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For Marjorie
Thank you for looking after me


Prologue

County Durham, 1897

Luisa McAndrew stared up into the shadows of her bedroom. It was the room she had been born in. When she was a little girl she lay and listened to the River Wear, which flowed beyond her window, across the path and through the field at the bottom of the dale. She had loved it here then. The sound of the river and the secure feeling that was home lulled her to sleep each night.

She was afraid to sleep now. She thought that if she closed her eyes she would never wake up again and she was afraid of the darkness too. She did not want to die and she had the feeling that night took you off like an ebbing tide. You went out never to come back in and the day would break without you. She could not bear that the day should break and find her gone forever.

The doctor and the nurse fussed and the child which they had taken from her cried. The pain was over. They moved around the room and she could see her husband, George, holding the baby. She felt the hatred of him running through her weakness. She wished she was strong enough to protest. She wished she could leap out of bed and grab the child from him. It was not his and he knew it so why did he look down and smile on the baby like that?

George was incapable of loving a woman in any respect. He had married her because she was beautiful and twenty years younger than him. He liked to look at her naked, he liked to dress her up and parade her before other men’s envious eyes but it had taken a boy of twenty with nothing to recommend him but the world’s most honest green eyes to make her understand love.

She had wanted to leave here. How stupid it seemed, how naïve she had been. She had thought the Durham moors boring and the people parochial. It had seemed to her that they led small lives. She had wanted a grand house, an influential, prosperous husband, rich and clever friends, diamonds, furs, travel. She had had all those and would have given them away to spend a single week with the man she loved and the child she had borne, in his shabby old house upon the fell where the wind was bitter in early spring, the snow lay deep in February and the heather laid its purple cloak all around in August. Joe’s house, the home she had never had, though in some ways now it would always be hers, albeit she had visited fewer times than she had fingers on one hand. She had not liked it. Now she would have gone if she could have crawled there. She was not going to be crawling anywhere. Indeed, she could hardly see the room.

She thought of all the hotel rooms where Joe had made love to her. There was one in Berwick which looked out over the sea and one in Alnwick on the main street so that you could hear the people talking down below outside and best of all the one in Newcastle where they were almost certain to be discovered and yet had not been.

Joe wasn’t like somebody twenty, he had always seemed to her much older than she was but his body was twenty and that was very nice. It made her smile, thinking about it, how kind he was, how caring, how careful, how sweet and smooth and unused. She had felt very used by the time she reached Joe. He had not been her first lover but he had been her last and the best in every way. She just wished that she didn’t regret having cared for things which didn’t matter. It was too late. She could feel the energy leaving her and with it the will. She knew that he was somewhere close. Earlier that day he had kissed her all over her face and told her that he loved her. Where was he?

She could no longer say the words. She could see George at the side of the bed with the baby in his arms. She wanted to say to him that the child belonged to Joe now. Her husband was looking down at her and Luisa thought suddenly that she should tell him if he did not give the boy to Joe then no good would come of it. If he could not be honest he would not prosper though she knew that was not the way of the world. Evil men always prospered. Good, honest men like Joe had to fight for everything. Was it a battle worth taking on, she wondered? Did it matter in the hereafter? She had a terrible feeling that it didn’t.

What if Joe was not aware that he had a son? Would he find out? Would he care? She had betrayed him in so many ways, had told him that she didn’t want him when they could have been married, had seduced him out of idleness and boredom, destroyed his peace of mind, inflicted all the hurts of love upon him. She smiled to herself. It was a lot to do to a man. And he had loved her. She thought it was the only pure love of her life. You needed just one to make everything worthwhile and there was a child from it. It was as much as a woman could ask, she thought.

She wished that George would not hold the child, she did not trust him even though the nurse hovered behind him and he looked gleeful. She didn’t like it when he looked like that, it spelled triumph, unholy joy. He thought that he had won. He had wanted a son. Strange how badly he had wanted that when Joe had never discussed children with her, was too young to care for such things.

Her mother, Alice Morgan, came to the bed and Luisa did not mistake the look in her eyes. It was grief. Her mother had always told her that she must marry well, that she should have nothing to do with the pit owner’s son because they were nobody. If she married George McAndrew she could have everything that her mother had not had. Her mother had been right, she had had everything and had lost the house upon the fell and the boy who loved her. She could have made so much of it, been happy, and yet … it was her own fault she had not had such things. Perhaps she would have always been restless and wanted things which Joe could not have given her and she would have spoiled their love and he would have despised her. Perhaps it was better this way with the bloom of illusion still upon it, stolen, illicit, every delicious moment in Joe’s arms, aware that he was not her husband. Husbands and lovers could never be the same thing. How many women had made that mistake and regretted it?

She would have hated being poor, the lack of society, dowdy dresses and dull dinners. She was too beautiful to be hidden in such a backwater with nobody to admire her but him. He had no friends, no education, no ambition. He had never been anywhere or done anything and yet the times when she had gone to him there she had somehow been able to see the sense of it all, with the darkness falling upon the fell top, the sky coming down to kiss the heather, the wind in a never-ending sweep across the grey stone walls and the road which beckoned to all those stupid people who thought there was more to be gained elsewhere. She had not known it then but that was the road home, it was the way back to Joe and even she had found it in the end. It was not quite too late then, it was not quite over. She had put herself into his arms in the shadows of his shabby house and, outside, the wind had chased the rain all the way across the fell to throw itself at the windows and whip round and round. Joe’s house was a testament to the way that men lived here. They endured the hardest life of all. He wouldn’t leave. He wouldn’t leave his pit and the people and the two days a year when the sun might almost shine. She liked that idea. It was nearly true. People joked and said there had been snow here in July. She believed that. They were proud of it, called city people soft, lived up there under an endless sky, broke their backs and their wills in the search for coal. That was what she had loved most about him, that he wouldn’t give in. He wouldn’t be bettered nor turned from his task. She loved his stubborn endurance. She would always love it.

Where was he? Why didn’t he come to her? She could hear her mother’s voice in the distance, tried to say his name so that they would understand she had to see him. She couldn’t manage it and it didn’t seem to matter somehow. The room was growing dim but it was not a room she cared for, it was Joe’s house that she wanted with its champagne air and rain-soaked garden. They would be there together, Joe and herself and the baby.

Daylight came. George held the screaming child in his arms. Babies were horrible little things. They did not look as if they would grow into people. It had a gurned-up face, red and wrinkly, and a shock of dark hair. Where was that from? Luisa and her bloody lover were both fair. Perhaps it was his child after all. He laughed. The last time he had bedded Luisa had been a long time ago and he could not stop, did not want to stop remembering it. She had turned her face from him in disgust. He had never forgiven her for it. She had married a rich clever middle-aged man and given her affections to some lad off a hill top. She had wanted everything. The trouble was that because she was so disgusted he found that he could not make love to her though he wanted to. She had gone to other men. He knew all about them. He knew that she was a slut. All women were sluts but there was some satisfaction in watching the progress of her affair with that boy. Joe Forster would never amount to anything. His father had been a wastrel and he could barely keep the pit going. He had nothing that would have brought a woman to him except that he was young and handsome. Well, if that was to be the way of it, George decided, then it was. He had known for a very long time that he could not give a woman a child, if so Glasgow would have been filled with his bastards by now because in his young day he had had a different woman every day and none of them would ever have dared look at him the way that Luisa had.

He had plans. He would sell the shipyards and everything that he owned in Glasgow and move permanently to his house in Edinburgh and bring up the child as a gentleman. Joe Forster had no rights to this boy and George would have his revenge on both of them by taking the baby away.

He could hear Joe Forster. He had been trying to get into the house all night and now it was almost day. George didn’t intend to stay here any longer. Luisa was dead. Her parents could bury her here, there was nothing for him to stay for. He had ordered the carriage. He wrapped the child carefully and without a backward glance he walked out of the room.
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