued, impressively knowledgeable. ‘That’s what boyfriends do - they kiss you. And then you get pregnant.’

‘What!’

‘Think what your grandmother would say about that.  You’d get all fat, have to leave school, and then have the baby. And people would point at you and say, “There goes that Rebecca Altman, having a baby at her age.”’ Adele was warming up, Becky staring at her thunderstruck. ‘The shock would kill your grandmother, and think of the shame. If she  did live, your nan couldn’t hold her head up in the town any more. And as for you, your life would be over, just because you let your boyfriend kiss you.’

‘You’re talking rubbish!’ Becky replied, but she sounded unsure.

‘No. I’m not.’ Wanting to add some extra weight to her story, Adele went on, ‘Remember, I’ve got an older sister and Julia tells me everything. I heard that if you had a boyfriend at our age and he gave you a baby, the baby would be a monster.’ Becky was rendered silent. Adele nodded sagely. ‘Oh yes, a baby born with . . .’ she was momentarily stumped, but recovered quickly, ‘the head of a rat.’

At that moment the tram came to a sudden stop and Becky jerked forward in her seat. Righting herself, she glanced out of the window into the falling snow. A rat baby. God, that was terrible . . .

‘And how could you let anyone know?’ Adele said, her voice hushed. ‘You couldn’t push it out in a pram.’

‘No, but you could charge a penny a time to see it at the fairground!’ a man behind them said, laughing as he stood up. ‘My God, I’ve heard some stories in my time, but that one takes the bloody biscuit.’

Infuriated, Adele ignored him. Becky looked at her questioningly as the man got off the bus. Finally Adele turned back to her friend, all righteous indignation.

‘Well, what does he know? He’s a man.’

 



 



Tipping his head over to one side, John Courtland listened. It was just after dawn on a bitingly cold winter morning in France. Around him he could see soldiers sleeping, others smoking in silence. Snow had fallen but melted, the freezing water adding to the trench’s filth and slime. He listened again carefully. There it was, the sound of a blackbird.

His eyes closed, and the bird stopped singing. For a long  moment he kept the notes in his head, then felt them fade away. Reluctantly he opened his eyes. The blue light of the cold morning danced along the horizon, only the barbed wire between him and freedom. Because he was as trapped as the enemy. All the soldiers knew that; there had been too little ground captured at Peronne to count as a victory. They had spent months fighting over a patch of dead earth where nothing grew. Bones and blood for compost. No one was free  here. Certainly not the soldiers, whichever side they were on. The only freedom John had seen for months had been that one solitary blackbird. And now it too had gone.

Sighing, John reached into his jacket pocket and took out Julia’s letters. He couldn’t believe how much they meant to him; couldn’t believe how much a person could change. His old life had been so simple, so organised. He would be a clerk, be promoted, end up assistant bank manager one day, if he was lucky. And somewhere along that civilised line he would meet a girl, marry her, and have a family. But there had been no rush for that. Not then. Not when life was safe, not when you knew what you’d be doing from one week to the next. Not when one pretty girl might so easily be supplanted by another.

But in the trenches, where the smell of sweat and shit and vomit clawed at your senses, there was no time, and yet too much time. Time to wait, to fight, but no time to live. To hold a girl’s hand, to worry about buying a new jacket . . . John found his hand clenching the letters fiercely and winced, hurrying to smooth out the papers. He had always liked Julia; what man wouldn’t? She was pretty, light-hearted, good company. And if he had decided, with a little help from his friends, that he didn’t want their romance to be too serious, that was reasonable. Then.

But time and fear had changed his mind . . . John paused. He knew he found it difficult to make decisions. Knew he was indecisive, that sometimes he relied too much on other  people’s advice - but he was sure about this. Sure enough to keep quiet and not risk anyone changing his mind . . . He thought of Julia tenderly, clinging to the memory of her. She was his link to sanity, the old life. She was the one and only continuity left. In his letters to her John had confided more and more as time had gone on. He admitted to her what he would never have admitted to another living soul: how afraid he was. And she had written back, encouraging, soothing, talking about when he came home as though it was certain he would. As though it was only a matter of time.

So over the months, and the dance of the letters, a light romance had turned into love. How had he not seen her qualities before? John wondered. After all, Julia had experienced a lot in her short life. She knew about grief: hadn’t she lost her parents and been a surrogate mother to Adele? That took guts. Running a house alone when all the men were at war. And not a word of complaint, no moaning, no wondering how she would cope. Oh yes, John thought admiringly, Julia Ford was extraordinary.

His widowed mother had thought the same, reminding him often that Julia had inherited the house on The Coppice and - some said - a tidy little allowance. A pretty young woman with means was a catch. His mother’s approval had nudged John’s affection along. When he had first heard about the tragedy, he had seen it quite differently. Julia would be desperate, needing someone to lean on, a woman with responsibilities and a kid sister in tow. Too much for a young man to take on when all he wanted was romance. Too much.  Then.


But now it looked so different. Now John thought about what his mother had said and reread Julia’s letters avidly. Then he remembered the kitchen at the house on The Coppice, thought of Victor Ford’s collection of bric-a-brac, the washstands in the shed, and the garden, untended and neglected outside the mourning house. He thought of Julia  and how she laid the table, playing house. Playing life . . . And he wanted to be a part of it. Wanted to sit in that chair by the kitchen range, have letters addressed to the house on The Coppice and a pretty wife taking his hand in the dark.

He had almost made up his mind - but not quite. And although he had resisted turning to anyone for advice, John still couldn’t make the final step alone. It had been the blackbird which had decided him. He had come out into the trench that morning as dawn broke and asked for a sign, something that would tell him he was making the right decision. Then the bird had sung - and he had known. And so a scruffy little blackbird in a far-off foreign field had decided the fate of two human beings in a smoggy northern town.

Suddenly John realised that there was no reason to wait any longer. Why wait? Why waste a moment of God knew how many he had left?

Balancing a piece of paper on his knee, he began to write:


My dearest Julia,

That is how I think of you now, as my dearest Julia. I cannot wait to see you again. No chance of leave over Christmas, but then you know that already. Maybe New Year? Maybe the spring?

Keep writing your letters, sweetheart, they do so cheer me up. You’ve no idea how good it is to read about home. I think your ideas for the front room are wonderful, and new curtains would be nice when you’ve got some cash. I wonder if I can help you put them up? And do the decorating for you? I could smarten the house up really well if you’d let me - even paint that washstand of your father’s.

Julia, I want us to be together after the war. I want to take care of you. I want to marry you, because



He paused, then pressed on quickly.


I love you so much. You don’t know how much. I’ve realised you’re the girl for me and hope you think I’m the man for you. Say yes, sweetheart, and I’ll make you happy for life. Say yes and you’ll never want for anything ever again. We could have a good life, a really good life. After the war, when I get home.

Write and say yes, please say yes.

With all my love,

Your John



Smiling, he reread the letter, folded it and then tucked it into his pocket. When the mail was collected it would be on its way to England and The Coppice. And his girl, waiting there.

 



 



Adele could feel the pins and needles in her legs, but didn’t move. Didn’t dare. There wasn’t a lot that fazed her, but this old woman did. Watching Mrs Frida Altman carefully, Adele stole a glance at Becky. But her friend was preoccupied, pouring the tea for her grandmother.

‘Adele!’

Jumping, she looked at the old woman in the high-backed chair. The old woman with thick purple veins on the backs of her hands and a strange, accented voice. Rebecca’s grandmother, with whom she lived, in a poky, overfurnished house in Park Street, Oldham.

‘Yes, Mrs Altman?’

‘Do you take tea?’

Adele nodded, then added, ‘Lovely.’

‘Thank you.’

‘What?’

‘You say thank you when someone has offered you something,’ Mrs Altman went on, sitting upright, her slate-grey hair arranged loosely on top of her head. A lot of hair for an old lady, Adele thought. ‘And you say pardon, not  what.’

‘Wh . . . pardon?’

‘It is very plain that you have no mother around,’ the old lady went on, rearranging her long skirt over laced ankle boots. ‘Your manners have lapsed. But then you’re only very young and can be improved.’ She paused, taking her cup of tea from Becky. ‘Thank you, my dear.’

Relieved that the attention was now off her, Adele sneaked a glance around the room. Her eyes immediately lighted on a small picture, painted on gold, with a silver frame. Her parents had had no truck with religion, but Adele was sure this was religious.

‘It’s an icon.’

‘Pardon?’ Adele replied, the old woman smiling approvingly.

‘I collect religious artefacts. Of course, although we are not Orthodox, my own religion is Jewish. You do know that, don’t you, Adele?’

She nodded. ‘Becky told me.’

‘And do you find us both strange?’

‘No. Only you.’

Laughing, the old woman put down her teacup. ‘You really are a most unusual child. My granddaughter tells me that you like beautiful objects. I had a friend once who loved antiques. This is a long time ago, when we were young, in Vienna. She settled in England long before I did. In fact, she and her husband lived in Lydgate and my friend was widowed there. In a very strange-looking house—’


‘That house!’ Adele said, interrupting, then apologising. ‘Sorry - it’s just that I know that house. The one on the hill?’

Mrs Altman raised her eyebrows, her accented voice curious. ‘Yes, the one a little way from St Anne’s church.’

‘My father used to take me there, oh, loads of times! He  said the widow never died,’ the old lady’s eyes opened wider, ‘and that she still haunts the house. Looking for her husband. He used to be able to see her, you know. I mean, not her husband, my father. Dad could see the Lydgate Widow walking around at night, searching.’

Really, talking to Adele Ford was like being run over, Frida Altman thought, secretly entertained.

‘What was her name?’ Adele asked.

‘Ninette Hoffman.’


‘Ninette Hoffman,’ Adele repeated reverentially. ‘What a lovely name. What did she look like?’

‘She was very beautiful.’

Adele was in a world of her own. ‘I love that house . . .’

‘It’s quite absurd, in a way. Neither one thing or another. At first I think it was supposed to be Gothic and then someone else altered it so it became Moorish. Almost heathen, in places. As for the entrance hall, it’s huge, with a giant mosaic floor. Fascinating, but weird.’

‘If it was mine I would love it,’ Adele went on, enraptured. ‘I would rebuild the high stone wall around it - to keep the people I loved in and the rest of the world out.’

‘What about the ghost?’ Mrs Altman teased her.

‘Oh, there’s no ghost! Dad said there was, swore he could see her himself, but I don’t believe it. Anyway, I think Ninette Hoffman was happy there. I think she’d like to see her house used again.’

Rebecca’s grandmother laughed quietly. ‘You talk about your father a lot.’

The first sign of reserve came over Adele. The old woman noticed it but continued. ‘You two were very close?’

‘Yes,’ Adele replied stiffly, glancing over to Rebecca, who held her gaze. The look was obvious. No, I’ve never broken your confidence.


‘And your parents had a happy marriage?’ Frida Altman went on.

‘Very.’

‘What did he do for a living?’

Adele visibly relaxed. ‘My father was a dealer. Well, he used to buy and sell stuff. And Mum helped him. They used to go to markets and sometimes auctions. Before the war, so Julia said. I don’t remember that far back. But there’s loads of lovely things at home. Some odd things too—’
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