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Prologue

Aberdeen, Scotland
 July 1987

EVERYTHING was ready. The mahogany table in the dining room was spread with a white lace cloth. Sunlight streaming through the wide bay window set the gold rims of the china cups ablaze. Plates had been set out with little white linen napkins. Silver cake-forks had been removed from boxes and polished. Sugar tongs, a silver cream jug and silver spoons all shone brilliantly.

In the cool of the kitchen, sandwiches waited on best plates. Smoked salmon, chicken, ham and cucumber, all with the crusts removed. There were the circular jam sandwiches, ‘jam pennies’, that had always been a favourite. There were scones and muffins and a magnificent chocolate cake.

There were flowers everywhere, bought specially for the occasion. Vases and jugs rescued from dark cupboards had been washed and restored to use. Pastel summer petals foamed on every surface and the rich scent of roses mingled with that of beeswax polish.

On the other side of the hall, in the high-ceilinged drawing room, a tall old woman in a pale pink dress stood straight-backed at the window. Pearls glowed at her neck and on the decoration pinned to her bosom. On either side of her nose, large, sloping eyes burned with anticipation. She was breathing rapidly and her knuckles were clamped to the sill. Her entire being was focused on the end of the street, where it met the busy main road. It was along there that her visitors would come.

They had not been here before, to her fine big villa on one of the city’s best streets, built of the local grey granite. In dark weather it looked sombre, but in sunshine, against a blue sky, it glittered. Today, the end of July, was one of those beautiful, glittering days.

The light through the drawing room’s big window fell on the elegant stone mantelpiece. On it stood a row of silver-framed photographs. One was of two smiling little girls, dressed identically in red tartan kilts and jerseys. The elder held a brown dog with pointed ears, which the younger was petting. They stood against a tulip border, and behind them were castle towers.

The photograph next to this one showed the same girls in coronets. They looked immensely serious in long white dresses, fur-edged cloaks flowing round like a velvet river. Behind them stood a man and woman, also in cloaks and in crowns heavy with jewels. The man looked apprehensive but the woman’s gaze had a steely strength.

In the quiet of the drawing room, the old lady continued to wait. From time to time she gave an excited sigh, as if a long-held dream was to be realised. Perhaps this year, finally it would be fulfilled. She never ceased to hope. It was hope that, annually, led her to polish the silver, select the flowers with care, cut the sandwiches.

The only other sound was the tick of a grandfather clock. Flames danced in the fireplace between the arched alcoves. Summer it may be, but big Scottish houses could be cool, Scottish castles even cooler. Few people knew that better than she did.

Now, the woman held her breath. The moment had arrived. Along the main road from the airport a limousine had glided into view. That would be the police escort. Her guests would be in the one directly behind. The old hands gripped the sill harder. She thought she could see, in the rear, the pale flash of a familiar face.

In the front of the second car, a fogeyish young man opened an attaché case. He was new to the job, and his movements betrayed his nervousness. He took out a piece of paper and twisted his pinstriped body to the rear. Here sat two dark-haired middle-aged women between whom there was a strong sisterly resemblance.

One was heavily made-up, deeply tanned and wore a bright coral frock with theatrical white jewellery. The other, more conservative, wore a fawn twinset, a kilt and a double string of pearls. Her hair rose from her forehead in a dark wave.

The new equerry respectfully cleared his throat. ‘If I might mention it, ma’am. We are about to pass the road where a former employee of the Royal Household lives.’

The woman in the twinset had been gazing out the window. Now she looked at the equerry.

‘Her name is Marion Crawford. She says she was Your Majesty’s governess for seventeen years. I’m told she writes every year, offering Your Majesty the opportunity to take tea with her on the way to Balmoral.’ The equerry paused. ‘I thought perhaps …’

The woman with the tan burst in, shrilly. ‘Letters from Marion Crawford should be handled with a very long pair of forceps!’ She looked agitatedly at her sister. ‘Lilibet?’

There was no reply. The chauffeur gently pressed the brake. A blue street sign signalled the end of the old woman’s road.

Up in the house, behind the gleaming drawing-room window, the wrinkled hand was waving frantically. The cars had slowed! Finally, after all these years, they would turn up the avenue and into her drive! She had opened the gates, as she always did.

‘Lilibet!’ demanded the woman in the bright coral frock.
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EDINBURGH, 1932




   

Chapter One

The classroom was gloomy. Everything was brown, from the desks with their lids and inkwells to the wooden forms and floorboards. Brown was the heavy Bakelite clock and brown the picture frame surrounding a bulge-eyed King George V and a flint-faced Queen Mary. A brown leather strap, or tawse, jiggled in the schoolmaster’s bony hand. It looked well-worn, as if often used.

The sight of it made Marion wince. Corporal punishment, in her view, had no place in modern classrooms. Nor, for that matter, had Dr Stone, the gaunt and black-gowned schoolmaster whose lesson she was sitting in on. ‘I was expecting someone much older,’ he had growled at her in greeting. ‘And male.’

Marion could not imagine why Miss Golspie, the college principal, had sent her to observe such an establishment. Glenlorne was Edinburgh’s most expensive private prep school. It was for the sons of the city’s wealthy citizens, who would go on afterwards to the major public schools. As Miss Golspie well knew, none of this appealed to Marion. Her interests were at the other end of the social scale.

It didn’t help that Dr Stone kept staring at her hair, and addressed all his remarks to it, as if making some satirical point. The new short crop was supposed to look chic, fashionable and emancipated. But did she actually resemble a skinned rabbit?

‘Sit at the back,’ Dr Stone told her hair.

Marion rallied. She had had enough of this. At least she had hair, short though it was. His ghoulish yellow cranium, on the other hand, had a mere few greasy strands plastered across it. ‘If you don’t mind,’ she crisply informed him, ‘I’d prefer to observe from the front.’

Looking for an unoccupied chair, she spotted one in the shadowy corner, seat turned to the wall. Through the wooden struts of the chair-back a tall white cone was visible. As she approached, she saw a letter ‘D’. She blinked. Was it possible? In this day and age?

‘You are proposing to sit on the dunce’s chair?’ The master’s tone dripped acid amusement.

Marion did not reply. She picked up the humiliating headgear with her fingertips and dropped it lightly on the floor. Then she took the chair, sat down calmly and gave the class a smile. Two rows of boys stared back, round-eyed.

There was a sharp crack as Dr Stone slapped the tawse on his palm. The boys jumped slightly in their seats. ‘This,’ he said with obvious reluctance, ‘is Miss Crawley.’

‘Good morning, Miss Crawley,’ chorused the boys.

‘Crawford,’ she corrected gently. She had fully expected to loathe them, these little Scottish Fauntleroys. Instead she felt sorry for them. They looked so sweet, in their little grey blazers. They deserved better than this old sadist.

Another slap of tawse on palm. Another jump. ‘Miss Crawley is studying to be a teacher and is observing our geography lesson as part of her training’. There was a contemptuous emphasis on ‘teacher’ and ‘training’.

From beneath their crested caps, the boys continued to stare at her curiously. Marion continued to smile brightly back. Take no notice of that rude old fossil, said the smile. Women can take degrees now, they can train for the professions. Tell your sisters! Tell your mothers!

Dr Stone, having temporarily laid aside the tawse, was writing something on the blackboard. The chalk screeched with the movement of his bony yellow hand. The British Empire, announced the untidy scrawl. From the desk below the blackboard, a long thin stick was now produced. A collective intake of breath suggested this too had dispensed painful punishment in its time.

The cane rapped the glass covering a large map of the world. ‘Can you,’ Stone snarled, ‘see a colour that appears everywhere?’

Several hands went up. ‘Is it pink, sir?’

There was a triumphant glint about the steel spectacles. ‘Indeed it is! Pink is the colour of the British Empire! There is no continent on Earth in which our great and glorious nation does not own territories!’

Marion shifted in her seat. Old-fashioned jingoism of this sort made her uncomfortable.

‘So even if you are here’ – the cane landed on the west side of Africa – ‘you are a British subject.’

‘They’re the same as us, then, sir?’ ventured a small boy. He flinched as the master rounded on him furiously.

‘Not at all the same as us! They are colonial subjects!’

‘But what’s the difference, sir?’

‘They,’ snarled Dr Stone, ‘are uncivilised.’

Back at Moray House Teacher Training College, she hurried straight to the principal, heart pounding with indignation, heels clattering down the beeswax-scented corridors.

‘Come in.’

Miss Golspie’s office was light and modern, panelled with pale oak, lined with close-packed bookshelves and lively with colourful rugs, pictures and vases. The principal, as contemporary as her surroundings in a floaty frock of bright abstract print, looked up from her desk. From within a well-cut grey bob, her handsome, intelligent face expressed surprise. ‘My dear Marion. You look pale.’ She raised a brightly patterned cup. ‘Tea?’

‘Yes please.’

Miss Golspie poured another cup from her Clarice Cliff teapot, handed it over then gestured to the large tangerine sofa in the window bay. ‘Sit down and tell me all about it.’

Marion sat down and told her all about it. She had been appalled by everything, but the uncivilised remark most of all. ‘It’s so wrong to talk about people like that,’ she fumed. ‘We’re all equal – or should be. How many other teachers are telling children such old-fashioned, prejudiced things?’

‘Quite a few, I daresay,’ Miss Golspie said drily. ‘In those kinds of schools anyway.’

Marion’s large eyes blazed. ‘I’d never work anywhere like that!’

The principal replaced her teacup in its saucer. ‘My dear, you can’t ignore certain attitudes because you don’t like them. Otherwise those attitudes prevail. If you want to change things you must stand up and defend the right.’

‘You make it sound like a war,’ Marion muttered.

‘What else is the fight against ignorance?’

In the silence that followed, Marion sipped her tea. It had an unusual, smoky scent. ‘Lapsang souchong,’the principal said with a smile, seeing the question on her face. ‘I grew very fond of it when I taught in China.’

Miss Golspie’s previous life had clearly been full of adventure, which in turn had informed her exotic tastes and engaged personality. She was the most interested and interesting person Marion knew, full of energy and ideas, a constant inspiration to her students. She was probably the same age as Dr Stone, but there the resemblance ended. It was amazing to think they were on the same planet, let alone in the same city and profession.

‘Why did you send me to Glenlorne?’ she was calm enough now to ask. ‘It’s hardly my kind of place.’

The principal regarded her with bright dark eyes over the patterned rim of her teacup. ‘No, your kind of place is the slums.’

Marion looked at her quickly. Miss Golspie had always supported her ambition to teach there. ‘Yes,’ she said firmly. ‘Someone has to.’

Three years after the Wall Street Crash and the economic hardships that had followed, the belief endured that the condition of the poor was largely their own fault. But even if that were true, which Marion doubted, it certainly wasn’t the fault of the children. Sheer professional curiosity had first led her into the stinking passages of Grassmarket, one of Edinburgh’s most notorious slums, but pity and outrage had sent her back every Saturday ever since. The squalor and stink were bad enough, but it was what poverty did to the mind that took her breath away. Slum children had difficulty concentrating, their comprehension was slow and a near-starvation diet led to bad eyesight and impaired hearing. It took them ages to get through one simple book. The literacy rate was near-nil, meaning that their chances of ever emerging from Grassmarket, getting a job and having anything resembling a rewarding life, were near-nil too. Unless she did something about it.

Miss Golspie was looking at her with thoughtful dark eyes. ‘I understand why you feel the way you do. But what about the other end of the scale?’

‘The rich?’ Marion was puzzled. ‘They don’t need my help.’

‘You’re sure about that?’

‘Of course. They’re the elite. They have every advantage.’

‘They have Dr Stone,’ the principal pointed out. ‘And you just said you felt sorry for the children in his class.’

‘I do. Very.’

‘So what sort of advantage is that?’

Marion considered this. ‘I’m not quite sure what you’re getting at,’ she said eventually.

Isabel Golspie leaned back in her chair and smiled. ‘What I’m getting at,’ she said, ‘is rather radical. I’m trying to suggest that, admirable though it is for you to want to help the very lowest class of society, the top of society need you too. And if you can help them, they can help the others.’

Marion was completely lost now. But if Miss Golspie was suggesting she go to work at Glenlorne, she could forget it.

The principal calmly sipped her tea. ‘You’ve seen what it’s like at an elite school. Those little boys will have power one day. And one of their main childhood influences will have been Dr Stone. How do we grow a just society out of that?’

Marion stared down into her teacup, at the brown pool of tea, whose name she could not now recall. But she could remember the tawse, the dunce’s cap, the fear on the little boys’ faces. ‘I want to work in slums,’ she said, stubbornly.

‘Which is precisely why you should teach the wealthy,’ suggested Miss Golspie. ‘Who else is going to tell them how poor people live? About feminism, equal opportunities, social justice and all the other things you care about? Not Dr Stone, you can be sure of that.’



   

Chapter Two

The next day was Saturday, the day when Marion went to visit the slums. As always when she visited Grassmarket, she dressed up. The children living there saw enough dirty rags. She wanted to raise their sights and cheer them up by wearing her smartest, brightest clothes.

Her new pink frock swirled satisfyingly about her knees. You would never know the pattern had come free with a magazine. Her mother was clever with her needle, and the drop waist fell perfectly. The hem was just the right length to show off her slim legs.

She hurried along, as if sheer speed would outpace the words of Miss Golspie, which had sounded in her dreams all night. She could see the principal’s argument, which was a typically ingenious one. But her commitment to the poor of Edinburgh was total.

About to cross the road, she stepped back just in time. A car swept past, all shining panels and royal crest. A recent heavy downpour had left puddles in the gutter, which the tyres now ploughed through. A wave of muddy water rose upward, scattering her skirt and stockings.

Marion swore under her breath. She looked after the car, now gleaming in the distance, heading towards the palace at Holyrood. On both sides of the road, people were staring at it. Were the royal family making one of their periodic visits? She remembered George V on Dr Stone’s wall. Had the pop-eyed king-emperor ruined her dress? She felt a stir of passionate anti-royal feeling.

‘This any use?’ The voice came from behind her. A young man was holding out a crumpled handkerchief.

‘Thanks.’ She took it hastily, without looking. The frock was her priority. But as she dabbed, her gaze kept wandering from the dirty fabric to the footwear beside her on the pavement. The brown leather was scuffed, and one lace was undone. But the shoes were good ones; expensive.

‘I should introduce myself,’ he said. ‘I’m Valentine.’

‘Valentine?’ She stopped dabbing and looked up. A pair of bright dark eyes looked back. ‘As in the card?’

‘Everyone says that,’ he replied equably. ‘As in one of the Two Gentlemen of Verona, actually.’

She straightened. ‘I’ve never seen that play.’

‘Everyone says that as well. What’s your name?’

‘Marion.’

‘As in Maid?’

‘Everyone says that.’ They didn’t, actually, but he wasn’t to know.

He grinned. He was very attractive. There was a crackle about him, an energy. He was shorter than her – most men were – but looked strong. His hair was thick and dark, and a shining hank of it dangled in one eye, giving him a boyish look, although she guessed he was about her age, twenty-two. The scruffy shoes were matched with a battered tweed jacket, creased flannels and a red scarf that glowed like a flame. He was carrying a large green canvas bag, with a flap over the top. Whatever was in it looked bulky and heavy. Books?

‘Are you a student?’ she asked him. The university was full of bumptious young men who strode about the streets as if they owned the place.

He nodded. ‘Guilty as charged.’

‘English, I’m guessing.’

‘Actually, I’m studying history.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘I mean you. You’re English.’ His accent definitely was, but not the cold, clipped sort. His voice was low, warm and had a crack in it that was very attractive.

He looked disappointed. ‘Is it that obvious?’

‘Well you don’t sound Scottish.’

‘The accent’s quite hard,’ he said, deadpan. ‘Even for Scots. People in Glasgow seem to struggle with it terribly.’

This made her laugh. He looked pleased.

‘I’m from London,’ he said. ‘Ever been there?’

She shook her head. She had never been out of Scotland. Suddenly, she felt confined and provincial. She handed back the handkerchief. ‘I have to go.’

‘Can I walk with you?’ he asked.

She looked at him. ‘Why?’

‘Because you’re beautiful?’

That made her laugh again. What a flatterer. She was not beautiful. She had good big eyes and nice chestnut hair, even if it was now nearly all shorn. Damn that accursed crop. It only drew attention to the fact her nose was on the large side and she was both too tall and too thin. ‘A long drink of water,’ her mother called her.

Oh well. She did not intend to make her living through her looks. Women had more choices these days.

‘I like your hair,’ Valentine said, sending a huge, helpless wave of relief through her. She smiled her thanks and started to walk off.

He fell into step beside her. This was unexpected, but not unwelcome.

‘Where are you going?’

‘Grassmarket.’

The dark eyes widened. ‘You … live there?’

She was tempted to tease him, but found herself telling the truth. ‘No, I teach there in my spare time.’ Now, surely, he would leave her alone. Her interest in the slums shocked most people.

He stayed where he was, however, and hitched the heavy bag on to his other shoulder. ‘I’m wildly impressed.’

Something in the overstatement made her defensive. ‘You don’t need to be,’ she returned stiffly. ‘I’m studying to be a teacher. Underprivileged children are my area of special interest.’

Now, surely, he was bound to leave. He kept up, however. ‘Really?’ he said brightly. ‘That’s absolutely fascinating.’

‘That’s one word for it,’ she agreed.

They had almost reached the top of the Royal Mile now. The weather had cleared completely and become blue, bright and beautiful. To the north, the Firth of Forth sparkled like a carpet of sapphires. To the south, the great bare bulk of Arthur’s Seat rose over the towers and spires. Above the great black stone gateway of Edinburgh Castle, the motto on the coat of arms shone gold in the sun: ‘Nemo Me Impune Lacessit.’

‘No one provokes me with impunity,’ Valentine translated  easily.

‘Or,’ said Marion, ‘as the Scots would put it, “Dinna mess wi me, or else!”’

‘But they were messed with,’ he pointed out. ‘Mary Queen of Scots and Charles I lost their heads. And James II and Bonnie Prince Charlie lost their kingdoms. That lot down there’ – he nodded towards Holyrood, at the other end of the long street – ‘need to watch out.’

Marion glanced at her dress. The damp hem, edged with a greyish border of mud, clung to her bony knees. ‘They do,’ she agreed. ‘Look what they did to my frock.’

‘I don’t mean that,’ he said. His bantering tone had gone and he now sounded slightly impatient.

Beneath the rearing dark hair, his face had become serious. His features were beautifully moulded, she saw, his lips full and shapely, his cheekbones pronounced.

‘What do you mean, then?’ she asked. ‘What do they need to watch out for?’

‘For the international proletarian revolution,’ he declared.

She felt a thrill of shock. ‘You’re a republican?’

‘You’re getting close.’ The dark eyes gleamed. ‘The monarchy’s an outdated institution. How can a system where privilege, power and position come from a mere accident of birth ever be justified? It has no place in the modern world.’ He paused, before adding, in stirring tones, ‘As the spring must follow the winter, the triumph of the workers over the ruling classes is historically inevitable.’

She felt her mouth drop open. ‘You’re a Communist!’

‘And what if I am? What if I’m a red under your bed?’

His amused gaze was locked on hers. The thought of him under her bed, and even in it, jumped into her head. She tried to push the image away, but it was too late – something sharp had pierced her, low in her belly.

He had flipped back the flap of the bag now. Inside were piled, not books, but a great many newspapers. They bore a red hammer and sickle and the title The Daily Worker. He grinned at her. ‘Can I interest you in a copy, madam? Something sensational to read on the train?’

She stared at him. ‘You’re selling those? Here?’ Respectable Edinburgh wasn’t an especially left-of-centre city.

‘All members of the party have to. It’s our socialist duty. Spreading the word.’

‘And what is the word exactly?’ Marion was curious. She was interested in politics but knew little about Communism, which was something she associated with fierce, bearded Russians, violent uprisings and murdered czars. Not well-brought-up young men from England.

‘Well.’ He hesitated. ‘Do you believe in the equality of the sexes?’

‘Absolutely.’

‘And do you agree that everyone should enjoy equal social and economic status?’

She nodded vehemently.

‘Do you believe in love rather than money?’

‘Er …’ She looked at him. He was grinning, and a wave of heat rushed up her neck. Just being close to him was exciting. She had never met anyone like this before. She searched for a smart reply, failed to find one and decided she’d had enough of this disconcerting stranger.

‘I have to go,’ she muttered, then turned and clattered down the dark stairs leading from the castle rock. She half-expected to hear him clatter after her, and her relief that he didn’t was mixed with regret. She realised, feeling the lump in her pocket, that she still had his handkerchief.

At the bottom were dirty cobbles and dark, rotten entries. These broken houses with their tall gables had once been home to the city’s aristocracy. Now Grassmarket sheltered – if that was the word – its opposite extreme. She took a deep breath and plunged into the warren of gloomy passages.

The McGintys’ door was on the first floor, up a broken and banisterless staircase.

The battered portal threatened to collapse at her knock. A small pale face appeared in the gap, its initially suspicious expression flaming with sudden delight. ‘Miss Crawford!’

It was Annie who had first brought Marion to Grassmarket, the previous winter. She was eight, but looked three years younger. Her father was an organ grinder who did the rounds of the Edinburgh streets, taking his daughter with him. The day had been freezing wet and the child’s naked feet had looked cold and vulnerable on the shiny pavement. And yet she had sung ‘Loch Lomond’ with a sweet gusto.

Marion’s own coat was old and her shoes had seen better days. But she was nonetheless grateful for them as she sheltered under a nearby shop awning and pretended to study displays of gleaming silverware. Her chance came when the organ stopped grinding. She turned; the father had stepped away, so she approached. ‘Why are you not at school?’ she gently asked, flinching as she saw the bruises on the child’s thin arms. Beneath her dirty hair spread what looked like a healing gash across her forehead.

Fear had filled Annie’s large eyes. She would, she said, have liked school, but whenever her father went out with the organ, out she must go too. It was at this point that the father had reappeared out of the doorway of a low-looking pub. He had the small, mean eyes of a fighting dog and was wiping his mouth with the back of a dirty hand. He spoke roughly to the child and dragged her off down the street, wresting from his daughter’s thin fingers the sixpence Marion had slipped her. She had followed, at a discreet distance, and found not only Grassmarket, but what she now felt was her vocation.

McGinty was not here now, thankfully. Annie’s mother, a wan, wasted creature who worked as a seamstress, was lying on the bed, eyes closed. A piece of dirty flannel was tied round her head. ‘Ma’s head is bad,’ Annie said.

Marion looked at her, wishing she could help. But she was not a doctor, much less a plumber, glazier, carpenter, electrician or any of the other trades that, combined, might make this wretched place vaguely habitable. She was only a teacher, and a not-quite-qualified one at that.

But that was something. If Annie learned to read and write, and add up a bit, she could get a proper job. Escape from this miserable hovel. Hopefully take her mother with her.

There was a nudge from Annie. ‘Are we gan to read, Miss Crawford?’

‘Sorry, Annie. Of course we are.’ Marion hurriedly got out The Princess and the Pea.

It now struck her as an unfortunate choice. But Annie didn’t seem to compare her circumstances with those of the more fortunate. She just loved the pictures of the beautiful carved four-poster with its piles of patterned mattresses.

‘… she was a real princess!’

As the spindly child spelled out the simple words, Marion felt a hard ache in her heart. This was what she wanted to do – help children like this rise up and escape their circumstances. Not the scions of the rich, who could look after themselves. Until the revolution, of course. She smiled, thinking of Valentine and his fiery philosophy.

She agreed that a revolution was needed. Just not the big, violent sort he espoused, pitting a nation against itself. Her revolution would make more money available so schools could have the books currently in desperately short supply. She had spent evening after evening repairing old ones, gluing pages back in, trying to make them readable. But there was nothing she could do about the leaking roofs, clapped-out boilers and pathetic lack of pens and pencils, or even blackboards. During her training, she had several times drawn maps on the brick walls of playgrounds to explain geography to a crowd of shivering children. The funding of the education budget was a national disgrace. But the housing budget was even more of one. The slums should be destroyed; it was appalling, in 1932, that children like Annie lived in conditions that would have shocked Dickens. What chance did they have, apart from her?

Miss Golspie, Marion decided, was wrong. Her future was not with the wealthy and powerful, but here, with the poorest of the poor.
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