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‘You can’t put a price on Freda Lightfoot’s stories from Manchester’s 1950s Champion Street Market. They bubble with enough life and colour to brighten up the dreariest day and they have characters you can easily take to your heart.’
The Northern Echo.
‘Lightfoot clearly knows her Manchester well’
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‘Kitty Little is a charming novel encompassing the provincial theatre of the early 20th century, the horrors of warfare and timeless affairs of the heart.’
The West Briton
‘Another heartwarming tale from a master story-teller.’
Lancashire Evening Post on For All Our Tomorrows.
‘a compelling and fascinating tale’ Middlesborough Evening Gazette on The Favourite Child (In the top 20 of the Sunday Times hardback bestsellers)
‘She piles horror on horror - rape, torture, sexual humiliation, incest, suicide - but she keeps you reading!’ Jay Dixon on House of Angels.
‘This is a book I couldn’t put down . . . a great read!’
South Wales Evening Post on The Girl From Poorhouse Lane
‘a fascinating, richly detailed setting with a dramatic plot brimming with enough scandal, passion, and danger for a Jackie Collins’ novel.’
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‘A bombshell of an unsuspected secret rounds off a romantic saga narrated with pace and purpose and fuelled by conflict.’ The Keswick Reminder on The Bobbin Girls
‘paints a vivid picture of life on the fells during the war. Enhanced by fine historical detail and strong characterisation it is an endearing story...’
Westmorland Gazette on Luckpenny Land
‘An inspiring novel about accepting change and bravely facing the future.’
The Daily Telegraph on Ruby McBride
Read a Sneak Preview of The Bobbin Girls
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Lily Thorpe is a spirited, ambitious fisherman’s daughter, desperate to escape the poverty of her Lakeland home. When the rich Clermont-Read family spoils her plans, Lily embarks on a personal quest for revenge and marries their only son, Bertie, a handsome indolent charmer. Rejected by his family, the young couple soon find themselves battling against the very poverty Lily had hoped to escape... A twist of fate brings her the freedom she craves, but the price Lily must pay is vindictive snobbery from Bertie's mother - as well as another far greater one, finally leading to a passionate affair with Nathan Monroe, a local steam boat captain. Now it is Lily who must protect herself against the threat of vengeance and decide who is more important, her husband or her lover.
I am indebted to Diana Matthews of the Windermere Nautical Trust for her assistance with research and for her splendid booklets, Lake Festivals on Windermere and Lake Windermere’s Golden Jubilee. Also to her father, George Pattinson, for his excellent book, The Great Age of Steam on Windermere, which first inspired the idea. Any mistakes or liberties taken for the sake of the story are, of course, my responsibility and not theirs. Last but by no means least, thanks to the steamboat skippers who still operate these wonderful boats from the Steamboat Museum, Windermere, who told me their fascinating history and answered my many questions while I enjoyed several delightful cruises on the lake.
‘Lily Thorpe, if you don’t come in this minute I’ll batter your face with a wet kipper. See if I don’t!’
The recipient of this dire warning made no move to respond, for she was entirely engrossed in holding her breath so as not to interrupt what must be the longest kiss on record.
‘That was your mam,’ the boy said at last when nature forced them up for air.
Lily, dizzy from the kiss, swept aside her shining brown hair and laid her cheek upon Dick’s chest with a sigh of blissful contentment. For a long moment she lay listening to the rapid beat of his heart then lifted her face a fraction to give him the full benefit of her bewitching hazel eyes, glowing almost gold with desire, her tiptilted nose, and the bluntness of a deceptively demure chin which, he claimed, only proved how very stubborn she was. Lily meant to let him see that she would not be averse to the kiss being repeated.
Not, she admitted wryly, that the ash-pit roof from which strings of washing flapped, was the most romantic place in the world to experiment with these delightful new sensations. Situated at the bottom of a yard shared by half a dozen other houses besides her own, shovel-loads of ash from the fire were stored in the pit and used to sweeten the tippler privy next door.
But from its roof Lily could see beyond the huddle of narrow streets and overcrowded fishermen’s cottages that made up The Cobbles, as far as the dark green fringe of woodland that cloaked the lower reaches of the Lakeland hills, the bare tops of the more distant peaks, and, if she stood on tiptoe, the glimmer of silver-bright water that was the lake.
Beyond the lake was the world where, one day, Lily meant to be: Rydal and Grasmere to the north, the busy towns of Windermere and Kendal to the south. To the west lay the snow-capped peaks of the Langdales, while to the east were the high fells of Kentmere. These were the limits of Lily’s knowledge. She had never in her life stepped outside the boundaries of Carreckwater, though she took every opportunity to escape the pungent confines of The Cobbles, squashed as it was between Fisher’s Brow and Old Martin’s Yard, far from the more elegant quarters of the small town.
Lily hated The Cobbles and all it stood for. The sweet-sour stink of poverty gave a sense of hopelessness to the tiny overcrowded cottages. Walls ran with damp both inside and out. The alleys were infested with the kind of livestock nobody welcomed, and her mother fought a thankless daily battle against cockroaches. Each night the drunks would noisily roll home and by morning the stink of urine and vomit would be stronger than ever. Lily’s single all-pervading desire was to leave The Cobbles for good.
She dreamed of making her fortune in the neighbouring village of Bowness. Of holding court in her own fine shop, perhaps a draper’s and mantle-maker’s, surrounded by silks and satins which she would fashion into much sought-after garments. These dreams made her life tolerable.
But she wasn’t thinking of escape today. Nor had she any wish to admire the view. She wanted only to melt into Dick Rawlins’s arms, to be caressed by his fevered hands and kissed into submission by his burning lips. How else was she to learn about life if she didn’t experiment a little? She was fifteen, after all.
‘Did you enjoy it?’
‘What?’
‘That French kiss.’
Lily considered for a moment. It had felt a bit awkward at first with his tongue in her mouth, but then something very strange had happened to other parts of her, which she really didn’t like to think about. Mind you, the girls at the fish market had told her nasty things could happen to a girl after certain sorts of kisses. Was this what they meant? She’d hate to have to give up kissing Dick Rawlins. Lily slanted a smile up at him. ‘Happen I need to try it again, before I can decide.’
Taking hold of her shoulders Dick rolled her on to her back and without asking her permission to do so, stretched himself out on top of her.
‘Here, you cheeky tyke, what you up to?’ she demanded, pushing at his chest, though with little conviction.
‘Don’t tell me you don’t like this either?’ He made little movements up and down and even through her cotton frock and thick flannel drawers she was startled to feel his private parts rubbing against her, all hard and alarmingly large. Lily felt her cheeks grow hot and while she knew she should push him off, at the same moment she was too busy examining her own response and finding it entirely fascinating.
‘It’s all right, Lil. I won’t do anything to you,’ he grunted against her neck, and the sweat from him flowed inside the collar of her thin frock, leaving it all damp. ‘Not till after we’re wed, anyroad.’ He chuckled, while Lily frowned up at the blue sky above his head and wondered if she dared ask what it was, exactly, that he would do to her then, and how it would feel?
She was no fool, nor entirely ignorant of sexual matters, she told herself. It wasn’t possible to live in these streets and not gain some idea of the goings on between men and women. But it was a confused and distorted picture, filled with strange fears, whispered rumours, and unexplained gaps in her scanty knowledge. She’d asked her mother once, but Hannah’s cheeks had grown dark red with embarrassment and Lily had wished the words unspoken.
‘Fifteen is too young for such talk. You ought to be ashamed of yourself, Lily Thorpe. Go and wash your mouth out this minute.’
Hannah Thorpe was of the opinion that the less her young daughters knew of such matters, the less likely they were to get ‘caught’. By which Lily understood her to mean, with a baby.
There were six Thorpe children, including herself, and it was still a mystery to Lily why her mother kept having them when she was so close to exhaustion much of the time. Lily had no intention of ruining her own health with a clutch of children, nor of spending her life washing, caring and cleaning up after them. So she needed to understand how it all came about, desperate to make sure she didn’t fall into the same trap.
‘Too much curiosity in you, girl. A woman makes bairns and a woman brings ‘em up. And there are times when they cost her naught but pain and trouble.’
‘Yes, but how? I mean, if they’re such a trouble, why do you keep making more? And why do men keep giving ‘em to you?’
‘Because the daft beggars think only of themselves! Remember that, Lily. Men allus think they’re in charge of everything, but theer’s some things they can’t do. Having a bairn is one of ‘em,’ Hannah had said with tart satisfaction, then added with a stern wag of one finger, ‘you take care what you’re up to, girl, and you’ll be safe. And that’s all I have to say on the matter.’
Thus the mystifying subject was closed, and Lily’s curiosity remained unsatisfied, her thirst for life all the greater.
Despite her patched clothes, scuffed boots and underfed immaturity, Lily Thorpe was a sight to see. Her brown hair, which she attempted to screw up into a knot on top of her head, shone with health and vigour, and when released, fell into a heavy brown curtain about her shoulders. The whites around the hazel iris of her eyes glowed, the dark lashes curled enticingly, and the expression on her heart-shaped face seemed ever to be filled with impish promise. If there was little femininity to be seen as yet in the curves of chest and hip or the skinny limbs, they would come, given time.
Lily was not unaware of her burgeoning charms and since her mother meant to keep her in ignorance, felt bound to find the answer some other way. Dick, nearly three years older than herself, and therefore with considerably more experience, was in Lily’s opinion the best person to satisfy these strange stirrings deep inside her. Particularly since they meant to marry one day.
They’d been walking out for some months and gone so far as to decide they were desperately in love and, as Dick himself said, ‘meant for each other’.
At first they used to sneak away into the woods where Lily had let Dick kiss her as much as he liked, and once she’d let him touch the bud of her small breast. The experience had been so electrifying it had left her quite breathless and thrown her into a panic. She’d never dared repeat it. There was clearly more to this cuddling lark than she had appreciated.
Since then she had taken care to meet him only in public places. Lolling at the corners of the back street, snatching a bit of gossip in her tea breaks from the fish stall on the market, or this favourite place on the ash-pit roof - near enough to her own house to offer security yet with a sense of privacy. Folk never thought to look up, even as they passed by a few feet below them, and the roof was shielded by taller buildings on each side.
Her thoughts were brought back to the present by the voice calling sharply yet again, ‘Lily!’ But Dick was still talking so she took no notice.
‘I won’t ask you to take them off, as many a chap might.’
Lily was shocked into utter silence for a whole half minute. Take off her drawers? The very idea! Her mother had told her quite firmly never to take them off, even in bed, or she’d ‘catch her death’. Lily wore them under an old shirt of her brother’s which she used in lieu of a nightgown. If she could catch a cold in her own bed, to remove them while on the ash-pit roof would be an act of utter recklessness.
‘Why would I want to, you cheeky tyke?’
Dick laughed softly in her ear. ‘You’re so sweet and funny, Lil, sometimes I could eat you all up.’
Lily gave him a sidelong glance from her flashing eyes. ‘So long as you take care where you put those wandering hands of yours, you can kiss me as much as you like.’
He accepted the invitation readily, kissing her till her chin was rubbed sore, her jaws ached, and a hot ache grew somewhere deep in her belly. When he rolled off her with a great grunting sigh, he left her with an unexplained need, like being thirsty on a hot day, though not half so unpleasant. Lily was sorry he’d stopped. She’d enjoyed the weight of Dick’s hard body against hers, the moist excitement of his mouth and his teasing hands. Trust her mother to spoil it, shouting down the yard in that common way.
Propping her chin in her hand, Lily gazed down upon him, seeing how his long lashes lay closed in an adorable crescent on the smooth skin of his cheeks. His fair hair was all tousled and boyish, pale pink lips partly open to reveal the glint of good white teeth, rare in these parts. Oh, how she loved him! The memory of that burning need rose sweet and strong in her, bringing a fresh spurt of pain between her legs. It all felt so shockingly dangerous that Lily deemed it prudent to occupy her mind with other things. She had no intention of getting ‘caught’ and being trapped in The Cobbles forever.
‘Are you going to talk to my dad tomorrow, like you promised?’
‘What about?’ Dick teased, in the kind of voice which meant he knew only too well but wanted to hear her say it. Lily flushed and pretended to slap him.
‘That you want to wed me, soon as we can.’
‘Sooner the better, if you carry on with other chaps the way you were with me just now,’ he said, his face so serious that it took a moment before Lily appreciated he was still teasing her. She tossed back her heavy hair and lifted that stubborn chin.
‘Happen, if you don’t look sharp about it, I’ll change me mind and marry someone richer,’ she told him rather sniffily, as if she had a queue of suitors lining up in her back yard, just waiting for the chance to marry her.
‘Happen there’s more interesting ways of choosing a husband than seeing how much money he makes.’
‘Such as?’
‘The way he kisses for one thing. You still haven’t said if you enjoyed it?’
Lily recognised his sudden vulnerability and laughed at him now, ignoring the question. ‘Oh, there’s so much we could do together, Dick. Go anywhere we want, make our fortunes.’
‘I wouldn’t want to leave the Lakes.’
‘Me neither, but there’s better places to live than this hole. We deserve better, and we could get it. You as the best carpenter in the district, me as a dressmaker.’
‘Nearly a carpenter,’ he reminded her, half laughing at her eagerness. ‘I’ve a few years of learning to do yet. And you haven’t even started.’
‘Who’s fault is that? Not mine. Oh, but I mean to! That’s the whole point of you speaking to my dad. Then he’ll see that we mean to stay together, mean to make something of our lives and go up in the world.’ Anxiety crept into her voice. ‘He’ll agree to find the money for my apprenticeship, I know he will, if you ask him. Five bob a week I earn helping Mam on the fish stall, most of which she takes back for me keep. And I hate it - all that filleting and gutting. There’s got to be more to life than that. You and me could be so happy together.’
He looked vaguely troubled, feeling events rushing away from him. Much as he loved Lily, and he did love her, at barely eighteen he had a long way to go before he could support a wife. He’d really rather enjoy the present. He pulled her close and started to kiss the curve of her throat. He’d heard somewhere that was a sure way to please a woman. It certainly seemed to work with Lily as she sank weakly against him.
‘Lily!’
‘Oh, lord, there she is again. It’s no good, I’ll have to go.’ Lily sighed with exasperation. She really shouldn’t still be at the beck and call of her mother, not at nearly sixteen.
Then she was pulling away from him, tidying her hair and straightening her skirt, her voice all bossy and anxious.
‘Mam’ll want me to put our Kitty to bed, I expect, or see Emma and Liza wash behind their ears.’ She punched him playfully in the chest. ‘You’re lucky to have no brothers and sisters. When Dad, Jacob and Matt get back from their afternoon stint at the boatyard, there’ll have to be hot water poured for them to wash, tea brewed and food on the table before they go out on the night fishing. I have to wait hand and foot on me own brothers, for all they’re younger than me, just because they’re male.’
Dick only laughed, as if he found her vehemence amusing.
‘It’s all right for you. All you need do is wash your hands and take your boots off and your mam’ll have it all done.’
‘You should be making my tea, not my mam. Would you complain then, Lily Thorpe, when it’s me you’re waiting on?’
She pulled a face at him. ‘I said I’d be your wife, not your servant.’
Dick grabbed her tightly round the waist and rolled her over to the very rim of the slate roof, making her squeal with delicious fear and excitement at his complete disregard for their safety. It was perhaps the wildness in him that she loved best. Once, he’d stuck them both into potato barrels and rolled them down Claife Heights. For a dare, he’d said. He’d won, of course. Lily had been covered in bruises for weeks.
‘Who says there’s a difference? You’ve promised to love me for ever and obey my every demand.’
‘What demands?’
‘These for a start,’ he said, kissing her again and running the palm of his hand right down her thigh to her knees where the hem of her skirt had rucked up.
She yanked it back down to her ankles, cheeks bright. ‘I never promised owt of t’sort, you cheeky tyke. You made that up.’ But her protests were weak, her teasing eyes enticing, small pink mouth opening and closing in pretend outrage, inviting him to make further onslaughts on her virtue, if he dare.
It would have taken a stronger man than Dick Rawlins to resist. He gave a low growl somewhere deep in his throat. ‘You’re a witch, Lily Thorpe, that’s what you are.’
‘Am I?’ she enquired, with an air of manufactured innocence, and no small degree of pride.
‘Oh, I do love you, Lil. I’ll wait hand and foot on you, if you like.’ As he reached to kiss her again, Lily’s heart soared with pleasure. He was her man and he loved her. Tied to her mother’s apron strings she might be but these few snatched moments with Dick made a dull life beautiful and exciting.
‘Lily? Are you down there? I’ll not tell you again. If you don’t come in this minute you won’t go to this Water Carnival you’re so set on. You can stop at home and read what the good Lord has to say on the subject of obedience.’
‘Oh, heck, I’ve done it now. She’s got her Puritan voice on.’ Lily was thrusting Dick’s eager hands away, hitching up her long skirts and scrambling down from the roof as fast as she could. She flapped a desperate hand at him. ‘Oh, do go home, Dick. It would be dreadful if I couldn’t go tomorrow. I’ve been so looking forward to it.’
He dropped lightly down beside her but when he would have gathered her in his arms yet again, Lily thrust him away. ‘Get off with you. You’ve promised to take me out in a boat tomorrow, remember. And to speak to my dad.’
Snatching her hand, he kissed the back of it. He’d seen a picture in a magazine he’d read at the Working Men’s Institute of a Frenchman doing exactly the same thing, so thought he might as well try it on Lily. He was a great one for showmanship. Made life a bit more interesting, it did. He certainly didn’t care to get too serious about it. Except for Lily. He’d do anything for his lovely Lil. He meant to impress her tomorrow too, with his skill with the oars.
‘I’ll show your dad what a good boatman I am.’ In the hope he’d look kindly upon him when later Dick made his request. Assuming he plucked up the necessary courage.
‘It’s me you have to please, you daft lump. Not me dad.’
Dick wasn’t so sure. He felt sick to his stomach at the thought of facing big Arnold Thorpe. Not a man to mess with, wasn’t Arnie. Everyone knew that. One of the most experienced fishermen on the lake he was a big brawn of a chap. Loved boxing and cock fighting and would take a gamble on anything that moved, for all he had a wife who was a Card-Carrying Methodist. Arnie was a hard man, and protective where his family were concerned, Lily in particular.
‘He won’t give his most precious daughter away to any Tom, Dick or Harry, now will he?’ he said, and they both collapsed into a fit of giggles at this old joke between them.
‘Lily! If you don’t come in this minute I’ll come and drag you up this yard by the scruff of your neck!’
Spinning on her heel, Lily ducked beneath the flapping sheets pinned on the washing line and ran, stopping only briefly with her hand on the sneck of the back door. ‘You’ll meet me on the jetty?’
‘Aye, Lily. I will.’ Then Dick blew her a kiss, just to finish the romantic interlude with a suitably extravagant gesture, and swaggered off down the back street, whistling.
The Thorpe family rowed the short half mile in the family fishing boat to where the water carnival was to be held. Arnie and the boys had given it an extra thorough clean, and decked it out in ribbons in honour of this special day. All six children, including Lily, were hardly able to sit still for excitement.
The town was humming with people in their best summer dresses. Flags and streamers were everywhere, with much splashing and squealing coming from the lake, everyone enjoying the fun.
Besides the sailing races there were always plenty of games for the children: musical chairs at the water’s edge, balloon bursting, eating buns on cycles, tent pegging and apple bobbing. Lily didn’t think herself too old for such fun. Not quite yet. For the more adventurous, there would be home-made raft races and lots of other silly water games which resulted in the contestants getting a proper soaking if they were anything like her twin brothers.
Later there might be a sham sea battle with mock explosions and clouds of smoke as if in a real war. Then the winning side would storm on to the other team’s island and everyone would cheer.
Lily knew her father would take part in the fishermen’s boat race, and likely win it as he so often did. After a picnic tea, which they would take together beneath the trees, they’d loll about and recover from their adventures for a while. Then would follow the grand firework display. It was worth coming to the Water Carnival for that glory alone.
The uncertain Lakes weather had been known to spoil the day in the past, for all it took place in early summer. Lily was delighted that this particular June day was perfect, with a merry blue sky and hardly a puff of cloud, the striped Egyptian cotton sails of the small boats dazzling in the sun. When the figure of Dick emerged from a stand of trees a few yards from the water’s edge, Lily’s happiness was complete.
Her three younger sisters, Liza, Emma and Kitty, were running in dizzying circles around Hannah, too excited to keep still. Jacob and Matt, her twelve-year-old brothers, were busy helping her father tie up the boat at the jetty, arguing furiously as their eagerness to escape and savour the delights of the carnival made them clumsy.
‘You’ll ask him now, right away?’ Lily whispered to Dick, and the sight of his death-pale face told its own tale, bringing a giggle bubbling to the surface. ‘He won’t eat you.’ Lily held the certainty of all treasured children that she’d have to commit cold-blooded murder before Arnie Thorpe fell out with his favourite daughter. Dick did not share this somewhat naive viewpoint.
‘I wouldn’t count on it. I’ll ask if I can take you rowing first.’ This would give him the chance to test Arnold Thorpe’s mood before he put the more important question. Lily pouted, but as her father approached turned it quickly into a smile and gave a furtive nod of agreement, meant only for Dick’s eyes. But Arnie, as he was often heard to remark, hadn’t been born yesterday. If a lad was standing around like a bit of wet water weed beside his pretty daughter, it wasn’t hard to guess the reason. Still, not a bad lad, Dick Rawlins. And if he was a bit lacking in the brains department, Lily had more than enough to spare for the pair of them.
‘Now then, Dick.’
‘Mr Thorpe.’ Dick swallowed the lump of terror that had lodged in his throat and wiped his hands on the seat of his trousers. The man seemed even bigger than usual, if that were possible. ‘I wondered, happen, if I could take your Lily - if you had no objections like - out on the lake?’
Arnie considered Dick very solemnly for a moment and then looked at his daughter. ‘She’s only just got off it. You’re not taking her home the minute she’s arrived, are you?’
Diverted by this unexpected remark, Dick stood nonplussed, cheeks starting to fire up. It was Lily who saved his embarrassment.
‘He means out in one of the hire boats.’
‘Oh, from the posh new rowing fleet. A fishing boat not good enough for you, is that it?’
‘Stop teasing him, Dad. He’s saved up.’
‘Aye, one shilling and ninepence,’ Dick said, recovering valiantly and puffing out his chest with pride. ‘So I can afford to pay for her.’
Arnie’s brown eyes crinkled at the corners with suppressed laughter. ‘Oh, well then, if thee’s a rich sort of chap, happen I should drop all opposition. What do you say, Mother?’
‘I say, stop plaguing the poor lad and let everyone enjoy themselves.’ Then Hannah started handing out small brown paper packages. ‘Here’s your dinner sandwiches. I doubt we’ll see hide nor hair of you till teatime.’
‘Four o’clock,’ Arnie said. ‘On the dot. Anyone who’s late will have to suffer the sharp end of my tongue in consequence.’
No one, it was agreed, would risk that.
There were some initial moans and groans as Hannah insisted the two younger girls remain with her and baby Kitty. Jacob and Matthew beat a hasty retreat before anyone should suggest they do likewise.
‘Well, get on with it, lad,’ Arnie chivvied poor Dick. ‘Or them boats’ll all be taken afore you get there.’
Thus galvanised into action, Dick and Lily walked sedately along the shore, a good six inches apart. Only when they turned a corner and believed themselves out of sight did they reach for each other’s hands. Arnie and Hannah, peeping at them between the trees, exchanged a smile and did likewise.
Less than ten minutes later Lily was reclining against the red leather cushions in what she considered a suitably ladylike pose. Unlike many of the young men recklessly showing off their inadequate skills to their sweethearts, Dick had handed her in and walked the length of the row boat without putting either of them in any danger of capsizing. Now he had a firm grip on the oars, his well-muscled arms flexing beneath his best summer shirt. Some of the toffs wore smart blazers but since Dick did not own such a garment, he’d tucked a neckcloth in the form of a cravat into his shirt collar to mark the occasion, and his one pair of brown boots were polished to a mirror brightness.
The sun was hot, and Lily adjusted her ancient straw bonnet which she hated, despite the new green ribbon trimmings meant to heighten the colour in her hazel eyes. She wished she owned a parasol like the fashionable young ladies and their mamas. These exemplars of loveliness occupied the long narrow steam-yachts which sailed majestically up and down the lake; the kind of glorious vessel owned by every rich family who occupied a mansion on the shores of Carreckwater, each vying to outdo the other in opulence.
These people had usually made their money from cotton in Lancashire, or shipping in Liverpool, and could afford to display their wealth in the finest teak, pine and oak craft. Far grander than a hired rowing boat, they were sleek and stately with embossed velvet upholstery, walnut panelling, even carpets and white marble wash hand basins. Lily had caught glimpses of these wonderful floating palaces when Arnie had been helping out with some refitting. He did occasional work for Hadley’s boat builders, which helped to eke out his low wages from the fishing, and had sneaked her aboard for a peep. The memory of such unbridled elegance had lived in Lily’s mind ever since.
One was approaching even now, sun glinting off its brass fittings, the chatter of genteel voices, merry laughter and the chink of china tea cups echoing over the lake as the ladies took tea beneath a pretty blue and cream fringed canopy. There was the papa in his top hat, the engineer in his flat cap, and the women with their wide straw hats skewered with giant pins so they didn’t blow off in the wind.
Somewhere far away on the shore a band had struck up a jolly tune and a voice was calling passengers to board Lucy Ann, the Public Steamer, smartly decked out with strings of flags, for the next lake cruise to one of the islands or the Fisherman’s Inn for luncheon.
‘All aboard! Next sailing in ten minutes. Hurry along there, please.’
Lily’s lips curved into a contented smile as she watched the jostling crowds in their bright summer dresses, some hurrying to take advantage of this offer, others strolling along the promenade or enjoying the sun on the wooden benches that stood before the Marina Hotel. She was much happier here with Dick, and the steamer already seemed crammed with people.
Emboldened by his success over the boat trip, Dick was saying, ‘So I’ve decided to talk to your father, man to man like, the minute we finish tea and before the fireworks start.’
‘Let’s hope you don’t spark off any fireworks of your own!’ Lily giggled, but for once Dick only looked troubled and paused in his rowing while he considered her quip.
‘What d’you reckon he’ll say then?’
‘Oh, don’t look so worried. He’s in a good mood. And he likes you, I know he does.’
Lily let the fingers of one hand trail in the water as she offered Dick her most radiant smile, hoping he was watching as she pressed her young body back against the cushions. ‘Make sure you tell him we don’t want to wait too long. Next summer would be perfect. I’ll be nearly seventeen by then. And don’t forget to mention our plans. See this frill on my petticoat? I did the crochet trimming myself.’ She twitched up her skirt, managing to reveal a good two inches of slender ankle as well as the lace edging.
Dick was enchanted. He had not, in fact, missed a nuance of these flirtatious gestures and wondered how he would manage to resist this adorable girl for as long as a year. The sun had burnished her brown hair to a glowing chestnut, worn loose to her shoulders beneath the straw bonnet, and on her delicious nose was a scattering of freckles brought out by the sun, that he had a desperate urge to kiss. The outline of her long legs and slender hips, curving enticingly beneath the cream print frock she wore, made his necktie feel suddenly too tight about his throat.
He almost forgot they were in a boat and he was rowing it as his gaze wandered downward to the peaks of her young breasts against the thin fabric. The sight of these wondrous delights put him in such turmoil he very nearly lost all control.
‘By heck, Lily,’ he said, in a small choking voice, ‘you’re a real cracker. I’ll do me best to persuade him, I swear it.’
Thrilled by his ardour she blew him a kiss, puckering her lips into such a delightful pout that Dick could resist her no longer and the recklessness in him surged to the surface. In the next instant he was on his feet, making the boat rock madly as he reached forward to steal one sweet kiss before rowing her out to Hazel Holme and maybe managing to steal a bit more.
Lily squealed with delight at his daring. ‘You’ll have us over, you daft lump!’
But he only laughed. It was in that moment that he happened to glance up. Something alerted him. A shadow? Someone shouting or dropping a tea cup? But it was too late. By then the steam-launch was upon them. He could almost see his own slack-jawed surprise as he was catapulted into the air, his ears filled with the terrifying sounds of splintering wood as the slender rowing boat was sliced into two neat halves. And endless screams carried up into the true blue sky.
‘All my best china broken! Not a single cup left intact. Completely ruined. It really is most dreadfully upsetting.’
Edward Clermont-Read gazed down upon his wife with appalled disbelief registering on his usually pleasant, moustachioed face. ‘Nay, Margot, the loss of a young man’s life is worth far more than a few pots.’
‘They weren’t pots, they were the finest bone china. Please don’t use such common expressions.’
Edward stood corrected. ‘Even so. That poor young man...’
‘We cannot be blamed.’ The pitch of Margot’s voice rose as she struggled to hold on to her quick-fire temper. ‘He was standing in the boat, like the fool he evidently was. I saw him with my own eyes. If he’d been paying proper attention to what he should have been about, he could easily have got out of the way.’
‘Now don’t get yourself into a lather.’
‘I’m not in a lather!’
‘Well, I’m sure George will be heartened, if a little surprised, that you champion him so adamantly, my love,’ Edward said with some asperity.
‘George?’
‘He’s the best chauffeur-engineer I’ve ever had, and devastated at having caused such a tragedy.’
Since it had never entered his wife’s head to defend the man, a servant after all, who had actually skippered the steam-yacht Faith into disaster, Margot opened her mouth to say as much and then snapped it shut again. Edward could be ridiculously egalitarian. He never had managed to shake free from his roots.
She rose with self-conscious elegance from the chaise-longue in the drawing room of Barwick House to which she had repaired after the accident and jerked the bell rope that hung by the marble fireplace. ‘I long for a restorative cup of tea. I’m surprised you didn’t think to order a pot for me when you saw how dreadfully upset I was.’
‘I saw you were concerned for your crockery,’ he said tightly. Her eyes glinted beneath narrowed lids.
‘Make fun of me if you will, you dreadful man, but that service was especially commissioned and monogrammed with the Faith’s name. It cost a small fortune, and are you not always telling me to watch the pennies, as if we too were st-silly peasants?’ She’d almost said ‘still poor’.
Edward gazed upon his wife in helpless despair. How could he go on loving such a selfish, snobbish creature? Yet he did. He adored her. He loved every hair on her beautiful and expensively coiffured head. Every gesture of her plump, ringed hands. Every movement of the exquisitely gowned and, though she might deny it, increasingly matronly figure. She may no longer be the fresh, slender, eager young girl he had married all those years before, but she had nerves of steel, had been as ambitious as he and as anxious to drag them, step by painful step, up the ladder of success. In short, the best helpmeet a man in his position could have had. He’d been damned lucky to have her and he knew it.
Not once had she complained, no matter how hard he’d had to work, however many long hours he’d put in at the warehouse. There’d been times when they’d wondered if his freight business would survive a harsh winter or a particularly bad debtor. Yet not for a moment had she doubted his ability to succeed; never been anything but impeccably dressed and, in his eyes at least, gloriously beautiful.
Building this fine house on the shores of Carreckwater had been the pinnacle of their joint achievement. It proved they’d arrived. They’d often rented a place on the lake, as was fashionable, for the entire summer, but now that they owned their own small mansion, Edward didn’t mind in the least commuting to Manchester from Windermere every Monday morning when he could return each Friday to this proof of his success.
So if his wife was now hell-bent on being accepted into the highest echelons of society which Carreckwater, and the County, had to offer, could he blame her?
Dear Margot would permit nothing to stand in her way, certainly not a distinct lack of return invitations from the local arbiters of social acceptability.
The Faith, now sadly battered, had been the key meant to open many doors, since it admitted them as members of the exclusive Carreckwater Yacht Club. Edward was even considering sponsoring a prize himself at next year’s regatta.
He had taken great pleasure in designing the craft and believed it to be a fine vessel, if he said so himself. Not a steamer on the lake possessed a taller mast, even if he rarely ran a sail up it. But then, he knew a thing or two about boats. They’d been his passion for years. He also owned a neat little launch in Liverpool, and was considering buying himself a small sailing yacht on the Isle of Wight one of these days, exactly as Ferguson-Walsh had done.
He’d naturally left Margot to choose the furnishings and fittings: blue leather upholstery, blue and cream silk panelling, and all the tasteful fol-de-rols considered essential for gracious living aboard a yacht.
He watched her now, pacing her drawing room, fretfully folding and unfolding her hands, and knew it wasn’t so much the china which bothered her as her injured pride. Margot cared deeply what other folk thought of her. Too much so, in fact. And if the Gowdrys, the Dunstons, and most of all the Mrs Lindens of this world should decide that it was the Clermont-Read’s vessel which had breached the unwritten code of the lake and caused the terrible tragedy, all hope of attaining the status Margot craved, not to mention a suitable catch for her wilful daughter, would be gone. Even now he could hear the two of them discussing the effect of the tragedy upon their social lives. ‘We really haven’t time to sit here endlessly talking round the subject,’ Margot was saying. ‘We’re expected for lunch with the Ferguson -Walshes.’
‘Damn it, Maggie, we can’t go out to eat ham and fancy salads with the Ferguson-Walshes as if naught has happened.’
‘Don’t be coarse, Edward. We can’t let them down. It wouldn’t be polite. And don’t call me Maggie.’
‘There might have to be an enquiry,’ he said, desperate to escape this particular duty. He couldn’t abide Clive Ferguson-Walsh, for all he strove to match his wealth. The man thought he owned the town just because he was a J.P. and had been Mayor more times than any other member of the town council.
Margot stared at him. ‘Enquiry? What are you talking about?’
‘I’m saying there’ll no doubt be an enquiry.’ Once having got the idea into his head he was reluctant to let it go, although privately Edward doubted anyone would have the nerve to tackle him on the subject when it came to the point. He may not yet have reached Ferguson-Walsh’s stature but nevertheless was recognised as a man of substance these days. But if he could use the threat gently to browbeat his wife into obedience for once, he would do so.
‘What sort of an enquiry?’ Anxiety sharpened her features and she looked, in that moment, all of her forty-three years.
‘To see who was at fault. We’ll have to stop in. The police may call.’
‘Police? In my house?’
‘In any case, we’d be best to lie low for a day or two. Out of respect.’ Edward moved to his humidor and, lifting the lid, took his time selecting, sniffing and rolling a cigar between thumb and forefinger while his wife and daughter struggled to curb disappointment and mounting hysteria as all their plans fell about their heads.
‘We have the firework party tonight.’
Edward frowned. ‘I don’t believe you’re listening to a word I say, the pair of you. I reckon I’m still master in my own house, and I say it wouldn’t be right.’
Selene got shakily to her feet, and her voice when she found it was oddly shrill. ‘But what about the ball tomorrow? I must attend that. I’m perfectly sure that Philip Linden will sign my card for every dance which etiquette permits.’
‘But of course you must attend, darling,’ Margot reassured her. ‘I wouldn’t hear of anything different. Nor would your father.’ She threw a challenging glare in Edward’s direction but he merely clamped his teeth about the butt of his cigar and drew gratefully and deeply upon it. She was indeed the most vexing of wives, yet he couldn’t help but admire such single-minded resolve.
But then his darling Margot had worked as hard as himself over the years and deserved her reward. If it meant he had to suffer, and pay for, all manner of balls and picnics, gowns and gee-gaws, for eighteen-year-old Selene to find the right husband, so be it. Only not now, not after this accident. Never let it be said he wasn’t a man who knew what was right and proper.
‘I know what’s right and proper,’ he said, needing to air his thoughts. ‘It might do us damage.’
And if his only son failed to appreciate the worth of his achievement, or the effort required to keep his fortune intact, choosing instead to idle away his days, then ... No, that was a worry he hadn’t the strength to face today. He had enough on his plate with this pantomime. By which he meant the behaviour of Margot and Selene. You couldn’t class the death of a fine young man, for all he came from the poorest district in the locality, as anything but a tragedy.
Pictures of the horrific scene had scarcely left his head since it happened and Edward doubted they ever would. Was it only an hour since? It felt like a lifetime. There was no doubt the young man’s carelessness was largely responsible for the tragedy. He’d been far more interested in his young companion, which Edward did not wonder at, since she had an unusual and striking beauty about her.
‘Edward, I really do not think you appreciate how much effort we have put into preparing for this ball.’
‘That girl...’ he managed.
‘Never mind the dratted girl, I’m talking about our own darling Selene!’
There was a furious rustle of skirts from the window-seat where Selene had slumped, to gaze morosely out upon the ruin of her dreams.
‘Did you see the surprise in that girl’s eyes as her half of the boat sank?’ she said now with peevish satisfaction. ‘I swear it was the funniest thing I ever…’
‘Selene!’ Much as he might love his family and make allowances for them, even Edward’s patience had its limits. ‘Have you no sense of decency, girl? No taste?’
‘Don’t turn on your daughter simply because some careless young man has scraped our new yacht and damaged not only our best tea service but probably our place in society. We are ruined.’
As Margot defiantly lifted her plump chin, she caught Edward’s ferocious gaze. She had never been a woman to resort to sal volatile and didn’t intend to start now. Even so, there were times when a little assumed weakness could pay dividends, so she lowered her head and sniffed dramatically into her lavender-scented handkerchief. ‘I grieve for the young man’s poor mother, of course, Edward, but refute the charge that we are to blame for the accident.’
‘We must bear some of the responsibility. We were the other party involved.’
‘The innocent party.’
‘How can you say so, until there’s been an enquiry?’
‘There’ll be no enquiry, you silly man. Who would dare? Damn you, Edward, I believe you wish to make me ill.’
There was a long and dreadful silence in which nothing could be heard but the doleful ticking of the grandfather clock. Then the door opened, very slowly, as if whoever entered had waited an age for this very silence to give her leave. Betty Cotley, their youngest and newest maid, crept in with a huge silver tray, crossing the room as if it were a desert and she longed only to drop her load and scurry back to the sanctuary whence she’d emerged.
‘Shall I pour, ma’am?’
‘No. Leave it. A cup of tea is the last thing I need. That isn’t going to solve anything.’
‘Very good, ma’am.’ But when she was about to take the tray away again, Margot slapped at her hand and the maid did indeed scurry away.
‘We’ll have to attend the funeral, of course,’ Edward said into the yawning silence.
‘Indeed we won’t.’
‘It’d be the proper gesture. In the circumstances.’
Margot, for once, poured her own tea, hoping it would soothe her nerves. ‘They’ll say it proves our guilt. That we are admitting blame.’
‘Balderdash! We must send a wreath and a card. Show due respect to an innocent young man.’
‘That innocent young man, as you call him, was alone in that boat with a young woman. Some hussy or other. And no doubt they’d been drinking.’ She handed her husband a cup.
Edward sighed. ‘It was barely ten o’clock in the morning, Margot. How on earth could you conclude that they had been drinking?’
‘Why else would he be cavorting about if he wasn’t drunk? He’d have seen us otherwise. It’s not as though we are small. The Faith is the largest steam yacht on the lake.’
‘Apart from Mrs Linden’s,’ Selene reminded her.
‘Very well, yes, apart from hers.’ Irritated by her daughter’s untimely reminder, Margot’s temper flared hot and acid. ‘I’ll not be told what to do by a clutch of stupid peasants who spend their time drinking and forn--’ She stopped, rouged cheeks shot crimson with horror at the crudity she’d been about to utter.
For a second she’d forgotten that she was no longer Maggie Read, only daughter of a humble tailor, but the scented Margot, beloved wife of the once up-and-coming and now splendidly arrived and well-to-do merchant, Edward Clermont. Together the Clermont-Reads made a formidable partnership which neither had regretted making.
Not that she had ever been as poor as that young man and his flighty piece clearly were. They positively reeked of poverty. You could almost smell it in the limpness of the girl’s cotton frock, bought no doubt from one of those dreadful hand-me-down rag stalls. Goodness knows when it had last been washed. The poor, in Margot’s opinion, should be locked up or have the decency to keep indoors out of sight of decent folk. The girl’s straw bonnet looked as if it had been sat upon, and no sign of a parasol. Even from the deck of the Faith, Margot could see quite clearly how outrageously the girl had flirted with the young man, lifting her skirt to reveal bare ankles, would you believe, above common black boots. No better than she should be, that little madam. Dear me, no. She and Edward may have had their hard times but they had never lacked for taste or propriety.
As for Selene ... ‘My sweet darling girl’s future is in ruins,’ she railed. ‘Along with the family good name. Can’t you see that, you stupid man?’
Edward sucked on his Havana and remained impassive. ‘I see that you think so.’
‘I was perfectly sure that Philip Linden would offer for Selene at some point during the festivities. Now it will never come about.’
‘I’m sure our clever daughter will find a way around the set-back,’ Edward declared, and Margot only just managed to stifle a scream of frustration. Tantrums rarely worked with her vexingly phlegmatic husband.
‘I shall take to my bed,’ she declared, in the injured tones of a woman who has been driven to the limits of her endurance.
‘As you wish, my dear,’ Edward quietly remarked. ‘Pour me a drop more tea, Selene,’ And reached for a piece of his favourite shortbread. Uttering a silent oath beneath her breath, one which Maggie Read had used often but Margot Clermont-Read had long since forsaken, she sailed from the room with the last scrap of her dignity intact and took out her fury on her pillow.
Lily felt her life was over. Despite the fire in the small grate she felt so cold in every limb she was sure she’d never feel warm again. The noise and bustle of her family floated over her head as if they existed in some other time, some other place, and had nothing to do with her at all.
‘Come on, the lot of you,’ Hannah was saying. ‘Sit up to the table. We must eat.’ She started laying out knives, a modest wedge of cheese and a dish of home-made pickles. ‘Slice that loaf, Liza.’
‘Oh, I’m no good at it. I cut it too thick. Why can’t our Lily do it?’
‘Because I’ve told you to do it.’
The two boys were squabbling over which of them should have the single slice of fat pork left over from the previous day’s supper. Arnie settled the matter by bestowing it upon his own plate.
Seeing that her eldest daughter hadn’t moved, Hannah pressed a hand on her shoulder. ‘Come and eat, lass. You’ve sat there for nigh on two days, not eating, not sleeping, doing naught but weep. It’ll do you no good.’ But Lily turned her head away, not wanting to listen to the usual family banter, and certainly with no desire to eat. A great pain occupied much of her breast and sealed her throat off as tightly as if it were in a vice. Every part of her felt numb and the effort to move, even to feed herself, was well-nigh impossible. It seemed somehow a betrayal to poor Dick, who would never sit at a table and eat again.
‘I know it seems like the end of the world,’ Hannah murmured. ‘But the pain will pass in time.’
Lily did not for a minute believe this, so remained silent. Hannah sent a mute appeal to Arnie, but he was spearing pickles with his knife and paying no attention to his wife. She tried again. ‘You have to keep up your strength, lass. You’ve hardly eaten a thing since - well, since it happened. Everyone’s been hurt by this terrible accident. I do understand how you feel, love, but life goes on.’
Lily could hear her mother’s words, the sort everyone uttered in such circumstances, and was grateful for her sympathy. But deep inside she knew that she did not understand at all. Nobody could. Hannah hadn’t lost the man she loved, the man she had meant to marry. And then her mother committed the ultimate sin.
‘I’m sure the Clermont-Reads, toffee-nosed though they may be, are every bit as upset as we are,’ she said, in her rough but kindly way. ‘And young Dick was always a bit of a gormless lad, bless him.’
Lily was on her feet in a second. ‘How can you say that? You weren’t even there. You know nothing about it. The Clermont-Reads don’t give a toss about folk like us!’ Tears spurted, hot and fierce. ‘They’ve ruined my life. If Dick was a bit of a madcap, what of it? He was young and good and kind, with all his life before him. And I loved him. We were going to get married.’
At which point Arnie lifted his head long enough to take an interest in what was going on. ‘Married? Don’t talk daft, girl. Enough of this. You’re too young for such notions, our Lily. I’ll tell you when you can get wed.’
‘Oh, will you?’ she said, defying her father for the first time in her life and feeling a strange satisfaction at the startled expression that registered in his blue eyes. Then she was shocked to see them narrow and harden.
‘Aye, I will. And I’ll tell you who to, an’ all.’
‘Listen to your father, Lily,’ Hannah soothed. ‘I know you liked young Dick well enough. He were a grand lad. But you’ll find someone else. You’re young and will love again.’
‘Can’t you understand? I don’t want anyone else. I want Dick. And now he’s gone.’
Bursting into tears Lily fled noisily upstairs to the tiny room she shared with her younger sisters, the sound of her father’s voice echoing angrily after her. ‘Come back here this minute, girl. You’ll not speak to your mother in such a way.’
But she did not go back. She paid him no heed at all. Nor did she speak to any of her sisters as later that evening they crept into the room and silently got ready for bed. So far as Lily was concerned, her life was empty, happiness vanquished, and she wished at this moment that she too were dead. What did she have to live for without Dick to love her? She’d never be a dressmaker now, never make her fortune and live in a fine house with a loving husband beside her. Probably never marry at all. Instead she must somehow find the strength to attend his funeral and watch them put his beautiful young body into the cold dark earth. She shuddered, and the pain in her chest expanded, filling her entire being with an anguish which robbed her of the very breath of life, her dreams turned to dust like that which filled the old ash pit.
This thought reminded her of their last sweet love-making session on that very roof, of how he’d laid on top of her, pushing his tongue into her mouth, and a new fear started. What if the rumour were true and such kissing did get you a bairn? What would she do then? The tears spurted afresh, hot, unstoppable and horribly silent.
Emma said, ‘I brought you a cheese and pickle sandwich, our Lily,’ thrusting a much squashed piece of bread in her hand. Two-year-old Kitty dabbed at the tears on her face with a damp flannel and Liza brought her a mug of hot tea from which Lily took two sips then left it to go cold. Only the warmth of her three sisters curled close about her like spoons in a drawer brought her the comfort she craved. And then at last, after two sleepless nights, Lily slept.
The simple interment of young Dick Rawlins took place two days later. Lily stood in the stiff breeze of the churchyard, eyes red but squeezed dry of tears as she watched the bearers carry the plain coffin to its final resting place. The small cemetery was packed with silent women in unrelieved black, turned green from long years of service, and men in hard bowler hats saved specially for this purpose. The rooks cawing in the lattice of branches above almost drowned out the minister’s words, and Lily thought the sob wrung from Dick’s weeping mother at her side as the first clod of earth rattled on to the cheap wood would live with her for the rest of her days.
There was no wake, no funeral cake, not even the money to hire the horse-drawn parish hearse, nor any exchange of chatter and happy memories. Paying the laying-out woman, gravedigger and minister would put Dick’s family into debt for weeks. There was certainly no money to spare for cold meats to feed those who came to grieve with them. Nor was it expected. This tragedy was too keenly felt, the boy too young for anyone to have the heart.
Duty was dispatched as quickly as possible, words of sympathy issued, and then the grieving woman was borne away by her family and friends and everyone hurried back to their own home or workplace, dabbing at their eyes and blowing their noses. For the next few days at least they would exhibit a touch more patience towards their own loved ones.
Lily was the last to leave, lingering by Dick’s grave to drop a wild rose she’d gathered specially on to his coffin. It seemed a pathetic offering in comparison with the enormous glass bowl of waxen lilies and white gardenias which had been sent by the Clermont-Reads. Though hers was offered with love, she told herself, not guilt as theirs undoubtedly was.
As if spirited up by this thought, she found herself joined by a dark figure in greatcoat and tall hat.
‘Miss Thorpe?’
Lily lifted her chin, gaze hostile, and was surprised to see grey eyes filled with sympathy fixed upon her.
‘My card. Should you ever require help or assistance in any small degree, you have only to ask,’ Edward Clermont-Read told her.
Anger kept Lily silent, the scent of the graveyard yews becoming in that moment so overpowering she felt suffocated. How dare he? As if he could atone with money for having killed poor Dick.
When Edward had gone, Lily sank to her knees and, finding the card still in her hand, thrust it into her pocket. For a long time she fixed her burning gaze, unseeing, upon Dick’s grave, determined not to break down, not to give Edward Clermont-Read the satisfaction of witnessing her weakness. At length the choking sensation in her throat eased sufficiently for her to put her thoughts into words.
‘Goodbye, my love. I’ll never forget you, Dick, for as long as I live. I swear it.’
‘I don’t wonder at it. He were a right grand lad.’
The voice made her jump. Lily saw first a pair of patched black boots, from which protruded stick-like legs beneath several layers of indistinguishable clothing. Then the legs bent, and beside her squatted a girl of around her own age. Dark, curly hair hung in straggling rat’s tails about a small pixie-like face, from which a pair of moist dark eyes regarded Lily with candid interest. The end of the small pointed nose was red, as if it had been blown a good deal.
'Who’d have thought we’d lose our lovely Dickie?’
Lily stared at the girl. ‘Your lovely Dickie? I didn’t know Dick had any sisters?’
The girl seemed to think this hilarious. ‘Bless you, I ain’t his sister. Me an’ him was, you know, friends.’ She winked, then seeming to realise what she had said, fresh tears spurted and she let out a great howl of anguish. ‘Oh, lordy.’ And plopping backwards on to the turf by the graveside, the girl brought out a big red handkerchief and buried her face in it. ‘I can’t believe he’s gone,’ sobbed the muffled voice. ‘How will we manage without him?’
Lily felt a bit odd inside. Who was this girl? What did she have to do with Dick?
‘Friends?’ she ventured. ‘What sort of friends?’
The small face emerged screwed up with pain, then the red handkerchief was used to scrub away the remaining drops of tears. ‘Oh, don’t you worry none, Lil’. You don’t mind me calling you that, do you? Only I feel as if I know you already, him doing naught but talk about his darling Lily. I know you loved him. But I loved him too. As a dear friend, you might say. He were right kind to me, even though he telled me over and over that you were his girl. D’you see?’
Lily wasn’t too sure if she did see, or if she were missing some vital piece of information. But the girl had evidently cared for Dick, or Dickie as she affectionately called him, and clearly grieved, as Lily did, over his death. Well, perhaps not quite as she did. The girl had made it plain Lily’s own relationship with Dick was special.
She was right. However would Lily manage without him? Then it was she who was weeping, sobbing and hiccuping as if her heart were broken, for surely it was, and the girl was holding her close against a chest even flatter than Lily’s own. Patting her shoulder as if she were a young child.
‘There, there, don’t take on so. I didn’t mean to upset you, lass. Dick wouldn’t want you making yourself ill, now would he?’ When the red handkerchief had been pressed into further service and the tears were all mopped up, the two girls exchanged tremulous smiles.
‘I’m Rose. Rose Collins.’
‘Hello, Rose. I’m Lily Thorpe. Oh, how silly. You already know that.’ And they grinned at each other.
‘Well, we’ve summat in common, anyroad,’ Rose said. ‘Our mothers must have thought we both looked like flowers.’
‘I’m no pale and peaceful lily.’
‘And I’m no pretty pink rose.’ Rose grinned widely. ‘But then, we both loved that great daft cluck who’s gone to his untimely end. If in different ways of course.’ The huge dark eyes, almost too large for her small pointed face, narrowed into slits of anger. ‘I don’t know about you, love, but I’d like to see someone swing for what happened.’
‘Me too,’ Lily admitted, realising on the instant it was true. ‘Steaming along in their great yacht without a care for other folk.’
‘Aye. Bloomin’ toffs,’ Rose said with feeling. ‘Think they own the lake, they do.’
Arms about each other, the two girls began to walk down St Margaret’s steps and along the shingle to the old boathouses, sharing the damp handkerchief from time to time. Swept along by the emotion of the day Lily opened up her heart to this sympathetic stranger.
‘Dick was the love of my life.’
‘Aye, I know.’
‘We were going to be married. Happen sooner than we planned, what with me mebbe carrying his bairn.’
Rose stopped in her tracks. ‘Nay. Ee, you poor lass. Dickie told me how you was to wed, but he never said aught about that.’
‘He didn’t even know.’
Intrigued, Rose linked arms with Lily. ‘Tell me all about it? Happen I can help. You never know.’
As dusk gathered and a breeze filtered down from the high fells, cooling the deep wooded valley and gently ruffling the slate surface of the lake, Lily poured out the pain of her longings and secret fears about the things her own mother had never fully explained. As Lily talked, she plainly revealed her naivety, and the gaps in her patchy knowledge.
‘So when did you last see the curse?’ Rose asked, bewildered, as well she might be, by Lily’s tale.
‘What curse? Curse of what?’
When this was explained, which took a good long time, tied up as it was with more intimate facts of life with which Rose was easily familiar but which held more surprises than Lily was prepared for, she learned the full extent of her ignorance. It turned out she was in no danger at all of having anyone’s baby. Not only because she and Dick had never actually done anything likely to bring one about, but because so far as Mother Nature was concerned, Lily’s malnourished body was still that of a child. Somehow this upset her even more than an unwanted pregnancy, for all her mother would have scalped her alive had it been true.
Now Lily forgot her vehemence about not wanting to be shackled by children. She forgot how they had dreamed of escape and making a fortune together. For now she would never have Dick’s child ever, any more than next summer she would be his bride? The Clermont-Reads had denied her all of that.
Her darling Dick was dead and gone, and she’d never see him again.
It was in that moment that Lily made her pledge. One day, no matter what the sacrifice, she would take her revenge. She took Edward’s card from her pocket and ground it into the mud under her heel.
1911
Over the next two years Lily and Rose became almost inseparable. Lily never enquired into the true nature of Rose’s relationship with Dick, nor did Rose ever fully explain it. They were content to enjoy their burgeoning friendship and bring what comfort they could to each other.
Rose had recently come to live on Fossburn Street, quite close to the churchyard where the two girls had met. And if, on the occasions when Lily visited, there were more comings and goings than seemed quite normal for a modest cottage, she made no comment upon the matter. None of the many men who tramped up the narrow wooden stairs in their heavy boots made any trouble or stayed very long.
Rose’s mother Nan, rake-thin and little more than a girl herself, had a pretty face beneath a thatch of none-too-clean red hair, soulful eyes and a big laugh.
After her latest visitor had gone she would come downstairs in a silk dressing-gown, as if she were a music hall artiste, and sit and roll her own cigarettes, a habit which Lily considered dreadfully daring and modern. Then she’d prop her slippered feet on the brass fender and blow smoke rings while she passed on the juiciest bits of gossip she had picked up, and describe her men friends with such hilarious accuracy it made the two girls weep with laughter.
Nan was more than generous. Lily did not fail to notice that unlike her own family, who survived mainly on thin soup and bread when the fish weren’t running, Rose and her mother ate well.
Lily was sick of fish. Even on those rare occasions when the catch was a good one, the best part of it - the char - was sold to Agnes Lang, who potted it in fancy little pots and packed them off to London to be enjoyed by the well-to-do. The Thorpe family lived mainly on eels, small perch and brown trout.
‘Here, lovey, go and buy three pennyworth of meat and potato pie from Mrs Edgar’s Cook Shop,’ Nan would say. And off the girls would run to the corner shop where a fat old lady with a toothless grin stood sentry over a huge pot from which she doled out platefuls of the best steaming hot meat and potato pie Lily had ever tasted: the pastry golden and crisp, the meat succulent and tender. It made Lily’s mouth water just to stand there and breathe in the appetising aroma. Or they would buy Cumberland sausages, fat and spicy and dripping with hot fat.
‘We’ll take a drop of stout to wash it all down,’ Nan would say, sending Rose running next to the Cobbles Inn with a jug.
Nor did she worry about tidying up the mess when the delicious meal was over.
‘We’ll see to it tomorrow,’ was her favourite phrase. Oh, so unlike my mam, Lily thought, only too aware that Hannah could never sit still for a minute if there was a cup to be washed or a hearth swept.
Arnie was fond of telling his wife: ‘If the good Lord himself were to come calling you’d tell him to wipe his feet first.’
‘He wouldn’t need to be told,’ Hannah would say, at least able to laugh at herself. ‘He’d have more sense than to come in with dirty boots on, unlike some chaps I could mention.’
But for all her mother’s cheerful disposition and Arnie’s good heart, Lily told her parents little of her new friend’s home life. Hannah would not have approved of the goings on in Fossburn Street. Rose was polite and quiet on her frequent visits to the house in Carter Street, for all she was an odd little creature, and her innately cheerful nature seemed to be good for Lily, so she was accepted at face value, with no enquiries made into her background - never a wise thing to do in this district, in any case.
Hannah made over a warm coat for Rose when winter came. She’d meant it for Lily, but the other girl didn’t seem to possess such a garment. Arnie helped her to find a job working on the greengrocery stall at The Cobbles market every Wednesday and Friday. Rose could hardly believe her good fortune.
‘By heck, a proper job with money in me pocket every week, and a good coat to keep the cold out. I’m right glad I met you, Lily. And your lovely family.’
‘I’m glad too,’ she said.
‘I don’t want to end up like my mam, you know.’
‘Neither do I.’ And the two girls smiled at each other in perfect understanding.
‘It’s changed my life it has, to have a friend like you.’
It seemed to Lily that the day Dick drowned her whole world too had changed, but unlike Rose’s, not for the better. Their friendship was the only thing which had kept her sane. Not only had she lost her dearest love, but she felt the chains of The Cobbles weigh heavy upon her.
The subject of her apprenticeship to a Bowness dressmaker had only once been broached.
‘You’ll have to ask your father,’ Hannah had said, looking sad and troubled when Lily had ventured to make her request. It had seemed so much harder to ask without Dick beside her for support.
Arnie’s response had been entirely predictable. ‘Your mother needs you on the fish stall. How would she manage without you?’
‘Our Liza could help more.’
‘She’s too young, nobbut ten, and can’t add up for toffee. Anyroad, what good would dressmaking do you? Mixing with your betters. No point in getting above theeself, young lady. I hope I’m a man who knows his place.’ Arnie sat on his stool in the back yard and applied his full attention to mending his nets, the subject closed so far as he was concerned.
‘Don’t you want me to better meself?’ Lily demanded.
‘How would you do that, pray? Thee’s good enough as you are. There’s naught to be ashamed of in being poor. We do an honest day’s work for an honest day’s pay and don’t hanker after aught we can’t have.’
‘Yes, but...’
‘Lily!’ He flung down the half-mended net in exasperation. ‘Don’t you think I’ve troubles enough, without listening to yours? The Board of Conservators are hell-bent on putting an end to commercial fishing in this lake. They say it’s been over-fished for years and stocks are running out, and it’s true it don’t support us like it used to. I have to work at boat building, odd jobs, aught I can lay me hand to.’
‘All the more reason for me to get out of anything to do with fish,’ Lily stubbornly persisted. She could hear Mrs Adams next door, shouting at her two sons. She’d be out in a minute to complain to Arnie about how wicked and lazy they were. The yard door creaked open and Bessie Johnson staggered in with a sack of wood she’d collected.
‘Evening, Arnie.’
‘Evening, Bessie. Winter here already, is it? And here’s me thinking it were nobbut summer.’
‘Found a tree down, out in the woods. Waste not, want not, eh? I like a li’le fire of an evening.’ The old woman shot Lily a piercing glance. ‘You all right, lass?’
‘Yes, thanks. I’m fine.’
Oh, but she wasn’t fine. She wasn’t fine at all. How Lily ached for a bit of privacy. A place where a person could have a conversation without being under the scrutiny of every prying busybody. Where ceilings didn’t drip with damp and you didn’t spend half your time scrubbing the stench of urine from the yard flags.
‘Well then, if you’re fine, you can help me with this lot,’ Bessie told her.
By the time Lily had helped the old woman stow her load of rotting wood in the stinking little cubby hole under her stairs, the Adams boys were rolling around the yard engaged in a bout of fisticuffs which it took their father’s and Arnie’s combined strength to bring to an end before they killed each other. Lily’s hatred for The Cobbles was magnified to enormous proportions. She must get out, she really must. She was in danger of losing all her dreams simply because she’d lost Dick.
Arnie calmly returned to work on his nets, and Lily to her argument.
‘I’d bring good money into the house if I had a trade at me fingertips.’ But somehow the fight had gone out of her. She felt so utterly powerless, so overwhelmed by her situation, that she knew it to be useless.
‘Aye, in about seven years happen, if we survived that long.’
‘Why won’t you help me to escape?’
Arnie’s mouth trembled as he looked at his wilful daughter, and his pale blue eyes held such an aching sadness that it pierced Lily to the heart. ‘Don’t you think that if I had the money to buy an apprenticeship, or whatever else you’d set your heart on, I’d do it? But I haven’t the money, Lily, and never will have. It’s a struggle to get by each day and put enough food in our mouths. So what’s the point in wishing for what thee can’t have? Be happy with what tha’s got. That way you don’t go mad.’
Lily acknowledged defeat. There was nothing to be done. No escape. Only she couldn’t be happy with what she’d got, that was the trouble. She wanted so much more.
Arnie took his troubles to the pub. Whilst he respected his wife’s abstemious nature, he didn’t share it. Being Church of England himself, he’d never signed the Pledge, and didn’t intend to start now. He and Hannah had come to an agreement early on in their married life, to live and let live. He never went home rolling drunk, not like some he could mention, so didn’t feel guilty. Not that he had the money to get drunk even if he had the inclination. He’d certainly little enough tonight, but he liked coming to The Cobbles Inn. There was a warm, friendly fug about the place, for all the filthy straw beneath his feet and dubious cleanliness of the tankards. He fastidiously brought his own because of it, though he was ready enough to join in any bit of fun that went on here: cock fight or bare-knuckle contest, a bit of crack with his mates. And he wasn’t averse to betting a bob or two each way, if he had any to spare. A little matter he failed to mention to his wife.
‘Aught on tonight, Jim?’ he asked the landlord, who jerked his head in the direction of the back room by way of reply.
‘I’ll happen look in later.’ Arnie ordered his usual half of bitter and, leaning against the bar, sank into unaccustomed gloom.
He’d give anything to make Lily happy. She deserved to be. Such a bonny lass, and so young to suffer grief. He felt so fiercely protective of her, the pain was almost impossible to bear at times. Why didn’t she see that? He’d buy her the world if he could afford it. Didn’t she realise that if he could see any way to get her out of The Cobbles, he would? Drat the place!
‘Should have been razed to the ground years ago,’ he growled out loud.
A deep chuckle came in response to this fervent declaration. ‘I don’t know, the beer’s not that bad.’
The man at his elbow, for all he seemed little more than a boy, had the sort of physique Arnie would not have cared to tackle alone on a dark night. He had thick eyebrows that almost met in the middle, dark hair, and a swarthy complexion which hadn’t recently seen a razor. Dressed in a navy pullover, he had the air and bearing of a fisherman, but Arnie knew them all, there being so few left, and this man wasn’t one of them. But he seemed friendly enough, and the hand grasping the handle of his jug looked as if it had seen a fair day’s work.
‘I wasn’t talking about the beer. It was the whole place I meant - The Cobbles,’ Arnie explained.
‘Ah, I see your point.’
‘No drains, gutters broken, only water from a pump in a shared yard, and walls that thin you can hear ‘em stir their tea next door. Been here hundreds of years it has, and should be burned to the ground.’
‘Won’t do it though, the landlords, will they? Wealth is power, and mustn’t be weakened by consideration for those who labour. But times are changing. The bosses won’t always have it their own way. Some of us are fighting back.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘Take me, for instance. I’ve got meself a good job working on the Public Steamer. It’s only taking tickets but then I’m young yet, just twenty-one. I’ve plenty of time, and you have to start somewhere, eh? I mean to go places.’
Arnie laughed. ‘Working for the steamer company, the only place thee’ll go is round the lake!’
‘You can mock but I’ve served my time on bigger ships and I’ve a bit put by. I’m on my way, I tell you.’ He pointed a finger at the grimy ceiling. ‘I have plans.’
Arnie looked more closely at the young man, at the set of his jaw and the determination in his blue eyes. ‘Aye, happen you will an’ all.’ There was a tinge of new respect in his voice. ‘You’re not from round these parts then? I don’t seem to recollect...’
‘Monroe. Nathan Monroe. I’ve been away for a good while. But, aye, I was born in the middle of this rat’s nest of streets, the smell of refuse on me doorstep battling with the sweet scents from the fells above, so I understand how you feel. It’s criminal this place wasn’t flattened years ago. With the elegant new villas built all along The Parade, you’d think they’d want to clean up these poorer areas, wouldn’t you? But no, profit is all. The landlords don’t give a damn whether The Cobbles is a good place to live or not.’
‘Aye, you’re right there.’ Arnie sighed. Landlords seemed to be the source of all his problems. Only last week his had come knocking at the door yet again in the shape of Percy Wright, the ferret-faced and persistent agent. Lily might resent the fact that Arnie had refused to complain to the Clermont-Reads over young Dick’s tragic accident, but how could he? It was to them he owed rent. He took a swallow of his beer, depression settling still further.
The young man was still talking. ‘All they care about is making Carreckwater comfortable for themselves.’
Arnie looked doleful. ‘And now we’ve got steamers, posh houses all round the lake, a town band, women on bicycles for God’s sake! Even electric lamps in our streets that frighten our old folk who fear they’ll leak and kill ‘em in their beds.’
‘Ah, but that’s all for the good of the tourists, Arnie,’ the young man said, as if they were old friends. ‘They’ll provide the profits which could make us all rich, if we play our cards right.’
‘Well, the fishing’s going nowhere, is it?’ He gave a harsh little laugh, and recklessly ordered a second half so he could sink his troubles in his beer. He would have liked to buy the pleasant young man one too, but wasn’t sure his pocket could run to it.
‘How’s Lily?’
The abrupt change of direction took him by surprise and he spluttered into his drink. ‘Who?’
‘Lily. She is your daughter, isn’t she?’
Arnie wiped the froth from his chin and peered at the man through narrowed eyes. ‘How do you know our Lily? Come to that, how did you know my name?’
Monroe laughed. ‘Went to the same Dame School, didn’t we? Mrs Jepson, I’ll never forget her. She used to point at a big map on the wall with a long stick, and knock us on the head with it if we talked.’ He chuckled. ‘Mine was pretty sore by the time I left. Right old slave driver she was. So, how is Lily? I remember her as small and skinny with two long brown plaits.’
‘Aye, that were her all right.’ Arnie grunted, and wiped away a sentimental tear at the recollection of his schoolgirl daughter. ‘She’s had a bit of a disappointment. Getting over it now like, but slow.’
Arnie told him all about his lovely daughter and her problems, flattered by the young man’s sympathetic attention.
Then, having talked himself out, and the beer having mellowed his mood, he slapped Nathan on the back. ‘Come on, Monroe. We’ve chewed on enough problems for one night. I’ll give you a game of dominoes. See if you can beat me.’
‘Or take good money off someone else?’
Arnie grinned. ‘Aye, that too, if thee likes.’
At three o’clock each afternoon, Selene Clermont-Read took a drive out in her gig. Particularly on a day filled with sunshine, as this one was. She rarely had a specific destination in mind, the object being primarily to show off her expensive equipage, painted a tasteful burgundy, and of course her own beauty. She took great care always to choose a stylish gown which would enhance to perfection the smooth slope of her shoulders, the fullness of her fine bosom and the delicacy of her features. She changed at least three times a day as it was essential to wear the most suitable gown for any occasion.
Equally important was the choice of hat, which should attract attention without appearing too ostentatious.
Today she had chosen one of plaited straw, suitably wide-brimmed and trimmed with artificial silk roses in pink, green and lemon to match her gown of ribbed lemon silk. The dress itself was slim-fitting, much decked about with drapes, bobble trim, and dozens of non-functional buttons. The more intricate the style and complicated the cut, the more expensive the ensemble - a vital consideration when wishing to impress.
Selene enjoyed driving the gig herself since she felt a woman alone attracted far more masculine interest. Besides which, she never doubted her own skill at anything to which she’d set her mind. Since anyone who was anyone would also be driving about Carreckwater at this time, it seemed perfect sense to be seen along with them.
On this particular day, the sky pearl-bright with sunshine, she drew up outside her favourite mantle-maker’s and waited for the lady of the establishment to come out, after which she might be persuaded to step down from her carriage and take a cup of China tea in the small parlour set aside for this purpose, while they discussed the line and fabric of her next ball gown.
It was while Selene was waiting, with a certain degree of impatience, that her attention was caught by a bustle all around her.
Crowds were beginning to gather, chattering excitedly, running downhill in the direction of the lake. For a moment Selene almost decided to ignore what was evidently peasant hysteria when she heard a sound like an angry insect, and recollection of a half-overheard breakfast argument between her mother and brother returned. Margot had wished her son Bertie to stay within doors that afternoon since guests were expected, and he had been even more determined to go out. Something to do with a new invention.
A voice at her side asked, ‘Would you care to step inside, Miss Clermont-Read?’
Selene paid it no heed. The excitement of the hurrying crowd was irresistible and, briskly urging her mare into a trot, she left the dressmaker standing open-mouthed in front of her shop.
Moments later Selene had joined the crowds by the lake, her gaze as riveted as theirs upon the strange machine humming high in the sky.
It comprised two broad wings held together by a fragile network of bamboo poles. Making erratic progress over the lake it emitted the most peculiar noises. Selene scrambled down from the gig and tossed the reins to an urchin, sternly bidding him to hold the horse which he eagerly agreed to do. She hurried away, very nearly breaking into an unladylike trot.
A large crowd had gathered at the end of the pier. Two boy anglers stood open-mouthed, rods forgotten in their hands. A boatman scratched his head in bemusement and one woman was actually kneeling and praying in a gabbling frightened voice while the crowd jostled each other for a better view, putting several people in danger of being tipped into the lake.
Selene came to a halt beside two girls a year or two younger than herself. They were dressed in striped cotton blouses and plain blue serge skirts, clearly the sort of young women who should be at their work some place rather than gallivanting about the pier with their heads turned skyward. Though, admittedly, so was everyone else’s.
‘God love us, what is it?’ said one.
‘I don’t know but it looks as if it might be made from matchwood,’ remarked the other.
There was something vaguely familiar about one of the girls but Selene did not have time at this juncture to study her. She was far too alarmed by what was happening above. Could it be her brother, up there in the waterplane? Was that what the argument this morning had been about? He was mad enough. And if it were, poor Mama would have a heart attack for sure. Margot had great plans for her darling Bertie. Seeing him ending up head first in the depths of Carreckwater wasn’t among them.
The small plane’s engine seemed to stutter and cough, and a gasp of horror erupted from the watching crowd as it dropped several feet. Then the engine kicked into life and the little plane swooped up again on a general expulsion of deeply held breaths. Selene was appalled to find she was actually perspiring. How dare he do this to her? How dare he risk his life for a moment’s excitement. What was he thinking of?
‘It’s called the Water Hen. Rotary engine’s a five-cylinder Gnome and the front elevator rod comes direct to the joystick.’
The young man’s voice, filled as it was with cheerful self-confidence, was only too familiar and Selene pressed a hand against the thumping of her heart, closing her eyes in a silent prayer of thanks.
‘Bertie!’ She turned upon him, ready to unleash her fury for his frightening her half to death. It was then that she saw he was not speaking to her at all, but to the two girls she had noticed earlier.
‘No chassis,’ he was explaining with many gesticulations of his finely shaped hands. ‘No protection against the weather. Takes off from the surface of the lake, don’t you know, and uses castor oil. Damned clever, eh?’
‘You seem to know a good deal about it,’ said the girl with the laughing eyes, and as she turned her face up to his, pale-skinned for all she wore no bonnet on the thick brown hair piled on top of her small neat head, Selene knew on the instant who the girl was and where she had seen her before. She snapped shut her parasol and was beside Bertie in a second.
With one mittened hand Selene angrily tapped the ferule of her parasol upon the wooden boards of the pier. ‘If this plane isn’t about to take a nose dive into the lake, and you along with it in a daring bid to get your name in the Chronicle, you may drive me home this instant, Bertie.’
‘Selene! I didn’t see you there. Wasn’t it wonderful? Did you see the take-off?’
‘No, I’m glad to say I didn’t.’ Wishing to put herself above such childish pleasures. ‘It was not wonderful in the least to be scared half to death. The fear of believing it was you up there in that ridiculous machine has quite jarred my nerves and left me utterly exhausted.’
Brown eyes shone with sudden excitement as he laughed. ‘Me? Fly in the waterplane? What an idea! Wouldn’t I love to have the chance, though?’ He cupped a hand over his eyes to watch as the tiny machine swooped and shivered over the shimmering lake, making a bumpy landing that had the crowd following its every movement with ‘oohs’ and ‘ahs’ as it slid from side to side and finally sank to a halt in the water. ‘He did it! Down safe. I might ask the owner, a Captain Wakefield, if he’ll let me go up with the pilot next time.’
‘Don’t you dare!’ Selene’s fist itched to knock some sense into his handsome young head, but with some difficulty she managed to restrain herself. It didn’t do to lose control before the lower classes.
Catching the direction of her disapproving gaze and laughing at it, Bertie said, ‘I haven’t introduced you, have I? This is Rose and Lily, would you believe?’ He laughed, as if it were the funniest joke in the world. Selene allowed her gaze to flicker momentarily over the two girls, thereby dismissing them, and her upper lip curled in displeasure.
‘I believe I have run across Miss Lily Thorpe before,’ she said, with acid satisfaction at her pun.
‘Have you, by jove?’ Bertie was delighted. ‘When was that?’
Lily was frowning, not making the connection quite so quickly as Selene might have expected, or even hoped. No one, in Selene’s opinion, should ever forget her, once having gazed upon her beauty. But Lily Thorpe clearly had, or at least was pretending not to remember. ‘I’m not quite sure...’
‘This is my sister, don’t you know? Selene Clermont-Read.’ Selene watched as the girl’s eyes widened as realisation dawned, and then darted from one to the other of them as if she couldn’t quite believe it.
I see. I-I hadn’t realised.’
Selene sniffed in disbelief and abruptly turned her back upon the girl, addressing her brother directly. ‘My carriage is on the promenade, Bertie, and I haven’t all day. Pray hurry. Mama will be waiting tea, and the Ferguson-Walshes are expected, if you recall.’ And gathering up the ankle-skimming hem of her gown, she spun upon her heel and swept away without a backward glance or further explanation, her modish button boots tapping on the wooden boards.
It was only when she had settled herself comfortably back into the gig, having given the urchin a halfpenny for his trouble when he had hoped for a sixpence, that Selene realised Bertie had not, after all, hurried along beside her. The foolish boy still seemed to be deep in conversation with those two trollops.
She slapped her whip against the leather seat in a furious outburst, startling the temperamental mare with the sound so that she had to force herself to sit still or the silly creature would bolt. Selene battened down her impatience as best she might while her gaze burned up the distance between herself and the trio on the pier.
It was the very same girl, no doubt about it. The hussy who had caused all the trouble two years ago and robbed Selene of the chance of catching Philip Linden.
Mama had point-blank refused to go to the young man’s funeral, of course, but Papa had kept his word and insisted it would be unseemly for them to attend the Carnival ball. So it had been Lucy Rigg, not herself, who had danced with Philip. And Lucy it was who had become his wife, leaving Selene still unwed at twenty since Carreckwater was not exactly bursting with suitably rich young men. The fault for that tragedy lay here, with this slut who was even now flirting outrageously with her impossible brother!
What was she saying to him? How Selene wished she’d stayed so that she could hear what it was they talked of with such earnestness. Oh, why hadn’t she dragged the stupid boy away, forced him to escort her personally, instead of flouncing off in a fit of pique simply because the girl had forgotten her? Well, she couldn’t go back now. It would be too demeaning.
She was on the point of driving away in a flurry of temper when she saw the trio turn and begin to walk towards her carriage. What was Bertie thinking of? Why didn’t he tell them to go away?
Then one of the girls - Rose, was it? A gnomelike creature with huge eyes and straggly hair - reached up and kissed his cheek, which seemed to delight the stupid boy. Then, turning, she skipped away in a most common manner. Thank goodness! Selene thought. Now if only the dreadful Lily Thorpe would do the same. But she did not. Worse, she hooked her hand in a proprietorial fashion around Bertie’s arm and walked right along beside him, with the kind of rapt interested expression upon her lively face as she gazed up at him that was so often recommended in the Woman At Home magazine.
Mama is perfectly correct, Selene told herself, almost tearful with suppressed rage. The creature is common beyond belief. Without doubt a harlot.
Seconds later, to her very real horror, Bertie was actually handing Lily into the gig.
‘You don’t mind squeezing up, do you, Selene? I’ve asked Lily to come to tea.’
Lily couldn’t believe her good fortune. Any other day of the week would have found her with her sleeves rolled up, hands all red and swollen and stinking of fish. Today, because of the excitement over the flight of the Water Hen, she had been permitted a half-day holiday. As a result she had met Bertie Clermont-Read.
She knew exactly what she meant to do. The idea had come to her on the instant Rose had left them, and he’d told her how he dreaded the prospect of afternoon tea with Dora Ferguson-Walsh, a dull, plump girl whose charms were located largely in her father’s pocket book.
‘How fortunate to enjoy such treats as cucumber sandwiches and cream sponge,’ Lily had gently chided, though making sure her lips curved into an enticing smile. ‘You wouldn’t find them in our house.’
He grinned at her, his boyish good looks making him far more approachable than the rest of his family. Frizzy, slightly sandy hair framed a smooth, untroubled forehead, rather like a halo about his head - though not for one moment did Lily take him for the angel a fond mama might wish him to be. The glint in his brown eyes told quite the opposite tale.
‘Do you enjoy cream cakes?’
‘Adore them.’ Lily had never tasted such a delicacy in her life.
‘Well, I dare say I should enjoy them too, if Dora were as jolly as you. She is so worthy, always busy with her Good Works. All she ever talks about is the pleasure she finds in serving others, and how a happy marriage is a man’s salvation, if not that of the whole nation.’
‘Poor Dora.’ She slanted a glance up at him through her lashes. ‘She’d make you a good wife, of course. Which I’m sure must be a serious consideration for any young chap.’
Bertie rolled his eyes in good-humoured disbelief. ‘So Mama constantly reminds me. For my part, I’d rather have a pal for a wife. Someone who knows how to enjoy life, and have a good time.’
Lily had put back her head and laughed, aware as she did so how his gaze lingered upon her pink mouth, taking in the white evenness of her teeth, and down over her throat to the rise and fall of her breasts, now satisfyingly full.
‘I say, why don’t you come too?’ he’d said, a slight breathlessness in his voice. ‘We could have ripping fun. And it would show dear Mama that I won’t be bossed about or dragooned into early matrimony.’
‘Does she boss you about?’ Inside, Lily felt a surge of jubilation. The invitation was even more than she had hoped for. She only had to accept and he would take her, one of the faceless poor, right inside his splendid home, to confront the very people who had so heartlessly ruined her life.
‘Of course. Adore the old thing, but once she gets a grip on a chap it’s hard to shake her off.’ He beamed at Lily. ‘Do say you’ll come. What a lark!’
She giggled. ‘Your mother wouldn’t let me through the door. I’d never feature on her list of suitable candidates.’
This of course had the desired effect of appealing to his sense of chivalry, and Bertie puffed up his chest in indignation. ‘Just let her try and stop you! A chap has some rights, despite all this suffrage business which tries to make us seem like worms.’
Lily laughed, partly to show she would never treat a man thus, but also because she knew little about suffrage in any case. Besides which, he really was quite amusing. Lily decided she might even come to like him, and for an instant suffered a twinge of conscience over the plan rapidly forming in her head even as she smiled and cast teasing glances to enrapture him. She could change her mind, even now. Did she have the courage to sit in Margot Clermont-Read’s parlour at Barwick House and tell her exactly what she thought of her? Did she want to remember the loss of her beloved?
Lily and Dick should have been married by now, living happily together as man and wife, he the best carpenter in the district and she a dressmaker, well on the way to making their fortune. Lily’s heart swelled with remembered pain. Making an extra effort, she put the memories aside, brightened her smile and politely accepted Bertie’s invitation.
If Lily sensed the freezing reception emanating from Selene, she made no comment upon it.
Bertie told Lily that tea was always taken in the little parlour. But as the maid showed them in, ‘little’ was not the word which sprang immediately to mind. Hung with dark landscape paintings, each one the size of a small door, on its pale blue walls, the entire room seemed filled with sofas, chairs and assorted tables, not to mention people. Even Lily in her ignorance could recognise the carpet as oriental, and so thick she dared hardly walk upon it.
‘You could fit the whole of our li’le cottage in here,’ she whispered in Bertie’s ear, making him laugh. She struggled to curb a sudden desire to tidy her hair, smooth her skirts then turn tail and run.
Selene swept past, chin high, and headed straight for two inoffensive-looking young men who were balancing cups, saucers and plates as they perched on spindly chairs. At sight of her, they almost overturned the chairs in their haste to be the chosen one, each vying to pour her a cup of tea and fetch an almond slice. Lily felt a bubble of laughter surge recklessly within her as Selene sank upon a chair with several tortured sighs and a hand pressed dramatically to her brow. The young woman clearly enjoyed melodrama.
‘Bertie darling, you’re late. Come here and kiss me at once, you naughty boy.’ A woman of statuesque proportions seated in a crimson brocade chair by the marble fireplace lifted her hand in regal fashion. Her round face and rather sandy, fashionably frizzed hair marked her as Bertie’s mother, even if he hadn’t surprised Lily by doing exactly as he was bid. ‘Sorry, old thing. Went to see the Water Hen. Gripping stuff.’
Margot was not, for once, listening to her son’s excuses. Her small dark eyes had fastened upon Lily, lips already thinning with disapproval that such a dishevelled creature should be allowed to enter her drawing room uninvited. ‘And who do we have here?’
‘This is Lily Thorpe. She was given an unexpected half-day holiday because of the Water Hen and adores cream cakes, so I invited her for tea, as a treat.’
The silence which followed this artless introduction was awesome. Anyone with less stamina or reason to stay put than Lily might very well have chosen this moment to offer their excuses and depart. She stepped forward, tilting her chin, and smiled at Margot.
‘Surely you remember me, Mrs Clermont-Read? We have met once before. Though why should you remember? I’m sure it seemed of no consequence to you at the time.’
Had anyone dared to gasp, they would certainly have done so at such audacity. Selene fanned herself furiously. Margot silently seethed. Bertie, oblivious to the freezing atmosphere, pushed forward a chair.
‘Make yourself comfortable, Lily, and I’ll fetch you the biggest cream cake I can find. Milk or lemon in your tea?’
If she had derived any pleasure from this encounter, her enjoyment was soon about to fade. Margot, after all, was in her own drawing room. This was her home, these were her friends, and she was certainly not going to be put down by some young upstart from The Cobbles.
She made no attempt to introduce the girl to her other guests: Mrs and Miss Ferguson-Walsh, Felicia Morton-Cryer and her devoted mama, and the two young Heddington boys. Instead, she turned slightly in her chair so that Lily was not in view, was in fact slightly behind her, excluded from the ensuing conversation.
This ranged from the Royal Family, especially dear Mary of Teck, to the latest exploits of Lord Lonsdale, known as the Yellow Earl. Then moved on to the likelihood of war.
Margot declared her complete opposition to the very idea. ‘I cannot abide this alarmist view that our sitting rooms are about to be invaded by Russians or Germans. The country wastes near half our taxes on arming us to the teeth, yet who would dare start a war on England’s fair lawns?’
‘I believe they’d hope to fight it elsewhere, Mama. It might be quite a lark. We’d soon see them off.’
‘War is not a football match, Bertie,’ she snapped. Then more sweetly to her guests, ‘As my dear Edward often says, there is nothing to be gained by scaring peaceable folk in their beds. He is perfectly certain, and I agree, that there will be no war.’ She sipped delicately at her China tea, satisfied that no one, not even the British Government, would dare to disagree. An unhappy silence fell as everyone considered the consequences if she were wrong.
‘But I suppose we must be prepared,’ Edith Ferguson-Walsh ventured. ‘What if Armageddon should truly come?’
Lily thought the poor woman might faint clean away, so venomous was her hostess’s answering glare. ‘What do you know of the matter, Edith?’
‘Why nothing, nothing at all,’ the poor lady hastily demurred, wishing she’d never opened her mouth, but being the kind of nervous individual who must always fill a vacuum with words, however ill conceived.
‘Are you saying that I, as a fond mama, should prepare to send my only son to the trenches?’
‘Indeed no, Margot.’
‘But you claim to be an expert on military matters. Is that the way of it?’
Lily thought the hapless woman might burst into tears.
‘Dear me, no. Taking care of my darling Clive, and making sure Dora’s future is settled, takes up all of my time. I’m sure I wouldn’t dream…’ she wavered, fading into breathless silence, and shot a meaningful glance in Bertie’s direction. ‘Indeed. Marriage, dear Margot, is as you know my whole world.’
‘An admirable sentiment,’ Felicia’s mama fervently remarked, silently urging her own daughter to move closer to Bertie, who was unfortunately too busy gossiping with one of the Heddington twins to notice.
‘Of course,’ Margot put in, ‘no one should embark upon such a serious venture unless they have the funds to do so. To my mind marriage should be the sole prerogative of the better classes who know best how to conduct themselves.’
Try as she might, Lily could not let this pass. ‘Are you saying that the poor should be made to live without the blessing of marriage?’
Margot addressed her reply to the plaster frieze above her mantelpiece. ‘I believe it better for all concerned if the poor remain single.’
‘To provide an army of servants for the upper classes, I suppose?’
‘The dearth of good servants is a severe problem, it is true. Too many, I am forced to say, do not appreciate how fortunate they are to be taken into a good Christian home.’
‘Meaning we - the poor - have no feelings?’ Lily felt herself grow hot with agitation, even more so when Selene gave a chirrup of laughter.
‘For all you’ve suffered a grievous loss, Lily Thorpe, it hasn’t taken you long to begin enjoying life again, now has it?’
Lily stared at her. ‘It’s taken two years,’ she protested. A lifetime wouldn’t be long enough. But she didn’t say as much. She had her pride.
‘What has taken two years?’ Bertie asked, puzzled. ‘What on earth are you all talking about?’
‘Do be quiet, Bertie. You weren’t there.’
‘Oh, you mean the accident? That’s ancient history.’
‘Certainly the less said about it, the better,’ was Margot’s tart reply, and she concentrated on pouring fresh tea, handing out delicacies from the many-tiered cake stand.
Lily had never seen so much food in all her life. Cucumber sandwiches, as expected. Thinly sliced bread and butter with tiny dishes of strawberry jam. Scones and almond fingers, and various pastries filled with cream, which disappeared in one bite and simply melted in the mouth.
‘What do you think of our cream cakes, Miss Thorpe, since Bertie avows you an expert on the subject?’
To her very great annoyance, Lily felt her cheeks fire up, tried to swallow a piece of flaky pastry which caught in her throat, and began to cough.
‘Dear me. Pray use your napkin, Miss Thorpe, if you are about to spit and splutter. We never use a spittoon in this house.’
Bertie stepped eagerly forward. ‘Leave her be, Mama. Gone the wrong way, has it? Shall I get you some water, Lily?’
‘No, no. I’m all right.’
‘You live in The Cobbles, if I recall correctly?’ Margot persisted.
‘Yes.’ Furious with herself, Lily would have given anything to say otherwise.
‘Yet you are accustomed to eating such treats every day? You surprise me. I wouldn’t have thought they went with cabbage soup.’
Lily flinched, wishing in that instant she had never ventured into this dreadful woman’s fancy drawing room. But however much she might long to say that yes, her mother made cream fancies every day and they always ate at least three each for tea, she couldn’t - nay, wouldn’t - pretend to be what she wasn’t. That would be denying her heritage. Yet not for the world did she wish to admit the fact that this was the first time she’d ever tasted one in her life. Before she’d found some way around her dilemma, Bertie, bless his heart, spoke up for her.
‘Stop your bullying, old thing. I told you I’d brought Lily here for a treat. Now let her enjoy her tea in peace.’
Margot smiled with the satisfaction of a woman who knows she has found her mark. ‘Of course. And she must indeed enjoy it. We have so much it really doesn’t signify. Half of it will be thrown away as it is. When the servants have had their pick, that is.’ Her laughter trilled out and the assembled company tried a few stiff smiles. Then, swivelling in her seat, she addressed Lily more directly.
‘You must send your mother round with a basket tomorrow, dear, and we’ll find a few leftovers for her.’
Despite this inauspicious start to their friendship, and the huge gap in their respective lifestyles, Bertie and Lily continued to meet, albeit in secret.
As promised, he did take a flight in the Water Hen, coached by the pilot, a Mr Stanley Adams. The trip took place during the day while Lily was working at the fish market. But she could hear the buzz of the plane high in the sky and once caught a glimpse of it as it soared over the lake.
‘Against the rules of nature,’ was Hannah’s opinion. ‘What it must cost to fly that thing for one afternoon would keep us for month, I don’t doubt. Pity the rich haven’t summat better to spend their money on.’
Every penny her mother earned, including most of Lily’s wages, went into buying food the likes of which Mrs Clermont-Read didn’t even know existed. Stale bread at least a day old, bruised fruit and vegetables, cracked eggs, and sometimes on a Sunday, as a change from tatie pot or the hated fish, they would have bacon bits bought cheap at the Saturday market.
So Lily made no mention to her mother of her budding friendship with the young man now soaring over Carreckwater in a crazy machine.
But she did manage to sneak off from home at every opportunity, leaving more of the household chores to her sisters. Lily wasn’t quite sure where all of this was leading, or even what her aims were in striking up this friendship with Bertie Clermont-Read, but fate had brought him into her life and she was eager to let their friendship continue, if only to see what came of it.
He took her out and about with flattering regularity. He would walk her over Loughrigg Fell or down to Skelwith Force where they would paddle in between the great stones and splash each other, squealing like children as the ice-cold water chilled their bare feet.
‘It’s wonderful to be out with a gel without all that fuss over chaperones.’
Lily would laugh, as if she understood perfectly the restrictions of being middle-class and rich. And if sometimes he held her hand, he made no attempt to kiss her. Lily wasn’t quite sure whether to be relieved or disappointed about this.
On her day off he’d drive her down winding country lanes in the gig, which was such a great thrill Lily would almost wish her family could see her, looking so grand and elegant, like a real lady.
They would travel along by dry-stone walls and white-washed cottages with their circular Lakeland chimneys. She would enjoy the glories of pink weigelia, showy rhododendron and the purple clematis and sweet honeysuckle that tumbled over garden walls. Sometimes they would walk through the woods, the scents of yew and laurel, pine and beech, all around them. And between the latticework of branches could be glimpsed the broad flanks of the hills, misted pale in the distance or lit with a glorious patchwork of sun and shadow.
Never once did Lily refuse an invitation from Bertie. Why should she? She enjoyed any excuse to get out of The Cobbles.
‘I don’t intend to spend the rest of my life in that dreadful place,’ she told him, with what she believed to be the right degree of haughtiness. ‘I deserve better.’
‘Course you do, old thing.’
‘I have plans.’
‘Knew it the moment I clapped eyes on you.’
She told him all about her ambitions because Bertie made such a sympathetic listener. ‘Over these last two years I’ve saved hard.’ She kept the amount secret, fearful he might mock. One pound and two shillings in an old tea caddy, hidden under the floorboards beneath her bed. ‘I want enough to rent a small house of me own. In the smart area of Carreckwater, naturally. Or mebbe Bowness or Windermere. Then I’ll buy a sewing machine and set meself up as a dressmaker,’ she told him.
‘Splendid. I’m sure you’ll achieve it, Lily. You’re such a dashed fine person.’
She wasn’t sure how she would acquire the necessary skills for this grand ambition, even if she found all the money, but Lily did not in any way allow this to daunt her. She’d had plenty of practice at hand-sewing, hadn’t she? Helping her mother make hookie rugs, turn and patch bed sheets, and crochet blankets from scraps of wool made out of pulled back socks and cardigans. Lily felt she was an expert on thrift but privately admitted she’d a lot to learn about style.
‘I don’t care how or what I do, so long as it’s respectable and earns me a good living, d’you see? And from the look of the posh gowns the young ladies wear who stroll along The Parade, dressmakers must do well enough.’
‘Absolutely,’ Bertie agreed. ‘I shall send Selene to patronise you.’
Lily made no comment upon this anticipated honour.
Then one day she managed to save enough to buy herself a blue print frock from the rag market. It was far too big for her, of course, but several late nights spent stitching by the light of the gas lamp turned it into a neat new gown for herself. She unpicked the waist-band, took in the bodice and sewed the whole lot back together again. Then she trimmed the hem and elbow-length sleeves with a deep blue braid.
‘By jove, you look splendid,’ Bertie told her as she twirled and preened herself in front of him on their very next outing. She’d begged her mother to let her finish work early for once. Lily knew she shouldn’t ask, for Hannah had seemed even more tired than usual lately, but she’d arranged to meet Bertie behind the old boathouses and was desperate not to be late. Now he sat on an upturned boat, his eyes devouring her.
‘I’ll set you up myself, if you like?’ he generously offered, impressed by her skills.
‘Bertie, the very idea! What are you suggesting?’ And her merry hazel eyes laughed up him, making him blush, as she so loved to do. Lily found it alarmingly easy to embarrass Bertie, and sometimes felt a pang of guilt at the way she took pleasure in so doing.
‘Steady on, you’ve got it all wrong. I never meant anything of the sort. Nothing, you know - improper, dash it.’
So upset was he she should interpret his offer as a proposition that he slid, all arms and legs, down the hull of the boat and landed in a heap on the grass, gazing ruefully up at her. ‘I mean, there might the sort of female who - well, I dare say there are - only, a chap wouldn’t dream of asking a girl like you, Lily.’
She put her hands on her hips and laughed at his panic. ‘I know you wouldn’t, you daft haporth.’
Then she went and sat beside him, enjoying the warmth of his body beside hers, breathing in the clean expensive tang of him and feeling a long-forgotten sense of power stir within her. Bertie Clermont-Read was potty about her, and would do absolutely anything she asked, Lily was perfectly sure of it.
‘You’ve always shown proper respect for me, Bertie.’
‘I should jolly well hope so!’
‘I appreciate that. A lot of men wouldn’t, bearing in mind where I live.’
‘What’s that to do with it?’
‘You’re not ashamed of me?’
‘Absolutely not.’
A teasing glance. ‘Haven’t you ever fancied a kiss?’
‘What sort of question is that to ask a chap?’
‘You’ve never tried.’
‘Wouldn’t want to scare a gel, would I?’
Lily chuckled. ‘Who says I’d be scared?’
Then she cupped his face between her hands and kissed him full upon the lips. The kiss wasn’t half so exciting as the remembered delights of Dick’s lips, but not by any means unpleasant. When she broke away, he was blushing all the more.
‘You’re a dashed good sport, Lily.’
‘And you’re a good, sweet man.’
The devil of it was that this was entirely true. How could she set out to take revenge on such a kind gent? But then it wasn’t the gallant Bertie she wanted to take her revenge on, was it?
Lily had asked him several times if she was ever to meet his family again.
‘If you’re not ashamed to be seen with me, and if I look so fine in me new frock, mebbe your ma would approve of me now? I am your girl, aren’t I, Bertie? Should I visit again, and see how it goes?’
An expression of anxiety crept over his boyish features. ‘Why would you want to do that? Mama was pretty rotten to you the first time. It’s true she can be a funny old thing. Bit blunt, and all that. But means no real harm, of course.’
‘Course not,’ Lily generously agreed. But privately wondered what was the point of walking out, assuming you could call it that, with Bertie Clermont-Read, if it didn’t give her the opportunity for which she most longed: to get even with his family. In what way exactly she meant to achieve this, Lily wasn’t sure. But she ached to ruin Margot’s life, as the woman and her family had so heartlessly ruined hers. ‘We may get on better with further acquaintance, you never know. It takes time, after all, to build friendships.’
Bertie considered the delicate machinations necessary to make a friend of Margot and his usually smooth brow wrinkled with worry as his fingers plucked at strands of grass. Even his smattering of freckles seemed to stand out in alarm at the very idea. It certainly wouldn’t be easy, but he surely owed it to Lily at least to try. She was his best pal, after all. And he’d no wish to fall in with Mama’s plans, not at any price. His brow cleared as an idea came to him.
‘We take the Faith out every weekend. You could come on one of our picnics. We go to one of the islands, and in September an especially long trip to Kelda Bay. Mama loves picnics and is always in a good mood then. I’ll ask if you can come too.’
Lily squealed her delight, and, flinging her arms about his neck, impulsively kissed him again. This time his arms came about her and they both fell back into the long grass, fully engrossed in the activity for some moments. It was hard to know who was blushing the most when they were done.
‘I’ll take you with me anyway, whatever she says, damned if I won’t,’ Bertie decided, gasping for breath.
He insisted on walking her right up Fisher’s Brow to the end of her alley, which he’d never done before, promising that he’d fix it up for September, even if he couldn’t manage it earlier.
Lily watched him go, her mind busy. September was two long months away, but she didn’t mind. It would give her time to think and plan. Now she turned and started along the sunless street, her boots clattering on the cobble sets.
Bertie hadn’t exactly said she was his girl, had he? Yet she must be, otherwise why would he agree to risk her meeting his family again? Trouble was, for all he was a lovely man, did she really want to be his girl?
It was true that she’d enjoyed his kisses, but she’d best take care. It was vital to her plan that she stay in control. Hadn’t she come one step nearer to her goal today? It was long past time for herself and the Clermont-Reads finally to settle their differences.
Lily was filled with sudden nervousness at the thought of seeing Margot again, and had to stop for a minute, leaning one hand on the wall till her heart stopped its racing. She must get a grip on herself. This time she must be prepared for the woman’s acid tongue.
And hopefully Lily would also meet Bertie’s father. She’d never forgotten her feelings as he offered her his card, as if grieving could be settled like a business transaction. There were a good few things to get off her chest when she met up with Edward Clermont-Read again. Oh, dear me, yes. Though how she would go about it, she wasn’t quite sure.
Lily skirted a group of young children playing hopscotch on a patch of broken paving stones, their bare feet slapping in the overflow of water from an open sewer. She turned into Carter Street, and as if he’d been conjured out of her thoughts saw Percy Wright, the landlord’s agent, picking his way between the puddles towards doors which shut fast and were locked before ever he reached them.
Lily couldn’t help but smile, knowing no one would answer when he knocked. If the dratted man had called on her mam again, she hoped Hannah had done the same.
‘Hello, Lily.’
She managed a smile. She would have hated Percy Wright in any case. Local sidesman at the Methodist Chapel, his spare body, wrinkled face and high-pitched way of speaking always made it seem as if he’d swallowed a mouthful of prunes.
‘I can’t get an answer at your house. Tell your ma I’ll be back on Friday. We ain’t running a charity.’
Lily said nothing, knowing as Percy Wright did that the house could not be empty at this time of day. Hatred warred with her fear that the family was once again slipping behind with the rent. How long before they were turned out on to the street, as others had been before them?
She recalled a conversation she’d had with her mother long since. It was one winter when ice had broken the ceiling rafters in the bedroom and they were all half frozen in their beds. Lily had asked if Hannah had never yearned for something better.
‘Be thankful for what you’ve got, that’s my motto. I came here as a young bride, happy and willing to make a home for Arnie and me. He’s been a good husband, not like some who drink and gamble all their wages away. I’ve had my children here and, praise the Lord, managed to bring them all up healthy. I won’t say it’s been easy but I’ve no complaints. What more could I ask for than that?’
Lily could think of a dozen things but had the good sense not to say so, Hannah’s view of The Cobbles being entirely different from her own. ‘You could at least get the landlord to mend the roof.’
Her mother had looked away, lips tight, folding her arms across her chest and rubbing them, a familiar gesture whenever she felt uncomfortable. ‘Mr Clermont-Read is a busy man. I’m sure he has better things to concern himself with than our situation. I’ll get your father to see to it.’
Even as the young girl she’d been at the time, Lily had been aware of the sense of bitter defeat in her mother’s attitude. She could still remember the hiding behind closed curtains, the fear when someone did a moonlit flit and were never seen again. The hopelessness which Hannah concealed with a staunch pride.
How could she have forgotten? Edward Clermont-Read, landlord of The Cobbles. And Percy Wright, his ferret of an agent.
Lily didn’t move till he reached the end of Carter Street and turned into Drake Road. No wonder nothing was ever done to help the poor souls who had to live in this awful place. She strengthened her resolve to enjoy her revenge all the more. She would talk the whole thing over with Rose at the very first opportunity. Her friend would help plan a good strategy. Tugging her shawl close, Lily came to her own back door, stepped over a puddle and hurried inside. She saw at once that trouble with the rent was the least of her worries.
‘Late again, madam.’
Lily flushed with guilt as Hannah pressed a hand to her back, a gesture indicating her very deep weariness, then burst into a fit of coughing.
‘I’m sorry.’
‘Where’ve you been? I wish I knew what you got up to half the time while I’m trying to make ends meet.’ Hannah lifted the tin laden-can full of hot water from the kitchen range and Lily ran to help. She’d forgotten it was bath night. The girls, Hannah and herself always took theirs on a Wednesday; the boys and Arnie on Fridays.
‘Here, let me bath our Kitty. You look worn out, Mam. Go on, put your feet up for a bit.’
Hannah had never felt more peculiar in all her life, but hated to confess it. Weakness was a sin in her book.
‘When have I time to put me feet up?’
Lily would take no arguments. She sat her mother down with a mug of hot, sweet tea and then went in search of her three grubby sisters.
Four-year-old Kitty was first, giggling infectiously as she scampered to escape Lily’s ministrations.
‘I don’t want me hair washed. The soap stings me eyes. Oh don’t, our Lily!’
Laughing, Lily caught her, and once the squirming infant was safely seated in the zinc bath tub before the fire, scrubbed her from top to toe with red carbolic soap and a soft flannel. The child’s hair was washed with the same soap and combed with a fine tooth comb afterwards.
‘Ow, you’re hurting me.’
‘You don’t want no biddies in your hair, do you?’
Hannah leaned back in her chair with a thankful sigh. ‘Ee, Lily, what would I do without you, girl? I’ve no energy for this lot tonight.’ But she was aware that she still hadn’t received an answer to her question.
‘Are you going to tell me then?’
‘Tell you what?’ Lily chased a giggling eight-year-old Emma around the kitchen table, captured her and set about scrubbing her in the same manner.
‘You know full well. Where is it you go off to whenever my back is turned? Got a new boy friend, eh?’ Hannah smiled as she sipped her tea, sincerely hoping that it were true. For there was nothing she’d like better than to see her lovely daughter wed to a fine young chap.
‘Don’t start, Mam.’
‘Why won’t you tell me?’
‘There’s naught to tell.’
A screech from Emma as Kitty aimed a swipe at her sister with the flannel brought Lily’s attention back to the task in hand. Later, while Liza took her turn in the bath, old enough at ten to wash herself, Lily dried the two younger ones and dressed them in their nighties, set warming by the fire. Made from old flour sacks they might be and, if you looked closely, still bearing the imprint of the maker’s name, yet they’d been washed so often they were soft and warm to wear.
‘You’d say if there were?’ Hannah persisted, her eyes half closed, watching the proceedings as she lay back, trying to relax.
Lily glanced at her mother, thought how pale she looked, how exhausted so much of the time. For all Lily loved her sisters and brothers, she really didn’t wonder at it. Hannah never stopped for a minute, not from dawn when she got up to make breakfast for them all to the moment she fell back into bed at night after a long day of cooking, washing and ironing. And that was on top of minding the fish stall. Which only made Lily even more determined not to end up the same way.
‘I’ve told you, I mean to have me own business one day. Something grand in Carndale Road happen, or even Bowness or Windermere. I stand by that.’
Hannah’s eyes opened wide, and pride mingling with concern softened the next, seemingly harsh, words. ‘Ee, Lily, don’t talk so soft. Dreams are dangerous things. Give up with ‘em, lass. They’ll only make you dissatisfied with life as it really is.’
‘They give me hope.’ She turned to her sisters who were rolling together on the rug like a pair of puppies. ‘Come on, you two, time for your dose of sulphur and treacle to keep your innards clean.’ Despite more groans, this was eventually achieved, followed by a mug of hot tea and slice of bread with a scrape of dripping by way of supper for each girl.
After she’d got them to bed, Lily and Hannah both took turns in the bath, a hasty all-over wash before the water went cold.
Then Lily ladled out the zinc bath tub and hung it back on the yard wall. But there was still work to be done, and tired though she may be, she worked extra hard to catch up on her missed chores, making sure that Hannah rested some more.
She scoured out the swill baskets which were used to hold the fish, and set them to dry. Then she boiled kettles and prepared the men-folk’s supper almost single-handed. Her father would be tired from working on the boats all day, aided or rather hindered by his two sons, and yet he would still go out on his night fishing.
Considering she’d sat still long enough, Hannah set about wiping the cottage down with damp cloths, as if it weren’t already clean enough. She swept the floors, shook the hookie rug, wiped down the range and polished the brass fittings with pride, bringing it to that pristine cleanliness which could only be achieved by constant and daily attention.
Lastly Hannah wiped away the black mould which clung to the walls, knowing it would be back again the next day.
‘The worst thing about housework is that it’ll all have to be done again tomorrow.’ She laughed, but it sounded forced, even to her own ears.
After watching her for a while, noting the lines of strain at the corners of her mouth, Lily took hold of her mother’s arm and gently shook her. ‘I told you to sit down and put your feet up.’
‘I’ve had ‘em up.’
‘Why don’t you have your supper now, Mam, then go on up to bed? I’ll see to me dad and the boys.’
Hannah stared at her daughter as if she’d gone mad. She couldn’t remember ever going early to bed in her life. ‘Ee, I can’t, our Lily, much as I might like to. I have to finish up in here. Needs must when the devil drives.’ And shaking scouring powder all over the sloping wooden draining board, she began to scrub. As she did so, a cockroach ran across it and she captured it in her cloth to toss it into the fire where it hissed and cracked. Lily shuddered.
‘God almighty, I wish we were out of this stinking hole.’
‘Lily! I’ll thank you to keep a clean tongue in your head or I’ll wash your mouth out with this carbolic.’ Stiff-backed, Hannah wiped her hands on the sacking apron that covered her black dress. In all Lily’s seventeen years, she’d never seen her mother wear anything else, save for Sundays when she put on her ‘best’ coat and hat in a rather dull olive green.
At last satisfied with the state of her sink, Hannah crossed the small living-kitchen and taking a candle from the hook on the end of the mantle-shelf, lit it from a taper and disappeared into the dark scullery hole under the stairs. This was the place where the family washing was done. It had one small window looking out on to the backyard, and its stone floor was often littered with earthenware bowls full of clothes left to soak, so they’d be easier to rinse out when Monday came round.
Stifling a sigh Lily reached for the bread knife and started to hack the loaf into huge doorsteps, thick enough to please her greedy brothers. Then she set the soup to warm and gently stirred it, her mind replaying the kiss Bertie had given her. Where would it all lead? And what would her mother say, if she knew?
‘Will you hand me the dolly blue, Lily?’
‘You’re surely not going to start washing now, not at this time of night?’ The idea wasn’t too far-fetched, though Hannah had such a fetish for cleanliness and ‘getting things done’ as she called it, that it was not unknown for her husband to return from a bit of crack with the lads to find his wife still washing or ironing at close on midnight. When her mother did not come back at her with her usual biting response, Lily said no more. She’d lost this particular argument too many times to try. Then the sound of a crash made her drop the soup spoon and sent her running into the depths of the scullery-hole.
‘What is it, Mam? Have you hurt yourself?’
Hannah was sitting on the floor in the gloomy half darkness holding her head, her face a mask of pain. ‘It’s all right, don’t take on. I banged me head on that low beam, that’s all. You’d think I’d know it was there, wouldn’t you? After all these years.’
The beam in question was at an angle on the side wall, some distance from the sink where Hannah was working. ‘How did you manage to hit it?’
‘I don’t know, do I? Must have lost me balance. I’ve not been right since I had that cold. Can’t get rid of this cough, I can’t.’ The cough started up again just as the back door sneck rattled and both women looked at each other as they heard the tread of men’s boots. ‘Help me up quick, your father mustn’t find me like this. He’ll never let me hear the last of it.’
As both women emerged from beneath the stairs into the light and warmth of the kitchen they saw that Arnie was not alone.
‘I’ve fetched a mate to take supper wi’ us. We can stretch to another mouth, I suppose?’
‘Aye,’ said Hannah at once, and hurried to examine the contents of the soup pan, hoping Arnie wouldn’t see the flash of worry which must have come into her eyes. There’d be just enough if she didn’t have any herself. Then Lily’s voice hissed against her ear, ‘I’m not hungry, Mam. Sit yourself down.’
‘Why choose today to bring home one of his lame ducks?’
Lily smiled, for nothing would prevent Arnie setting out to help all and sundry. He’d give the coat off his back if someone asked for it. She squeezed her mother’s hand in sympathy and urged her towards the table. ‘Go and talk to him. I’ll serve and say I’ve eaten with the girls.’
‘But...’
‘Do it.’
For once Hannah did as she was bid. If she’d felt a bit queer before she’d put those tea cloths to soak, she felt a whole lot worse now. Her chest felt on fire. A bowl of hot soup would set her up a treat, so she accepted it gratefully.
After she’d served her mother, Lily turned enquiring eyes to the visitor, now helping himself to a slice of bread without even being asked. Surreptitiously she studied his profile. Dark and unshaven he wasn’t too bad-looking, if you didn’t object to a slightly crooked nose and the most glowering brows she had ever seen. He smelled clean enough though, she thought, with some relief. Not all Arnie’s friends were so particular. This man smelled of fresh air, tar, and some indefinable masculine tang which wasn’t in the least unpleasant. But then as she handed him a bowl of soup he turned to offer his thanks and she saw him full face.
‘Nathan Monroe?’
He grinned at her. That same wide, wicked grin that had once given her the shivers and kept her awake many a night as a young girl. ‘The very same, Lily Thorpe. You remember me then?’
‘As if I could ever forget!’ She slammed his soup bowl down in front of him with a thump, sending tiny splashes scattering over the rim on to the wooden table top. Nathan simply continued to smile, which angered her all the more.
Arnie was chuckling as he watched his daughter’s reaction. ‘He told me he went to your school and remembered you well. So go on, tell us, lass. What did this young rogue do to put you in such a paddy?’
‘He spent his entire schooldays taking every opportunity to plague me. Pinched my skipping rope, hid my school books, once put a frog in my lunch bag…’
Lily’s twin brothers snorted with laughter and she scowled at them both to no effect.
‘He’ll be a bad influence on those two, I tell you that much. Always fighting over something or other he was, and got the cane more times than any other boy I can think of.’
‘I remember pulling your plaits,’ Nathan remarked mildly, his gaze lingering on the curling tendrils which lay upon Lily’s shoulders. ‘I never forgot their beautiful chestnut colour.’
She didn’t trouble to respond to this flattery, simply pushed the thick swathe of shining hair down her back where it bounced and rippled, crackling with vibrant life, entirely ruining the small gesture of defiance.
‘I remember him tying me up behind the old boathouses one dinnertime, and leaving me there alone with the water lapping about my feet. I was still there when Mr Adams came for his boat over two hours later and set me free. I don’t think I’d ever been more scared in all my life.’
But Arnie did not, as she’d expected, come to her defence. Instead he looked from one to the other of them then gave a shout of laughter. ‘By heck, you were a one, weren’t you, Monroe? Well, boys will be boys. No wonder he asked after you, Lily. I can see why.’
‘He was the school bully,’ Lily said, the outrage in her voice as strong now as it had been on that well-remembered day, nearly ten years ago.
Matt and Jacob were giggling so much by this time, Hannah was desperately trying to shush them, but Jacob at least was determined to have his say. ‘You should have stuck up for yourself more, our Lily. Maybe he thought you were a cissy.’
She did not join in the general amusement at the idea of her not being able to defend herself, but handed out the rest of the soup in condemnatory silence. As a child, Nathan Monroe had scared her rigid. Big and wide-shouldered even then, his broad face carrying a perpetual scowl, she had lived in fear of what he might do to her next. But she wasn’t a child any more, and nor was he, more’s the pity. He looked more intimidating than ever as a grown man, even sitting down. But no one would bully her now.
‘That teacher always seemed to have it in for me,’ he said, lifting his spoon.
‘And no wonder,’ Lily replied crisply.
‘Well, you’ll have to forget your argumentative past,’ Arnie was saying, slurping at his soup. ‘I’ve offered Nathan a bed. He’s stopping on as lodger for a bit, till he finds hissel a place of his own.’
It was as if her father had struck her. Throughout her entire life she could always depend upon him taking her side. Now, for some reason, he was taking the opposite view. Lily felt betrayed. ‘You’ve said he can stay here?’
Hannah quietly asked, ‘Where will he sleep?’
‘He can sleep with us,’ Jacob offered, and Matt eagerly nodded in agreement. This was one lame duck who sounded like good fun to have around.
Nathan laughingly shook his head. ‘There’s no need to put yourself out, you two. I can sleep down here.’
‘In the kitchen? Where? There’s no bed and it’s a slate floor.’ Hannah was shocked. ‘Nay, lad, we can’t let you do that.’
‘Find me a straw pallet and a blanket, and I’ll be right as ninepence. I want to cause no trouble.’
At this he let his eyes slide till they met Lily’s, warm and intimate, as if they were lifelong friends. But she and Nathan Monroe had never been friends, and never would be if she had anything to do with it. For a long moment she held the gaze, determined not to be the one to weaken and look away as she had done so often in the past. But the sheer intimacy of his smile unnerved her, as it always had done, and the expression in those blue eyes said more than she cared to read. At length she did turn away, cheeks stained with colour.
‘I’ve already eaten and I’m tired, so I’m off upstairs. Good night.’ Then she stuck her nose in the air and left them.
The long weeks of summer were more difficult than Lily could ever have dreamed possible. The presence of Nathan Monroe in the house completely changed her life.
He always seemed to be around: sitting helping Arnie mend his nets or lines in the yard, taking the boys out in his boat - up to no good, she wouldn’t wonder. Once he took them on the steamer, the full length of the lake. For a mere ticket-collector he had the cheek of the devil. But then, hadn’t he always?
Worst of all, his eyes followed her every move. Lily was aware of him watching her, or felt as if he were, the whole time. But whenever she glanced up, ready to berate him for harassing her, she’d find him absorbed in some innocent task, not paying her any attention at all. But she knew that he did. She just hadn’t caught him in the act yet.
Infuriatingly, Hannah liked him almost as much as Arnie did. Wouldn’t hear of his leaving. But then he was the perfect gent with her mother. Lily knew she should be glad of that for Hannah was not herself. She seemed pale and distracted half the time, so tired she often stumbled over her words, and far more willing than usual to leave the work to others.
All of this meant Lily found less time to sneak off and see Bertie. Vexing as it might be, her anxiety for her mother, and worries that Nathan Monroe might spy on her while out with Bertie, caused her to be circumspect.
She escaped when she could, but too often was forced to leave a note behind the boathouses, their favourite meeting place.
More often than not it would simply say, ‘Can’t get away.’
And he would leave one for her. ‘Never mind. There’s always September and Kelda Bay. Don’t forget.’
As if she could. Lily thought of little else. Throughout her long days working at the fish stall, and as she struggled to cope with the never-ending stream of tasks involved in keeping nine people confined in one small cottage clean and fed, her mind would escape to the promise of that glorious picnic which awaited her in the coming autumn like a golden glow on the horizon. A magical dream just waiting to come true.
She contrived endless conversations in her head with the Clermont-Reads. Some of them witty, some clever and sharp, others cool and gracious. But in all of them she came out on top, getting the better of Margot’s acid tongue every time. It was most satisfactory.
She talked to Rose about her plans one day during their tea-break behind the vegetable stall, and was surprised and hurt by her friend’s lack of enthusiasm.
‘Aw, forget it. Bertie Clermont-Read isn’t the man for you.’ Rose chewed happily on a potted meat sandwich as she sat perched on a pile of old cabbages which, judging by the smell of them, were well past their best.
But what their eating place lacked in comfort was more than made up for by the view. The shores all about the lake were green and lush, tiny wooded inlets starred with red campion and garlic flowers. Soft curving bays with shingle beaches harboured brightly painted wooden boats. Towards the northern end of the lake the gently rolling countryside, flanked by swathes of steeper fells, became more rocky and sheer. Beyond these the countryside grew ever more rugged up to the high fells and craggy mountain peaks.
‘But I like him,’ Lily said. ‘He’s amusing, and fun, and very kind.’
‘And safe, I know. Every girl’s dream. A quiet man to do her every bidding.’ Rose sidled closer to offer a dab of mustard, which Lily gratefully accepted. ‘How about this other chap then, the one what’s living in your house? Nathan Monroe. What’s he like? Bet he isn’t so safe.’
Lily’s glance was withering. ‘I hate him. I’ve always hated him.’ She told Rose of her childhood experiences while her friend listened, wide-eyed.
‘Nay, that’s naught,’ she said at length. ‘Worse happened to me every day in Workington. Why, once I was turned upside down in a water butt and...’ But seeing the warning in Lily’s eyes, thought better about pursuing this particular argument. ‘Well, happen he’s calmed down a bit now he’s full-grown. And he’s certainly done that! I’ve never seen such a strapping, broad-shouldered chap. Quite handsome in his way.’ Again she caught Lily’s glowering look and concentrated on wiping her smeary fingers on her apron. ‘But go on, what’s he like to live with?’
Lily’s cheeks flushed and she almost choked on her sandwich. ‘Live with? Rose, you make it sound as if we were slept in the same room, which we don’t.’
Rose giggled, wriggling her hips with delight, which unfortunately disturbed the rotting cabbage leaves and had both girls screwing up their noses at the resulting odour.
‘I wouldn’t say no though, would you?’
‘He’s despicable. So pernickety he drives me mad - always cleaning his boots. And he likes his clothes pressed and ironed with the creases in just the right places. Anyone’d think I was his servant!’
Rose gave a wry smile. ‘Sounds like a man with standards.’
‘He’s a slave driver who uses women for his own ends. He was a bully when I was eight and he twelve, and he’s a bully still,’ came back the fiery response.
Rose widened her eyes. ‘Whoops, sorry I spoke.’
Two cows stood ankle-deep in the water, relishing its coolness, while a gentle breeze gathered strength, frothing and slapping at the waters, sending yachts scudding and playing havoc with a clutch of rowing boats tied up alongside the wooden pier. Both girls giggled. There was always something entertaining to watch on the lake.
‘Happen he learned all this tidiness when he were a sailor on them big ships. That’s where he says he’s been these last few years, isn’t it?’
Lily looked even more scathing and sniffed with disdain. ‘If you can believe that. Personally I suspect he’s spent the time in a far less salubrious place.’
‘You don’t mean...’
‘I do. He always was a trouble-maker. I reckon he’s served time somewhere he’d rather not mention.’
‘What, in prison?’
‘Where else? Otherwise why has he never come home, even on a visit, for nigh on eight years?’
‘There could be any number of reasons.’
Lily tossed her head, not wishing to hear anything which might change her view of this odious man. ‘He once caused me a lot of grief, and I never forget folk who do that. Anyroad, I’ve no wish to talk of Nathan Monroe. It’s the Clermont-Reads who interest me. What am I to do about them?’
‘There’s naught you can do. They have life all sewn up to suit themselves. Like I say, forget them, Lily. You’ll only end up hurting yourself.’
This was not what Lily wished to hear. She explained to Rose how they had ruined her life, how Edward Clermont-Read owned the very house in which they lived and had never lifted a finger, so far as she knew, to help improve life for his tenants in The Cobbles.
‘He’s only concerned with his own comfort, and profits. The whole family is.’ Lily got to her feet, too agitated now to sit still, hands on hips, hazel eyes flashing fire. ‘Did I tell you how Mrs Clermont-Read spoke to me? As if I were dirt.’
Rose sighed and nodded. ‘Only hundred times or so. You can tell me again, if you want to, but it won’t make no difference. They have money and you don’t. And with money comes power. Don’t you ever forget that, Lil.’
If Nathan’s ears had been burning while the two girls discussed him, he gave no indication of it as he studiously performed his duties at the ticket office. He clipped and handed out two tickets with his most winning smile to a couple of middle-aged maiden ladies. It was their fourth cruise this week, largely due, Nathan was sure, to his own flattering charm.
Trade this afternoon was slack, but he prided himself on the positive efforts he was making to encourage business. He’d displayed two new posters, and sent a young lad round town carrying a sandwich board announcing a short evening cruise around the lake.
The proprietor of the Steamship Company, Captain Swinbourne, had certainly made no efforts in that direction, nor ever would, if Nathan was any judge.
At four the man himself opened the ticket office door and nodded to Nathan. ‘That’s the afternoon run over. We can take a break now.’
‘We’re not full yet for the evening cruise. Don’t you want me to stay open, see if I can get a few more?’
Swinbourne shook his head. ‘Waste of time. There’ll be nowt doing for an hour or more while everyone has their tea. We’ll do the same. Get the kettle on and I’ll find the cards. See if I can win back some of yesterday’s losses.’
‘Right,’ said Nathan with a smile. ‘Whatever you say, governor.’
Margot Clermont-Read sat in the little drawing room with her diary on her knee, making plans. They concerned her precious son and heir, Albert Frederick Clermont-Read. Despite an agonising pregnancy and traumatic childhood years in which poor Bertie had been sickly and ailing, he was now proving to be worth all their efforts, in Margot’s eyes at least. She found him sweet and charming, with a rakish sense of humour. And if he didn’t work quite so hard as his father would wish, why in truth should he? There really wasn’t the need for it, not any more. The family riches had been made, the future could take care of itself, could it not? Style was the necessary requirement now, gracious good manners and position in society, rather than driving ambition. All the former assets Bertie possessed in abundance.
Edward had always been a bit hard on him because of the boy’s greater degree of sensitivity, but Margot knew that all her beloved son needed was a good wife to care for him, and provide her with grandchildren.
Selene was making little progress in this direction so all her hopes rested on Bertie. And it looked as if her efforts might be paying off.
The summer season had been most satisfactory. Several young ladies had caught his eye, though admittedly none quite suited, for one reason or other.
Millicent Gowdrey, for instance, was completely lacking in grace. Felicia Morton-Cryer talked in too loud a voice, and Sophie Dunston seemed a positive recluse. The one thing they all had in their favour, however, was money. Without exception their parents were quite comfortably off, the Dunstons positively rich.
Margot chewed on the end of her pencil, then added Sophie’s name to her list. The girl might cast off her excessive shyness in time. And if she stopped squinting behind those spectacles, might even become less plain.
Which left poor dumpy Dora, the girl’s only claim to charm, and therefore inclusion on this exclusive list, being her parentage. The Ferguson-Walshes were one of the richest families in the district.
Margot had missed out on an alliance with the Lindens for poor dear Selene, but the Ferguson-Walshes would make a very good alternative for darling Bertie. If she could but bring him to the point. Margot sighed. She had rather hoped that Bertie and Dora would have taken to each other by now, and if young people today were not half so pernickety they would certainly have done so. Yet it remained Margot’s all-consuming dream to bring the marriage about. She hadn’t yet given up hope, and enjoyed Edith Ferguson-Walshes full support in her campaign. If the two women had their way, the young couple would be married by Christmas.
The September picnic to Kelda Bay was Margot’s chance to bring this desired state of affairs to fruition. This would be the crowning glory of her year. If she couldn’t bring Bertie to a decision at the picnic, then she would eat her best hat!
The golden September sun burned through the wreaths of mist floating over the lake. Flat calm, it was a perfect day for a sail. The mountains basked in the sunshine. Even the becks were running quietly, as if reluctant to disturb that quiet autumnal magic.
From the moment she arrived at the small stone jetty, Lily knew she was not welcome. Margot and Selene ushered their guests aboard, fussing over where everyone else should sit, ignoring her completely. Edward Clermont-Read scarcely glanced in Lily’s direction as he poured water into a copper vessel rather like a small tea urn.
‘It’s called a Windermere kettle,’ Bertie whispered in her ear. ‘Since that’s where it was first invented. Contains a coil of pipe through which high pressure steam from the boiler passes. Boils water in ten seconds, once we’ve got up full steam.’
Lily said, ‘I see,’ though really she didn’t, and Bertie grinned at her, as pleased as if he’d invented it himself.
‘Like her? The boat, I mean. Built on the lines of a real steamship, only in miniature.’
As the Faith set sail for Kelda Bay Lily told him she thought the boat looked perfect, sleek and gleaming from hours of loving care. Despite her more prosaic motives for wanting this invitation, she’d experienced an unexpected feeling of happiness simply climbing aboard. It had been like stepping into another world: refined, leisurely, gracious. A world where everyday cares and worries did not exist.
A white funnel shone in the September sunshine and the engineer opened up two glass doors through which he began to tinker with the engine.
‘Be laying her up for winter soon, eh, George?’
‘Aye, Mr Albert. Clean the boiler tubes, and give her a scrape and varnish.’
Not a soul addressed Lily as Bertie led her through the panelled saloon and found her a seat on one of the blue leather couches. ‘You’ll be comfortable here,’ he told her. ‘While I go and help Pa up front.’
Lily thanked him, and after dutifully smiling at one or two people who pretended they hadn’t noticed, perched resolutely on the edge of her seat, gloved hands clasped tightly together, trying not to regret her decision to come.
Her new blue print dress with its braid trim had seemed perfectly wonderful when she’d first altered it, and even when she’d put it on this morning. Now, it felt drab and second-hand. For all she’d trimmed her new straw hat with a fresh pink rose and a length of baby blue ribbon, it too felt somehow cheap and tawdry.
At the far end of the boat, sitting in the stern, she could see Selene talking earnestly to her mother. The two of them kept looking daggers in Lily’s direction. Would Bertie suffer a dressing-down for daring to bring her? She rather thought so.
She glanced in the opposite direction, to where Bertie stood at the brass wheel so he could be in charge of steering the steam-yacht as he clearly loved to do. He caught her eye, lifted a hand and waved. Upon the instant Lily felt better. She drew in a deep breath and slid back more comfortably upon the seat, deciding that cruising was really rather pleasant, and she fully intended to enjoy the day. Even the smell of the hot steam and Welsh sea coal was intoxicating.
And if no one had welcomed her with open arms, what of it? She was here at Bertie’s invitation, which had nothing to do with Margot Clermont-Read. He was of age, after all, and could surely choose his own friends?
Deep inside, Lily knew this to be asking a great deal. No one in their right mind could consider her friendship with Bertie suitable. But so far as she was concerned, that was the whole point, wasn’t it? She hadn’t agreed to attend this picnic in order to have Bertie fall in love with her, but to find the opportunity to speak her mind to the Clermont-Reads.
Having reminded herself of her motives, some of her pleasure in the day faded. To find herself seated in the very vessel which had ploughed down and killed her darling Dick was suddenly almost more than she could bear, and she’d waste no time in telling them so. Lily tightened her small fists, longing to jump to her feet and embarrass these people with her accusations before all their fine friends. What sweet revenge that would be!
Managing to restrain herself, she lifted her chin to the sun where it streamed through the window, and turned her attention to the beauties of the passing scenery. Perhaps they might calm her shredded nerves. Lily certainly meant not to be overwhelmed.
They steamed along the eastern shoreline of Carreckwater past Blengarth Hall, a Gothic mansion built during the last century by a Liverpool shipping magnate. Woodlands of birch, oak and alder crowded the shoreline, interspersed at intervals by the precipitous face of craggy rock dropping sheer to the water. Finally the upper reaches of the lake brought a long stretch of shingle, known locally as Kelda Bay, and the Faith steamed silently closer to shore.
‘Nice, ain’t it?’ Bertie enquired at her elbow, as if he had invented the spot especially for her.
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