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Come















with me. Slip between the oak doors and tiptoe down the left aisle. Slide into the front pew, next to the girl, Alexandra. Don’t worry, she can’t see us.


   I wish we could warm her up. There’s not much flesh on her twelve-year-old bones, and it’s chilly in here. I wish we could each take a hand and rub it warm, but we can’t. Nor can her poor mother, Sophia, who is lying on ice-blue satin with her arms folded over her chest, colder than any of us.


Or is Sophia sitting quietly, invisibly, next to you?


   Look how tight and white the child’s lips are, and how she hunches her shoulders protectively around her narrow chest. Watch her red-rimmed eyes as they wander upwards, over ruby and royal stained glass, the golden nails in His feet and thorns around His head.


   Mighty organ pipes thunder. That organist must have eaten a hearty breakfast! Come on, shuffle to your feet. Pick up a service sheet. Notice the date on the front – 15 May 1937. Cough and clear the cobwebby larynx. Sing up! The vicar thinks he is a tenor, but he certainly isn’t, and the choir

 trebles need all the help they can get to drown out the vain wretch.


    ‘Yea, though I walk through death’s dark vale.’ Lord, how hard it is to sing that hymn when one’s throat is aching.


   While we are on our feet, just glance along at Alexandra’s father, Douglas Hythe. He is standing slightly away from her, not touching, his handsome face a complicated manuscript. We can’t quite measure his grief. He isn’t singing, but his restless, strumming fingers betray a love greater than anything he has ever felt for a woman. Hythe is a concert pianist, a composer. Perhaps it is the eternal clamour inside his head which deafens him. Perhaps music transports him to a private place of thunder and discord, where passions collide, where enemies and lovers entwine, where furies, frustrations, adoration, violence and sex all transcend into an elevated emotion so wondrous that actual human experience is rendered dull.


   Or perhaps not. You see, his proud, silver-blond head is tipped at a suspiciously dramatic grieving angle, and I suspect Hythe is as good an actor as ever his wife was.


   Goodness, I sound cynical. No. Let’s not judge him. He must survive in an era of intolerance, when society crushes people who are simply ‘other’.


   Now, look over your shoulder, past the pew of snivelling household staff, right to the back of the church, where the ‘uninvited’ mumble into hymnbooks. On the end of one row is an olive-skinned man wiping his nose on a grubby red handkerchief. Antonio Torricelli. There are no heroes in this story, only people with heroic hearts, and this Italian ice cream-maker is one of them. I’ll introduce you properly, later.


   


 	

   It’s no good looking for the butler (there’s always a butler). Martin is polishing teacups back at Halstone House. And by the way, he didn’t kill Sophia. She died of cancer.


   The vicar mounts the pulpit, spreading his arms like a red-nosed angel. Heaven help us all! Flushed with sanguine sincerity, he begins on a bellow.


    ‘SOPHIA!’ he cries. ‘A special soul. A fine and beautiful actress. Yet also . . .’ (Don’t you just loathe the way his fluted voice plummets dramatically to bass? So contrived!) ‘. . . beautiful in here.’ With Shakespearean declamity he is banging his fist against his ribs – bomp, bomp, bomp. Send him to Hell, I’m sick of him.


   Alexandra is sucking her cheeks. Trying not to cry? Or is she fighting down that awful giggle which bubbles up when one’s emotions are utterly confounded?


   What about that poor old man behind us? His tortured sobs send shudders down my spine. That’s Alexandra’s Italian grandfather – her nonno. Visibly trembling, his arthritic, Catholic toes are curling with revulsion in this Episcopalian church, yet this is the moment when he can no longer deny the unthinkable. He has lost his daughter, his princess.


   I do feel sorry for him. I do. But I also know rather too much about him. His gasps, however despairing, are also feverish with fury. Believe me, the eldest living Marletti, isolated from the other mourners by language, culture and politics, is not rendered helpless by his dreadful grief.


   The bearers have lifted the coffin. Shall we walk next to Alexandra? No one else takes her arm. Her chin is well down now, as if she daren’t look down the aisle and out into tomorrow.


   




Oh, God! Where did all those photographers come from?


   Douglas is squaring his shoulders. ‘CELEBRATED PIANIST’, the papers will read, ‘GRIEVES IN DIGNIFIED SILENCE.’ I reckon his grief is somewhat tarnished with anxiety. In the churchyard, as he looks down into the grave, he must surely be pondering the Inferno.


   There is a chill draught around my legs. Can you feel it, whipping between the gravestones? Could it be Sophia’s final whisper of dismay as her husband’s arm stretches gracefully around Alexandra’s bent shoulders?


   Or is it just a sprinkle of authorial glitter in the eternal breeze?
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Welcome to the party. Have a sherry. Have a sandwich. Let’s join the pecking vultures in Halstone House. Plates and glasses are clinking. Alexandra is staring at crumbs on the carpet, while her father approaches the piano. Elegantly he seats himself and pauses with his fingers over the keys. Ah. Soft smiles are settling across his audience. Notes of exquisite melancholy trickle into the room.


   But look at Alexandra – her teeth are so tightly clenched that her neck must be aching.


   I want to cry. The music seems to drag something out of me, something which has more to do with the future than the past.


At last the chords are doing a final stomp, stomp. 


Don’t you dare applaud!


   The mourners have snivelled through their cabaret, they have munched and supped and are now indulging in a fanfare

 of back-slapping. Wait with me, behind the door, until they have gone. Shh! Let’s just ease towards the fireplace and sit beside Alexandra for a moment. She is crouching on a footstool, her forehead heavy on her forearms.


Quiet, isn’t it?


Tick, tick.


   Why doesn’t Douglas say something loving, something kind?


No. He is indulging his own gloom. 


The corny old clock dongs seven.


    ‘Why?’ Alexandra is speaking suddenly, her voice more adult than her body. ‘Why did you send Nonno away?’


    ‘I’ve explained. There’s trouble between your grandfather’s country and ours. Best he gets home quickly. Anyway, Halstone House has never held any attraction for Mamma’s family. Not quite a Venetian palace.’


Now –


   enter that butler. Into the drawing room sidles a young man with an oil-slicked head and shiny tray. He bows, proffering Douglas a balloon of brandy.


   Can you shield Alexandra, turn her flushed face towards the fire?


‘Martin.’ Douglas sounds abrupt.


    ‘Saddest of days, sir.’ Starched cuff to glistening eye. ‘Truly unbearable.’


   Oh, I know Martin. Let’s just say that for him servility is delicious.


    ‘Organization impeccable,’ Douglas mutters. ‘I’ll thank the staff tomorrow. I’m exhausted.’ He downs the brandy in one. ‘Put that bottle in my room.’
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Her toes are too icy for sleep. We are no use. Ghosts of tomorrow, we can give no warmth to the past tense. Alexandra is awake in her vast bed, the feathered mattress enfolding her. She crosses her arms over her chest and tries to stop breathing.


   With a gasp, she suddenly flings away the covers and crawls towards the embers in the hearth.


   Get back into bed, girl. Sleep! But no, she is hollow with grief and loneliness. Restless, she leaves her room. We know, don’t we, as we follow her along the dark corridor, that something bad is going to happen.


   She presses her face against her mother’s bedroom door. Oh, why didn’t someone lock it? At the dressing table, she picks up Sophia’s hairbrush and tugs at the black threads. Dead hair from a dead head, brittle between her fingers.


   A soft wedge of light is glowing beneath the interconnecting door to her father’s room. For goodness’ sake, why can’t he be quiet? You and I recognize the muffled, guttural whine, but Alexandra mistakes it for a sob.


   Nervously, she pushes the door and peers into his private domain. An oil lamp flickers over an empty bed. Douglas is standing in the centre of the room, tall and strong with his back arched and his face turned to the ceiling. He is completely naked. A golden rose with a single thorn.


   Behind Alexandra’s camera eyes, an internal shutter clicks. Picture taken, film exposed. She steps back. Back again.


As she stumbles blindly down empty corridors, the photograph



 develops. Most of the room darkens away into sepia shadows, but Hythe’s ivory skin glows brighter and brighter. At the precise centre of the tableau, framed in mysterious triangles, an intumescent image that will permanently etch obscenity over this child’s perception of male.


   At the bottom of the snapshot, another man’s flesh curves over folded thighs, knees and knuckles. Wetted by candlelight, a servile mouth opens wide, wider still.
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It is a relief to float now. Under the stars, we hover above the poplar trees which line the driveway. See there? A shadow is slipping between them. Young Alexandra is running, feet skimming the ground as if flight is real flight. Skinny shoulders forward, pelting through blind night, she pants on, wrenching herself away from the nightmare which bites at her heels.


   With stolen money from her father’s desk she is clinging to one last sanity – Nonno. Dear Nonno, on his way to Dover. If only she can catch him! Run. Run. To Italy. To Venice . . .
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Enough! Bring down the curtain! That’s it. All over.


We must dash too. Escape the damned gloom.


   Come on . . . run . . . RUN . . . are you keeping up? Flee across the Wiltshire Downs on the wondrous wings of typesetters’ words. Dawns and days hurtle past. History blurs.


   Bombs rain down as we vault over the appalling thunder of the Second World War. Years are puddles beneath our flying feet.


   




   Now, breathless, we’re sprinting up the Great North Road, across the shoulder of England, in relentless pursuit of higher skies.


   Culture somersaults. Hang on to your ears, folks – our language has turned inside out.


We’ve leapt over time, almost fourteen years, and over the distinctive girders of the Tyne Bridge, to land in . . .










 








Part One












 









. . . Newcastle,












December 1951, on a freezing night, when black clouds came creeping in from the North Sea to deposit a blanket of snow over the sooty city. Under orange sodium lights, flakes fell like showers of gold dust, settling soft and clean on inky pavements. High above Haymarket, perched on her obelisk, the winged Goddess of Victory was feathered and draped in heavenly white, her frosted sword at rest. For a few quiet hours the land of the Geordies lay as serene as a silent night in Bethlehem.


A brittle illusion.


   Granite-grim, the city woke to revving cars and lorries trundling up the Great North Road as it passed right through the city centre, calling itself Northumberland Street. By the time the Goldsmiths’ Clock said nine-thirty, the gutters were heaped with mucky slush and an icy north wind was cutting through the streets, chilling the bones of shoppers ‘doon toon’ for their Christmas bits. Outside Fenwick’s, runny-nosed infants had gathered to gaze at the great glass windows, where teddies and dollies had magically come alive in Santa’s

 grotto. And there, among the enchanted, shivering crowd, stood a tall girl in a royal blue pompom hat.


   Sylvia Sharp pulled a matching scarf around her ears and tucked her long streamers of springy red hair into her collar. Unusually tall for her age, the teenager stood giant among the toddlers, yet equally mesmerized by the fantasy, her eyes dreamy with Christmassy spirit, until . . .


Was that?


   Her focus sharpened, and for an instant she was shrinking back into infancy, back into a time where imagination permitted other realities, other worlds, other magical possibilities.


   Was it . . . ? Was that Dothy? Had she just glimpsed her long-lost childhood friend tiptoeing among the plastic fairies in the window, wearing her lavender ballet dress, with a tinsel tiara in her hair? Dothy, her faithful, dimple-cheeked companion, apparently still invisible to the whole world, apart from Sylvia herself?


   No. She blinked, and the child slipped away, as invisible friends must, on quicksilver dance shoes. Dothy could never grow up – but Sylvia had.


   At thirteen and a half, she had finally been allowed to come into the city, all by herself! In years to come, Sylvia Sharp would remember this day as the last time when being alone was not pierced with the icicle of loneliness.


   She did her Christmas shopping in Farnons: talc for her mam – violet, because she was called Violet – a diary for Dad and, for her younger sister, Katherine, bath cubes which turned the water blue.


Nose tucked into scarf, she waited at the trolley stop, 

 stamping from one achingly cold Wellington to another, wishing she still wore a liberty bodice. Better still, she wished she had worn the new size 34A bra which was waiting in her top drawer, ready for its debut at the Youth Club Christmas party.


   A yellow, flat-faced trolleybus, with its long antennae grasping at twin overhead cables, came gliding through the slush. Sylvia clomped up the stairs, rushing for a front seat. At Haymarket the conductor leapt down from his platform and, poking and prodding with his long pole, hooked the pantographs over the points. He rang the bell; the number 31 slid up, out of the city and into a broad, tree-lined avenue, where black branches clipped against the trolley’s upstairs windows. Sylvia did not glance east towards the Victorian elegance of Jesmond, nor west, where the delicately wrought bandstand in Exhibition Park glistened like spun glass. The Town Moor rolled whitely, innocently by. She had no premonition. Yet here, on either side of the Great North Road, her own story would be rooted, a drama in which Katherine would also be wretchedly drawn.


Happy Christmas.


Happy, naive, childish, fairytale, romantic Christmas.

Thirteen. A year of firsts. First kiss. First suspender belt. First pair of stockings. A burning taste of sherry. A drag of a fag. First period.


   First bra. The same 34A which her younger sister was, at that very moment, trying for size. Sylvia would have been doubly horrified to know that Katherine, puffy with puppy fat, filled the cups quite well.


Blissfully unaware, both.


As Sylvia sat daydreaming about a boy called David

 Linden, it never occurred to her to distrust her sister. Nor to distrust her own body, which harboured a threat more devastating than any passion. Small signs of it had slipped through her childhood, unrecognized, unlabelled and menacingly potent.


   Almost home. Past Tittybottle Corner, the Great North Road narrowed into a suburban High Street. GOSFORTH. ‘The Village’ they called it then. Toytown. Fire Station, Police Station, Church, Chapel, School, Clinic, Library, Cinema, each building a gem, everything in its place and as it should be.
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The church hall was decked with its requisite boughs of holly and a hundred colourful paper chains. David Linden helped his two friends, cheeky little Alan Watson and huge, hirsute Terrence (Hendo) Henderson, to hang mistletoe over the door. Trap set, the three lads stood beside a trestle table laden with paste sandwiches and coconut mountains, surreptitiously eyeing the giggling girls on the other side of the hall. David rocked casually on the sides of his feet while Alan combed his blond hair and Hendo flapped his sports jacket.


    ‘Me armpits stink. A’m sweat’n like a pig.’ Hendo’s hairy, bull-necked frame was hot with anticipation.


   A black forelock fell over David’s nose. He flicked it away from his brow, but it fell straight back down, so that one amber eye glinted through lank strands. Oh yes, even at fourteen David Linden knew he was handsome.


   Alan, who only knew he was shorter than most of the girls, picked up a pickled onion, then, remembering the

 mistletoe, put it down again. ‘Hey, look at Sylvia! She’s got her hair up.’


   David spotted the emerald dress. His heart thumped jaggedly, undecided whether to pump blood to his head or his loins.


‘Bloody hell,’ said Alan. ‘She looks about twenty.’


    ‘MINE!’ declared Hendo. ‘Howay, lads. A’m a big lad what needs a big lass.’


   David looked sideways at his tall mate’s heavy chin and the wisps of chest hair straying though his shirt buttons. Surely Sylvia wouldn’t prefer Hendo’s cheese breath to his own darkly romantic stares? Tonight was supposed to be the moment when all his cool glances, shy smiles and zesty moments of feigned indifference would culminate in a kiss – at least. The thought of Hendo’s big hands touching the glorious redhead filled David with Byronic jealousy. He wanted to punch something. Hendo.


   His jealousy was not unfounded. Sylvia and Hendo were comfortable friends, having grown up as next-door neighbours, sharing roller skates, mischief, bogies and blame. These days David found any excuse to call for Hendo, just so that he could covertly gaze up at Sylvia’s window, lusting for knowledge of her secret world, a heaven of brassieres, pants, female smells and talcum powder.


   Alan, craftily watchful and disarmingly outspoken, sniggered, ‘You fancy Sylvia yourself, divent you, Davy lad? Aye, I confess – me anall. Dibs on who takes her home? Half a crown?’


David flicked his fringe.


And Hendo smiled. The big lad held an ace in each of his

 shoes. He could dance. Secretly, Twinkle-toes had spent several evenings with his left hand in his father’s right, learning the pretty art of knee-bending, hip-twisting, and taking one permitted step backwards for a reverse turn. Father and son had stumbled and laughed, shoved and shoved back, until Hendo could waltz, foxtrot and canter a long-legged quickstep.


   Generously, Hendo had even taught Alan a couple of bits of crafty footwork, on the grounds that Alan didn’t have a father of his own. Alan didn’t have much at all really, except a vicious tongue and too many opinions. David, on the other hand, seemed to have everything: big house, big brain, two parents, a rich grandmother, a dog.


   There were, however, private facets of David’s life which his mates never imagined: the sharp pangs every time he walked through his front door, the twisting frustration of trying to concentrate on homework while his parents spat and bellowed, the enigmatic poetry he wrote and hid on the top of the wardrobe, and the weekends spent locked in his room, spilling his artistic soul through the bell of a saxophone. No one at school or at the Youth Club knew he could play; his only audience was his family. David’s fingers, when spread down the brass keys, had a dexterity and sensitivity which could send his grandmother into girlish dreamland, send his father into a passion of regret – and send his irritable mother out shopping.


   Hendo was still flapping his armpits. Alan, blessed with more gob than stature, scratched his floppy blond hair, while David leaned against the wall with an air of superior melancholy. A spindly Christmas tree twinkled over the party. Someone changed the record and the boys surveyed the girls who were lined up like fillies at Gosforth Park Race Course.


   




‘Gan on, Hendo,’ urged Alan, ‘ask Moira.’


    ‘Wharaboot, Denise?’ Hendo’s accent was stodgy as his mam’s dumplings. ‘Mind . . . you’d need scaffold’n to get around that frock. What’s she got underneath, to make it stick oot like that?’


    ‘A bloke could get lost in them petticoats. Netted like a haddock.’


    ‘Have you seen the titties on Jean? Christmas bloody pudd’ns.’


    ‘Another Christmas miracle,’ Alan giggled. ‘She was flat as a cowpat yesterday. Hockey socks, my guess.’


   The banter went on, until couples began to pair up and step awkwardly around the hall. Alan trotted around with his nose between Jean’s sock-stuffed puddings and Hendo went straight for Sylvia.


   Astonished to witness them gliding around the floor with unexpected grace, David retreated moodily into the shadows. He closed his eyes and let the music flow through him. Wilful muscles in his arms and legs tugged gently, responding to the rhythm, and for a second he felt the strangest urge to leap, like a ballerina, into the fray. Grunting at his own madness, he schooled himself to wait. Sylvia would be his girlfriend by the end of the night. And somehow, in the future, David promised himself, he would learn to dance better than Hendo. Actually, he would.
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Sylvia matched Hendo’s long stride, knowing that boys were watching her stocking seams. Her instinct for seduction, still pubescent, felt the novel sensation of nylons shifting behind

 her knees and up her thighs. Red hair twisted on top of her head, she arched her slim neck and gazed around Hendo’s arm, to turn pale, aqua eyes on David Linden. When he stared back, she licked her smooth lips, tasting her mam’s peach lipstick.


The music paused, the lights went out, and someone announced, ‘The Bradford Barn Dance!’ 


Two in, two out, turn around. 


Two in, two out, change partners.


   Everyone could do it. Everyone wanted to. Those simple steps were an excuse to rest brow against chin, breast against chest, sometimes even lips against lips, as partners shuffled and swapped in the darkness.


   Sylvia entered the circle with Alan, who, being several inches shorter, tucked his clean blond head neatly into her shoulder. On the other side of the hall, David pulled Denise towards his tall frame.


   Teenage hormones raced, as dancers savoured a procession of differing bodies, squeezing fingers, sniffing necks, comparing intimate smells of sweat, talcum powder, Soir de Paris and mothballs. In a gentle wheel of flirting, laughter and swift kisses, turn by turn, step by step, Sylvia and David approached the moment when they would finally touch.


The fairy on the Christmas tree twitched her wand.


   A handsome lad and a girl in an emerald-green dress stepped towards each other, lifted their arms and drew together. He was trembling. She felt the message in his quivering muscles, and pulled back to stare at the dark smudge on his upper lip. As she squeezed his hand, and he pulled her so close that he could smell her shampooed hair, a dance of

 dangerous emotions was just beginning. Mistletoe and Mother Nature were potent, yet, in their carved future, this pair of beautiful teenagers were not destined to be entwined like ivy on ash, because the ivy would be deemed destructive and hacked away.
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This would be remembered as the night of the Great Christmas Battle. Around ten o’clock, right outside the church doors, a jeering crowd gathered around Alan and another spotty youth, who were rolling about on the cold stone slabs, kicking and punching with vicious abandon, struggling from one wrestling hold to another.


    ‘Why does he do this?’ yelled David, as he and Hendo elbowed through the rabble.


‘Bad-tempered little bastard. He can vex a feather.’


‘Grab him!’


‘It’s his gob. His bloody gob.’


‘Tynemouth.’


‘And just as full of shite.’


   David pushed between the two assailants, but found his own temper rising as he was pummelled. Hendo grasped the back of Alan’s shirt – which ripped. The original opponent then began jumping and jerking around, trying to head-butt everyone. Alan swore and thumped furiously at Hendo, who was trying to wrap him in a bear hug. Curses rent the air. Someone tripped Hendo. The head-butter cracked another boy’s chin. And so the fight doubled and trebled until several boys were laying into one another, knuckles crunching in cowboy savagery.


   




   Eventually it all began to hurt too much. Tempers melted in pain.


   Alan sustained more than the injuries to his elbows and knees – he also took a verbal battering from Hendo, as the bigger lad carried him along the High Street.


   David bled profusely from a split on his head, which gave Sylvia an excuse to fuss with her handkerchief. When the bleeding stopped he took her hand. The half crown would be his.


   In Woolworth’s doorway they shared their first exquisite tingle of mutual arousal.


    ‘I’m freezing.’ Shivering, Sylvia slid her hands beneath his jacket, and lifted her face.


There were dark hooks in those kisses.
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Spiced by secrecy, hidden from two sets of very strict parents, this raw romance, fresh and frank with holy naivety, itched with eroticism. As the clandestine months slipped by, young passion took its inevitable course.


   One brilliant summer day, just after Sylvia’s fourteenth birthday, the young lovers lay at the edge of the golf course. At their feet a stream slid sensually by, a thousand tiny suns glittering in its glassy, ochre flow. Sylvia’s russet hair hung around their faces, hiding slow, earnest kisses. Her school blouse was unbuttoned and David was lifting the hem of her skirt.


   













 









The gypsy












gripped her hard, distended belly with dirty fingernails, closing her eyes and wincing, as the first contraction tightened. 


‘Perfect timing, little bastard.’


   She was sweating. A massive, low-slung pregnancy distorted the contours of her splendid body but, beneath layers of slovenly neglect, lingered tracings of a younger beauty – a strong jawline, mobile mouth and straight neck.


   Long grass dragged at Greta’s old shoes as she lumbered across Newcastle Town Moor. Head down, back arched and hands protectively supporting her huge abdomen, she trod carefully to avoid cowpats in the rutted ground.


   A pair of youths almost collided with her. They apologized, then sniggered. The gypsy lifted tangled black locks from her brow and stared at Alan and Hendo, her gaze as unreadable as a glass ball.


   No mystical communication passed. No inkling vibrated though the thick, hot June air. Perhaps the dusk was already too turbulent with fairground screams; or perhaps, like Greta’s baby, the story was not yet breathing.


   




   Alan and Hendo, now fifteen, strode happily towards a moving canvas of whirling rides, stripped tents and throbbing traction engines.


   Behind them, the pregnant gypsy called Greta was planning to escape it.
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Newcastle was hot – for Newcastle. This was Race Week, June 1953. As always, it was celebrated on the Town Moor by the arrival of a fair to surpass all others – the HOPPINGS.


   Chugging up the Great North Road they had come, a colourful armada of lorries, caravans and traction engines pulling huge, fabulously painted loads, as showmen and gypsies from all over Europe gathered for their own annual summer party. After a professional frenzy of lifting and hammering, almost a mile of the moor was now ablaze with a fearful feast of whirling rides, gruesome exhibits and gaudy sideshows. Three Big Wheels! Three helter-skelters! Parents had saved for weeks. If the nippers didn’t have a few sixpences to take ‘owa the moowa’, it was a ‘poowa lookout’.


‘Let’s see that woman with two heeds,’ urged Alan.


    ‘She’s not really got two heeds. She’s two women stuck together. Siamese.’


‘Howay, man! On the skyrockets! Ah, yer a sissy!’


‘A’m not!’ Hendo lied. ‘A’m just lett’n me tea go down.’


    ‘Look, there’s them posh lasses from the Convent. Let’s get them on the dodgems.’


   The girls were only too willing to be swung and bashed on dizzying rides, especially the Caterpillar. On a torn leather seat Alan cuddled up to girl in a silly, frilly dress. In the





 carriage behind, Hendo slid his hairy arm around a narrow waist. As the ride began to undulate around the track, rattling, picking up speed, a siren blew and the caterpillar skin, a continuous umbrella of green tarpaulin, lifted over the carriages. In the darkness, both lads kissed their enchrysallized butterflies, waiting for the fan in the thundering machinery below to gust through open grilles, blowing the girls’ skirts up.


Queues for the Caterpillar were always long.


   At the Wall of Death, Alan gripped the viewing rail and looked down the vertical track, willing the flash riders to fall off. One of the girls was standing between him and Hendo. ‘Last year a bloke got his leg chopped off,’ she said, chomping on a toffee apple.


   Hendo raised an eyebrow. Lies and exaggeration were all part of the Hoppings frisson, in an atmosphere where dirt was deliciously touchable.


   Another girl, curling her pink tongue around pinker candyfloss, suddenly screeched, ‘Ouch! That bloke just twitched my bum.’


‘Dirty gypo!’ yelled Alan.


    ‘Wishful thinking,’ murmured Hendo. He suddenly felt reflective. He had moments like this now, when he could remove himself, stand back and look. The girls were drifting off, and he was glad. He didn’t understand why the sensual earthiness which tickled the evening also shamed him. Was it the rides which made him feel a bit sick, or the lust of excess?


Or was it just lust?


   Women seemed dangerously stirred by the raw tension around them. He watched one young mother meeting the

 gaze of a dark-skinned man who was leaning against a booth, and he wondered if she was fantasizing about forbidden sex in a dark caravan. As Alan hauled him towards the (secretly dreaded) Big Wheel, Hendo looked behind the garish facades, sensing superstition and desperation lurking in the shadows. Did pickpockets actually enjoy their work? Did gypsies really lure away helpless virgins, or did they go willingly? Could Romany women in tasselled shawls honestly see the future?


   Twilight was falling, blurred by thousands of spinning lights. Hendo heard the screams of the women on the rides, and suddenly felt that everything was wrong, distorted.


‘I miss David,’ he said.


   Alan stopped for a moment, shook his head, and looked at his friend with a terrible mix of anger and sadness.
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Greta knew that same terrible mix. Breathless, she paused at a circular stall where an old woman was handing out six marbles for sixpence. Twenty to score, prizes galore! 


‘Time, Binnie.’


    ‘Go. Hurry. I know what to do.’ The old woman stared into Greta’s face.


‘What do you see, Binnie?’


But the old Romany woman would not be drawn. ‘Be sure, Greta. Very sure.’ 


‘I am.’


‘Quickly now.’


   Back aching, Greta staggered to her caravan. At the steps another contraction clutched her whole body. After a few seconds it subsided, leaving her surprised and fearful.


   




   It was time to cross the Great North Road to Princess Mary’s Maternity Hospital which stood, in awesome Victorian pomp, so conveniently near the Town Moor that Geordies believed gypsies deliberately contrived their pregnancies for delivery to coincide with Race Week. Not Greta. Her child was not planned. The twenty-seven-year-old had enjoyed her fabulous body too much to want it impregnated. Unfortunately HE had enjoyed her body too. At this precise moment her hands were shaking with fear, not just of the delivery, but also of the man who raped her daily, her husband, Dick Korda.


   So little time left. The child was impatient, yet even now Greta muttered bitterly, ‘How did I let this happen? How have I allowed the bugger to crush me, to bloat me with his filthy child?’


   Three dirt-grubbing years. Yet, before that, she had been a daring, defiant trapeze artist, her hard, muscular body sparkling with sequins, a feathered headdress floating behind her as she flew over the heads of entranced audiences. In the air she was supple and strong, sure-handed, perfectly timed. Gutsy Greta never missed a catch because mistakes were unthinkable. Until Dick. Now Greta was tethered to the mud by the deceit of her own body. Pregnancy had suffocated that fierce spirit under a weight of lethargy and self-loathing.


   The shell of the caravan was dirty, paint cracked and peeling. Inside, the rancid smell of Dick’s unwashed body clung to faded crimson fabrics.


   Greta carefully eased herself into a sitting position on the unmade bed, legs apart, belly between her knees. A lumpy foot shifted under her skin as the baby moved, restless to be born. Looking around in despair, she thought about the small

 unwanted life, warm and protected in her womb, and vowed that this caravan would never be its home. 


Hurry. Hurry.


   Greta pushed herself into a kneeling position on the bed. She stretched up towards a cupboard over her head, fingernails just touching, but another contraction drew her hands into claws and she curled into a ball. Puffing, she waited until peace returned, then tried again. There was something she had to get. Then she would hobble over to the Maternity Hospital just late enough so that they couldn’t turn her away.


   The next contraction bit down. She arched her back, trying to escape it. Dick’s child. Undoubtedly a boy, with his father’s sadistic leer and terrifying temper.


   Dick should be busy working his ride, the Zipper, for the next few hours. She raised her head to look out of the little windows. No sign of the soiled checked shirt, the broad shoulders, the oily curls or the sensual swagger. It was a busy evening, so the Zipper would be running full every two minutes. She should be safe for a while.


   Again she tried to reach up to the secret place where Dick kept the money. Standing on the bed had been easy until about the sixth month. Now she rolled herself forward and lifted a knee, but her muscles would not respond properly. Breathless, she fell against the window and pressed her brow hard on its cold surface.





[image: separator.jpg]





Dick saw her face braced against the glass. He stopped and watched her, hating the spirited beauty he had married for becoming an old frump.







   But, Greta as he had first known her! A beauty with icy, slanted eyes and deep ruby lips, smooth, tanned skin covering curves ripe with the promise of passion, every muscle, every nerve finely tuned, as she stretched and contorted on the dangerous high swing.


   Now, with this obscene growth in her belly – Christ, she was repulsive! The crafty bitch had tricked him into fatherhood. He wanted no baby. But nothing had shifted the little bastard, however hard he had tried to bash it out of her.


   Was it even his? How many times had she rejected him? Enough to make a bloke wonder. Had she been doing some other bugger? Is that why he had to force her these days?


Irrational suspicion chewed at his drunken brain cells.


   Dick Korda was only once removed from reptile. Others had seen it when Greta had been blind to everything but sex. ‘Possessed of a thousand devils’ (as Binnie described him), the madness was growing, fuelled by greed, power and whisky.


Dick leaned against a lorry and dragged on his cigarette.





[image: separator.jpg]





As her belly squeezed, so did Greta’s resolve tighten. Why, oh why had she married him? The itinerant nature of their existence hardly demanded legal niceties, and although real gypsies were proud of their Romany heritage, the hundreds of caravans assembled on Newcastle Town Moor housed many a fugitive from the real world. Dick Korda was no Romany. His background was as dark as his scowl. Yet there she had stood, drunkenly swaying beside this vulgar, aggressive man, before a registrar in Bath. Now the law gave the bastard rights over her child – and she couldn’t bear it.







   Her own fault. Her own bittersweet sin, which strapped her to him.


   At first she had liked it. An athletic young woman, her wildness craved and courted sexual ferocity. But gradually Dick’s taste for dominance had tipped over the edge, changing from titillation to gross humiliation. If anything, the pregnancy had increased his lust. It was a miracle that the baby had clung to her insides to full term.


   She knew the exact moment of conception. An afternoon of shifting gears and sexual acceleration. It had been cold, she remembered, and wet. The floor of the caravan was perpetually slippery with muddy footmarks . . .
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If only she hadn’t slipped. If her ankle hadn’t turned. If her skirt hadn’t tangled on the drawer handle. But the devil had tempted the moment. Dick towered over her, laughing. A kick. A push. Frenzied slapping and shoving on both sides.


   She remembered him pinning her to the ground, his weight crushing. As always, she fought – that was the game. Her master punished her by binding her hands with his belt and hooking the buckle on a clothes peg above the bed. Then began the taunting, the sweet, shameful torture. His dirty hands poked and pinched while she twisted and turned her torso, hurling abuse at him. She spat in his face. Greta hated it . . . and yet . . .


   His lips were slack with lust as he knelt on the bed and thrust his filthy fingers into her mouth. She tried to avert her head. He smacked her across the jaw, then grasped her scalp. This was new. Greta recoiled. She didn’t want the foul-smelling

 pubic hair thrusting into her face. She gagged. The temptation to bite was insistent, but she dreaded the consequences.


   Afterwards she had been left to weep and dangle. Dick, however, was gluttonous. Greta remembered the endless afternoon of rape which followed. She also remembered her own guilty, sucking orgasm. From that day on, Dick’s appetite for abuse became insatiable. Greta endured it, bruised physically and mentally, never healing enough to find the strength to walk away.


   Once she missed a period it was too late. She had no home, no money, no one to turn to.
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Shamed tears slid beneath her lashes. Hold on to the happier times, she told herself, keep the memories safe and pure. Remember, remember . . . body stretched in a graceful crescent – hanging somewhere between heaven and hell. Swinging from one side of the big top to the other. Letting go. Flying . . .


   Memories faded as her bulbous body began squeezing once more.


   The pains were too close. It was happening too quickly. The money would have to wait. Thank God she’d left her case with Binnie. Hidden under her friend’s divan was a battered brown leather suitcase containing a few baby clothes, some of her own tatty garments and a tiny, multicoloured teddy bear with black glass eyes, which she had knitted herself, as a child. The suitcase could not have stayed in Dick’s caravan. He destroyed anything she cherished. If he found out about the ten bob notes sewn into the lining he would destroy her.


   




   A hard slap on the window vibrated through Greta’s skull. Her eyes, dilated and unfocused, flew open to meet Dick’s scowl on the other side of the glass. Stomach churning, she cursed herself for lingering. In a flash he was at the door.


    ‘Not got rid of that ugly lump yet?’ His eyes glittered craftily under hooded lids.


    ‘Tea?’ Greta tried to sound normal. ‘Busy night to be leaving the ride.’ Another spasm was building and she turned to the stove to hide it. ‘I’ve run out of matches.’ She could barely get the words out as she clawed for the kettle.


   He reached over and threaded his fingers through her jet-black hair, then grabbed and tugged.


    ‘What’s to be done then?’ Stale breath hissed against her ear. ‘To get this lump out of the way?’ There was a quiet, petulant rage under his voice. ‘How can we wake the bleeding brat up?’


‘Jesus, Dick, not that. For Christ’s sake, I’m past my time.’
 

The contraction melted away, but every other muscle tensed.


   Dick sneered. ‘Scared, Greta? In case I want to play with your great ugly body? I’m not drunk enough.’ Vice-like fingers bruising her arm, he dragged her towards the door and pushed her down the steps.


   Greta fought him clumsily, her arms as muscular as his, but she couldn’t kick because a baby was pressing on her pelvis, and the exhaustion of late pregnancy had sapped her strength.


   Folk were used to strange things happening at the fair. Heads turned as a strapping bloke dragged a hugely pregnant woman behind him, but – well, ‘gypos’ did things like that. Dick’s face glowed with mischief, his gold tooth glinting. He pushed her to the front of the Zipper queue, hauled her into a carriage, and bashed the metal bar down on her belly.


    ‘Give us a good shove,’ he shouted, ‘Greta wants to get going.’


   A laughing urchin stationed himself behind the car, swinging it round as it began heaving up and down the undulating circuit.


   The ride picked up speed, and the next excruciating contraction hit. Dizziness brought bile into Greta’s throat. She longed to pass out, for her mind to escape, even if her body couldn’t. Round and round she was hurled, first one way, then the other. Pain and panic began to push her back inside of herself, into a dark place where all she could think was, ‘Survive. I must survive.’


   Tortured minutes passed and finally the ride slowed. The pain was easing but her mind was trapped in the dark. She was only vaguely aware of being pummelled and pushed out of the car. Her legs gave way. Dick propped her up from behind, hands roughly clenched under her swollen breasts. The world was still spinning. She felt sick. From far away she heard his voice, ‘Big Wheel.’ Disoriented, she staggered along, and after being pushed into a carriage, she was trapped once more behind a weighty steel bar. Again, the pressure triggered another agonizing cramp, as the great Wheel lifted her backwards and up.


   Flying! She was flying again. But now she was terrified and she didn’t want to fly ever again. Over the top, the sickly lunge downwards. Down. Back. Up and . . . over again.


Vomit fell into the air, splattering the riders beneath. Drops fell on Alan and Hendo, who recoiled in disgust. Fascinated, they retreated with other spectators to stand at a safe distance and watch the pregnant woman spray crescent streams into the sky.


   The operators brought the ride to a halt, with Greta’s chair at the bottom. When they lifted the bar she slumped out. Groups of people gawked as the huge, filthy woman was shunted over the red platform. There was a general snigger as Dick furiously stripped off his evil-smelling shirt.


   Oblivious, Greta fell to her knees, clutching her belly. A grinding pressure was building near the base of her spine, enveloping her whole body in a tension which felt beyond endurance. Suddenly her feet were drenched. The whole world and his brother witnessed the breaking of Greta’s waters.





[image: separator.jpg]





‘Some show, that.’ 


‘Pissing herself!’


    ‘Alan, you silly bugger, that wasn’t piss, that was amniotic fluid.’


‘Just cos you’ve done biology!’


‘Be thankful, lad, that you’re a stigma, not a stamen.’


‘I am. Poor lass.’


‘Aye, poor lass.’


   Neither of them was really thinking about the gypsy woman.





[image: separator.jpg]





Greta lay in the mud, gulping for air. They had managed to

 get her behind a caravan, but it was happening too quickly. The rolling, clamouring urge between her splayed thighs meant that time had run out.


   Watchers were circling, grandfathers in blazers and mothers in sandals, standing on tiptoe, men looking sideways, teenagers ogling, while children clutching toffee apples wriggled between legs for a better view. If Alan and Hendo had waited a little longer they would have seen old Binnie lift Greta’s skirt and place a shawl beneath her open legs. And if they had stayed in the front row, they might have glimpsed the gypsy’s pubis stretched and swollen.


   The gypsy covered her face with her hands. She writhed and screamed as the basest of animal instincts made her contract every muscle in her body. The voyeurs’ curiosity was sated. A black head crowned between Greta’s shuddering thighs. Seconds later a purple mass slid on to the bloodsoaked shawl. The baby was as floppy as a rag doll, and silent.


   Desperately trying to cover herself Greta let out a gurgling howl. ‘Was that worth sixpence, you bastards?’ she yelled, ‘A dead baby?’


   Binnie gathered Greta’s inert baby into the dirty shawl. Across the old woman’s soiled palm lay the umbilical cord. She curled her fingers around it. Closing her eyes, she began muttering softly. The audience watched, fascinated, as some private horror shuddered visibly across the fortune-teller’s bent shoulders.


   

















 









Student Midwife Janice Kirkstone












had a gentler premonition – no more than a stomach flutter, a sense of pathways shifting beneath her feet.


   She entered the ward cheerfully, only to be met by the wrath of Midwife Ada Parks.


    ‘Gypo in. Hacky! Foul-mouthed. Violent. Clouted me! Kept screaming that the Devil had killed her kid. We’ve scalded and scrubbed her and put her in the side ward.’


‘The baby?’


    ‘Fine, considering what she arrived in. The gypo won’t feed. Won’t even pick the bairn up. Seemed happier when she thought it was dead. Ranting about curses. Crackers!’


‘Poor woman.’


‘I hope her bust bursts.’


‘Not on my duty, please.’


    ‘They’re bringing down one of the “naughty girls”. Midwife at St Hilda’s can’t cope tonight. Breech. Sister says to put her in with the gypo. Two mucky bitches together.’


   Janice felt the flutter again. ‘There but for the grace . . .’ she snapped.


   




‘Pardon?’


    ‘Children only get pregnant because they don’t understand what they’re doing.’


    ‘Aye. But they enjoy doing it.’ Ada picked up her bag. ‘Into the breech for you tonight, petal. Tarrah.’


   Janice went straight to the nursery. Her secret relish for this part of her job bordered dangerously on fetish. Cradling the babies, she temporarily possessed every child. Each week she had a favourite – a boy with huge eyes, a girl with a strawberry birthmark, a lamb with a twisted foot. Sometimes, when no one was looking, Janice would pick them up and covertly kiss their foreheads, then hold the bottle close to her own nipple.


   Janice’s own breasts would never flow. God’s law of random selection was cruel. She had menopaused prematurely, at twenty. A devout Christian, she labelled herself ‘biblically barren’ and indulged the minor sin of envy. Although she knew the theory of postnatal depression, a mother’s rejection of a baby was utterly beyond her comprehension. It was evil.


   So, as she changed and fed the gypsy’s baby, Janice had little compassion for the dark-skinned woman who lay unusually still, her closed face deathly and forbidding. With the warm bundle in her left arm, the nurse laid her right hand on the gypsy’s shoulder.


    ‘Mrs . . .? We need your name, pet, for records. And one for the baby’


   A long brown arm lifted from the bed and flipped Janice’s gentle hand away.
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Just before midnight, the under-age pregnancy was trundled into the side ward with the gypsy. Janice pulled gingham screens around, in a farcical attempt to give the child some privacy.


    ‘Am I going to die?’ Sylvia Sharp’s russet hair stuck to her head and a waxen glaze sweated across her pale skin. She was clutching her vagina, like a toddler who wants to wee. ‘Get it out! Please. Help me get it out.’


    ‘That’s your job. And it’s hard work. That’s why it’s called labour.’


   Sylvia was pounding her fists on the bed and arching her back.


Janice tried to calm her. ‘Try to relax between the pains, pet. You’re in hospital now. We’ll look after you.’ 


‘I’m supposed to have it in the Home.’ 


‘Baby wants to come feet first. You might need extra help.’


‘It hurts! Where’s me mam? Ow!’
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God hates me, thought Sylvia, in a brief moment of respite while her body paused between contractions. He’s broken my heart, and now He’s breaking my body.


Oh! Oh, no . . . It’s coming again . . .


‘Mam!’


   But her mam wasn’t there, and neither was God. She was alone, behind a gingham screen, terrified because she knew that, bad as the pain was, it could still get worse before she died. This time she yelled from the bottom of her soul. The

 yelling gathered momentum, taking over her body, her lungs involuntarily drawing and expelling gusty yowls.


   The screen was suddenly yanked back. Framed in the artificial light was a wild-looking, black-haired woman in a hospital nightie. The woman came forward and stared down at Sylvia with eyes like frozen sky.


‘Here. Hold my hand.’
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When Janice glimpsed, through the screens, the gypsy woman wiping a flannel over the girl’s brow, her first reaction was revulsion, as if she was witnessing some foul corruption – evil anointing an innocent. Again, the ground seemed to shift. Uneasy, Janice stood quietly for a moment and listened, but in the gypsy’s murmurs she only heard kindness, and Sylvia Sharp was coping more calmly, her knees up, bent, ready.


   An hour later Sylvia’s baby daughter was born – head first. Despite her tender years, tender flesh and demented screaming, she had delivered relatively easily, requring no stitches and being left with an instantaneously deflated belly. The child weighed six pounds six ounces, heavier than Greta’s by half an ounce and younger by just one day.


   With her red tresses spilling over the pillow, the teenager looked like an exhausted movie star. Janice slipped a tiny nightie over the baby’s head, wrapped her in a sheet and placed her in Sylvia’s shaking arms.


‘What will you call her?’


   The bundle wriggled. Sylvia kissed her daughter’s little round head, which was dusted with hair as coaly-black as David’s.


   




‘Alice. Yes, Alice.’


    ‘Little sweetheart. Tomorrow they’ll show you how to feed and change her.’


   But Sylvia was crying. Huge tears were welling and spilling on the baby’s face. Janice took some cotton wool and wiped both children’s eyes.


‘Are they making you give her up?’


   Sylvia nodded, hupping and gulping. ‘But not properly, through the Home. I think my dad’s sold my baby. To a baker’s wife.’


   Janice felt a breath on the back of her neck, and sensed the gypsy standing behind her.


    ‘Oh, pet,’ said Janice, biblically barren, ‘hard though it is, you’ll be giving a sad lady the most wonderful gift.’


‘A gift she can never ever have back,’ snapped the gypsy.


   After her shift, Janice went home to sleep. Even with the sun streaming through the gap in her curtains, she had a series of nightmares.


 











  


 
  





Katherine












dawdled home, grumbling about this afternoon’s horrible Maths test. ‘What use is trigo-sodd’n-nometry anyway? Sin should be a damn sight more interest’n and the only tan I want is on me legs. God, I’m starv’n.’


   The back door was locked. She found the key in the shed and let herself in. On the kitchen table was an artfully penned note.





Dear Kath,


You know WHAT has happened. Have gone to visit.


Peel some spuds for tea. Ta.


 Mam.





‘Small mercies,’ Katherine said, licking jam off a spoon.


Was it a boy or a girl? Why did no one tell her anything?


   She didn’t feel sorry for her sister, in fact she was glad Sylvia was going away to Lincoln, but it seemed odd, just handing a baby, like a cup of sugar, over the back fence.
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Head averted, Greta tried to doze, willing her breasts to shrink and her vagina to stop bleeding. Her heart, she knew, would never stop aching. But maternal love was simply too powerful and too dangerous to be indulged.
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Sylvia clutched Alice to her chest. Her mam sat staring at the floor, and her dad, Cuthbert Sharp, went to look out of the window. He had called her ‘dirty’ so many times that Sylvia had started to believe that there was something bad inside her, giving her rude urges, something dirty passed to this little baby who he had called a bastard. 


‘I’ve called her Alice, Mam.’


    ‘Oh, love. You can’t call her anything,’ Violet Sharp hissed through taut lips, like a bad ventriloquist. ‘The other folks have made a nursery and bought her clothes and everything. They’ll pick baby’s name.’


   Across the ward, the gypsy caught Sylvia’s eye, and put her finger to her lip.


   Yes, thought the teenager, words sounding unusually loud inside her mind. Silence is power. Silence is the last thing they’ll expect.


   It was surprisingly easy, saying nothing. It distanced her and punished them. What no one could have imagined, however, not Greta, nor Violet, nor Sylvia herself, was that clicking in that silence, a trigger, balanced delicately in the girl’s head, was already cocked, ready to fire.
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Violet always felt her emotion in her bowels. They rumbled loudly as she whispered, ‘They’re good folks. Desperate for a bairn. Lovely little house behind the bakers’ shop. She’ll never be hungry.’


   Crumpets and teacakes and strawberry tarts. Violet felt sick, but she carried on, ‘It’s time to sign the paper, love. Then it’ll be all sorted. Just let them . . .’ she nodded towards the door, ‘think you’re keeping it. You’ll be out in a week, and straight off to your auntie’s in Lincoln. Fresh start for you, love, and nobody none the wiser.’


   None the wiser? Violet thought she was being wise; setting her daughter back on a right path. But in the bitter silence, while the girl’s eyes pleaded, and the baby who must not be called Alice waved a small, pale, helpless arm, Violet was thinking that it was Sylvia she badly wanted to hold. Her own little lass, too padded and swollen with womanhood for an innocent cuddle.


    ‘Oh, pet. It’s for your own good. And the bairn’s. Clean, quick break.’


Still Sylvia would not speak.


    ‘When the right time comes, in a few years, I’ll be the best grandma ever. But not now. Not like this. When the baby’s father is fifteen and his family has called you such awful names.’


   Violet’s bowels churned again. She met her husband’s glare, noticing the oiliness of his red hair, the dandruff on his jacket collar. Face set hard, Cuthbert pulled the buff envelope out of his pocket.


   




‘You’ll sign this for the solicitor.’


   There was no cussing, no shouting from the teenager. Nothing at all.


   A fresh gush of pitying love flooded over Violet – yet still she could not touch her daughter. These days she hardly dared touch anyone. Only by keeping her body tight as swaddling could she cope.


   None the wiser. The baker, his jolly wife and all their blessed buns were waiting. The form must be signed.


    ‘You’re such a clever lass,’ she heard herself saying. ‘Your auntie’s bought you a smart new school uniform. And one day, when you’re a bit more grown up, and a nice young man takes you out dancing, you’ll understand . . .’


   But Sylvia had pushed herself out of bed, heedless of the blood running in trails down the inside of her thighs and into her slippers. She stood directly in front of her mother, with her baby in her arms.


    ‘Come on, lass, you should be in bed.’ Unable to resist any longer, Violet looked down at her cherubic granddaughter. ‘I’m so sorry, pet, that it has to be like this.’ Tenderly she took the baby, in her bundle of blankets, kissed her tiny, innocent forehead and placed her in the crib. Then Violet pulled her silent daughter towards her and, for the last time ever, the girl came willingly into her arms.


   But Cuthbert placed a stern hand on her shoulder, and Violet stepped back to let him have his say. His frustrated vocabulary made her shiver with shame, even if his only audience was a dirty gypsy. ‘Whore.’ The unforgivable word ricocheted off bare walls, polished floor and sterile sink.
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. . . hate it here! Snobs, bullies . . . headaches . . . Matron’s a cow. Headmaster abhors me.





   David’s father, Arthur Linden, smoothed the crumpled letter.


‘What have we done, Mary?’ he asked his wife.
 

‘They’ll make a man of him.’


    ‘What sort of man? This is the first letter he’s written to us, after all these months, and it’s full of begging. I’m appalled.’


‘He’s soft. Cowardice, it seems, runs in your family.’


    ‘Never miss a chance, do you? I don’t think David’s a coward. But maybe I am. Only crippling weakness could have made me marry the snottiest, most selfish woman in the whole of Tyneside!’


    ‘I BEG YOUR PARDON?’ But Arthur had walked out of the room. Mary Linden listened to the telephone click and muttered under her breath: ‘Ringing his flaming mother again!’
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‘What a bloody afternoon!’ moaned Ada, as Janice came back on duty. ‘The gypo still won’t look after her kid. Some filthy old biddy from the Hoppings came in. I had to wrestle the bairn out of her hacky mits! The colour of her fingernails! Then Sister and me chucked Sylvia Sharp’s dad out. I quite enjoyed that. What a racket he made! Bad-tempered, foul-mouthed git. I actually feel sorry for that lass, now.’
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Violet sat grimly darning a sock over a wooden mushroom.


    ‘Turn that flam’n radio off, Kath. Get on with your homework.’


‘Mam?’


‘What?’


‘Is owa Sylvia definitely going to Auntie’s?’ 


‘Aye.’


‘Can I have her bedroom?’


    ‘You can’t.’ Violet threw down her work and crashed out into the kitchen. Opening the back door, she slumped down on the step.


    ‘It’s a wicked thing – love,’ she murmured to herself. ‘A wicked bloody thing.’
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Janice Kirkstone looked up. On her lap was a dark-haired baby.


    ‘Is that mine?’ The gypsy stood swaying at the nursery door.


‘No. This is Alice. Your baby is over there.’ 


The strange woman looked into the cot where her own baby lay sleeping. 


‘Is she like me?’


Janice shrugged. ‘What are you like?’ 


Greta left the nursery with a stiff back and a wide gait.
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The Zipper ran fast and furious as Dick hopped from car to car, flirting with screaming girls and pocketing their money. One particular lass with ample breasts must have spent nearly ten bob, coming back time after time to roll around in the undulating car like a cuddly puppy. When the Zipper stopped he helped her out and she fell against him, feigning dizziness. She didn’t seem to mind when the back of his hand brushed against her blouse.
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At two in the morning, while Janice sat beside Greta Korda, feeding the unnamed gypsy baby, she found herself disturbingly fascinated by the sight of the teenager, Sylvia Sharp, trying to offer her nipple into her tiny daughter’s mouth. A glow of intimacy between the young mother and child reminded her of Mary and Jesus. Blasphemy! the nurse chided herself. But a surge of guilty superstition kept her eyes locked on the pale, freckled breast. This moment was, for some reason, either holy, or abominably unholy. 


Why am I thinking like this?


   Beside her, the gypsy mother was lying on her stomach, apparently sleeping. Looking down at the unloved babe in her arms, the kind nurse felt overwhelmed by something far beyond pity. This was not emotion of the heart, it was of the soul. God, she was sure, wanted something from her. So she tucked one contented baby into her cot, and went to rescue the second.


    ‘You shouldn’t be nursing, Sylvia. Your breasts will become very painful when you don’t have baby any longer. Let me give her a bottle, pet.’


   




   With gentle compassion, she took the baby out of Sylvia’s exhausted arms.


   Alice. So sweet. So alert. Janice sat with the bottle tilted and her head bowed, so that she didn’t have to witness the young mother’s pain.


   When tiny Alice was settled, this God-fearing nurse brought crêpe bandages and bound them tightly around Sylvia’s chest. The girl seemed acquiescent enough as she lay down to sleep. Janice checked both babies, turned out the light and closed the door.
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Sylvia dreamed words. They echoed from somewhere behind her head: ‘I am the bread of life. He that cometh to me shall never hunger. Four and twenty blackbirds baked in a pie.’


   Out of the voice came a picture. An oven, and a tray of baking tins, some lined with pastry, some bulging with white dough. In one of the loaf tins lay Alice.


‘Pat-a-cake, pat-a-cake!’


   High above, a giant bird was beating the air. It swooped down and rested its ticklish head on Sylvia’s shoulder. As she cringed, a pair of black wings, as huge as an angel’s, all feather and spindly bone, swept around her body, enfolding her, pinning her arms to her sides.


   Heat blasted out of the oven door. Frantically, she tried to kick herself free, but she was being squeezed by the wings, tighter and tighter. The oven door was closing. Sylvia’s body slackened in despair, and she was in a hospital bed, gripping

 a twisted sheet, staring at a cot, where her newborn baby lay quite safe, wide awake, strangely alert.


   As the innocent child stared back at her, the shock of grief hit Sylvia so hard that a pain in her core, worse than any physical contraction, drew her knees up to her chest, and she began to whine.


‘Sylvia?’


   The gypsy limped across the cold floor, her own stitches biting. ‘I know, lass. I know.’
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At six a.m., Janice Kirkstone reopened the door of the side ward, and stopped. Every instinct, every twinge of doubt and premonition, gushed into the silent room. Both of the mothers’ beds were empty. Worse, their babies, so alike in colouring, were lying top-to-toe in the same cot, all identifying tags removed. The babies’ charts had also vanished. In their place, a note:





This baby is called Alice Sharp. I forbid anyone to adopt her! I have run away so that my father can’t make me sign the papers, but I will come back for her as soon as I can. Please look after her kindly.





Yours faithfully, Sylvia Sharp





   Janice touched each child, lifting blankets, stroking, saying soundless sorrys for things which were not her fault. Then she ran out into the corridor, shouting.


   One baby slept on. The other stared at an empty bed, disturbed by gypsy hands which had cheated her from cot to

 cot, when the younger mother was already half-way down the corridor.


   Two daughters abandoned. One would never forgive, and one would never have the chance to.




 











Unable to run,




two weary, childless mothers sat on a park bench, staring across the Great North Road, where a low June sun burnished the colours of the sleeping fairground rides.


‘Sorry. Jelly legs.’ Sylvia had barely walked any distance before needing to sit down. ‘Can you get me a job at the Hoppings, Greta?’


‘I could send you to friends, but I’ll never go back. It’s taking me all my courage to walk away from my baby so she won’t be raised in the muck by a father who’d beat her.’


‘Why does a man do that?’


‘Because he enjoys it. Come on, girl; keep walking. That life’s not for you, either.’


They made an incongruous pair, limping towards Newcastle, with their pelvises still stretched and their empty maternity dresses flapping; Greta carrying a battered suitcase, Sylvia her mother’s vanity box.


‘It’s miles to Central Station,’ the young girl moaned. ‘We’ll have to catch the train, won’t we? Get away quick.’


‘Can’t leave Newcastle. Not yet.’









‘But shouldn’t we go to London or somewhere?’


‘Never do what people expect, Sylvia. First lesson of survival. Anyway, you’re dead on your feet. We need to hide and rest.’


‘Where?’




‘Keep walking while I think. It’s you they’ll be worried about. Gypsies hardly exist.’ 


‘That’s awful.’ 


‘Useful.’


Sylvia sagged against a tree. ‘Go on without me, Greta. I can’t leave Alice.’


‘They’re taking her away from you, anyway.’


For a moment Greta kept walking. Then she stopped and turned. ‘Come on, girl. Put one foot in front of the other.’


Sylvia began tottering as quickly as her jittery legs would allow. ‘Will the police stop Dad doing this secret adoption?’


‘Don’t know.’




‘Will the hospital look after the babies?’


‘Yes.’


‘Just for a fortnight or so,’ Sylvia promised herself. ‘Until we’ve got jobs, and somewhere to live.’


The two mothers trudged on, Sylvia sniffling with terrified sorrow; Greta sucking private tears behind her nose, into her throat. Each in their own way was ripped apart emotionally, too raw to measure their actions. They thought what they were doing made sense.


‘The hospital will call the police,’ Greta reasoned. ‘They’ll put a watch on Central Station. We need a car. Tomorrow’s problem. Today we go shopping.’


‘Shopping?’









‘We’re a bit shabby, girl.’


Greta smiled. A shocking smile. White, wide and surprisingly clean. Something lifted under Sylvia’s breastbone. A judder of hope, or an oblique dawning.


They rested briefly beneath the outstretched wings of the verdigris goddess in Haymarket, before dragging their bones down the deserted parade of department stores. Sylvia’s stomach was cramping. In an underground public toilet, seeing how much blood was draining out of her, she wailed, ‘Bloody hell, bloody hell.’


Greta shouted through the cubicle wall, ‘Normal. For a week or so. Let’s clean up and find a cuppa.’


‘What if I bump into someone I know?’


‘Look, if you want to, catch a bus and get clear of Newcastle. But I can’t leave the city yet. I must work something out.’ She was smoothing down her voluminous dress, as if trying to find the figure beneath it. ‘Have you got somewhere you could stay?’


‘No one. Nowhere.’ Sylvia’s confidence was ebbing away with her blood. ‘Where will you go?’


‘To a friend. I trust him.’




‘A man? Would he help me too?’


‘Maybe. He lives in Yorkshire. But tonight we need somewhere very clean and very private.’ Hesitating for a moment, Greta said, ‘They’ll blame me, you know. Say you were lured away by a wicked gypsy. That I cast a spell over you.’


‘Have you?’


‘I’m not really a gypsy and I can’t cast spells.’ She looked right into Sylvia’s eyes. Again, the young girl felt a stir. There was something unexpected, something hidden behind tangled hair and tatty clothes. Was it, perhaps – beauty? Uncomfortable, the teenager looked down at her own huge brown smock and horrible flat, schoolgirl sandals.


Greta touched her arm. ‘I’ve got a little money. Would you like a new dress?’


Oddly, Sylvia felt choked up again, as if kindness was unbearable.


‘What do you think will be happening at home?’
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The door knocker reverberated around the house.


‘Mam!’ Katherine was simultaneously stuffing toast into her mouth and schoolbooks into her satchel. Before Violet could answer the door, the hammering started again.


‘Mrs Sharp?’


With a deep flush rising in her chest she ushered the blue uniform in, then popped her head back out to scan the street for nosy neighbours.


‘About your daughter,’ the officer began.




Violet’s mouth was open but she couldn’t speak.




‘Sylvia Sharp?’




She nodded rapidly.


‘She’s left hospital. Run off. Fourteen, isn’t she? Has she come home?’


Home? Guilt hit Violet like a hammer.


‘No . . .’ Then, in a rushing, frantic gabble of shocked grief, ‘Where’s she gone?’ Thoughts and words tumbled together. ‘She’s only a bit lass. Just had a bairn. I haven’t done right. Haven’t done right at all. Oh, God, what about the baby? Did she take the bairn with her?’ The officer was shaking his head. ‘Or . . . the baby died?’ She clapped a hand over her mouth. ‘Did the baby die? Oh, me lass.’ The policeman tried to penetrate her gibberish but Violet was lost to panic. ‘It’s me man’s fault. Not mine. Not mine.’


She already had one arm in her grey coat and was grabbing purse and shopping bag.


The policeman blocked the door.




‘Your man at home?’




‘No. He’s on nights. The pit.’




‘I’ll walk you to the station.’


Half an hour later Violet formally reported her daughter, Sylvia Sharp, as missing.


‘Red hair. Tall. I don’t know how tall. Yes. Got in trouble with a lad. But a good girl. . .’
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The good girl was sitting in Fenwick’s’ Powder Room, where mirrored walls reflected her drawn face. She had removed the painful binding and stuffed the bandages in her box, but rhythmic belly cramps kept bending her double. Struggling to focus, she thought, I look awful, yellowish. My bosoms are enormous. My hair! I look as wild as her. A gypsy, I’ve run away with a bloody gypsy!


Behind her, the shabby gypsy was slouched, trance-like, on a velveteen seat. In these plush surroundings, her long, matted black locks and dark complexion were out of place.


Further along, a middle-aged woman was fluffing her perm. The hairstyle was almost identical to her mother’s. Sylvia rummaged in her mam’s vanity box for a hairbrush.
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Greta watched Sylvia tugging lethargically at red curls, folding strands around fingers. Such beautiful hair! Moving to the mirror, the gypsy scowled at herself. A wart on her chin and she’d look like a witch!




‘Can I borrow your brush?’


Sylvia pulled out a handful of red threads and passed it over. They both knew she was wondering if it would come back crawling with nits. Greta stroked the brush through her heavy black swathe. Suddenly she brought her dark face close to Sylvia’s pale cheek and whispered, ‘They’ll be hunting for a young girl with a gypsy woman. Look.’ Their eyes met in the reflection. ‘That’s exactly what we are. But with high heels and makeup – you’ll look three years older. For me,’ she murmured, twisting the black mass of hair into an untidy knot, ‘a hat, a suit... a little class.’


‘I’m too tired,’ Sylvia groaned.




Greta returned the brush thoughtfully. Mischief tilted the corners of her eyes. ‘Tonight – the last place they’ll look – the flashiest hotel in the city.’


They waddled up to the fashion department where Greta selected a powder-blue linen suit and matching pillbox hat. Navy netting fell across a down-turned brim, veiling her wide forehead. Dramatic black locks were twisted into a chignon. She straightened her back, lifted her chin. Forgotten grace and beauty emerged from the ashes of her shame, to glow in her tanned face.


‘Where shall we go tomorrow, girl? York, or New York?’ 


‘Across the Atlantic on the Queen Elizabeth.’









A bubble of laughter hesitated behind Sylvia’s smile. Standing even taller in white court shoes, she was wearing a full-skirted cotton dress splashed with overblown apricot roses. Gloves, a wide-brimmed hat which flowed in a luxurious wave across one side of her face, swollen breasts pushed into a low neckline – she looked even older than the assistant who was picking their tatty maternity garb off the floor.


The transformed women paused their affected, wobbly saunter to buy powder compacts, lipsticks, pants, stockings, and two brown paper bags of STs. But ‘Sophisticated Sylvia’, who had given birth less than twenty-four hours ago, began to sway.


‘My niece is unwell. Fetch a chair!’ Greta commanded, sounding as posh as the Queen.


A woman bustled from behind the counter, flustered at the prospect of clearing up vomit.


‘Ee, pet. Will I call a doctor?’




‘No, no! A taxi!’


With an absurd lack of decorum, Greta pushed Sylvia’s head between her knees: then she opened a shiny new compact and powdered her haughty nose.
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Student Midwife Kirkstone rocked both the babies together, one on each arm. In her pocket was a clumsily knitted teddy bear.


Matron had been livid when Janice said she wasn’t sure which baby was which.






 











Vanished




POLICE FEAR FOR TEENAGER’S SAFETY







In the offices of the Evening Chronicle they were shuffling photographs of Sylvia. She was a minor, and they were required to protect the identity of the babies, so they decided to divide the facts between two stories. The second headline would read:







TWO BABIES ABANDONED BY GYPSIES
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Hendo had a soft but brave heart. He feared nothing – except weeping women. Standing with one leg hooked over his crossbar, he looked down dubiously at Sylvia’s sister Katherine who was sitting on her garden wall. 


‘Think she’s gone to find Davy?’


Katherine sniffed. ‘Mebees. Where is this posh school, anyhow?’


   




‘Me and Alan’ll find out.’


‘Mam’s mental with worry.’ She raised her tragic eyes. ‘What if she’s dead? Murdered by gypsies?’


‘Your Sylvia’s not daft enough to bugger off with gypos.’




‘It’s me dad’s fault. Bloody bastard!’


Hendo winced. Boys swore, girls shouldn’t. It was a pity, because he was attracted to this cheeky, pubescent lass with springy brown curls and freckle-dusted nose. But Sylvia’s sister was only thirteen. If he asked her out the lads would think he’d gone off his rocker.


Katherine sighed. ‘She’s a right cow, owa Sylvia. But she is me sister.’


Hendo watched puddles form beneath dark lashes and decided to clear off before anything embarrassing happened. Leaving Katherine fiddling with a hanky, he scooted off on his bike.


In Gosforth High Street he paused to scan the posters outside the Royalty Cinema. Which girl should he ask out this Saturday, to share one of the double seats in the back row? His eyes wandered upwards to admire the stained-glass dome which gave exotic mystique to the deco whitewashed building.


Hendo had a secret, so private that it hurt. He was blessed with an abiding appreciation of buildings. This one puzzled and fascinated him. Who had designed it? Why? All around him Hendo noticed things – the intricacy of fascia carving, the distortion on an old cottage window frame, the spindles on a staircase, the turn of one roof against another. His happy soul could sprout wings as his gaze ascended a church spire.


A cheerful, optimistic lad, he couldn’t bear witnessing the unhappiness of the Sharp family next door. So, turning into a tree-lined avenue, he pedalled towards the ponderous Victorian terraces where Alan lived. He found his mate, as usual, doing homework.




‘Yu’ll never guess what!’


Alan reacted to Sylvia’s story as Hendo expected, furiously. Resolve pushing at young legs, they raced together up elegant avenues to the part of town where large houses hid behind old trees and high stone walls.


Each of the three friends was acutely aware of the social differences between them, with David at one end of the spectrum and Hendo at the other. Unspoken envy wriggled eternally around the trio. Alan coveted David’s new bike. He also envied Hendo his dad, who laughed a lot and boozed down the Club. David, on the other hand, would have cheerfully swapped his bike for some of the peace which both the other boys took for granted.


Hendo would have been amazed to know this. With private, jealous longing, he daydreamed about David’s HOUSE. Regularly he spent those last few moments before sleep imagining seducing the busty Sabrina in a bedroom with a cantilevered bay window overlooking a huge back garden.


Now, beneath the Lindens’ neo-Gothic porch, the two friends stood sweating. Things had changed since Davy went away. They knew that Cuthbert Sharp had returned from his one brief visit to this big house with his ruddy cheeks burning and his eyes like cinders.


A minuscule elderly lady answered the door, accompanied by an equally aged spaniel. David’s grandmother looked up at them through small round spectacles.


   




‘Now then, Hendo, what’s a big lad like you doing, hiding behind Alan?’


Born charming, born dignified, born into money, Ethel despised affected airs and graces. On this June afternoon, there was little warmth in her pale eyes.


Hendo mumbled, ‘Is David in?’




‘No. As well you know.’


‘We want his address,’ Alan, ever confrontational, demanded.


‘Wanting doesn’t get. Come in. You look thirsty.’


The boys hesitated. Hendo stroked the spaniel and stared at the black and white tiled floor.


‘It’s all right. David’s parents are in Cornwall,’ the old woman reassured them.


The kitchen was cool, the dandelion and burdock fizzy. David’s gran took them out into the garden and eased herself into a wicker chair.


‘You want to write him? What about?’




‘Oh, just. . .’




‘Has that lass had the baby?’


Two heads studied clipped grass. All this baby stuff was bloody embarrassing. Alan mumbled that yes, she’d had a little girl. They watched with fascination as Ethel slumped in her seat and closed her wrinkly eyes.
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A GIRL! The breath at the top of Ethel’s chest felt hot, as if she had drunk gin. ‘Is she all right?’


‘Sylvia’s run off. Done a bunk with some gypo woman ... left the baby behind.’


   




Ethel felt the lads’ anxious faces studying her reactions. A GIRL! At last! But what bitter injustice! She, the great-grandmother, would never even have the chance to hold the child. Very slowly the boys’ words began to sink in. The hussy had abandoned David’s baby! Ethel’s own great-granddaughter! The first Linden female for three generations. Poor innocent little thing. Oh, the absurd irony.


A lifetime ago Ethel’s own daughter had died in her womb, just hours before she was born. The baby, Matilda, had been perfect, but Ethel’s womb had not. Matilda and womb were disposed of and Ethel went home to her callous husband and her sad little son, Arthur. Battling privately with her terrible loss and yearning, depression set in. During the day she overwhelmed Arthur with adoration, but late at night the memory of the dead child’s face haunted her. Wakeful, resentful of something impossible to repair, she would look down at her sleeping husband and, although none of it was his fault, she fantasized about killing him.


Little Arthur was a good boy who grew into a pleasant young man. Finally, with Ethel’s middle age, her son began bringing home young ladies for inspection and she became hopeful that soon she would have grandchildren.


Sadly, on the day Arthur walked down the aisle with Mary, Ethel knew that her daughter-in-law was no blessing. She could only count months, waiting now for a granddaughter, a doll creature – who was alive, not dead. A child she could dress in pink frills and burp on her shoulder. But there was only to be one grandchild, David, a boisterous toddler utterly suppressed by a mother who was constantly slapping him for climbing furniture.


   




Dear David! Ethel prayed that he would develop more character than his father. Under Mary’s domination, Arthur had become as spineless as his own father, who had survived Ethel’s murderous urges more by luck than wisdom.


In widowhood, Ethel was now reasonably content, living alone in Corbridge, where the river danced past her home, Twin Elms. She only visited Gosforth occasionally and when she did she generally managed to stir up much (very satisfactory) ill feeling.


With uncharacteristic pity Ethel wondered how Sylvia’s mother was coping. The elderly understand humiliation, the powerlessness of diminishing choices. Shame, shame, she thought, it’s all about shame.


Hendo broke the silence.




‘Me mam says she’ll bust herself and bleed to death.’


Alan became insolent then, his faulty posh accent punctuated with finger-pointing. ‘David has a right to know! It’s his kid!’


‘What business is it of yours?’ It took more than a cheeky teenager to intimidate Ethel. ‘Is that the doorbell? Go get it, Hendo. Thank you.’


The big lad loped obediently across the lawn. He returned to the garden followed by two men.


‘It’s the police, Mrs Linden.’


The man with the air of a colonel introduced himself: ‘Detective Inspector Howard. I need to speak to your grandson, urgently.’


Ethel’s frail heart fluttered. ‘Ah. The Sharp girl? I’ve just heard. Do come indoors.’


   




The second, tubby policeman scanned the faces of the two lads, before following his boss.


When DI Howard and DC Butterwell left, Ethel rushed into the garden, where Hendo and Alan were patiently waiting for information.


‘Did Sylvia have intercourse with other boys?’ she demanded.


Simultaneously they shook their heads, in quick denial for themselves.


‘This baby is definitely David’s?’ 


Nods.


‘Then I’m going to write to Sylvia’s parents. Will you deliver it, sharpish?’


After they had gone Ethel wrote four more letters: David, Arthur, Hospital, Solicitor.


Exhausted, she fell asleep in her chair.
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Violet was knocking desperately on the toilet door. The shock of Sylvia’s photograph on the front of the Chronicle had set her bowels on fire, but Cuthbert had got in first. He was sitting with his trousers around his ankles, looking at Ethel’s note, thinking he might wipe his backside with it.


But, on the other hand, what if David Linden knew where Sylvia was? What if the old biddy had information? He flushed the chain and scrubbed his black fingernails with coal-tar soap. A man had his pride.


Marching across Gosforth in his Sunday suit, the miner prepared himself for confrontation with the Linden family. How could he forget the mortification of his last visit? His perfectly reasonable demands (he was conveniently forgetting his threats to throttle young David) had been met by arctic snobbery and foul counter-accusations which had left him feeling as dirty as his pregnant daughter. Bastards!


At the door, the bespectacled old Linden woman had the nerve to smile!


‘Thank you for coming. Don’t worry; Arthur and Mary are on holiday.’ She led him into the formal sitting room, saying, ‘I’m minding old Lucy here.’


The spaniel on the moquette sofa opened one eye. Cuthbert returned Lucy’s suspicious stare, while Ethel Linden dropped into an armchair and sat twitching at the arm covers. On the small table between them lay the Chronicle.	 Sylvia’s face, a child in pigtails, grinned innocently from the front cover.


‘She’s gone then.’




‘Aye.’




‘With some gypsy woman?’ ‘Seems like. Was your David in on this?’ 




‘I don’t know. His letters are full of his own misery. He never mentions Sylvia, even to me.’




‘Then you’ve wasted me bloody time.’


‘Where’ve you looked?’


Cuthbert’s worry spilled. ‘Been all over the Hopp’ns. Ne hide nor hind of owa Sylvia. Looked through caravan windows, under wagons. Walked me feet raw, check’n every face. Twice I rushed after a young lass – what wasn’t her. Made a right charlie of meself.’ He coughed to cover a choke. ‘Aye, she’s away. And of her own choice, missus, not abducted like what it says.’


   




‘And the baby?’
 

‘Owa business.’ 


‘The child is David’s daughter.’


‘DAVID’S DAUGHTER!’ Rage purpled his face. ‘The same lad what zipped himself back up a bit quick and called owa Sylvia the Gosforth BIKE?’


‘David did not spread that rumour. We both know that.’


‘Where was the precious boy when owa Sylvia got put inside?’


‘He was locked in his room for days. They told him she’d been sent away, that he could never find her. He was only fifteen, Mr Sharp. His parents took over. But he went off to that school bitter as a lemon. What will happen to the child now?’


‘None of your sodd’n business.’


Cuthbert made to leave, but when the old biddy shouted for him to stop, he paused with his back to her.


‘Mr Sharp, I think we can salvage something from this tragedy.’ She measured her words like ladling treacle. ‘Let me take care of Sylvia’s baby. Just for now. Till everything is sorted.’


‘Over my dead body.’




‘Why?’


Cuthbert Sharp struggled to find a good reason. Something was nagging at him, something emotional and passionately wordless. He was all off balance.


‘Be reassured, I would never let my daughter-in-law touch this precious baby. The wretched woman is utterly egocentric’


‘A cow.’









‘The child would be looked after at my home in Corbridge. To be truthful, all through Sylvia’s pregnancy, I’ve wondered about asking, but I schooled myself that the baby should be adopted into a normal home with a younger family. Now, with all this publicity, I’m guessing that adoption may have to be postponed. Rather than have my great-granddaughter put in some institution, why not let her come to me, in Twin Elms? A woman from the village, Daphne, comes and does for me. I could even hire a nanny. No one could have more time or more love to give a child. Our little girl will have everything.’


Our little girl? Cuthbert stared at the old lady, who was smoothing her smart skirt with bony old fingers. A newly forming ulcer cramped under his ribs.


‘Got a few bob, have you? Posh house along the valley?’


‘If it helps, I’m sure we could discuss some – remunerative arrangement.’


Remunerative arrangement? Seconds ticked by as his thoughts hovered between essential practicality and outrage.


Ethel Linden lifted her sagging chin, making her look younger. ‘The authorities will surely sympathize with my wish to care for David’s baby. Unless you think Sylvia will come back?’


And suddenly Cuthbert knew what had been troubling him. Bowing his head, he closed his eyes and saw her. Saw Sylvia walking up the garden path, opening the kitchen door, and shouting, ‘Dad!’ Sylvia sitting at the kitchen table doing her homework. Warming her toes on the mat in front of the fire, playing with the cat. If she came home, if she ever walked up the garden path again – what would he say to her? Leaning against the doorjamb, he crumpled as if he had been kicked in the gut.


Clutching at the arms of the chair, Ethel rocked until she pushed herself upright. ‘If we must barter, let’s be dignified about it.’


Cuthbert ran his hand through his red hair. Why could he take money from a baker, and not from a Linden? What had happened to him? How was he here, in this house, selling a baby?


He pointed a finger in her face. ‘I wouldn’t take a bloody farth’n out of your wrinkled awld mit!’


Ethel’s voice wavered. ‘I’ve no wish to insult you, Mr Sharp. I simply thought it might make things . . . easier. Oh dear! This has all gone wrong!’ Her face looked old again. ‘You see, it’s really a question of . . . love. I want to love the child, to look after her. Poor mite, she’s my own flesh and blood. I couldn’t bear for her to grow up thinking no one wanted her.’


The old lady looked too near tears for comfort. Cuthbert shook his obstinate head, sniffed long and loud, then sighed, ‘Divent get yourself in a fettle, woman.’


‘Don’t give that little girl away to strangers. Please.’







[image: separator.jpg]







‘Will I get a reward?’ The teenage shop assistant fluttered her eyelashes at a young constable as she described the clothes which the two shabby women had bought.


‘That’s definitely her. The lass in the Chronicle. And the older woman was trying to talk posh, but I wasn’t taken in.’
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Olive-green curtains were closed against too cheerful sunlight. Violet listened to her husband’s blasphemies as he paced the floor, every stomp echoing through her bones as he stamped on Ethel’s proposition.


Sylvia’s mother was beating herself with a prickly guilt stick. Mistakes must be corrected. Punishments meted. And her husband’s conscience needed stripping down and laying bare.


‘Mebees it would be an answer. For now,’ she ventured.


Cuthbert’s face was redder than his hair. ‘Mrs Money-baggage can gan jump off the bloody Bridge. I’ll not give the Lindens me bloody spit.’


‘Give? What’s yours to give? It’s a baby you’re talking about. The one you want nowt to do with.’


‘Aye, but it’s owa responsibility. And if we don’t watch out, it’ll be landed on us. But I’ll never let that grasp’n auld cow lay hands on it.’


‘It? Your granddaughter?’ Violet shouted. ‘Doesn’t it occur to your ignorant, bigoted brain that Ethel Linden just wants to do the right thing by the bairn? YOU don’t want her. I’ll say it again – You Don’t Want HER.’


‘Well, neither do you. Your decision as much as mine.’




‘So why not let Ethel take her?’


‘What’s happened to your own morals, Violet? We picked them people to adopt the kid because they was good. Call uz ignorant, but it would be a darn sight worse to let the Lindens have it, when we can’t even be certain it’s Davy boy’s. We’ll never be sure . . .’


   




‘What?’


‘. . . how many lads owa Sylvia did it with.’ He pointed his finger in her face, as if it were Violet’s fault. ‘Face it, woman, she’s went bad.’


Furiously, she slapped his finger away. ‘No!’




‘It’s the truth, Violet! Your daughter’s gone mucky bad.’


‘Mine? Not yours?’ She narrowed her eyes and dug into the murkiness of Cuthbert’s own sexual guilt. ‘There’s summut wrong with a man who prefers dirty lies to the truth. Mebees it’s a sign of how dirty you are yourself. Inside.’


‘Bollocks!’


‘You’ve got none,’ she shouted. ‘You’ve disgusted me and you’ve disgusted yourself, gett’n Sylvia’s problem all mixed up between yer own mucky urges.’


Cuthbert’s glower was becoming dangerous, but Violet wasn’t finished.
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