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‘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

 


‘The new series will be greeted with joy by the thousands
of women who enjoy her books.’ Evening Mail,
Barrow-in-Furness on Champion Street Market

 


‘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’

Historical Novel Society

 


‘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.’

Booklist on Hostage Queen

 


‘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

 


‘An inspiring novel about accepting change and bravely
facing the future.’

The Daily Telegraph on Ruby McBride


 


 


Lissa Turner seems to have everything a girl could ever
hope for: she’s pretty and intelligent, has warm and devoted
parents and a beautiful home in the Lake District. But despite her
good fortune, Lissa is not happy. For her real mother abandoned
Lissa while she was still a baby, and her feelings of confusion and
vulnerability have persisted. As soon as she is old enough she
takes up a job in Carreckwater, a lively village in the heart of
Lakeland. She makes many friends but is wary of close
relationships. Secretly Lissa wants nothing more than to be loved
and cherished, but her lack of faith in herself launches her into a
disastrous marriage with sinister consequences...
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 Chapter
One

1951

Lissa Turner
kilted her thin cotton skirts and slid from the sheep-cropped turf
into the icy waters of Allenbeck, squealing with delight as it
foamed against her bare legs. She swivelled her head round to look
up at the boy, still standing on dry land, very nearly
over-toppling herself in the process.

‘Come in, it’s wonderful.’

She wriggled her
toes, the stones grinding and slipping beneath her feet, and tried
another step. Above her head a lapwing climbed on lazily beating
wings, finishing in a dizzying display of joy in the May sky. Not
always so blue in these Lakeland hills, it came as no surprise to
Lissa to find it sun-filled and blue. For today was a special
day.

Today she was to
see her mother.

All around them
grew alder and silver birch, pale slender stems crowding the edge
of the small gushing stream, eager perhaps to cool their own feet
in the exhilarating flow from the rocky depths of the high
mountains. Over the low hump of Gimmer bridge, built a century or
more ago with painstaking care and not a scrap of mortar, as was
the way in this part of Westmorland, she could see right along the
rough track to the stile where the road divided. If she took one
twisting path she would come to Broombank, her home, and where Meg
and Tam lived. The other climbed up over Larkrigg Fell to the place
she should live, Larkrigg Hall. The place where her mother would be
preparing a special tea this very afternoon for their first meeting
in years. Four years to be exact, not since just after the war when
Lissa had been only seven and too young to understand
anything.

But she
understood now. In Lissa’s pansy eyes was more knowledge than she
admitted to, certainly more than was considered good for her. Her
stomach tightened into a knot of excitement. Lissa meant to enjoy
this day, to wring from it every drop of pleasure she
could.

‘What if you fall in?’ grumbled the boy, pausing in the act of
unlacing one boot as he wondered if he would get the blame, if she
did.

Lissa gave a
gurgle of laughter. ‘Then I’d get wet.’ The idea at once took root
and she wanted nothing more than to feel the icy water flowing and
stinging over every part of her young flesh. Something tickled her
toes and she wriggled them, seeing darting slivers of dark shadows
race away.

‘Oh,
look, there are millions of minnows here,’ she cried.

‘Don’t talk soft. Millions, my foot,’ he scoffed.

‘There are.’

‘Catch some then, clever clogs. Bet you can’t’

‘I
can.’ Lissa lifted the jam jar that had been hanging on a string
about her neck and, still holding her dress with one hand, dipped
it with the other into the gushing waters. The tiny fish fled. Not
one was to be seen. The water that gushed into the jar was quite
empty of life. ‘Oh.’ She sighed her disappointment.

‘You’re ignorant, Lissa Turner. All girls are ignorant. Can’t
catch fish to save your life.’

She stopped
caring about the sharp stones and swivelled about to splash him
with a spray of the foaming water. ‘Yes I can!’

‘Here, give over,’ he protested and taking up a flat stone,
tossed it carelessly into the beck, missing her bare feet by
inches. The water splashed in great wet globs over her clean print
frock and up into her face, making her gasp at its
coldness.

‘Oh,
you rat!’ But the imp of mischief in her could not resist
retaliation, so she dipped her hands in the cold water and scooped
up great washes of it. Though she aimed at the boy, laughing on the
shore, she soaked herself more than him.

‘Nick, we could go for a swim. A real one. Why don’t we?’ She
was breathless suddenly with the unexpectedness of her idea, eyes
shining with excitement. Why hadn’t she thought of it before? The
perfect way to celebrate a special day.

‘We
can’t go for a swim.’ The boy sounded contemptuous, as if she was
wrong in the head. ‘You know we’re not allowed to go alone up to
the tarn.’

‘Oh,
phooey.’

‘And
our Daniel can’t swim yet.’

‘I
can too,’ came a piping voice from some yards away but neither of
them took any notice of the smaller boy, knee-deep in water and
mud, engrossed in his hunt for wild creatures.

‘Anyroad, Miss Clever-Clogs is going out to tea.’ The older
boy spoke with lilting mockery in his tone. ‘With the witch up at
the big house.’

‘She’s not a witch,’ Lissa hotly protested, uncertainty in her
voice.’ She’s my grandmother so how can she be a witch?’

Nick put on his
superior expression.’ If she is, how come you’ve never been to see
her before then?’

Lissa
desperately searched her mind for a reason. Not for the world would
she admit the truth, that her grandmother would have nothing to do
with her. Any story was better than that. ‘She’s not been
well.’

The boy grunted
his disbelief and Lissa wished she could stamp her foot at him but
the water hampered her.

‘If
you want to know, she’s been waiting for my mother to come home.
She couldn’t get here for my birthday but she’ll be here
today.’

‘Huh! Rather you than me. The old bat’s a witch I tell you,’
Nick insisted. ‘And you’d best come out of that beck, before our
Meg catches you.’

Lissa had been
thinking exactly the same thing but she hated to be told so. ‘I’ll
please myself what I do, Nick Turner.’

‘You’re just a girl, and as a boy and your cousin I’m
responsible for you, like I am for our Daniel here. Anyway, your
hopeless at fishing.’

Lissa was
incensed. Though she‘d gladly slipped down to the beck at Nick’s
suggestion, bringing her jam jar to catch a few minnows, that was
only because she hated to be confined, even for a minute, while the
adults chattered on about the Festival of Britain Tea Party in the
village hall, how good Betty Hutton had been in ‘Annie Get Your
Gun’ at the pictures last week, and other matters which were of no
importance at all.

‘I’m
three months older than you so how can you be responsible for me?
Nor are you really my cousin, so there.’

The boy’s lip
curled with superior mockery. ‘Huh, no one believes that old tale
Aunty Meg tells about her finding you in a Liverpool
orphanage.’

‘Believe what you like, it’s true.’ Lissa slapped more water
at him. ‘I do know who my mother is though, so there. She’s
flying all the way from Canada to see me. Today!’ The joy of it
sang in her heart.

‘Meet your mother? Looking like that? Oh, aye, you will be
popular.’

Lissa’s heart
gave a little jump of fear. Oh, no, she couldn’t meet her looking a
sight. Katherine was beautiful, everyone said so. For weeks Lissa
had watched as the dress had been painstakingly stitched, anxiously
waiting for the day when she could wear it. But, unable to resist
Nick’s challenge, she’d ruined everything.

‘It’s all your fault,’ she cried, tears pricking the back of
her eyes. ‘I can catch fish just as well as any boy.’

But Nick only
laughed, quite without sympathy for her plight. She turned, meaning
to get out of the stream, her movements as liquid and graceful as
the swirling waters that washed about her white slender limbs, hair
ribbons slipping loose in the wild tumble of glossy black curls.
For all she was still a child, it was abundantly clear to anyone
that Lissa Turner would grow into a beauty, one very much with a
mind of her own.

‘Drat you.’ Lissa slapped at him again with the flat of her
hand, then laughed out loud as he lost his footing, arms flailing
round and round like a windmill in the wind, and almost in slow
motion fell backwards into the water. Fortunately it was more wide
than deep at this point and he was as much winded as wet. But for
Nick, surprisingly angry.

‘Now
you’ve done it,’ he shouted.

He looked so
funny sitting there on the pebbles with his bony knees poking up
out of the frothing water that Lissa laughed till the tears rolled
down her cheeks. Then Nick joined in too while Daniel rolled on the
grass and waved his feet in the air with delight.

Too late now to
argue. Too late to complain she was in her best dress and she
really mustn’t risk spoiling it. And Lissa desperately wanted to
prove she was as good as him.

‘Keep still,’ she ordered. ‘Don’t frighten the fish away with
your cackling. I’ll show you.’

She carefully
kilted her skirts between her legs, tucking the hem into her waist
band at the front, stuffing the trailing bits up the lace-trimmed
elastic of her best knickers.

Then she waded
slowly out into the fast-flowing stream, close to the bridge where
there were fewer stones and the water spread out wide and deep and
dark beneath a tunnel of greenery. As it came above her knees she
stopped. For what seemed an age Lissa waited until the tiny minnows
had grown used to the pale trunks of her legs and brushed against
them with casual ease. Very slowly she bent down, holding the jar
in the flow of the river. At first there was nothing and her heart
fluttered with despair.

Then she saw it,
a great fat black cloud of darting fish. In seconds her jar was
crowded and she swooped it out of the water with a cry of
triumph.

‘I’ve done it. See.’

Her delight was
short lived, for the swift movement rocked a stone beneath her foot
and the heavy water took instant advantage, pushing resolutely
against her. Even as she struggled to find her balance Lissa knew
herself lost. Holding the jar high in her hand to save her precious
fish, she sat with infuriated dignity, almost up to her chin in the
deep water.

 


Meg stared at
Lissa with horror in her grey eyes. ‘How could you?’ She widened
her gaze to encompass the two muddy boys, unusually subdued. ‘How
could any of you behave so badly, today of all days?’

They all stared
miserably at the pools they were making on the slate floor, deeming
it prudent not to reply.

‘Upstairs with you, madam.’ Meg ordered, then jerked a thumb
at her two nephews. ‘You two had best go to the outhouse, clean
that mud off and get out of those wet things. I’ll find you
something dry to wear, though I can’t promise it’ll fit, nor save
you from trouble when you get home.’

She felt a jolt
of pity for their sad faces as they trailed off to do her bidding.
At any other time Meg would have laughed at their predicament. It
was no more than childish fun after all. She could remember she and
her brother Charlie being in exactly the same predicament on any
number of occasions. But she was short on humour today. Kath’s
letters always seemed to put her in a temper, even now, after all
these years. There was still the gnawing fear that she would come
for Lissa and take her back with her, and Meg would never see her
lovely girl again. Canada was the other side of the world, after
all.

She could
remember, as clearly as if it were yesterday, the time Kath had
come for her daughter. Lissa had been seven years old by then.
Seven years in Meg’s care, and Kath had imagined she could simply
collect her, like a parcel, and ship her away. But Meg had refused
to allow it.

‘Lissa stays here with me, at Broombank, where she belongs,’
she’d said, and that had been that.

Surprisingly
Kath had made no protest. She had merely smiled her beautiful
smile, shrugged slender shoulders and walked out of Meg’s life with
that elegant swinging sway to her hips, to start life in Canada
with her new husband.

She’d written
once or twice a year since then, often claiming that she would
visit soon, but nothing had ever come of these promises.

Until
today.

A soft touch at
her elbow brought her back to the present. ‘Here,’ said Tam,
handing her a steaming bowl. ‘Sponge her down quickly with some
warm water and she’ll be right enough. Did you never get mud in
your own eye, Meg O’Cleary?’

Meg looked
lovingly into her husband’s face and her lips lifted into a smile.
How could she resist when she loved him so much? Tam leaned over
the bowl and dropped a kiss upon her nose.

‘Tis
a lovely woman you are, Meg, when you’re thinking with your heart.
I’ll go and deal with them two tearaways and take them back meself.
See if I can stop your father tanning their hides. He is staying at
Ashlea again, is he not?’

‘Yes,’ Meg sighed. ‘Poor Sally Ann.’

‘She
gets on with him better than you do. I’ll see these lads don’t
suffer his wrath.’ Taciturn and dour to a fault, the boys’
grandfather Joe was supposed to be retired in Grange-Over-Sands but
spent every moment he could at his old home, Ashlea, using the
excuse that he was helping his daughter-in-law, Sally Ann, widowed
by a stray bomb, and never remarried. Joe had remarried, at the end
of the war, but the marriage hadn’t prospered.

‘Thanks.’ Meg gave Tam a warm smile of gratitude, drew in a
deep breath and started up the stairs. Lissa could be as
troublesome to deal with in her own way as Joe. There were no
arguments from her now as Meg stripped off the sodden dress. No
tantrums or tears as the dripping, best white underwear with the
lace trim was replaced by everyday interlock vest and
knickers.

‘You’ll have to wear your yellow cotton frock,’ Meg said,
hiding a smile as she saw the pretty nose wrinkle in disgust.
‘Don’t like it.’

Meg sighed,
biting back the retort that perhaps Lissa should have thought of
that before she decided to go fishing for minnows, but managed,
with difficulty, to hold her tongue. ‘Which then?’ thinking over
Lissa’s wardrobe which shrank daily as the child grew. Soon, all
too soon in Meg’s opinion, she would be a child no longer. Budding
womanhood would take over. It was certainly long past time they had
a talk about it.

‘I
shall wear my jersey skirt and blue embroidered blouse,’ Lissa
said, deciding on what she considered to be her most sophisticated
items.

‘Isn’t it rather warm for jersey?’

‘You’re wearing a skirt and blouse.’

So the blue
jersey it was. The tangled dark locks were brushed and fresh
ribbons found to put them back into their tidy bunches, one at each
side of the rosy, scrubbed cheeks. The sparkle was back in the
arresting eyes, the tongue loosened once more into chatter. ‘Oh do
let’s hurry, Meg. We mustn’t be late. What will she be like? I
don’t remember her. Will she like me?’

The questions
came thick and fast as they set off to walk the two miles up to
Larkrigg Hall. Meg’s heart went out to the child, for didn’t her
own anxiety match Lissa’s?

‘Of
course you will recognise her, once you see her. She will be
surprised how much you have grown.’ Meg didn’t like to talk about
the love aspect. She couldn’t. She found it impossible to credit
Kath with the ability to love a daughter she’d abandoned so soon
after her birth. Not even a war would have persuaded Meg to do such
a thing. But then there had been other, more pressing reasons, best
not remembered.

The slopes of
Larkrigg Fell rose gently ahead of them, with the steep crag of
Dundale Knott at their backs, its comical lop-sided appearance
belying the very real dangers to be found on the crags and crevices
that scarred its surface. As her beloved dog, Rust, had once
discovered to his cost. He was at her heels now, as always.
Battle-scarred and not so spry as he’d once been, yet fit enough to
walk the fells with her every day tending the sheep, despite his
thirteen years.

‘Come on, old boy,’ she urged, a softness to her voice
whenever she addressed him. ‘He’s panting a bit more than he
should, Lissa. Maybe I’d best retire him.’

Lissa rubbed the
dog’s ears, one brown, one black. ‘You know he couldn’t take to
that. Where you are, so must he be.’

Funny thing,
loyalty, Meg mused. It could cement a friendship or, misplaced,
just as easily ruin one. Hadn’t she learned so herself
once?

To their left
was Allenbeck. It began high on Larkrigg Fell where it gathered its
strength to burst out as a waterfall, known locally as a force, and
tumbled onwards through Whinstone Gill, a deep cleft cut into the
rocks forming a wooded ravine, till it ran out of power and passed
under Gimmer bridge at a more sedate pace.

Now they climbed
the sheep trods through Brockbarrow wood which in its turn flanked
the southern shores of the tarn. Brockbarrow wood. The place for a
lover’s tryst. And betrayal.

‘What shall I say to her?’ Lissa worried. ‘What can we talk
about? She doesn’t know me or any of my friends.’

Anxious dark
blue eyes gazed up at Meg. Jack’s eyes. She swallowed. ‘Tell her
all about yourself. About how you like to help on the farm, how
you’re learning to play the harmonium. How you are changing schools
this year and mean to go to the High School.’

‘If
I pass my certificate.’

‘Of
course you’ll pass.’

‘I’m
so nervous. Isn’t it silly?’ A small hand crept into Meg’s and she
squeezed it encouragingly.

‘I’m
pretty nervous myself as a matter of fact.’

‘Are
you?’ An odd relief in the voice.

Somewhere high
above a curlew mewed its plaintive, lonely cry, but Meg was aware
only of Lissa’s deep thoughts. The worst part of Kath’s letters
were her promises to visit, the way they unsettled the child, made
her think and ask endless questions.

‘Tell me again how you came to Liverpool to find me,’ Lissa
asked, wriggling close, and Meg stifled a sigh.

‘I’ve told you a dozen times. Kath couldn’t keep you. She was
going into the WAAFS’ because of the war. She gave you to me to
keep safe, at Broombank.’

‘Did
she come to see me a lot? Did she miss me?’ Lissa frowned. ‘I can’t
seem to remember.’

‘It
was difficult, with the war and everything,’ Meg hedged.

‘I
suppose so.’ More deep thoughts, Lissa wishing she could understand
it all properly. She wished and wished so hard sometimes that it
hurt, deep in her tummy. If only her mother would come, just once.
Her child’s faith in the goodness of life made her certain that
Kath would be kind and beautiful and tell her that she loved her,
and Lissa would learn all about that secret part of herself she
couldn’t quite discover.

She worried
sometimes that perhaps it was her fault that Kath had left. Perhaps
she’d been a disappointment and her mother had been glad to give
her up.

Today, at last,
all those fears could be swept away.

All Lissa had
ever seen of the world was this dale, these familiar mountains. She
ached to see the rest of it, live the life she felt was her due.
She adored Meg and Tam, loved them as if they were her real
parents, but what kind of life might she have had if she’d been
Lissa Ellis instead of Lissa Turner? How would she have been
different? It was hard to work it out.

A tall Scots
pine stood like a sentinel on a small rise before her. Beyond that,
Lissa knew, was the last sheep trod they needed to climb. This
would join the long sweeping drive that led up to Larkrigg Hall
through a pair of stone gate posts. It was a fine,
nineteenth-century house, set high on a ridge as its name implied,
surrounded on all sides by strangely shaped rocks and crags that
poked out of the thin soil like old bones. A house that might have
been her home, if things had been different.

Or she might,
even now, have been in Canada, seeing other mountains, riding the
ponies on her mother’s ranch. These dreams had filled her head for
years, keeping her awake at night. Now, she was sure they were
about to be realised.

‘Will she tell me who my father is, do you think?’ Her voice
was soft, robbed of breath by the wind and the intensity of her
excitement.

Meg and Kath had
both avoided this part of the story. How they had both loved the
same man, Kath had borne his child and Meg had loved her and
brought her up. It hurt and embarrassed them both still, to think
of it.

Meg drew the
child into the circle of her arms. ‘One day we’ll talk about it,’
she said with a smile. ‘When you are old enough to
understand.’

‘I’m
old enough now. I’m eleven. Not a baby any more, Meg.’

No, more’s the
pity, she thought, and tightened the ribbons that were, as usual,
slipping down the glossy curls. ‘It isn’t important, not really.
You have me and Tam. Remember that we love you. You are our own
darling child so far as we are concerned.’

‘I
know.’ Lissa wished that it was enough. But somehow it
wasn’t.

 


Larkrigg Hall, a
rectangular, solid house, bigger than it looked at first glance,
with a plain, protestant look to it, stood at last before them.
Only its tall trefoiled windows and great arched storm porch
relieved the austerity of the grey stone walls. Meg pushed Lissa
forward and politely rattled the knocker, for the inhabitants of
Larkrigg Hall did not follow the more usual country custom of using
the back door for callers. Meg could feel her heart start to thump
uncomfortably at the thought of Kath waiting within.

The door creaked
open and Amy Stanton, Rosemary Ellis’s housekeeper, stood
four-square on the slate step. Solid and forbidding, taking her
pleasures where she could find them in ill health and local
disasters, she almost smiled upon them now.

‘She
hasn’t come,’ she bluntly informed them. ‘Mrs Wadeson sent a
telegram this morning. She says she’s sorry but she won’t be here
after all.’

The door had
almost closed before Meg came out of her shock. Slamming her hand
against the polished panels she stopped it most effectively, but
then she hadn’t spent years lifting and managing sheep to be put
off by an old door, solid oak or no. ‘What did you say?’

Meg lifted her
chin in that stubborn way she had and the high-cheekboned face took
on a dignified beauty that had melted stouter hearts than Amy
Stanton’s. There was no sign of a thaw in this one.

Even to Lissa’s
miserable observation it was clear that Meg was wasting her
time.

‘Amy?’ A stentorian voice from within settled the matter and
the door shut fast with a solid clunk. Meg muttered something
unpleasant under her breath that Lissa didn’t quite catch then,
taking her hand in a firm grasp, grey eyes sparkling with a rare
anger, she set off at a cracking pace back down the long drive,
dragging the child with her.

‘Come along, sweetheart. Let’s go home.’

 


It was
Grandfather Joe, surprisingly, who offered a solution. Following
that bitter disappointment, Lissa had written again to her mother,
asking if Kath had another date in mind. The letter had not been
answered. Not that she cared, she told herself. What did it matter
if Katherine Ellis, now Mrs Wadeson, did not love her?

Yet somehow it
did. It mattered very much. Lissa felt full of curiosity, ached to
meet her. Not because she felt herself unloved by Meg, far from it.
Meg had been the best mother anyone could wish for. It was simply a
need to fill in the whole picture, to know who, exactly, she was.
She couldn’t explain it any better than that, not even to herself.
It made her feel all uncomfortable inside to know she’d been
dumped.

‘What’s up with thee, moping about with a face like a wet
fortnight? Stop fretting,’ he said, shaking out his newspaper as if
to remind her that the worries of the world, such as the progress
of the Korean War which he followed with great interest, were far
more important than any a young girl might have. ‘It’ll all be
t’same in hundred years.’

‘I
suppose it will,’ said Lissa sadly, though this was not a
philosophy she could warm to. ‘Do you believe in wishes,
Grandfather?’

Joe pondered the
question then chuckled. ‘I remember doing some wishing as a child,
by the water every spring. Eeh, what daft-heads we were.’ Laughing
softly at his own youthful foolishness, he returned to the paper.
‘Will thee look at the price of wool? Might as well work for
nowt.’

‘Grandfather.’ Lissa’s voice was coaxing, her smile
bewitching. Aware he had a soft spot for her she knew she never got
anything out of him by being miserable, for all he put on such a
dour face himself. She leaned against the arm of Joe’s chair and
gazed up into his face. ‘Tell me about the wishing.’

Joe regarded the
child he’d come to think of as his granddaughter with a serious
eye. ‘It’s not to be taken lightly,’ he warned.

‘Oh,
no,’ Lissa assured him. ‘I wouldn’t.’

He glanced
around, as if he was about to impart a great secret, or preferred
Meg not to know what he said. ‘Water has special powers, tha knows.
Whether it be beck or tarn, each has its own sprite or fairy and it
don’t do to cross them.’

Lissa solemnly
shook her head, not daring to speak. Would this be the answer she
so badly needed?

Satisfied he was
not about to be mocked, Joe said, ‘When we was no more’n bairns
we’d go every Maytime to the well or some other special watering
place and fill our hands with water. Sometimes we’d use a bottle
and add a drop of sugar or a twist of liquorice to drink, then give
the rest back to the water sprite. Or we’d drink from us hands and
give a gift instead, like a flower or a penny. You ask Meg about
Luckpennies. Carry the luck for you they do.’

‘Why
do they?’

‘Why?’ Joe looked confused. ‘Nay, lass, how should I
know?’

‘But
did you make a wish? And did it ever come true?’

Joe was anxious
to return to the latest figures from the auction mart. ‘Course we
did. But I’m too old to remember what we wished for, let alone if
it ever come true. It’s all a lot of nonsense anyroad. You have to
drink it up quick, afore it leaks out of your hand, and say your
wish with your eyes closed.’ Then thinking of Meg’s possible
reaction to these superstitions, he added for good measure, ‘But
you must believe in the Good Lord and say your prayers every
night.’ Nodding wisely and recklessly mixing Christian and pagan
traditions. ‘Then you’ll get what’s good for you and no
more.’

Lissa felt
excited. She said her prayers every night already, but she thought
she’d try the wishing as well, just in case. It could do no harm to
try.

 


Nick had one or
two wishes of his own which he could do with having answered,
concerning learning to play football and getting a new bicycle, so
he was ready enough to share the experiment with Lissa. It seemed
harmless enough.

The beck was
considered too mundane and the water too gushing for any sprite to
survive in it. There was nothing for it but to try the tarn.
Strictly forbidden, tucked darkly behind Brockbarrow wood, they
chose an afternoon when Daniel had been taken, protesting, to the
dentist, since they didn’t trust him to keep a secret. It was June,
not May, but Lissa hoped the fairies wouldn’t mind, this being
their first visit.

‘We
mustn’t get wet or fall in this time,’ she warned and Nick gravely
agreed. The tarn might be small and round, a sheet of water
innocently sparkling in the sun on a beautiful day like this, but
it was bitterly cold, had been trapped in this cup of land since
the Ice Age and nobody knew quite how deep it was. It was not a
place to mess with. Both children gazed on the ruffled waters and
shuddered. They could well believe that sprites lurked beneath its
glittering surface, perhaps even devils.

The small
ceremony took no more than moments to complete. There was no time
to waste as they were fully aware they risked the wrath of their
respective parents should their trip be discovered.

‘I’ll go first,’ Lissa said, dipping the small Tizer bottle in
the clear water.

As she drank the
sweet liquorice water she closed her eyes and wished with all her
might that one day soon her mother would come. She sent her
thoughts winging far across water, mountains and sea to a distant,
unknown mass of land painted red on her geography atlas and known
as Canada.

Send my mother
home, her inner voice begged.

Then it was
Nick’s turn. They glanced sideways at each other and
giggled.

‘It’s a bit daft is this,’ he said. ‘Go on. Get on with
it.’

When he had done
they emptied the rest of the brown liquid into the tarn and watched
the wind sweep the sunlight like a shower of diamonds across the
small lake. It seemed, to Lissa’s lively imagination, like an
answer, and a great sense of peace and certainty came upon her. It
would work out all right in the end, she felt sure somehow, deep in
her heart.


Chapter Two

 


Time passed.
Lissa tried not to think of her mother and was happy enough in the
dale. Each spring she and Nick continued to make their wishes,
though never revealed them or owned up to whether they ever came
true. That was far too risky and might spoil their chances, though
Nick did boast one day that he’d got picked for the school football
team.

Lissa wrote
regularly to Canada, and twice a year, on her birthday and at
Christmas, received a reply. These were always a disappointment,
telling her little, closing with the promise that one day Kath
would come but never offering any definite date. Then on her
thirteenth birthday a different sort of letter arrived.

Meg handed it to
her, frowning. ‘It’s from Mrs Ellis. She’s declared herself ready
to receive us.’

‘Oh.’ Lissa was stunned. Was this good news or bad? She
couldn’t quite make out from Meg’s attitude. ‘Why now?’

‘Perhaps a bout of conscience? Though I very much doubt it.
Have you been writing to Canada?’

Lissa nodded,
saying no more when she saw how Meg’s face tightened in that odd
way she had whenever Kath or Canada were mentioned.

‘We
are to call next Wednesday, at three o’clock precisely. You must
put on your best frock. Only I would prefer you not to fall in the
beck this time. Let us try to present a civilised image, shall we?’
Meg gave a wry smile and Lissa giggled with relief.

‘I’ll do my best.’

 


Lissa knew, the
moment she stepped into the house, that she hated it, which was
deeply disappointing. They passed through a dark hall where a
glassy-eyed stag’s head glared down at them, causing her to shiver.
Then they were shown into a small, oak-panelled room of faded
gentility, dark and depressing. Where was the pretty turquoise and
gold drawing room Meg had spoken of? Lissa had imagined delicate,
tasteful furniture. Instead, most of the house seemed dusty and
shut up, judging by the number of forbiddingly closed
doors.

At first sight
everything in the room appeared to be draped in some sort of
covering; filled with mats, runners, tablecloths, even the piano
shrouded in an Indian rug. A single, rose-shaded lamp bloomed in
the window embrasure. It should have given a cosy feel but it only
cast gloomy shadows across the walls.

Lissa’s small
nose wrinkled with distaste at the stale smell that met her
nostrils. The room was as unaccustomed to fresh air as it was to
visitors.

A figure rose
from the shadows by the empty fireplace and Lissa started, stepping
back in sudden fright as she recalled Nick’s constant teasing about
a witch, and felt glad suddenly of Meg’s warm reassuring hand as it
slipped over hers. But then she was almost grown up now, and didn’t
believe in witches.

‘Miss Turner.’ The voice sounded cold and disembodied.
Glancing anxiously up at Meg, Lissa caught the ghost of a knowing
smile and knew instinctively that these two were old
adversaries.

‘Mrs
O’Cleary, if you recall. But you always used to call me
Meg.’

A pause, during
which Lissa received the decided impression that she was being
scrutinised from head to foot, though since the room was so dim and
the woman was in shadow, she couldn’t be sure.

‘I
see you have brought the child.’

Meg smiled
again. ‘Of course. This is Lissa. My daughter.’

Lissa felt as if
she should curtsey, the moment so crackled with tension. Instead,
she screwed up her courage, took a step forward and held out her
hand, remembering her manners. ‘Good afternoon…’ she began, smiling
politely, and stopped. How to address this woman whom she knew to
be her grandmother but had never been acknowledged as such? She bit
on her lower lip and waited. The rose-coloured light flickered
across the thin, unsmiling face, showing up the whiskers on her
chin.

Ignoring the
small outstretched hand, Rosemary Ellis turned away, leaving Lissa
feeling foolish, forced to retreat to Meg’s side.

‘Pray be seated.’ A regal gesture indicated a roomy sofa. It
too was so swathed in paisley shawls, arm shields, antimacassars
and cushions, so that Lissa dared hardly sit upon it for fear of
disturbing the arrangement. ‘Amy, tea, if you please. For our
guests.’

‘Very good, madam.’ Amy quietly withdrew, closing the double
mahogany doors as she went.

Meg whispered in
her ear. ‘Don’t put your dirty shoes on the rug, it’s Persian, and
very valuable.’

Lissa sat
gingerly next to Meg, trying to tuck them out of the way, which
wasn’t easy. She fixed her eyes upon a display of dried leaves in a
copper bowl that sat incongruously upon an upturned seed box in the
wide, marble hearth. A spider hung from a thread on one leaf and
Lissa watched it, fascinated.

They sat in
silence in the cold room for what seemed an eternity. Somewhere a
clock chimed and she counted out three strokes. Lissa’s back
started to ache and her legs to fidget. Meg cast her a warning
glance, then clearing her throat, turned to Mrs Ellis with a
smile.

‘I
trust you are keeping well? I haven’t seen Jeffrey... Mr Ellis for
some time. How is he?’

‘Much the same. Never goes out these days.’

‘Might we see him?’

‘I
do not think that would be wise.’

It was a relief
when the double doors opened again and Amy wheeled in the tea on a
clattering tea trolley that had seen better days. Meg touched
Lissa’s hand. ‘Go and help Mrs Stanton serve the tea, sweetheart.’
But as Lissa rose to do so, a stern voice bade her remain where she
was.

‘I
hope we have better manners here at Larkrigg than to permit guests
to serve themselves.’ Lissa sat down again, accepting the china cup
and saucer with the first flutter of nervousness. Misery was sharp
within her. This was not at all how she’d imagined her first
meeting with her grandmother would be. She had so longed to see
her, and the inside of the old house where her mother had lived as
a girl.

It confused and
intrigued her to think that a member of her own family, whom she
didn’t even know, lived behind these grey stone walls. Now here she
was at last, and nothing was as she had hoped. Perhaps Lissa hadn’t
quite expected words of love. But a smile, a word of welcome would
have warmed her. There was none.

The only
consolation was that through the tall, trefoiled windows she could
see the friendly mountains that she loved so much, their dark faces
streaked with snow filled gullies for spring had been late this
year. The house stood so grandly on its ridge that its face looked
beyond Larkrigg Fell to the majesty of Kentmere Pike with the dark
sentinel of Dundale Knot closer to hand.

Perversely Lissa
wished herself out amongst them, where she might find the peace and
sanctuary they offered; instead of here, where she felt an outcast.
Unwanted.

She realised
with a startled jerk that Rosemary Ellis was addressing her with
some question and she had missed it. In horror, Lissa glanced at
Meg for help who, sensing her predicament, attempted to breach the
gap.

‘Lissa attends the High School. She goes into Kendal each day
by bus.’

‘The
High School?’ The words were spoken with contempt, as if the idea
were unthinkable. ‘How very utilitarian.’

‘It’s a very good school as a matter of fact.’

‘Katherine was educated privately. Only the very best of
everything, naturally. Still, a local establishment is probably
more appropriate in the circumstances.’ Rosemary Ellis fixed her
cold gaze upon Lissa, who began to feel quite sick.

Lissa hated the
increasing tension in the room and watched in dismay as Meg
attempted to laugh away the implied criticism, though it seemed to
be through gritted teeth.

‘How
is Katherine? She is well, I hope?’

‘Perfectly. My daughter leads an exceedingly busy social life.
Her husband, Ewan Maximillian Wadeson III, has quite a position to
keep up. A property owner of some renown.’

‘Then she shouldn’t make promises that she intends to visit
when she clearly hasn’t time,’ Meg daringly stated, making Lissa
jump. Rosemary stiffened and gazed down her long nose at Meg.’ She
can’t simply drop everything. On a whim.’

‘It
was always her idea to visit. We did not request it.’

‘Well, I certainly did not, Mrs O’Cleary. For my part, I
believe the past is best left buried.’

Lissa gazed
perplexed at her grandmother. What did that mean? Best left buried.
She couldn’t be buried, could she? She was here, alive and well, a
physical reality. Lissa felt a bit guilty suddenly, for though Meg
might not have made any requests to see Kath, she certainly had.
Constantly. She thought it best not to mention those, though
perhaps this was an opportunity to get a few questions answered.
She edged forward in her seat.

‘What is she like, my mother? Does she look like me? Or like
you?’ Here, Lissa’s young mind quailed at this dreadful
possibility, and she hurried on without stopping. ‘You still
haven’t told us, Grandmother, why she keeps letting me down. Is it
my fault? Will she be coming soon? She did promise, really she did.
"I’ll come as soon as I can", she said. When do you think that will
be?’

Rosemary stared
as if shocked that the girl owned a tongue, let alone a mind
churning with questions. ‘I really couldn’t say, and I am not your
grandmother.’ She turned away to sip her tea with patrician
disdain, the subject closed so far as she was concerned. Not for
Lissa.

‘Why
can’t you say? Perhaps she would prefer it if I were to visit her
in Canada?’ Lissa strove to keep the eagerness from her voice. The
thought of crossing half the world in a huge ship in search of this
elusive, beautiful mother excited her, but she hated to show how
much in front of Meg.

‘That would be most unsuitable,’ Rosemary said, shock evident
in her voice. ‘The very idea!’

‘Why? Doesn’t she want to see me?’

Cold, pale eyes
raked Lissa from head to foot then turned chillingly to Meg. ‘You
have taught the child no manners. Which does not surprise me,
brought up as she has been with farming stock.’

Lissa saw Meg
flinch as if Rosemary Ellis had struck her. Her own head was
starting to ache and disappointment made her reckless. She decided
she might as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb.

‘Is
he my father then? This Ewan Maxi person? Or is it because I’m a
bastard that you don’t like me?’

‘Lissa!’ Meg cried.

The effect was
astonishingly gratifying. For one terrible moment she thought her
grandmother was about to faint. Lissa saw at once there would be no
denial and felt a wicked surge of gladness that someone else could
suffer hurt, as she had so many times. She watched, intrigued, as
the whiskered chin and palid cheeks went stark white, grew wine
red, then changed to brilliant purple.

‘I
must apologise for her behaviour,’ Meg was hastily saying, frowning
grimly at Lissa.

‘The
child is out of control. You clearly allow her to run wild. Spoil
her, without doubt.’

‘I
don’t think it possible to spoil a child. Where else would she find
the love she needs, if not from me and from Tam?’ Brave, reckless
words, chillingly received.

‘Enough. Do you take me for a fool?’ Icicles dripped from the
thin voice. ‘I know why you persist in keeping up this contact with
Katherine. Which is why I have called you here today, to inform you
that it must stop. There will be no more contact between you. I am
not too foolish to recognise a clever ruse when I see
one.’

‘Clever ruse?’ Meg’s eyes widened.

‘Indeed. To get money out of me. Or my husband, as no doubt
you have cleverly done in the past on many occasions, gullible fool
that he is.’

‘I
beg your pardon?’

‘Come, come, Mrs O’Cleary, do not pretend with me. He
helped you get a mortgage once, I seem to remember. But you will
not succeed. I do not acknowledge your illegitimate child as any
responsibility of mine.’ She turned away and pulled on a bell pull.
‘Now we have the matter straight, I believe this interview is
over.’

Meg looked as if
someone had punched her in the face. Her voice shook. ‘How dare
you? How dare you suggest such things? And in front of the
child.’

‘It’s all right,’ Lissa said, anxious to calm Meg. ‘I
understand, and I really don’t mind about being a bastard, only I
would’ve liked to know why I wasn’t wanted.’

The shock waves
of this little speech almost knocked Lissa off her seat. Rosemary
Ellis shot to her feet, clasping and unclasping her hands in
agitation. ‘If that child uses that word once more in my presence…’
A tall, angular figure with good bone structure, but any beauty she
might once have possessed had long since dissipated. A sour mouth
thinned perceptibly, even as Lissa gazed wonderingly upon
it.

‘Stern discipline is what this little madam needs. Though I
can think of no respectable establishment which would admit her,
and you seem quite unable to provide it.’

It was a long
moment before Meg answered, concerned as she was about Lissa,
seeing the tears brim in the violet eyes, young ears taking in
every nuance of the argument. Very quietly she got to her feet. ‘We
need no help to bring up our own daughter, Mrs Ellis, and you are
the last person I would ask, if we did.’ Meg was trembling with
anger. ‘Had I known you were going to attack us with your nasty
insinuations, I would have left Lissa at home.’

Lissa was, in
fact, paying less attention than Meg realised. The whole scene had
made her feel distinctly odd. A pain started deep in her belly and
she wanted, very suddenly, to be sick. She clamped her teeth
tightly together in desperation as the room began to swim about
her.

Meg was speaking
from a long way off.

‘If
you had not been so hard hearted as to throw your daughter out all
those years ago, you might have found a bit more love in your own
life. Which might have spared you this warped view of the world,
Rosemary Ellis. And certainly would have benefited Kath, as well as
your poor husband. Yes, Jeffrey was kind to me in the past, but I
asked him for nothing and he gave me nothing but his advice and
support. I never took any money from him. Ever. Although I
greatly valued his friendship. I will not stay and bandy insults
with you. I want nothing from you, not now, nor in the future. I
agree with you about the letters. I too would prefer it if they
stopped. Please ask Katherine to refrain from making promises to
Lissa which she has no intention of keeping. It is thoughtless and
unkind and causes nothing but hurt and upset for the
child.’

Lissa groaned as
the pain shot deeper, like a great weight between her legs. Neither
woman heard her.

‘You
have clearly read too much into her words. Katherine responds as
best she can only because the child insists on writing to her.’ The
older woman was almost spitting her contempt now as the two stood
facing each other, determined adversaries. Meg held to her
point.

‘Kath encourages this fantasy of Lissa’s that they might meet
one day. It does enormous damage. Every time Kath lets her down the
child feels rejected all over again.’

‘Utter rubbish!’ The whiskered chin shook. ‘Rejected indeed.
You cannot believe that Katherine or I owe any responsibility to a
child who readily admits herself to - to be what she is. Ours is a
respectable family. She is no fault of ours.’

Meg dropped her
chin and drew in a long, shuddering breath, steadying herself,
fighting the urge to tear this unfeeling, cruel woman to shreds.
How dare she deny Lissa’s parentage? So concerned was she with her
efforts that she did not notice how the colour drained away from
Lissa’s cheeks. She only heard a stifled moan and then the air
seemed to be filled with a piercing scream, bringing both women
whirling.

‘Look what you’ve done. Both of you,’ Lissa screamed, terror
in her voice. ‘You’ve killed me. I’m dying. Meg, I’m
dying.’

The blood of
womanhood was running down the young girl’s legs, soaking into the
bright white ankle socks and on to the valuable Persian
rug.

‘Dear Lord,’ cried Meg, horrified.

‘As
I said, Mrs O’Cleary. Discipline and control. Entirely lacking, you
see.’

 


Meg sat on the
edge of the big bed she shared with Tam, wringing her hands in
anguish. ‘I should have told her long since. I’ve failed her,
leaving it so late. She was scared out of her wits, poor lamb. I
should have explained all about Jack too, then she mightn’t have
felt the need to shock with that dreadful word.’

‘You’ve told her now?’

‘Yes, everything.’

Tam slipped an
arm about her to pull her close. ‘Don’t worry over it. You wouldn’t
be the Meg we all know and love if you were mooning about the house
fussing over us all the time.’

‘Even so, it was a mistake. That dreadful woman. Discipline
and control, my Aunt Fanny!’ Meg’s hands clenched tight, as if she
would have punched Rosemary Ellis on the nose were she present.
‘You wouldn’t believe the things she said to me, what she accused
me of.’

Tam stroked the
golden curls away and tucked them behind her ears, kissing the
lobes as he did so. ‘Haven’t you told me, sweetheart, a dozen times
already? You mustn’t let the woman get to you. She is a vicious,
bad-mouthed old besom and not to be listened to. I forbid you to
take Lissa to see her again.’

Meg turned to
gaze into his moss green eyes, startled for a moment by the unusual
vehemence in his lilting voice. ‘Forbid?’

‘Why
should our little girl be subjected to such an attack? Tis not her
fault if she was born on the wrong side of the blanket, now is it?
So keep her away in future. We don’t need any of them.’

 


For Lissa it was
a turning point, of sorts, for the rejection cut deep. There were
no more letters to Canada, no more wishing for her mother to come.
She had Meg and Tam who she loved to bits. She told herself she
needed no one else, certainly not a mother who didn’t love her. But
she still worried about whether she was really wanted, ached to
know who she really was and where she truly belonged.

The following
months and years weren’t easy, and there came a particularly
difficult period when Meg fell pregnant. To her shame, the thought
of a baby in the house appalled her. It would take all Meg’s time
and attention. It seemed to prove how unimportant she was, for why
should Meg want a baby at all when she’d always claimed Lissa was
everything to her?

Her fears seemed
to be justified as Meg withdrew into a world of her own, rarely
hearing when Lissa spoke to her so that she had to say everything
twice.

Mealtimes were
changed to suit Meg’s delicate stomach. She went to bed early
instead of sitting chatting by the fire, leaving Lissa to make her
own supper. Even iron her own clothes. It was quite incredible how
life changed. To Lissa’s increasing dismay Meg became perfectly
obsessed with making plans for the baby, took to having weird food
fancies, morning sickness and back ache. And Tam’s loving
preoccupation with her grated every bit as much.

There seemed
nothing else for it but to play the martyr or how would they ever
remember she lived here too? If they saw she was unhappy, Lissa
decided, then they would pay her proper attention. So she refused
to speak to either of them, took to spending hours alone in her
room, hoping someone would notice she was missing and come and look
for her. Yet if they did, she would sulk and say she wasn’t hungry.
They asked if she was sickening for something because she ate so
little. Except at night when they were both asleep. Then she would
secretly raid the larder for cuts of meat and slices of apple pie.
It made her feel wickedly decadent.

‘You
don’t care about me any more,’ she said, sulking furiously. ‘Nobody
does. I must be a very unlovable person. No wonder my mother
deserted me.’

Meg’s look of
horror brought a burst of sweet delight into Lissa’s rebellious
heart. ‘What a thing to say. Of course I care. I love you dearly,
Lissa. And so does Tam.’ The kettle started gently to
steam.

‘You
brought me up. That’s not quite the same thing, is it?’ The tone
was cruelly mocking but Lissa didn’t care. She wanted to hurt Meg
as she was hurting, deep inside.

‘Of
course it’s the same. You are very special to us and always will
be.’

Hot tears
pricked her eyelids and Lissa blinked them angrily away. ‘That was
only duty. You had no choice. You didn’t even choose me. I was
dumped on you.’ With tremulous pleasure she watched the terrible
effect of these words dawn on Meg’s face. Instantly the feeling
drained away and she was drenched in guilt. She wanted to run to
Meg and smooth away the stricken look, to beg her forgiveness and
say she hadn’t meant it.

‘Oh,
Lissa,’ was all Meg said, which made her feel worse than ever.
Desperately, she tried to put it right.

‘Come for a ride. Not to Brockbarrow wood but somewhere
different. I’m bored with everywhere round here.’

Meg looked
distressed. Tam had got Lissa a lovely little mare, but Meg never
let her go too far alone, insisting she was always accompanied. ‘I
can’t. Not today, love. Why don’t you ask Tam to go with
you?’

Lissa pouted.
‘Tam says he has to do all your jobs as well as his own
these days. He’s too busy.’

‘It’s a difficult time.’

The kettle was
rattling furiously on the stove and Meg quickly lifted it to pour
the scalding water into the teapot. There was so much she wanted to
explain, about life, about trust, about love, but she couldn’t seem
to find the right words, the right approach to get through to Lissa
any more. The huge farm kitchen filled with the comforting aroma of
hot tea but when she turned back to the table, loving words of
caution on her lips, Lissa was already on her feet, knocking back
her chair with a fierce hand.

‘Don’t bother. I knew it was a waste of time to talk to you.
You aren’t interested in me any more.’ With that she stormed out of
the house.

 


She rode
defiantly right along the quarry road, forbidden territory. The
triumph she felt at breaking Meg’s strictest rule made her hum with
pleasure. It promised to be a beautiful autumn day. The late
afternoon sun was shining brilliantly by the time she’d ridden
Goldie through Brockbarrow wood and onwards to the tarn. It
glittered on the rippled surface wrinkled as an old man’s bald
head.

Lissa reined in
the pony and let it take a drink at the water. A picture of herself
and Nick, shaking their bottles of liquorice water, came to mind.
What a childish thing to do. What innocent babes they had been. As
if a stretch of water could answer their wishes. As if wishing
could find a mother, or make Meg still love her. There was a tight
feeling in her throat but she ignored it. It wasn’t her fault if no
one understood or cared for her? Or was it? A bleak
thought.

‘What will I do when I’m grown up, Goldie? Where will I go? I
can’t stay here where I don’t really belong.’ Lissa thought about
this for a moment. What would it feel like to be a woman? What was
she now? Not a child, surely.

‘Perhaps I’m invisible. Perhaps that’s why Meg doesn’t notice
me and Kath forgot all about me. I don’t really exist.’

There was a
sharpness to the air, filling her with a sudden rush of
exhilaration. Energy flooded through her, as if she could reach out
and touch the whole world spread out before her.

What did it
matter if Meg and Tam didn’t love her? She was young and they were
old. This was her time. If she did not know exactly who she was or
where she belonged she could at least be free to do as she
pleased.

Forgetting the
last of Meg’s rules, Lissa pulled off her clothes and sank beneath
the icy surface. She couldn’t risk more than a minute in the water
but it felt good.

Afterwards she
lay on the bank to dry herself, and fell asleep.

 


Lissa woke to
watch the morning mists lift like a bride’s veil, revealing the
purple mountain tops, making her give an involuntary gasp of
pleasure. How beautiful they were. How magnificent. Again she swam
in the tarn, unable to resist the sparkling water, and this time
she splashed and even laughed, a natural youthful optimism starting
to grow inside her. When she had done, she put on her clothes and
set off for home.

Meg would be
cross with her for staying away all night and make her feel worse
than ever. Lissa tried to work out how best to explain. She
supposed it had been wrong to break Meg’s rules, but what would she
care now that she had the baby to think of? Nor did it help her
case that Goldie had disappeared. Which was a worry. Lissa could
only hope the pony had trotted home.

Oh, but how she
longed for some of Meg’s loving comfort.

Lissa still
hadn’t decided how to explain staying out all night when she pushed
open the heavy door and walked into a kitchen alive with
activity.

‘Where have you been?’ These sharp words came from Sally Ann,
who was dashing about in a frenetic sort of way quite unlike her
usual placid self. ‘Meg has been worried sick. Been out all night
looking for you. We all have.’

Grabbing a towel
she ran off into the living room. Lissa followed, frowning as she
struggled to find an answer. She never did find one.

There was Tam
who should have been out on the fells at this time of the day. Nick
and Daniel in muddy boots not usually allowed in the kitchen,
standing about looking helpless and goggle-eyed. And a strange man
she didn’t even recognise. In the midst of all of this pandemonium,
Meg, quietly sobbing as her life blood spread out on the rush
matting, rather as Lissa’s had once done at Larkrigg. Only this was
worse, far worse. This meant there was to be no baby and Lissa knew
that was her fault too.

 


When Meg came
back from hospital she was not the same. A light seemed to have
been switched off behind her face and Lissa could not bear to look
at her. Tam had warmed the bed with a stone hot water bottle and
now she was installed in it, her hair scraped back like a child’s,
grey eyes translucent and sad.

Lissa knew she
had to speak. ‘Am I very wicked?’

‘No,
of course not. What a thing to say.’

‘My
mother was.’

Meg took a deep
breath and plucked at the bedclothes, as if she was too tired to be
bothered with all of this now but knew she must put Lissa’s mind at
rest. ‘Kath is different from you. Besides, she wasn’t wicked. You
mustn’t take any notice of your grandmother’s warped view of
things.’

But Lissa felt
compelled to purge her soul. ‘I didn’t want that baby. I was
jealous of it.’

Meg’s eyes
pricked with tears. ‘I know. There was no need to be. Anyway, that
was my last chance. I’m too old to try again.’

A terrible
silence as Lissa shouldered the guilt of this bleak reality. ‘Are
you sad?’

‘A
little, but I have you.’ Meg managed a smile. Her lips were
trembling. Lissa wanted to ask if that would be enough but dare
not, fearful of the answer. Meg turned her head away and did not
notice her need. Was it possible to will a baby to die? She had
never meant that to happen. Never. Lissa left the room, unable to
witness Meg’s distress.

 


Jeffrey Ellis
died and Lissa attended the funeral with Meg as was only right and
proper. Larkrigg Hall seemed even more gloomy than before and her
grandmother’s glare only marginally less frozen than the stag’s
head in the hall.

Meg informed her
that her grandfather had not forgotten her, as she had imagined.
‘When you were small he gave me a sum of money to invest for you.
Not great, Lissa, but it will provide a nest egg for you when you
come of age.’

Lissa wasn’t
interested in nest eggs. She wanted life to happen. She wanted
action, to lift the gloom that had grown to be a part of her. She
hurried back to school where everyone was singing ‘Cherry Pink and
Apple Blossom White’ and tried not to think of her witch of a
grandmother who lived alone high on the fell.

When she turned
sixteen she left without taking her exams, despite all advice to
the contrary.

There was
pressure from Meg to stay at Broombank, surprisingly enough, from
Nick too.

No longer a boy,
he was broad and strong now, a grown man with a shock of red-blond
hair. She could tell by the glances he gave Lissa that he did not
see her as a nuisance any longer. Nor did she miss the looks
exchanged between Meg and Sally Ann. Lissa knew that if she stayed
at Broombank, in no time at all they would have her married off and
settled at Ashlea with Nick, her life decided for her. That
wouldn’t be right. Not for her, nor for Nick.

The trouble was,
she didn’t know what she wanted and that made her feel unsettled
and inadequate. In the end Lissa decided she could only find
whatever it was outside the dale. When she told Meg she was to
leave, her face seemed to crumple.

‘Leave? Why? Where would you go?’

‘To
find a job.’

‘But
you’re too young to leave home. We could work together, at least
until you decide what you really want to do. Wouldn’t that be fun?’
Meg’s hands were red raw with the salt she’d been rubbing into some
freshly killed pork and Lissa looked at them with
distaste.

‘There’s no work for me here, Meg. You have your sheep, and
Tam. I don’t belong.’

‘Of
course you belong.’ Meg again felt the grip of loss around her
heart. She reached for a cloth and wiped her hands upon it, then
rested them on Lissa’s shoulders, drawing her close. ‘How lucky I
am to have you,’ she said. ‘No woman could have had a better
daughter.’

‘Nor
I a better mother,’ Lissa said, hugging her, knowing it was true
and wishing it could be enough. The two exchanged tentative
smiles.

‘We’ve had our differences, our difficult times, but what
mother and daughter doesn’t? Broombank will always be your
home.’

‘Broombank is your home, not mine. Turner was your name before
you married Tam, not mine. Who am I? Not Lissa Turner. Not Lissa
Ellis. Who? Where do I belong? I have to build a new life and find
my own place in it. Don’t you see?’

A small silence
then Meg blinked and gave a tiny nod. ‘I suppose so.’ She wanted to
talk about the baby, to say that she didn’t blame Lissa for what
had happened, but couldn’t trust herself to say the words without
crying. Perhaps a part of her still did blame Lissa for so
thoughtlessly staying out that night, causing them so much worry
and anguish. She could not offer the forgiveness Lissa so
desperately needed so the breach between them was soothed, but not
entirely healed.

 


It came as a
great relief to Meg that Lissa decided not to go to Canada. She’d
been almost sure that she would. But Lissa had been
adamant.

‘I
won’t go where I’m not wanted.’ There was such bitterness in her
firm young voice it cut Meg to the heart.

‘Are
you sure this is what you want?’

She had agreed
to drive Lissa into central Lakeland to look for a summer job, with
many provisos of course, and words of caution. Lissa had not spoken
all the way through Staveley and Windermere, nor as they drove the
long road that followed the lake as far as Waterhead at
Ambleside.

Meg changed gear
and eased her way out of the traffic and into Borrans Road, driving
past the steamer pier, closed at this time of year, and on past the
open field wherein lay the Roman Camp of Galava, her mind full of
worries instead of the magnificent view.

As they turned
left and headed out towards Clappersgate and Skelwith Bridge, the
mountains of the Langdales rising ahead of them against an
unusually blue sky, Lissa spoke.

‘Yes, this is what I want.’

Birdsong filled
the air, and the scent of new grass, but neither remarked upon it.
Spears of pink and green were about to unfurl on the oak and horse
chestnut and for a moment Lissa’s heart lifted. Her life was not
over. She could begin again. She was sixteen years old and could
make of her life whatever she wished.


Chapter Three

 


Jan Colwith
stood on a box behind the huge glass drapery counter and adopted
the pleasant expression of polite enquiry necessary for a difficult
customer.

‘I’m
sorry, madam, these are the only kid gloves we have in at present.
Would you wish me to order a particular size or colour for
you?’

Jan could hear
the hiccuping sounds of her brother’s deep voice trying to imitate
Bill Haley issuing from the stockroom. The woman raised finely
arched brows and Jan smiled apologetically, vowing to kick him the
moment this dreadful woman had gone.

‘I
see little point,’ the customer said tartly. ‘I shall call again
when you have more time to attend to me, or perhaps I should wait
until I go into Kendal. I am sure they will have a much better
selection there. Good day to you.’

‘Good day, madam, and thank you for calling.’

Derek Colwith
erupted through the curtain behind her, snorting with laughter.
‘How can you be so polite to that dragon?’

‘The
hideous noise you were making didn’t help one bit.’ Jan pushed back
her straight brown hair, hooking it behind her ears with agitated
fingers, brown eyes narrowing short-sightedly at her brother.’ Are
you quite mad, Derry? You shouldn’t even be here Miss Stevens will
have my scalp if she spots you.’ She glanced nervously about the
shop, expecting her employer to emerge from among the dusty
mannequins which stood, arms raised in silent appeal, in the wide
window.

‘Stop fussing. If I can’t call in at lunch time and talk to my
own sister it’s a poor do. Anyway, I might buy something, mightn’t
I?’ He swaggered outrageously, making Jan giggle as he strolled
into the centre of the floor, hands in pockets, to gaze about him
with a fine display of urbane assurance. They both knew he didn’t
feel half so brave as he appeared but that was all part of the
joke. If the last customer had been a dinosaur, Miss Stevens was a
dragon.

‘What a sight you do look, Derry. Where did you get those
socks?’

‘Don’t you like them?’ He hitched up his trouser legs an inch
or two, which was no mean feat judging by their narrowness, to
reveal bright, lime green socks. He grinned. ‘Cool, eh? They’re
luminous. I’ve got some shocking pink ones too.’ He pulled out a
comb and started to slick back his already neat quiff which made
Jan laugh all the more.

‘No
wonder Miss Stevens calls you a Teddy Boy.’

She looked again
at the socks and the thick crepe soles of his shoes. Her gaze slid
over his long grey jacket, only an inch or two short of Teddy Boy
length. Admittedly the lapels were not velvet but they tapered
narrowly and hooked with a double link button at the waist. The
most conventional garments he wore were a pristine white shirt and
a slim grey tie. At weekends he was fond of a rather dashing silk
waistcoat or a leather jacket and skin-tight jeans. But today was
Friday, a work day.

‘Sorry to disappoint you, sis, but I’m not really a Ted. Get
as near to it as I dare but haven’t quite got the nerve to go all
the way. Besides, old Brandon would never permit any of his clerks
to dress so outlandishly, even in their free time. Old fuddy-duddy,
that’s what he is.’

‘What does he think of your socks?’

‘Er,
he hasn’t seen them.’

‘Make sure he doesn’t then or you may be forced to apply to
Miss Stevens for a job.’

Derry rolled his
eyes heavenwards with exaggerated charm. ‘I’d rather chew nails for
a living.’

Jan started
tidying away gloves. It had been a long morning, starting shortly
after eight, and she was tired. Her legs were aching, she was
hungry, and not really in the mood for her brother’s jokiness so
she spoke more sharply than she intended. ‘What did you want
anyway?’

‘Ooh, sorry to bother you.’ He fingered the net on a hat that
dangled on a T-shaped counter stand and Jan slapped his hand away.
‘Only to tell you I won’t be home this evening. I’m going over to
Tony’s.’ His apparent nonchalance did not sit easily with the
glance he slanted at her.

Jan pursed her
lips then let them burst open in a tiny explosion. ‘Oh, that’s so
unfair. So I’m to cope with things on my own again, am
I?’

‘You
do it so well.’

‘Dad
will be hurt.’

‘Let
him be. He should have thought of us before he brought that - that
creature home.’

‘You
didn’t think she was a creature once.’

‘I’ve learned different.’

Jan’s eyes were
pleading. ‘I know you’re hurting but don’t make trouble, Derry.
Please. We have to live with the situation whether we like it or
not. There’s nothing else we can do.’



‘I
don’t have to sit there watching them bill and coo. Where my mother
used to sit,’ Derry said, a fierce brightness in his brown
eyes.

Jan fell silent,
unable to summon up the energy to argue, or the right words. After
a moment she said, ‘Mum’s gone, Derry. Dead and buried. Life goes
on.’

He started
circling the shop again, running his hands over the glass counters,
flicking the ribbons that hung in brightly coloured rows from their
reels, spinning a stand of buttons round like a
whirligig.

‘Stop that, you’ll do some damage.’ Jan studiously gave her
attention to smoothing out the gloves, slipping each one into its
appointed place in the drawer, a sick feeling settling in her
stomach at the prospect of a difficult evening ahead.

‘Had
any applicants for the vacancy yet?’

Jan shook her
head. ‘Most of Carreckwater are wary of Stevens
Drapery.’

‘Except you.’ Derry raised enquiring eyebrows at her, but his
smile was conciliatory.

‘I
don’t have much choice, do I? I like to eat.’

‘Where is she now, the old harridan?’

‘At
lunch.’

‘It’s nearly two. What about your lunch?’

‘I
get half an hour. When she comes back. Just time for a quick
sandwich and to powder my nose.’ Jan wrinkled it ruefully as she
stowed the glove drawers back under the counter. ‘Speaking of
lunch, hadn’t you better go and eat yours?’ She glanced at him,
anxious suddenly. ‘You did remember to pick it up from the kitchen
dresser, didn’t you?’

He sighed and
propped one elbow on the counter, cupping his chin in his hand
while he grinned at her. ‘Yes, sister dear, don’t fuss over me. I’m
a big boy now.’

‘I
sometimes wonder.’

‘I’ve eaten my corned beef sandwiches and very good they were
too, though a touch more pickle would be appreciated.’ He didn’t
tell her that he’d also popped into the pub for a meat pie and half
a pint of bitter.

‘Cheek! Do them yourself in future. I’m not your servant.’ She
aimed a swipe at him and laughed as he ducked. Then, as wickedly
spry as if he were still a boy of ten instead of seventeen, he
leapt up into the window and positioned himself among the
mannequins.

Jan squealed her
dismay, running round the counter to make a grab for him. ‘Derry,
stop it. You mustn’t play your silly games here, especially not in
the window. You’ll cause mayhem. Miss Stevens may be back at any
moment. Do behave.’ She’d grown quite breathless with anxiety as
her words fell upon deaf ears. Her brother simply grinned, sticking
his arms out in imitation of the mannequins.

‘Why
do they stand in this silly way?’ he asked.

‘Because they do.’

‘Don’t you think I add a touch of class? Perhaps people will
like my socks and come in and buy them.’ He glanced out through the
window as if expecting a queue of people to have formed already and
found himself looking down into a pale, oval face with wide, dark
blue eyes.

He was startled,
as, apparently, was she. Then a wide mouth broke into the prettiest
smile he’d ever seen and he stared entranced for what might have
been eternity.

‘Mr Colwith. Have you quite taken leave of your senses?
Get out of my window this instant.’

The dragon had
returned, via the back door, which was most unsporting of her in
Derry’s opinion. The stentorian voice made him jump so violently he
knocked his head on the low ceiling. Turning too quickly he sent
one mannequin in a smart apple green two-piece flying.
Instinctively he tried to catch it but that only made matters worse
as he elbowed the stomach of the one behind him and his thick crepe
soles got caught up with another. The mannequins came down like
dominoes, arms and legs flying free in a kind of celebratory
danse macabre. All he could do was helplessly watch them
fall, a bright blonde wig dangling from the link button of his
jacket.

He stepped down
into the shop considerably chastened. ‘I’ll put them all
back…’

Miss Stevens
grasped his ear in a pincer-like grip and marched him to the
door.

‘Out!’ she barked.

Derry cast an
agonised glance at his sister but Jan was beyond words, her face as
white as the sheets that were used to drape the precious models in
the stockroom.

‘Look, I’m sorry…’

‘Hello!’ The pansy-eyed girl stood in the doorway. ‘The card
in your window says that you need a new assistant. I don’t mind
hard work, and could start right away if you like, by fixing the
accident you seem to have had.’

 


Lissa had fallen
in love with Carreckwater the moment they drove into it. She
thought it a delightful little village, situated as it was in a
wooded valley in the heart of Lakeland with its very own small
lake. To the north was Rydal and Grasmere, to the south Ambleside
and Windermere. The jagged, snow-tipped peaks of the Langdales
stood proudly to the west, and in the east Kentmere. Beyond that
came Broombank and her own beloved fells

She knew that it
was her cheek that had got her this job, and best of all, the other
girl shop assistant had quickly offered accommodation in her own
home.

‘If
you don’t mind sharing, that is?’

‘Not
at all.’

Lissa had raced
off at once to collect her suitcase from the car and tell Meg she
could go home without her. It had been hard, suddenly, saying
goodbye to Meg, despite the friction that had grown between them
recently but at the same time Lissa was excited, looking forward to
a new beginning.

‘You’ll write regularly, and come home to see us from time to
time?’

‘Of
course I will. I’m not a million miles away, am I?’

They stood
facing each other, uncertain, awkward, then Meg put out her arms
about Lissa and hugged her. It felt slightly awkward and Lissa knew
Meg still felt some resentment over her desire to find Kath, as
well as her more recent teenage rebellion. Now Lissa just wanted to
lean her head on her foster mother’s shoulder and beg her
forgiveness, to try to explain all that was in her heart and
somehow make her understand. But Meg was stepping away from her,
moving to the car, smiling a distant smile as if she couldn’t wait
to get away.

Lissa didn’t see
Meg’s tears as she drove away.

 


‘It’ll have to be a camp bed in my room,’ Jan apologised as
they walked home that evening.

Lissa assured
her that would be fine. ‘I’m so thrilled to have got the first job
I’ve applied for. Did many people apply for it?’

‘Er,
well, as a matter of fact, you were the only one.’

Lissa looked
startled for a moment then both girls burst out
laughing.

What did it
matter? She knew she would enjoy working with Jan. Lissa liked her
friendly smile, her brisk, no nonsense way of doing things, and her
petiteness. She already loved the rows of dark Lakeland stone
cottages that seemed to huddle convivially along narrow streets or
gossip together in ancient courtyards.

The two girls
chatted freely as they made their way down a crooked flight of
stone steps by the old stone church.

Lissa wanted to
keep stopping to gaze in the shop windows, one selling jewellery,
another clocks and ornaments made from slate. Here was a tiny
gallery hung with lovely pictures to please the tourists while yet
another sold more practical items of paraphernalia needed for
climbing the beautiful mountains that surrounded the small
village.

She was
beginning to feel quite buoyant about the future. She might even
come to think that Carreckwater was as exciting as Canada in the
end. Carrec, Jan told her, was an old Celt word for rock, which
rose precipitously all around the lake.

The small
cottages gave way to larger Victorian villas strung out around the
perimeter of the lake. The kind of houses, she guessed, that had
been built by the rich cotton magnates in the last
century.

‘Sorry to disappoint you but we don’t live in one of
those.’

‘So,
no butler and maid-service to go with the camp bed then?’ Lissa
teased.

‘Nope, you have to wait on yourself.’ Jan grinned, then
frowned, looking oddly uncomfortable as if suddenly regretting her
hasty offer. Lissa, thinking she’d offended her new friend,
hastened to reassure her.

‘I’m
not serious. I live in an old farmhouse. Big, admittedly, but
draughty, freezing cold much of the time, and desperately quiet.’ A
vision of Meg and Tam seated within the warmth of the great
inglenook rose in her mind’s eye, and she caught her breath at the
wave of homesickness that struck her right between the ribs. Jan
didn’t notice, she was too deep in her own thoughts. They turned
left, away from the villas and entered a labyrinth of cobbled
streets beyond.

‘You
can catch a glimpse of the lake from the attic window and that’s
about it. Not that anyone lives in the attic, it’s full of junk.’
Then rushing on in one breath, ‘I’d best warn you that things
aren’t exactly what you might call normal, in our house at the
moment.’

‘Oh?’

Jan flicked a
glance at her new friend, wondering how much she should divulge of
the Colwith family problems.

Lissa must be
about the same age as herself, Jan decided, a year younger than
Derry who was just turned seventeen. But there was an odd stillness
about the girl that troubled her. As if she had known great sadness
or was afraid to reveal any part of her real self. Jan wondered
what had brought her to Carreckwater. Only the retired and the
holidaymakers came voluntarily as a rule. She didn’t want to put
her off or make things sound worse than they were. Life was tricky
enough. Thanks to Derry as much as anyone. She came to a quick
decision to take a leaf out of her brother’s book. Whenever Derry
didn’t want anyone to probe too deeply into his feelings, he hid
behind a shield of jokiness.

‘Let’s face it,’ she said, laughing, ‘no one would willingly
come to live with my family. What a shower!’

‘I’m
sure they’re not as bad as all that.’

‘Don’t you believe it.’ Jan pushed back a swathe of dark hair
and her small pointed face broke into one of her infectious grins.
‘You’ll probably be glad to leave after only a day, and who would
blame you? Though I confess it’d be a great help to me if you did
stay. Keep me sane. Oh dear, that sounds awful.’

Lissa found
herself responding to the ready smile even as her mind thought, no,
it didn’t sound awful at all. It sounded about right. People
generally thought only of themselves in her experience, thrusting
from her memory all Meg’s selfless acts of generosity over the
years. ‘I don’t care what your reasons for asking me are, I’m
grateful for the offer.’

But she did
care, she cared very much. How she would love someone to invite her
into their life simply because they liked her and wanted her for
herself.

Jan tucked her
arm into Lissa’s. ‘I knew as soon as I saw you that you were kind.
Clever too, I shouldn’t wonder. Not like me, thick as a brush and
half blind into the bargain.’ She burst into a peal of merry
laughter. ‘Derry says I should carry a label: “Dangerous. Too vain
to wear spectacles.” Then everyone would know to keep out of my
way. I hate doing the window for that reason, and you did it a real
treat today.’

Lissa was
laughing too, and could feel their friendship growing, minute by
minute. It was a good feeling, so perhaps things wouldn’t be so bad
after all.

‘Here it is. Colwith Castle. Well, Nab Cottage in point of
fact.’

‘What’s wrong with it? It’s lovely,’ Lissa said, gazing
approvingly at a stone cottage, the end one of a row, with winter
jasmine growing up one corner of it. ‘Delightful.’

‘It’s my dad,’ Jan blurted out. ‘Mam died just three months
ago.’

‘Oh,
I’m so sorry.’

‘It
was expected. She’d been ill for a long time. But Dad, well, he
took it into his head to marry again. Derry thinks it’s too soon,
too disrespectful, and to the wrong person.’ Jan pulled a wry face.
‘I dare say he’s right.’

‘I
see. And what do you think of your new stepmother? Do you get on?
Is she nice?’

Instead of
answering, Jan pushed at a small, green-painted gate and held it
open while Lissa squeezed through the resulting gap. They’d called
at the grocer’s on the way home and what with Lissa’s suitcase and
the shopping they were both heavily loaded. They walked up the
short path and straight in through the green front door.

‘You
can decide that for yourself.’

 


The first thing
that struck Lissa about the Colwith household was the overpowering
heat. The windows and doors were all firmly closed against possible
cool spring breezes and a young woman sat huddled close to two bars
of an electric fire. It glowed bright orange against the brown
tiles of the fireplace - the same colour, in fact, as her lipstick.
Her frizzed, bleached hair was held up with combs on top of her
head, revealing a pair of purple glass earrings that swayed and
bobbed about her rouged cheeks. She wore a pink fluffy sweater and
a tight black skirt which she had pulled up to her thighs to warm
her bare legs, mottled with scorch marks from the heat.

A blue
budgerigar chirped noisily from a cage that hung on a stand in the
comer. During the ensuing conversation Lissa watched it,
fascinated, as it alternately chattered to itself in a mirror or
bashed the life out of a swinging bell. Perhaps the heat was meant
for him.

‘About time you got here,’ the woman grumbled. ‘I have to go
soon, you know.’ She didn’t get up, or offer to help, as Jan
marched straight through to the kitchen with the shopping. ‘Put the
kettle on, love. Your dad will be home in a minute and he’ll not
like being kept waiting for his tea.’

‘Why
didn’t you do something about it yourself then?’ said Jan from the
kitchen. ‘Surprise me for once.’

‘I’m
off to work soon. Don’t I see enough food, waiting on at the hotel,
without starting here? Anyroad, it’s your house, as you’re so fond
of reminding me.’ She leaned back in her seat with a smile of
satisfaction as if she had won some sort of contest.

Embarrassed by
the animosity in the atmosphere, Lissa set down her bag and stared
at the rings of faded orange flowers on the worn brown carpet,
wondering what to say, what best to do. Could this be a sister that
Jan hadn’t mentioned? Surely not the new Mrs Colwith? She was
little older than herself. Twenty at most. How old would Jan’s
father be? She glanced at the woman and at Jan who was busily
slamming things into kitchen cupboards. Too old.

‘So
who have we here?’

Lissa started,
as if caught out in her thoughts. She stepped forward, one hand
outstretched. ‘Hello. I’m Lissa – er - Lissa Turner.’

Grey-blue eyes,
heavily ringed with black mascara, gazed curiously up at her. ‘You
don’t sound too sure. Mind you, I’m having trouble remembering me
own at the moment.’

‘Oh,
so you are?’

‘Old
Mother Riley.’

‘What?’

‘Who
the hell do you think I am?’

Jan came to her
rescue. Hooking her hair behind her ears in a now familiar nervous
gesture, she flickered a smile at Lissa. ‘This is Renee. My new
stepmother.’

Renee giggled
and reached for a pack of cigarettes that were propped on the
corner of the mantelpiece. ‘Right laugh that, eh? We were in the
same class at school, her and me. Now I’m her bloody
mother.’

Lissa tried not
to let it show that the information jolted her, readjusting the age
of the teenage bride from twenty back down to sixteen, seemingly
old beyond her years behind the mask of make-up. ‘Oh,’ she said,
ineffectually. ‘I see.’

Lissa watched
with interest as the match flared and was applied to the cigarette,
the bright tip glowing to an orange disc. It seemed to match the
unidentifiable swirls on the wallpaper and the worn carpet. Come to
think of it, the whole room was filled with strips, blobs and
circles of orange and red, some bright and dazzling, others smudged
and faded. It made her head spin. No, that must be the heat. Even
the linen antimacassars on the brown moquette three-piece suite
were embroidered with pretty ladies in orange crinolines and red
poke bonnets.

It was a shabby,
tired sort of room, rather untidy, with several mugs and cups and
saucers scattered on every surface which Jan was now hastily
gathering up. A pair of filthy fur-trimmed slippers sat on the
tiled hearth looking rather like a dead cat, and an ash tray
overflowed with cigarette ends.

‘May
I sit down?’ Lissa considered the settee covered with discarded
newspapers and old woollen cardigans and hesitated.

‘Suit yourself.’ Without moving from her chair Renee called to
Jan who had scurried once more into the kitchen, ‘What’s for tea
then?’

Jan appeared at
the door, saw Lissa’s dilemma and swooped the settee clear, making
irritable clicking noises with her tongue. ‘I’ve bought some smoked
haddock. I thought I’d poach it with a bit of butter.’

‘We
haven’t got none. Only a scraping of marg left.’

‘I
got paid today so I bought a packet.’

‘Is
it Friday already? Crikey, how the week does fly when you’re having
fun.’ Renee drew deeply on the cigarette then threw back her head
and blew smoke rings up at the yellowed ceiling. Lissa tried not to
look impressed.

At that moment
the door opened and Renee was out of her seat in a flash, flinging
herself into the arms of a man who brought with him a smell of
sawdust, the sharp tang of paint, and damp fresh air. From what
Lissa could see of him he was small and stocky, wearing blue jeans
and a dark navy sweater. Renee removed his peaked cap and started
to run her fingers through his dark hair, instantly twining her
pliant body against his so it was hard to tell them apart. Lissa
quickly averted her gaze from the deep, passionate kiss which
followed and threatened to continue indefinitely. Her heart went
out to her new friend, and their eyes met for a moment in shared
sympathy and understanding.. She could see exactly why Jan had been
glad of some company.

‘Ooh, you devil you!’ gasped Renee, wiping orange lipstick
from his lips and cheek. ‘Have you brought it then?’ She squealed
when Jimmy Colwith grinned.

‘It’s coming on Monday. A Ferguson. Twelve inch. How about
that? Next door’s is only nine.’

‘Oh
my giddy aunt! A television of me own.’ Renee screamed, flung her
arms about Jimmy’s neck and started to kiss him all over
again.

When the
celebrations were finally over she staggered back to her chair by
the fire. ‘My God, you do go at it once you start, don’t you? Give
a girl a break, will you?’ She flopped down, legs sprawling, and
again Lissa averted her gaze from the look of almost naked lust in
the girl’s translucent grey-blue eyes. It made her feel slightly
sick.

‘Who
have we here?’ Jimmy Colwith came and propped himself on the arm of
his wife’s chair, slipping his arm about her shoulders and letting
his hand dangle, one finger gently circling her left breast. Lissa
could tell by the amusement in his eyes that he guessed she found
the gesture offensive. What had she let herself in for, coming
here? Meg would be outraged.

Jan was
explaining about her taking the job at the shop and needing a
room.

‘Only for a little while, till I find a place of my own,’
Lissa quickly put in, making a silent vow to start looking this
very weekend.

‘In
Carreckwater? You’ll be lucky. Rents are sky high these days with
all the trippers. It’s more profitable to take in summer visitors
than shop assistants as lodgers.’

‘I
suppose it is.’ Her heart plummeted.

‘We’ve not that much room here neither. Where did you intend
sleeping? With our Jan? Or our Derek?’

Lissa blushed
bright scarlet and Jan slammed her hand down so hard on the table,
the little cruet set danced.

‘Dad, how can you? Lissa is my friend, my guest, and only just
walked in the door. She doesn’t understand your weird sense of
humour.’

‘Then we might as well start as we mean to go on,
eh?’

‘It’s all right,’ said Lissa, manufacturing a laugh. ‘I can
take a joke with the rest.’

‘Course you can,’ said Jimmy, pleased with the small sensation
he had created. ‘Anyway, she could always bunk in with me, when
Renee’s on nights. I don’t mind sharing.’

There was a
small, tight silence.

Renee leaned
forward, patting Lissa reassuringly on the knee. ‘It’s all right,
lovey. He won’t bother you. He has enough trouble keeping up with
me.’ And she smiled so warmly that to her surprise Lissa found
herself smiling back.

 


They all sat at
the small table, covered with an orange checked cloth, and Jan
brought in the smoked haddock which smelled surprisingly tasty.
Lissa felt herself start to relax.

Derry caused a
slight stir by unexpectedly turning up to share the meal with them.
A disagreement at once took place between brother and sister since
he had assured her he would not be home this evening.

Lissa cast a
covert glance in his direction as he took off the overlong jacket
and slackened his tie, leaving it to hang loose over the white
shirt. He was really quite attractive close to, she couldn’t help
but notice. She hadn’t paid too much attention in the shop since
Miss Stevens had chased him fairly smartly off the premises. Now
Lissa caught him returning her scrutiny, grinning mischievously at
her, and she bent her head quickly, trying to concentrate on her
meal, acutely aware of him as he came to sit beside her.

‘You
could have warned me that you might change your mind, Jan was
complaining, cutting her own piece of fish in half, preparatory to
shovelling a portion on to a clean plate for him. Lissa felt
instantly guilty since she was the extra person at
dinner.

‘Derry can have mine. I’m not really hungry.’ She was
starving. She had left home at eight to give herself ample time to
conduct her search and had skipped lunch, despite Meg’s protests,
out of sheer nervousness.

Jan looked
doubtful, as if she knew it would be polite to refuse but was
sorely tempted all the same,

‘Go
on, take some,’ Lissa urged.’ We can at least share two portions
into three, make it better all round.’

So Jan was
persuaded, ignoring Derry’s grins and winks at Lissa, which made it
patently obvious the motivation for his change of plan. Nobody
commented upon the fact that neither Jan’s father nor Renee
volunteered to share their portions. The pair silently got on with
their meal, eyes never leaving their plates except to dwell
lingeringly upon each other.

‘You
can come and listen to me practise afterwards, if you like?’ Derry
offered, as if bestowing a gift.

‘Practise is what he needs,’ Jimmy said, through a mouthful of
fish. ‘Spare her ear drums, laddie.’

‘Practise what?’ Lissa was intrigued despite
herself.

‘Guitar, what else?’

‘Fancies himself as Elvis Presley, my son does.’

‘No,
I don’t. We have a skiffle group, not a rock ’n’ roll band. Not
that you would know the difference for all you pretend to be young
and with it.’ Derry flung a glowering glance at Renee before
returning his glare to his father. ‘You’re square, you know that?
An old has-been. We can’t go on listening to Perry Como for
ever.’

‘At
least he sings in tune.’

Jan held up her
hands as if conducting an orchestra with her knife and fork.
‘That’s enough you two. Eat, please. Remember we have a
guest.’

There was
silence as everyone finished off their meal.

Later, Derry and
Lissa dried the dishes which Jan washed, Renee and Jimmy having
vanished somewhere upstairs.

‘So?
How about it?’ Derry persisted. ‘We practise in the school hall.
For the Saturday dance tomorrow. Will you come?’

Lissa glanced at
him and in that brief instant longed, more than anything, to say
yes, she would love to come. He looked so friendly and smiling, his
brown eyes warmly inviting as if he really wanted her to go with
him. She longed to live the life of a normal young person, a
teenager as they were now called. Somehow Lissa felt she had missed
out on so many things. Her clothes were out of date, her hair style
flat and uninteresting. She never wore make up or listened to
music. She didn’t own a single record or record player, so how
could she? Why, she hadn’t even seen this great film everybody was
raving about, ‘Rock Around the Clock’. And had never, in all her
life, been kissed by a boy.

Sweet sixteen
and never been kissed. It was such a cliché it made her cringe.
Going to a girls’ school had of course given few opportunities but
then Derry wasn’t asking her for a date, was he? He was merely
suggesting she come and watch him practise. Probably only wanted to
show off. He would have a girl friend already. Someone pretty and
‘with it’.

Best not to get
involved.

‘No,
thanks,’ she said airily, lifting her chin so he couldn’t guess how
shy and insecure she felt. ‘I have to unpack and I’d like a quiet
evening if you don’t mind. It’s been a long day.’

‘Give her time to settle in, for heaven’s sake,’ Jan
protested.

The expression
on his face could have been taken for disappointment had Lissa not
known better. ‘What about the dance tomorrow then?’ he asked. ‘Will
you come to that?’

She lifted her
eyebrows and managed to shrug her shoulders with perfect disdain at
the same time. ‘I really don’t think so.’

But the next day
as she watched Jan try on various garments and agonise over what to
wear Lissa felt sorely tempted to change her mind. She’d felt very
strange inside when Derry smiled at her. A warm, tingly sort of
feeling that had been most pleasant.

She pictured his
face. It was really not at all bad looking with its long straight
nose and curving lopsided smile. Brown eyes, thickly fringed with
surprisingly long dark lashes, held an expression of permanent
mischief, as if he knew some secret about life that had passed
others by. Lissa guessed that he kept his brown hair slicked back
with brilliantine in order to achieve that fashionable ‘Tony
Curtis’ hair style he wore. It probably wasn’t nearly so dark when
just washed, she found herself thinking, and decided on the whole
that whatever its colour, the style suited him. Deny Colwith seemed
pleasant enough, if a bit full of himself, despite the rather odd
clothes he wore.

So why hadn’t
she said yes?

Because she
couldn’t be sure he really wanted her to accept? Because he would
have a circle of friends already and she wouldn’t fit
in.

‘You
don’t want me hanging on your coat tails,’ she said now.

‘I
hadn’t thought of wearing any but it’s not a bad idea. Bit
different, eh?’ Jan joked.

‘You
know what I mean.’

Jan twirled her
circular cotton skirt, checking she showed just the right amount of
petticoat and no stocking tops. ‘Don’t talk daft. You should come.
The white blouse or the blue, do you think?’

Lissa
considered. ‘The blue. I’d rather not, if you don’t mind.’ She’d
decided long since to have nothing at all to do with sex, or love
either for that matter. She had no wish to make the same mistake as
her mother and bring another unwanted child into the world. She
would stay an unmarried virgin, like Queen Elizabeth I. So going to
dances with young men was not a good idea. She did wonder though,
if that were the case, why the idea of accepting was so very
enticing.

Perhaps she
really was wicked, just like Kath.

‘You
should hear our Derry play,’ Jan was saying. ‘He’s not half bad.
Even I, his ever non-loving sister, can tell that much.’ She took
out some green eye shadow and began applying it thickly to her
lids.

Lissa watched
with interest, deciding that although Jan wasn’t pretty in the
accepted sense of the word, there was an attractive, homely quality
about her. A friendly girl, she was the sort of person you could
rely on, or so Lissa hoped. However, the eye shadow would do little
for her eyes while she screwed them up in that squinting way she
had. Though not for world would Lissa say as much.

‘I’m
sure he is,’ she agreed, watching intrigued as Jan outlined her
lips with coral pink lipstick. ‘Does he have a girl friend?’ Now
why had she asked that?

‘Oh
lord, yes, millions. They hang about him like wasps round a jam
pot. Sickening it is.’

She should have
known.

‘But
there’ll be loads of talent there. Male talent that is. It’ll be
fun.’

If Lissa had
been about to change her mind the mention of all these unknown
friends at once put paid to the idea. She was an outsider. Jan was
only feeling sorry for her and she had no intention of joining the
crowd round Derry Colwith.

‘I’ve nothing to wear, and no money to buy anything,’ Lissa
said, settling the issue.

‘You
could borrow something of mine,’ Jan offered, not disagreeing with
this statement.

Nevertheless
Lissa kept to her decision not to go to the dance and sat at home
and felt sorry for herself instead.


Chapter Four

 


The following
weekend Lissa spent searching the village for a flat or even a room
of her own which she could afford, but to no avail. The week after,
she met with no greater success. After a month or more of fruitless
searching Lissa had almost given up hope of ever finding a place of
her own. Everywhere was either too big or too expensive. A winter
let would have been easy to find, but with summer coming, the
landladies could make more money out of the growing numbers of
holiday makers.

She paid the
Colwith family a small sum each week in return for her bed and
board and she and Jan got along famously. Lissa had even grown used
to the eccentric behaviour of Jimmy and Renee.

But she avoided
any contact with Derry.

Fortunately he
was out most of the time, either at work, or with his skiffle
group. He enjoyed boasting of their success, of the way the girls
would scream whenever he made an appearance. The moment he
swaggered in through the door each evening he would jauntily
challenge them with his disarming grin and claim to be worn out by
their ardent attentions. Lissa refused to listen and would find
some excuse to go upstairs.

Every morning
Jan and Lissa walked together to work, enjoying the softness of the
air as spring gradually changed into summer and the streets of the
small town grew busier. At lunchtime they often took their
sandwiches down to the lake, sitting on the benches by the band
stand, feeding crusts to the mallards and moorhens that crowded the
shore line and laughing at the upturned wagging tails in the
water.

Their friendship
was now teetering on the confiding stage and one morning as they
were happily unpacking a new delivery of lingerie, giggling
together over old ladies’ pink bloomers and corsets, Lissa felt
able to risk a personal question.

‘Does it bother you, your father marrying a girl your own
age?’

Jan gave her an
old fashioned look. ‘What do you think? Anyway, she wasn’t just any
girl, she was Derry’s girl friend. Hasn’t he told you? He brought
her home for tea and Derry never had a look in from the moment they
set eyes on each other.’

‘Goodness!’ Lissa tried not to picture Derry with the
voluptuous Renee. It disturbed her somehow. ‘Doesn’t Renee mind?
About the age difference, I mean.’

Jan shrugged.
‘She’s sixteen. Dad is forty-five. Makes you want to throw up,
doesn’t it?’

Lissa agreed
that it did. ‘No wonder Derry won’t speak to her.’ There had been
several unpleasant scenes in the last few weeks when Derry had
simply refused to acknowledge Renee’s presence, even so far as not
setting a place for her at the dinner table. Jimmy often flared up
in fury at his son, accusing him of insolence. But Lissa’s
sympathies were now with Derry. She could recognise pain behind the
jaunty insolence in his brown eyes. It was how she had felt every
birthday when her mother had promised to come and never
had.

‘What about your family?’ Jan casually asked. ‘You must miss
them. Will you be going to visit them soon?’

‘I
expect so. Meg will want to know how I’m getting on.’

‘Why
do you call your mother Meg?’

‘She
isn’t really my mother.’ Ever sensitive that people might be
disapproving of her true status, Lissa had decided to be perfectly
blunt about her illegitimacy. She had no intention of pretending to
be what she was not. ‘I was dumped on her as a baby.’

‘Dumped?’

Jan forgot all
about unwrapping corsets as she became absorbed in Lissa’s swiftly
told tale. ‘Oh, how dreadful, to be abandoned.’ Her brown eyes, so
like Derry’s, grew round and moist. ‘And this Meg, she’s loved you
as her own daughter ever since? How wonderful.’

‘Yes, I suppose it was. Not that she was given much choice in
the matter.’

‘Is
that your real name then, Turner, or your adopted one?’

‘I’m
illegitimate. A bastard. I don’t have a name?’ Lissa shrugged her
shoulders with a laugh to show that she didn’t care one way or the
other and met Jan’s sympathetic gaze with belligerence in her own.
‘I wasn’t even adopted.’

Jan blinked,
alarmed by the sharpness of the tone, then after a moment said,
‘Not your fault though, was it? You didn’t ask to be born. Why be
so angry about it?’

‘I’m
not angry.’

‘You
sound it.’

‘I
don’t need pity or advice, thanks very much.’

Jan flushed and
paid excessive attention to opening a new package but couldn’t
resist asking, ‘Have you ever met her then? Your real ma, I
mean?’

Lissa shook her
head and started to rip up the empty carton, stamping the cardboard
flat. It made her feel a lot better. ‘Once, I think, when I was a
child. I don’t remember her. She lives in Canada. I’m sorry, I
didn’t mean to be rude.’

‘That’s OK.’ Jan smiled. ‘I wouldn’t want sympathy either.
Anyway, no one need know if you don’t tell them.’

The violet eyes
sparkled with the light of battle. ‘I’m not pretending. I am what I
am. This is me. Take me or leave me.’

Jan looked
startled for a minute and then grinned. ‘I’ll take two, ta very
much.’ Then they both burst into fits of girlish giggles, the
prickly moment past.

‘I
wish this shop sold something more interesting than old fashioned
corsets,’ Lissa complained, happily changing the subject and
holding up a satinette underskirt with straps two inches wide.
These slips still have a 1930s look.’

‘Some of our stock genuinely is that old, very nearly
antique,’ Jan giggled. ‘Miss Stevens wouldn’t hear of “going
modern”, as she calls it. She might get teenagers in her
shop and that would never do. Anyone would think young people were
a new invention, a disease, the way she carries on.’

They fell about
giggling as they priced up the unpretentious underwear and stowed
it away in the ranks of glass-fronted drawers that lined the walls
of the draper’s shop.

It was then that
the idea popped into Lissa’s head, quite out of the blue, and she
wondered why she hadn’t thought of it before. ‘Hey, I know. We
could find a place together.’

Jan’s eyes
opened wider than her myopic vision usually permitted as she gazed
in astonished wonder at Lissa. ‘Are you serious?’

‘Never more so. Why not’

‘It’s quite the thing for young career girls to do nowadays,
or so I read in Jimmy’s newspaper.’

‘Is
that what we are, career girls?’

‘Well, why not? I intend to make something of myself, don’t
you? Though I haven’t quite decided how yet. Having a flat together
would be a start in the right direction, wouldn’t it? Good fun too,
don’t you think?’

‘Oh,’ breathed Jan, not able to believe her luck in finding
such a friend.

‘We
could afford more rent between the two of us. Make it much more
economic.’ Lissa grew enthusiastic as she thought of a place she’d
looked at just the other day. She tossed aside a pink corset she
had been rolling up to grab her friend excitedly. ‘I’ve seen a
converted boathouse. Wooden, close to the lake so admittedly
horribly damp, small of course, and with a minuscule kitchen, a
spiral staircase and two tiny loft bedrooms above. But with the
most fabulous views. Two pounds ten shillings a week. We could go
and take a look this lunchtime if you like?’

‘Ooh, yes. That would be lovely.’ Jan’s smile formed a perfect
triangle of delight in her small face, and then almost as suddenly
faded away. ‘We’d have to get permission off our parents. They’d
have to sign the lease or something.’

Lissa shrugged.
‘So what? Meg trusts me, though no doubt she’d come over and check
it all out.’ She rolled her eyes in exaggerated style as if saying,
Parents, how fussy they are.

Jan still looked
anxious. ‘Dad might not care for me going. He likes me at home,
expects me to help with the cooking and cleaning since Renee works
long hours at the hotel.’

Lissa laughed.
‘Hang that for a life. Let the wonderful Renee look after him for a
change. She took him on, didn’t she? For better, for worse, for
washing and for cooking.’ Lissa held up the long pink corset,
suspenders dangling. ‘She’ll be needing one of these if she doesn’t
get out of that chair soon and start to do a bit more work. That
would really please your dad.’

Then they were
both giggling so much they didn’t hear Miss Stevens come in, eyes
slightly glazed from the small comforter she had been enjoying in
the stock room. Her stentorian voice, however, had benefited from
the stiff gin and soon put a stop to their hilarity.

Suitably
chastened, but desperately trying to avoid each other’s eyes in
case they set off a second attack of giggles, they got back to
unpacking corsets.

 


Philip Brandon
stared through the glass panel of his office door, peering beneath
the gold letters that read BRANDON AND BRANDON, SOLICITORS AND
COMMISSIONERS FOR OATHS, and frowned. He could plainly see his
young clerk, playing the fool, no doubt in pursuit of Christine,
the new typist, when he had been specifically instructed to sort
the morning post and stamp it with the date received. Worse, Miss
Henshaw, Philip’s personal secretary, sat smiling upon both of
them, as if there were nothing untoward in such horse play during
office hours.

He got up from
behind his wide mahogany desk, tugged at his waistcoat, then took
off his spectacles and polished them furiously. The glass in them
was quite plain but they were useful as they gave dignity and an
air of authority to his somewhat boyish face. He replaced them
carefully, hooking the wire frames around each ear as he again
peered through the gold lettering.

Christine was
squealing, dropping papers all over the place as she put up her
hands in weak defence, her breasts bouncing beneath her white
blouse in delightful unison. Philip contemplated how they would
feel pressed up against him. His hand twitched convulsively as if
testing their softness in his hand. Perhaps as a pillow for his
head. For a moment he envied Derry then felt guilt wash over him
like a hot tide.

Blinking
furiously, he straightened, stiffening his spine to a more proper
posture. What was he thinking of? He thrust open the door and
stepped into the outer office.

‘Have you finished with the morning post, Colwith?’ he asked
in his quiet voice, and the occupants of the room froze, as if
captured on camera.

Derry was the
first to recover. ‘Won’t be a jiff.’

Philip winced.
‘Can we use the English language within the precincts of the
office? Bring them through when you are done. Five minutes, if you
please.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Derry, adopting a suitably sober expression.
Christine had fled to her big black typewriter in the corner and
was already pounding heavily upon it, bent on proving how hard she
was really working.

Miss Henshaw was
looking flustered as if it had been she who had been running about
and squealing so outrageously. Philip glowered at her before
returning to his desk, to let her know that he did hold her largely
responsible. She flushed a dark red and bent her sensible, neatly
cropped grey head more arduously to the conveyance she was
laboriously typing. When the telephone shrilled at her elbow she
almost snatched it up.

‘Brandon Solicitors. Can I help you?’ she trilled in her
bright telephone voice, pencil. poised over her pad. ‘Of course.
One moment, please.’ Miss Henshaw flicked switches and pulled plugs
on the ancient switch board. ‘Mr McArthur.’

‘Thank you,’ said Philip, in a tone meant to show she was not
forgiven. Miss Henshaw took the point and got back to her typing.
‘Behave, you two. You’ll get us all the sack.’

Derry only had
to look at her with that butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-his-mouth smile
and she was putty in his hands. It made her day just to watch him
strut up and down the office. He certainly gave her a giggle and
something to think about in her cold lonely bed at night. Vera
Henshaw rather liked young men. She’d used to dream about Philip at
one time, about what might have been between them had things been
different and he not a man of affairs and she his simple secretary.
Foolish even to have considered the possibility. Didn’t every
secretary fall in love with their boss? And Vera knew she wasn’t
really his type. He preferred smart, attractive young women, not
tired ones in floppy cardigans with the first signs of varicose
veins.

Vera Henshaw
sighed. It could have been so perfect, she a mere thirty-nine, or
thereabouts, and he a mature thirty. But of course he would never
marry, not now Felicity, his fiancée, had died. How that poor girl
had suffered! But Philip had remained loyal. He’d not so much as
glanced at another woman in all the three years since, the dear
man. It was as if he was afraid to. As if by doing so, he would in
some way blight her sweet memory. Though in Vera’s considered
opinion he sorely needed a good woman to shake him out of his
mourning. Unfortunately, she was not that woman.

She mopped up a
tear and on finding herself the object of scrutiny from her fellow
workers, threw them a sour look. She put back her spectacles which
hung from a cord about her neck and took out her frustration on the
keys, her fingers hammering the words while her mind continued its
deliberations.

There was a
moody, brooding quality to his dark good looks, a sadness about
him. The ears flat to the finely shaped head, full lips, and dark,
unfathomable eyes that gave away none of their secrets. A real
charmer he could be when he put his mind to it. No doubt about it,
plenty would be glad to be the wife of Mr Philip
Brandon.

Miss Henshaw
sighed again. Realised she’d got her fingers accidentally on to all
the wrong keys and had typed several lines of nonsense. She ripped
out the paper with an exasperated click of her tongue. Really, she
was becoming as irresponsible as the two youngsters.

‘Have you finished that post, Derry?’ she barked, venting her
wrath on his hapless ears. ‘Well, get it along to Mr Brandon or
you’ll find yourself at the labour exchange next week. And poke
that fire. My feet are frozen.’

Her poor
circulation was not helped by the hours she spent at this desk, she
told herself morosely. A martyr to her work she was. Life had been
so much easier when she was a junior with old Mr Brandon and they’d
had all those clerks with scratchy pens for the paperwork. Miss
Henshaw tucked her feet into a small knitted blanket she kept for
the purpose and frowned at him so that he could see she meant what
she said.

He blew her a
kiss, wicked mischief on his grinning face.

‘Impudent monkey. Get along with you.’ But Miss Henshaw was
smiling. Derry Colwith brought a bit of much needed sunshine into
this gloomy office.

 


Derry sat most
of each day at an old high sloping desk where he could gaze out of
the window dreaming of fame and riches. And one day, he was sure,
he would find it. Letting out a wistful sigh at the thought, he
winked at Vera and, swaggering to the inner office door, tapped on
the glass with one knuckle and marched right in to lay the stack of
letters on the blotter before his employer.

‘Thank you, Mr McArthur. I’m glad we are agreed. I think you
will find it to be the wisest course. One moment, my clerk has
entered.’ Philip covered the mouthpiece with his hand while he
pushed a pile of bank books across the desk to Derry. ‘The McArthur
probate. Take these books to the bank and inform the manager of
Miss Amelia McArthur’s death. Her nephew is the main
beneficiary.’

‘Right,’ said Derry, picking them up and turning at once to
the door. This was the part of the job he liked best, wandering
about town on some errand or other. If the bank didn’t take too
long about it he could nip in to see Jan and Lissa, maybe have a
quick coffee with them. He brightened at the prospect. He was
getting nowhere with Lissa so far, but he still fancied his
chances.

‘Did
you hear me?’ Philip barked, with unusual impatience.

‘Sir?’

‘I
said to call at the building society first, ask them to close the
account and have the money transferred into the office
account.’

‘The
office account?’

‘Yes, you fool. In preparation for probate.’

‘Right you are.’

When Derry had
gone, whistling happily and slamming the door too hard so that the
ancient glass shook perilously, Philip removed his hand from the
mouthpiece, carefully gathered his strained patience and continued
with his conversation. He almost purred into the phone.

‘Sorry to have kept you, Mr McArthur. Where were we? Ah, yes,
death duties. No indeed, no one should be obliged to pay more than
is absolutely necessary. Certainly your aunt would not have wished
her money to go to the government.’

A pause while
the caller on the end of the wire expressed his thanks and Philip
Brandon’s dark eyes took on a gleam as hard as the polished wood of
his own desk.

‘Such a gesture would of course be entirely at your own
discretion. I shall be in touch.’

He rested the
receiver back in its cradle and allowed himself a rare smile.
Everything was progressing most satisfactorily, most satisfactorily
indeed.

Happiness did
not come easily to him. Life had been harder than he had bargained
for since leaving Oxford. He’d been lucky, he supposed, missing the
worst of the war and young enough to make something of his life
afterwards. But Philip had resented the way he’d had to pinch and
scrape, the way austerity had gone on for so long. As a member of
the professional classes it didn’t seem quite fair that he should
suffer at all.

The initial
pleasure he’d felt at finding himself in sole charge of the
practice on the death of his father had soon dissipated when he’d
learned the true state of its finances. It had given every
appearance of a bustling, one-man practice, dealing with
conveyancing, probate and estate work, inventories and valuations.
Only a small amount of court work came his way, for which he was
thankful. Litigation was rarely profitable and it gave a poor
impression for a high class practice to be too involved with the
nefarious goings on of the criminal classes.

He should have
been a happy man. He loved his work, spent as many hours in his
office as he possibly could, only reluctantly leaving it to return
home in the evening to a plain meal served by his housekeeper. But
he was not happy. Not at all.

The problem was
that people were so lackadaisical about settling their legal
accounts. Were everyone to pay him what they owed tomorrow, he
would be a rich man, comfortable at least. But they did not. It had
to be said that his father, John Crawshaw Brandon, had been
somewhat dilatory on the work front. He’d been far more interested
in catching char and pike from the lake than sitting at his desk.
Fascinated by points of law he may have been, yet he had shown
little head for business, certainly none for turnover. In
consequence, matters had suffered interminable delays, clients had
grown restless and ultimately taken their business
elsewhere.

It had all been
most unsatisfactory.

It had fallen to
him, Philip, to build the practice up again. Not an easy task.
Sometimes he was so busy he was fortunate if he had time to prepare
any bills at all, let alone reminders. Even when he put Miss
Henshaw on the task of ringing people up it brought a poor
response. They were happy enough for him to solve their problems,
their disputes with neighbours, convey their house or dispose of
their dearly departed, but balked when it came to paying the
bill.

So he had taken
the matter into his own capable hands. Here and there, not too much
and only where there was no risk of it being noted, he managed to
keep his pockets fat and his own bank account healthy.

It was while
serving in the army that he had learned there were short cuts to
everything. One did not have to tread the twisting and thorny path
when there might be a smoother, more advantageous route. Great care
of course, must always be taken.

The McArthur
estate had been unusually easy since the nephew was as flexible in
his code of conduct as Philip himself.

McArthur had no
more wish than his solicitor to declare the true extent of his
aunt’s estate. A sum had been agreed upon which would satisfy the
Inland Revenue and leave the nephew nicely in pocket. Should the
beneficiary of this good fortune choose to show his appreciation by
way of a small gratuity, was that any fault of Philip Brandon? No
indeed. It was no more than common business practice, after
all.

Even were the
client not amenable, he usually found a way to benefit, without
ever stepping too far outside the grey fringes of the law. Thanks
to the two wars there was no shortage of widows and probate always
proved delightfully lucrative.

Certainly more
so than divorce, which he disliked as it was messy and troublesome.
Philip hated disagreement of any kind, and rarely recommended such
a course of action for his clients. Divorce was bad for society. A
woman’s duty was to her husband. Yet there was something about a
vulnerable woman that appealed to him, and he was always happy to
counsel and advise.

 


The day passed
much the same as any other, sunnier than most which added to his
unusually cheerful mood. It was one of those rare, brilliant
Lakeland days when the lake glimmered, the mountains were wreathed
in a soft blue mist, which made you think summer might actually
arrive at any moment. It would be a pity, he decided, to waste
it.

At lunchtime,
instead of eating his sandwiches at his desk as usual, Philip
decided to take them down to the lake.

On Fridays he
usually treated himself to a ham salad at the Marina Hotel where
one had a grand view of the lake. His budget, however, did not
stretch to making this a daily ritual. One day he meant that to
change.

He was sitting
on a bench, quietly enjoying his fish paste sandwiches and trying
to avoid the rapacious ducks, when he saw her.

She was not
alone, but Philip cast the other girl scarcely a glance. His gaze
was riveted upon a mass of black curls. Some attempt had been made
to hold the hair back from her face with a scarlet ribbon but
tendrils of curls were determinedly springing free, bursting
joyously all across her brow and upon the curve of each soft round
cheek. His gaze shifted to the smooth golden skin, the dark, violet
eyes like great bruises in a perfect, heart-shaped face. She moved
with such grace it was a joy simply to watch her.

He heard her
voice, light and musical, sensed it like a thrill deep inside him
as she laughed at something her friend had said.

They were
climbing the wooden steps up to an old boathouse and the wind was
pressing her straight black skirt about slender, shapely legs.
Philip became acutely aware that he was holding his
breath.

He sat for a
full half hour waiting for them to come out, well past the time he
should have returned to the office, but he would have waited twice
as long if necessary. An incongruous figure on the bench in his
double-breasted, black pinstripe suit, fully buttoned as was right
and proper, he tapped one polished toe and then the
other.

When he had
almost given up hope she burst out of the boathouse like a small
explosion of colour. She wore a bright red duffle-coat, swinging
open over her skirt and blouse, and he caught a tantalising glance
of a slender figure, voluptuously ripe and blossoming. The outfit,
obviously new, looked well against her black hair, and he felt a
hard knot of excitement deep in pit of his stomach.

She was laughing
as she locked the door, then as she swung round to hug her friend,
he saw that she was younger than he had thought by a number of
years. The realisation brought a sharp edge of disappointment. How
very foolish of him. He should have realised at once. She couldn’t
be more than seventeen or eighteen. Less perhaps.

Loneliness
swamped him and he moved not a muscle as he watched her walk
away.

He had to fight
hard to pull back his shoulders and get up from the bench, dusting
off his immaculate trousers. Carefully folding his empty sandwich
paper, Philip slipped it into his briefcase, ready to use again
tomorrow. He told himself he was scarcely into his thirties and not
unattractive to women.

He thought of
Felicity. Sweet, darling Felicity with her pale blonde beauty, her
illness and fragility making him love her all the more. Felicity
had been pure as well as beautiful. not like most of the women he
came across through his work, who played fast and loose with some
poor fool of a husband.

But Felicity had
died, leaving him alone in an unfeeling world with a memory that
remained a raw wound. What was he thinking of even to be looking at
another girl, let alone one so young?

He had his
practice, didn’t he? His home may be a touch too modest and further
from the lake than he would like, but it was bought and paid for
and one day he would improve upon it. No mortgages for him. Too
disagreeable. Then there was his sailing dinghy. He was thinking of
having a new one built, something classy and fast. He’d never yet
won in the annual Yacht Club races but he meant to, very
soon.

Philip Brandon
told himself he was going places. All he needed was a touch more
security.

He straightened
his shoulders, replaced his trilby hat so as not to disturb his
carefully combed dark hair, and without a backward glance walked
smartly from the lakeside and back to the sanctuary of his office.
He might make eating his lunch on the lakeshore bench a regular
feature of his routine. When the weather was pleasant.

 


‘Leave? How can you leave? Your dad wouldn’t hear of it, I can
tell you that for nothing.’ Renee’s orange mouth drooped at each
corner, making her look like a comical clown as she gazed woefully
from one girl to the other. The budgie in the corner started to
squawk, reacting to the alarm in her voice.

‘I
can please myself what I do,’ Jan said, flicking back her hair and
raising her voice above the din. ‘You didn’t ask my permission when
you moved in here, did you?’

‘I
didn’t have to. Your dad wanted me to marry him, so that was
that.’

‘You
wanted an easy life.’ Jan stormed over to the cage and flicked the
cover over it. Blessed silence fell.

‘What if I did?’ Renee dropped her voice to a belligerent
mumble. ‘My dad thought it part of his daily routine to batter the
walls with my head. So what if I did want to get away from that?
It’s not a crime, is it? And Jimmy loves me.’ She gave a great
gulping sob.

Both Renee and
Jan were so close to tears that Lissa instinctively put out a hand
to each of them, wanting to calm the situation. ‘Have you thought,
Renee, that it might be for the best? You and Jimmy need more time
on your own. We feel a bit in the way with you two so obviously in
love.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Anyway, we won’t be going for a
week or two. There’s a heap of work to do on the boathouse before
it’s habitable. Cleaning it out for one thing, then painting it and
finding something to sleep on and cook with. Simple things like
that.’ She laughed as if she’d made a joke. ‘You’ll have plenty of
time to get used to the idea.’

Renee’s eyes
filled with a sudden gush of tears, the effect upon her
mascara-coated lashes quite catastrophic. Black rivers ran down her
face, adding to the clown-like effect. ‘What about me then, after
you’ve gone? I can’t cook,’ she sobbed. ‘I’ve never so much as
boiled an egg in me life. Even me mother didn’t do much cooking.
Bread and dripping, sausage and HP beans, that’s what we were
brought up on. He’ll kill me, he will. You know how Jimmy likes his
food.’ She opened her mouth into a wide orange oval and began to
wail.

Incensed, Jan
almost shouted her response. ‘He won’t do any such thing. My dad
would never hurt a flea, let alone a woman. You should have
realised you’d be expected to do cooking and cleaning and such
like,’ she said, astounded by the state her teenage stepmother was
getting into, howling like a banshee and shaking her head in
despair.

‘He
said I didn’t have to worry my pretty little head about such
things,’ Renee sobbed, ‘cause you’d never get wed. You’re too
plain, he said, what with your straight brown hair and squinting at
folk all the time.’

There was a
small stunned silence, although Renee, blithely unaware of the
insult she had voiced, continued to howl, working herself up to a
fine pitch. Her face looked like one of the new zebra
crossings.

Seeing her
friend quite bereft for words, Lissa spoke for her. ‘Jan is not at
all plain. As for the cooking… well, I could teach you.’

The wailing
stopped instantly and they all sagged visibly with relief. ‘Could
you?’ Renee asked, wonder in her voice.

‘Of
course. Meg taught me. She’s a very good cook is Meg. Steak and
game pie, Cumberland sausage, mutton and tatie hot pot.
Gingerbread. Oh, and her Rum Nicky Pudding is to die for.’ Lissa
stopped. Both girls were standing gazing at her
open-mouthed.

‘You
a chef or summat? How can anyone have so much food with the war and
the rationing and all?’

‘I
lived on a farm. We produced our own.’ Her mouth was watering and
her heart beating fast at the memory of the big warm kitchen at
Broombank. She was back sitting at the huge scrubbed pine table,
Meg laughing as she whipped and stirred, Tam tasting and
teasing.

What was she
doing here? She belonged with them, on her very own fells where the
wind blew free. Where you could swim in the tarn, stay out all
night, and drive your foster mother to a miscarriage. Lissa shook
the image away. This was her new life and she meant to make it a
good one.

 


Over the
following weeks Lissa taught Renee all she knew. It became clear
that no one had ever troubled to teach the girl anything in her
life before. And judging from what Lissa learned of her home
background, was it any wonder if she had grabbed the first kind man
who had come along?

Lissa searched
her mind for Meg’s recipes and soon Jimmy thought himself the
luckiest man in Carreckwater.

‘All
I want is a quiet life,’ he kept saying, tucking into his food with
relish. To be fair, he was most appreciative of Renee’s efforts,
patting her cheek fondly if she burned something or the meat was
tough. ‘Better next time, my poppet.’ Which increased Renee’s
confidence and made her more adventurous.

‘I’ll have to buy meself one of those striped pinnies like
Philip Harben,’ she said.

In an odd sort
of way, seeing their happiness made Lissa feel more insecure. Would
anyone ever love her so completely? Jan was happier though, as she
no longer felt so put upon.

A letter came
from Meg, asking her to visit, but Lissa wrote back saying that she
was too hard at work renovating the old boathouse and converting it
into a flat.

They scrubbed
and scoured, painted window frames and doors and sewed rag rugs
from scraps of old clothing. The panelled walls needed little more
attention than a good sweep, banishing cobwebs and running spiders
by the score.

Furniture was
still hard to come by so Lissa scoured house sales and auction
rooms and came up with a bed each, two chairs, and a small table
which they covered with green oil cloth. The cooker was the most
difficult but they found an old one on a stall in the market, along
with a few pots and pans.

It was well into
the summer season by the time the boathouse was ready for
occupation and they moved in with great anticipation. ‘Isn’t it
lovely?’ Jan cried, pink cheeked with excitement. ‘I’m so glad you
came to Carreckwater, Lissa. So glad we’re friends.’

‘Me
too,’ she said, pleased with their efforts, wondering if at last
she had found somewhere to put down roots. Lissa could scarcely
believe their good fortune in finding it. She loved it already.
They could sit in their tiny living room and gaze out across the
lake to Wetherlam, Tilberthwaite Fell and the Langdales. They could
watch the visitors bobbing up and down in their clinker-built
boats, see families picnicking on the small island. Life was
suddenly fun again and Lissa wanted to sing with joy.

‘I
just know we are going to be happy here.’

‘Oh,
me too,’ echoed Jan, giving her impish, triangular smile. ‘This is
a new beginning, a new life.’

Yes, thought
Lissa. A new beginning sounded good.

 


A second letter
came from Meg and this one made Lissa sit up and take notice. She
read it in the stock room while she had her morning coffee break
and found herself gaping with shock. She had to read it twice more
to be sure that she had it right.

Ashlea belonged
to her. Meg had written, plain as day. Jeffrey Ellis, the man she
had always referred to as an honorary uncle but was in fact her
grandfather, had left her the freehold.

Meg’s letter
gave the details:

 


It has only this
moment come to light as the family solicitors, as trustees, have
written to ask if you wish the rent to be reviewed. It is a safe
tenancy, still in my father’s name of course, and he couldn’t be
got out unless you wished to live there yourself. I know, darling,
that you would never deprive Sally Ann and her family of a home.
But it could be purchased for Nick, in Sally Ann’s name of course,
and she wonders if you would consider selling? Are you planning on
coming on a visit soon? I do hope so. It seems so long since we saw
you. You could tell us your decision then. Are you enjoying your
new job? I must come and see your boathouse.

All my love,
Meg.’

 


So her
grandmother had kept this secret from her? A creeping sickness came
over Lissa at the thought. Not that she wanted Ashlea, or any other
farm, but the thought that Rosemary Ellis had callously deprived
her of her inheritance, and Nick of an opportunity to purchase his
home, out of pure spite, was quite beyond imagining. Nor did she
feel any more inclined to trust her grandmother’s solicitors, who
only had Rosemary’s interests at heart.

Lissa folded the
paper and thrust it into her pocket. She thought about this news
all day, then as they walked home that evening, asked Jan for
help.

‘Who
is that solicitor Derry works for?’

Surprised by the
question, Jan gave her an odd look. ‘Why do you want to
know?’

‘I
need some advice. Family stuff, you know.’

Jan was at once
sympathetic. ‘Oh, sorry. He’s called Philip Brandon. Has an office
near Benthwaite Cross. Bit of a stick-in-the-mud but I doubt he’d
overcharge you, being a friend of Derry’s. Shall I ask him to fix
an appointment for you?’ Her brown eyes were troubled, filled with
curiosity.

Lissa decided
the less either of them knew about this, the better, If she started
talking about an inheritance, they might get the idea she was rich
and nothing could be further from the truth. ‘That’s OK. I’ll call
in one lunchtime. See if he’s got a minute.’


Chapter Five

 


Philip couldn’t
believe his good fortune. ‘Please take a seat, Miss Turner.’ His
mind whirled through the possible reasons for her visit. Close to,
she was even more attractive than his first glimpse of her by the
lake. Young and fresh, with her hair in a swinging pony tail, the
same wayward tendrils framing her face in a most beguiling manner,
her beautiful slender body prettily decked out in a pink
shirt-waister dress. ‘What can I do for you?’ He offered her his
most charming smile. ‘Coffee?’

‘No,
thank you. I don’t have much time as I must get back to
work.’

She looked
uneasy, embarrassed by whatever had brought her here. Philip
Brandon’s heart sank. Surely she couldn’t be married, seeking a
divorce from a rake of a husband? No, she was far too young. He
held out a chair, not taking his eyes from her as she sat. Her legs
were sweet perfection, long and smooth-skinned. He slipped his
spectacles into his top pocket and realised with a jolt that she’d
launched into some tale and he had missed it.

‘I
have no wish to keep it. What would I do with a farm? But Nick is
an old friend. There was a time when he might have liked ...
Anyway, I want him to have Ashlea.’

Very gently
Philip took her back to the beginning and piece by piece, with the
very gentlest questioning, he had the entire life story from her.
He guessed that she told more than she’d intended but then he was a
sympathetic listener. It was a shock to learn she was only sixteen.
Clearly mature for her age. He was astute enough to guess the
effect the stigma of illegitimacy would have upon her.

He came round to
sit upon the edge of the desk. Pansy eyes looked up into his,
brimming with unshed tears and his heart clenched. ‘It must have
proved such a burden for you. Heart-rending for a sensitive child
to feel rejected at birth.’

‘You
do understand. Oh, I’m so relieved. Few people do, you
know.’

He gave her his
wise, compassionate smile, debated whether he might take her hand
but decided against it. ‘Ah, but I am different. Rather like a
father confessor or family doctor. You can tell me anything,
anything at all and I would not divulge a word of it.’

She warmed to
him instantly. ‘I’d really like Nick to have Ashlea. He works the
land and lives in the house so he deserves it. Can that be
done?’

‘Nick is presumably your own age, so too young for a mortgage.
No bank would consider him.’

‘What about Sally Ann?’

‘Of
course. You could offer her a private mortgage, though farmers are
notoriously irregular payers, preferring as they do to deal
strictly in cash.’

‘Nick is very reliable.’

‘I’m
sure he is. I should warn you that property with a sitting tenant
has a very poor sale value.’

‘I
don’t care about the money. I don’t want anything that belongs to
the Ellis family. Nothing at all. Do you see?’

‘I
do. Absolutely.’ He paused, hooked his thumbs in the pockets of his
waistcoat then went to sit behind his desk again. ‘Pardon my saying
so but that is a rather short-sighted view. There may be other
property, or funds, to come.’

Lissa thought of
Larkrigg and of her hard-hearted grandmother. Where would she leave
her money? To a daughter whom she considered wicked and
undeserving? To a granddaughter she refused to acknowledge? What
did it matter? Lissa straightened her spine, smoothed her short
white gloves and gave a dry smile.

‘It’s possible, but unlikely. My grandmother is more likely to
leave her property to some charity or other. Probably the church. I
sincerely hope so.’

‘Not
to your mother?’ Eyebrows raised in query as he had become very
still.

‘Who
knows? They haven’t seen or spoken in years, which gives you some
idea what I’m up against.’

‘Indeed,’ he said thoughtfully and gave a gentle smile. ‘How
very sad for you.’

‘It’s all in trust until I come of age and I wondered if there
was anything we could do about that?’

‘Certainly there is. I could write to the trustees and ask
them if they could deal with the matter in this way. They may even
agree to transfer the trusteeship of Ashlea to my firm, if I
persuade them.’ He smiled, as if she had favoured him in some way,
then became at once brisk and businesslike as he explained to her,
most carefully, the ins and outs of the transaction but finished
with a smooth word of advice. ‘You should perhaps reconsider your
view of the future. Sell Ashlea to your friend by all means but
income, from any source, is a valuable asset in today’s rapidly
changing world. Is there no chance of a reconciliation with your
grandmother?’

Lissa stood up,
face tight. ‘No. That is quite out of the question. She would
never... Neither would I. Please arrange this matter for me and
send me your bill. I have a little money to pay the
fee.’

He had offended
her. Damn!

Philip led her
to the door and risked taking her hand. It felt small and soft. The
urge to raise it to his lips was almost overpowering. ‘I will carry
out your wishes to the letter.’

‘I
don’t want anyone to know about this. Not even Derry. I work with
his sister and I’d rather keep my affairs private.’ She half
glanced through the glass panel, thankful she had chosen a time
when he was out at lunch.

‘You
may rely upon my absolute discretion.’

She smiled at
him then, a brilliant, wide, shining smile that revealed perfect
white teeth and the smallest, pinkest, most delightful
tongue.

‘Thanks,’ she said, issuing a deep sigh. ‘I do appreciate your
help. It’s a real joy to be able to do something for
Nick.’

He gave a light
laugh. ‘You must be fond of him.’

‘Oh,
yes. We’ve always been close. Like family, you know.’

‘I
can see that you are a girl to whom family is important.’ A shadow
flickered across her face and he was at once all contrition. ‘Oh
dear, I seem bent on offending you. How very clumsy of me.’ He
lifted the hand now and pressed his lips against it. Her skin
tasted delicious but he would need to be very patient. ‘Forgive
me,’ he murmured, smiling into her eyes.

Quite unable to
help herself, Lissa found herself smiling back, responding to his
charm.

As she hurried
back to the shop she decided that Philip Brandon was really far
more attractive than Derry had led her to believe. And so
kind.

 


It was Derry’s
idea that they go on a day-long hike the following Sunday, and
Lissa and Jan readily agreed. The weather was calm and settled, the
sun shining like a big soft round cheese and there were few
holidaymakers to disturb the peace so early in the season as they
caught the bus out to Skelwith Bridge.

The three of
them were sensibly dressed in slacks and warm sweaters, for
mountain weather can change even as you are wondering if it might.
On their feet the girls wore strong shoes, Derry his favourite
boots for he was a keen climber.

Lissa cast him a
glance from beneath her lashes. He looked different today in his
windcheater and rough cords, woollen socks replacing the hideous
lime green, more approachable somehow.

‘Do
you really go rock climbing?’

He pushed back
his shoulders, preening himself, brown eyes glinting with such a
cocky arrogance she almost wished she hadn’t asked. What a peacock
he was. ‘Sure, would you like to try?’ Lissa haughtily assured him
that she would not.

They got off the
bus and walked along the lanes to the bridge where there were a few
people sitting about having picnics. Where only a short while ago
there’d been limp dead grasses, the verges were now clotted with
yellow primroses thick as cream. Violets, bluebells and meadowsweet
filled the clear mountain air with their fragrant scents. In a few
weeks the scene would change yet again and foxgloves, wild roses
and ox-eye daisies would have their moment of glory.

Lissa felt the
excitement of a day free from the dusty confines of the old
fashioned draper’s shop.

They walked up a
dusty lane by the river that led up through the quarry work sheds.
A few shirt-sleeved men sat joking and whistling as they worked the
stones, splitting them on the grain with their special
tools.

‘This is where they quarry the blue-green slate that makes
Westmorland famous,’ Derry told her as if she’d never seen such a
thing before.

She almost told
him that they quarried stone on her fells too, but it sounded too
petty. Besides, she’d no wish to think about quarries, or the roads
that led to them. Not today.

They stood on
the huge flat rocks at Skelwith Force and watched with wonder as
the small waterfall rushed down in a cloud of white froth into the
river below, swirled around huge boulders which forced it to gush
and froth and gather in deep dark pools. It was like a fairy glen,
a magic place where a water sprite would be sure to live, reminding
Lissa suddenly of that other day in early summer when she and Nick
had played their wishing game.

For a moment,
homesickness claimed her. It didn’t happen so often nowadays and
she knew it was foolish for she could visit Broombank at any time,
only she rarely did. Transport was a problem and she felt
instinctively that she wanted to make a place for herself here
first, before she dared risk it. Or she might never have the
courage to come back.

After a while
they left the force and walked on up the rough footpath, across
flat water meadows where the river widened and spread out until it
reached Elterwater. Ahead lay some of the most dramatic scenery in
Lakeland. Blue-grey crags jagged against the pale sky, dark rocky
grandeur dropping precipitously to a thickly wooded fringe of trees
below.

‘It’s like Switzerland,’ she said, breathing deeply her
delight. ‘Or how I imagine Switzerland might look.’

‘It’s the Langdales, a special place,’ Derry said.

They reached the
village of Chapel Stile and went on past the school and the post
office, and up the big hill. When they grew hot from their walking
they pulled off thick sweaters and settled in the lea of a drystone
wall to eat their lunch. It felt cool and sheltered, whorls of
yellow lichen rough and scratchy on their bare arms. They watched
an Orange Tipped butterfly light on a bloom of lady’s smock and
laughed in delight as a tree pipit descended like a spinning top in
a graceful spiral of song.

‘Not
used to walking?’ Derry teased as he saw her catching her breath,
and Lissa was infuriated with herself for giving him another
opportunity to show off.

‘Hardly, I grew up on the fells.’ she said scornfully. Her
annoyance was made worse by the fact she could feel her cheeks
growing warm under his amused gaze. Turning quickly to Jan, she
offered more sandwiches, a piece of cake, a sip of
water.

Derry made a
sound very like soft laughter. ‘We won’t go as far as Bowfell
today. I don’t think Lissa is quite up to it.’

Flushing a deep
red Lissa longed to deny it but dare not, for she was indeed tired.
It had been a hard week in the shop. Jan settled the
matter.

‘Thank heaven for that. My legs are like jelly
already.’

Proving her
worth on a high mountain peak must wait for another day. They set
out from Stool End to walk up the broad smooth incline, and after a
while Derry made sure Jan was striding ahead, as she so loved to
do, so he had Lissa all to himself.

‘You
don’t say much, do you? Are you always so touchy?’ he asked. ‘Or
have I done something to offend?’ His voice sounded so genuinely
concerned that she was quite taken by surprise. He thought her
standoffish, a bit uppity, when all the time she was simply -
simply what? Nervous of possible rejection? Something of the sort.
She didn’t like to think too deeply about it. Lissa only knew that
she felt better, safer, when there was a certain distance between
herself and others.

‘I
don’t know what you mean.’

‘Is
it because you think I’m a Ted? It’s only a style, you know, not a
way of life. I don’t beat old ladies over the head with my comb.’
Despite herself, Lissa giggled and he gave her an answering grin,
lopsided and so full of impish good humour that she very nearly
laughed out loud. Derry Colwith might be a bit too full of himself,
but he surely wouldn’t hurt or offend anyone.

Then he spoiled
it all by starting to tell her about the climbs he’d done and how
difficult they were.

‘And
you, being Mr Wonderful, managed them with no difficulty
whatsoever,’ she said dryly.

He blinked
innocently at her. ‘How did you guess?’

‘Pity you didn’t land on your head. Might have knocked some
sense into you.’ She flounced away, walking so fast he had to run
to catch up. He said nothing for a while and

for some reason,
perhaps to fill the silence, Lissa found herself talking about
Broombank and the sheep, Nick and Daniel, and how they had played
in the beck as children. Derry listened, asking questions from time
to time as if he were really interested. Perhaps he wasn’t so bad
after all.

Once, he took
hold of her hand as she stumbled and a series of tiny shocks ran
right through her. Instinctively she lifted her face up to his,
violet eyes coaxing and teasing. His stunned expression warned her
that she trod on dangerous ground and quickly loosed his hand. But
she regretted its loss.

‘I
think we’d better hurry and catch up with Jan,’ she said,
increasing her pace. ‘What a speed she walks at.’

‘Jan
loves walking, as I do. We spend days out on the mountains in the
summer.’ He was staring down at his boots, as if something was
troubling him.

‘Oh,
so did I once,’ Lissa agreed.

‘Once? Why not now?’

She hesitated,
feeling she’d blundered. ‘I mean when I was at home.’

‘You’ll soon get to know and love it here too,’ he said
sympathetically and she felt emotion suddenly block her throat. She
couldn’t deal with sympathy.

‘I’m
not really homesick. Well, sometimes, but it passes.’

‘You
are going to stay? You won’t go home yet, will you?’ he asked,
sounding suddenly so anxious she glanced up at him in surprise. As
their eyes met Lissa felt something warm unfold inside. He seemed
to be passing some sort of message to her and her cheeks flooded
with heat. Embarrassed, she quickly turned her attention back to
setting her feet carefully on the stony path, and for the next
several minutes ignored him completely, just to prove to herself
that she could.

At the summit
they sat on the wiry grass to catch their breath and admire the
panorama of mountains. Lingmoor and Wrynose Fell, Tilberthwaite
beyond, and Bowfell Links above, achingly green beneath a clear
blue sky.

‘Isn’t it grand?’ Jan said, and Lissa, hugging her knees and
drinking it all in, had to agree.

‘You’ll come on another walk some time?’ Derry asked, sounding
so hopeful she simply couldn’t find it in her heart to say no. He
rewarded her with a wide beaming smile.

‘Great. I knew we’d get on. Knew it the first moment I saw you
looking in the shop window.’

‘Hark at him?’ Jan laughed, getting up and dusting down her
jeans which were bright green and cropped just below her knee.
‘Right, last one down pays for tea.’

‘Oh,
no,’ Lissa mourned, all pride gone. ‘I can’t rush, really. I’m
shattered.’

‘There’re some clouds gathering,’ Derry said. ‘Time to make
tracks.’

 


Jan won, of
course. She looked like a tiny fairy perched on a stone by the
lane. But Derry held his pace to match Lissa’s, for which she was
truly grateful. She never enjoyed going downhill.

‘Don’t you think we get on OK? I can see you’re not really
stuck up. You’re just shy. I know you like me, so stop pretending
you don’t.’

Lissa might have
thumped him for this patronising remark but he’d taken her hand
again, as if to prove the sincerity of his words and she quite
liked the feel of it. He held it tenderly, tracing each of her
fingertips with his own. ‘Such lovely pearly nails. I certainly
like you, Lissa. I like you very much.’

Lissa expelled
her breath on a tiny sigh and then his lips were on hers, warm
against the cool mountain breeze, tender and deliciously soft. She
leaned against him, startled by the pleasing sensations swirling
through her.

Somewhere high
above a lark sang and her heart lifted with each climbing
note.

When the kiss
ended he squeezed her fingers, very gently, and smiled at her with
that lovely secret message again passing between them, his brown
eyes seeming to dance over her face. She wished, with a piercing
sweetness, that he would kiss her again and swayed gently towards
him, her head giddy with longing, then quickly pulled back, shocked
by her own wantonness.

And when he held
on to her hand for the rest of the way down the steep mountain
track, Lissa did not pull away.

Afterwards they
ate scones and jam and drank tea at the Old Dungeon Ghyll Hotel,
which Lissa poured from a silver pot. It was the perfect end to a
perfect day.

 


Summer passed in
the blissful pursuit of uncomplicated happiness. It seemed to be
filled with raspberries and ice cream, happy laughter and daring
pursuits.

They often took
one of the many footpaths or trails that traversed the heights
around Carreckwater, Ambleside and Rydal. From those windy tops the
visitors looked liked ants, riding the toy steamer up and down the
lake.

Derry’s friends
would often come along too, bringing their girlfriends to form a
happy, relaxed group. They would spend whatever spare time they had
either on the lake messing about in boats and dinghies, or high on
the fells. Loughrigg was a favourite walk. Or they would explore
the eastern sides of the lake, even so far as Jenkyn’s Crag, from
where they had a wonderful view of the whole Windermere valley.
Once they climbed right to the summit of Wansfell Pike, relishing
the sparkle of clear fresh air after the dusty days confined to
shop and office.
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