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      SATURDAY

      
      12 MAY, 1923
      

      
      Great Applewick

      
      Solomon Grundy,

      
      Born on a Monday,

      
      Christened on Tuesday,

      
      Married on Wednesday,

      
      Took ill on Thursday,

      
      Grew worse on Friday,

      
      Died on Saturday,

      
      Buried on Sunday.

      
      That was the end of Solomon Grundy.

      
      Old rhyme

      
   
      
      Prologue

      Harriet held the cloth-covered basin in her thin hands, feeling the warmth. She and Austin trod the well-worn path from their
         long strip of back garden on Nether End.
      

      Mam wasn’t home. She’d hurried off to Town Street, to buy the Woodbines that Harriet accidentally on purpose forgot when she
         and Austin went to do the Saturday shop. Mam wanted a new house. She was sick to death of living in the back of beyond’s backside.
      

      The path led through a meadow of primroses, buttercups and daisies. Far off, the church clock struck five.

      Austin puffed at a dandelion clock. ‘It doesn’t work. This dandelion says three o’clock.’

      Harriet, never short of an answer, sighed at his babyish ideas. ‘Dandelion clocks have Saturday afternoons off. They belong
         to the dandelion clock union.’
      

      He always believed her, believed her every word.

      ‘Why is Dad still at work?’

      ‘He has a special job to finish.’

      ‘The sundial?’

      ‘Yes.’

      When they reached the stile Harriet handed him the basin, till she got to the top. He passed it back to her and she climbed
         down. Some of Conroys’ sheep grazed here with their new lambs. One of the sheep would let you pat her, because she was hand
         reared, and called Mary; but Mary ignored them today, busy with her lamb. In her composition at school, Harriet had written,
         “Autumn is my favourite season”. But perhaps it should be spring, or summer, or even winter.
      

      When they were halfway across the field, a dark cloud covered the sun, turning the world to gloom. A thrush made a fuss in
         the hawthorn bush, complaining about the dust that turned leaves white.
      

      From here, you could smell the quarry – stone and dust. There would be no one working, except Dad. At this time on a Saturday,
         no blasting would hurt your ears. No crushing machine would puff itself up, ready to swallow kids and grind their bones. Austin
         dragged his feet.
      

      ‘Can you do this?’ She clicked her tongue to make the sound of a clop-clopping horse.

      He tried.

      In silence, blown by the east wind, they slip-sloped to the quarry mouth. The quarry grew and grew, like an inside-out monster,
         bigger and bigger – hungry jaws ready to snap you up and turn you to stone. Keep out! the sign said.
      

      The ground dipped and rose, puddles here, rocks there. On the far steep slope, a tree clung hopelessly to the side of the
         blasted rock. Next to it was a new mountain of fallen stone.
      

      They walked the rough path passing the foreman’s hut and big wagon that blocked the view when you were close enough. Beyond
         came emptiness, the dark shapes of huts and the far slopes.
      

      The first drop of rain fell.

      Shielded by the wagon, Harriet put her fingers to her lips and whistled, one long whistle, one short – their signal. If Dad
         heard her, they would not need to pass the empty sheds where goblins played hide and seek.
      

      No whistle answered hers, only an echo.

      ‘I don’t like it.’ Austin clutched her arm with his small, fierce hand. ‘Whistle him again.’

      She whistled.

      On a weekday, or Saturday morning, there would be quarrymen with big voices, to yell to Ethan that his bairns were here.
      

      No reply. When Dad worked, he shut out the world. He heard nothing and no one. So Mam said.

      ‘Whistle louder,’ Austin whined.

      ‘Don’t be scared. The goblins aren’t here.’

      ‘Where are they?’

      ‘They go to Yeadon on Saturdays. Come on.’

      The sloping, bumpy ground turned walking into a half run, eyes down, not looking at the crushing shed, the towering crane,
         the dressing and sawing sheds. A person’s shadow grew longer in the quarry than anywhere else on earth. Pushing Austin to
         avoid a puddle, she stepped into one herself. Bomnation! Now her boots would be soaked through.
      

      By Dad’s mason’s hut, the blue slate sundial shone grandly. Austin reached out and touched it. He traced the lines on the
         dial, placing his palms flat as if the slate would feed him a story through his skin.
      

      Harriet put the plate of food on the sundial. ‘Wait here.’

      Afterwards, she could not say why she went into the hut. First she saw his boots, toes pointing to the corrugated roof.

      Why would Dad be lying down?

      Her head turned strange, as if it might split from her and float off like a balloon. She could not breathe out. Quarry dust
         dried her mouth. Something funny went on with her knees. Her skin prickled. She remembered the time when old Mr Bowman lay
         in the road outside the Fleece, and the greengrocer’s horse and cart went round him.
      

      Harriet dropped to her knees.
      

      Dad’s hard hand felt cold. His face looked away from her. His cheek was not so cold. His hair stuck up. She did what she sometimes
         did: combed her fingers through his hair, smoothing it. Some wetness from the hair came onto her hand. His scalp and hair
         smelled the same but different. She picked up his cap but it did not want to go back on his head, as if it had taken a dislike
         to him, no longer recognised him. She set Dad’s cap down on the bench, but it slipped.
      

      From a long way off, she heard Austin making little sounds of fright. Harriet shoved herself to her feet, pushing against
         the bench to help her stand.
      

      She hurried to her brother and pulled him close.

      ‘What’s the matter?’ he asked, in a weepy little voice.

      She said, ‘Just … Come on …’

      ‘No!’

      She placed her hands firmly at the top of his arms and turned him around, to point him homewards. He would not or could not
         budge.
      

      ‘Shut your eyes, Austin. Shut your eyes tight and I’ll lead you through dreamland.’

      He did as he was bid, letting himself be spun round and round into dreamland. She guided him over bumps and hollows, telling
         him about the gingerbread house to his left, all trimmed with barley sugar. No, it wasn’t raining. The fairy fountain spurted
         dandelion and burdock.
      

      And she told herself that the dampness on her hand was raspberry sherbet, not blood.

      But a country child knows a dead thing when she sees it.

   
      
      MONDAY

      
      Pipistrelle Lodge, Headingley
      

      
      Time goes by turns and chances change by course,
 From foul to fair, from better hap to worse.

      
      Robert Southwell

      
   
      
      One

      
      The railway carriage lurched, flinging me forward. Bolts of lightning struck as the carriage toppled. Gasping, I grabbed for
         something to hold onto. The screech of brakes jerked me awake. I opened my eyes to find myself in bed, the journey from King’s
         Cross to Leeds completed hours ago, and safely.
      

      
      What woke me was the persistent, loud knocking at my front door. Since my room is at the back of the house, overlooking the
         wood, whoever had summoned me from slumber was hammering the knocker as if to tell me the house was on fire.
      

      
      The clock on my bedside table said four o’clock. Sookie had made a pillow of my dressing gown and did not take kindly to having
         it pulled from under her; an unseemly intrusion for a cat in her delicate condition.
      

      
      At the bottom of the stairs, I stubbed my toe on the portmanteau, dumped there last night by the taxi driver. I flicked on
         the light switch.
      

      
      Turning the key in the lock and opening the door, I peered into the gloom, expecting some messenger of doom.

      
      A woman, wearing cape and hood, stood in the shadow of the porch.

      
      ‘Mrs Shackleton?’ Her voice was slightly breathless, as though she were nervous or had been hurrying.
      

      
      What sort of mad woman rushes out in the middle of the night and runs through the streets in the pouring rain?

      
      ‘Yes. I’m Mrs Shackleton.’

      
      ‘I must to talk to you.’

      
      When I did not straightaway open the door wider, she added, ‘My husband’s gone missing.’

      
      I felt groggy with tiredness. ‘You best go to the police.’

      
      They would have detectives on night duty.

      
      Her snort, part laugh, part groan, dismissed my suggestion before she spoke. ‘The police? I’ve tried. They’re neither use
         nor ornament.’
      

      
      She seemed unaware of the time and offered no apology for disturbing me. A north wind howled down the street, driving horizontal
         bullets of rain.
      

      
      Imagining that a person intent on foul play would not hammer the door knocker loudly enough to wake half of Headingley, I
         fumbled to undo the latch chain. As the light from the hall fell on her face, she looked very young, and pale as the moon.
      

      
      Without waiting for an invitation, the woman stepped inside, dripping rain onto the mat.

      
      I shut the door behind her. ‘Let me take your cape.’

      
      She unhooked and shook off a dark plaid cape, creating a pool of water on the polished wood floor.

      
      ‘Thank you.’ Her lips were pale but two unnaturally bright spots of pink lit her cheeks. Perhaps she suffered from consumption.
         The pulses in her throat throbbed. ‘I left my umbrella on the train. I caught the milk train. I’ve run from Headingley station.’
      

      
      I hung the cape on the newel post, again stubbing my toe on the suitcase.

      
      ‘You’d better come through, Mrs …’
      

      
      ‘Armstrong. Mary Jane Armstrong.’

      
      The dining room doubles as my office but no fire had been lit in there for a week, since before I left for London. I led her
         through to the kitchen. ‘This way. The fire will be out, but we’ll be warmer in here.’ She followed me. I handed her a towel.
         ‘Dry yourself a little.’ She moved like someone who had walked out of the sea and would shortly return to Neptune.
      

      
      ‘I don’t care about being wet.’ But she rubbed at her hair which fell in damp wavy strands below her ears. Her hooded cape
         had provided little protection from the deluge.
      

      
      She was in her mid or late thirties, about five foot four, plump and pretty with clear white skin and abundant hazelnut-brown
         hair, swept up and caught with tortoiseshell combs and pins. It looked as though it may have started out neat but now wavy
         tendrils escaped the combs. Strands of hair hung below her shoulders where the pins had fallen out. She wore a calf-length
         bottle-green skirt and white blouse, with a locket at her throat. Her shoes were so well polished that the rain slid off the
         leather.
      

      
      I drew out a chair, leaving her to recover for a moment, while I went into the dining room.

      
      Who was she, and what brought her here at this hour? Something about her seemed so very familiar. She reminded me of someone,
         and I couldn’t think who.
      

      
      I lifted the decanter from the sideboard, along with a brandy balloon. At the kitchen table, I poured brandy into the glass.
         ‘Here. Drink this. You look as if you need it, and then you can tell me what brings you here.’
      

      
      She cupped the glass in both hands and stared intently into it, as if the amber liquor created a crystal ball and the future would become startlingly clear. Then she looked at me
         from eyes that were the same hazelnut brown as her hair. There was intensity in her gaze, as though what she did not find
         in the brandy balloon, she would see in my eyes.
      

      
      Where did I know her from?

      
      The impression fled as she screwed up her eyes tightly, sniffed at the brandy, and knocked it back in one quick gulp. She
         coughed and began to choke, saying between splutters, ‘Eh, I thought it were ginger ale. What is it? Right burns my throat.’
      

      
      ‘Brandy. It’s brandy.’

      
      ‘You should’ve said. I’ll have another and take it more steady.’

      
      I lifted the decanter and poured another finger of brandy. ‘Sip it. Gently does it.’ I had come back from London feeling a
         little tired, but now the tiredness fled. I said encouragingly, ‘You’d better tell me what brings you here.’
      

      
      She squeezed the glass so tightly it was in danger of cracking. ‘Like I said, my husband’s gone missing.’ Mrs Armstrong spoke
         in a flat, tired voice. ‘I don’t know whether he’s alive or dead. I thought of you because … well, I’ve heard that you find
         people.’ She took another sip of brandy, and then lost interest and pushed the glass away.
      

      
      ‘What’s your husband’s name?’

      
      ‘Ethan. Ethan Armstrong.’ She joined her hands and drew them close to her body, running the ball of her thumb across her fingertips,
         her only sign of agitation, and yet there was something so palpable in that agitation that it started butterflies fluttering
         in my stomach.
      

      
      She tilted her head slightly to one side. ‘I’d have known you anywhere.’
      

      
      ‘Oh? We’ve met before?’

      
      She gave a smile, and shook her head. ‘Not met, not exactly.’

      
      Perhaps she was a mad woman after all. My housekeeper has the flat adjoining the house. All I had to do was ring the bell.
         Emergency signal.
      

      
      Calm down, I told myself. The woman’s distressed. She doesn’t know what she’s saying. ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘You wouldn’t remember.’

      
      There is nothing more annoying than a person who will not spit out simple information. I have a good memory for faces, and
         there was something familiar about her, yet I could not place her. ‘Was it during the war?’
      

      
      ‘Something like that. Long ago, anyway.’ She made a dismissive gesture, as if where and when our paths had crossed was of
         no importance.
      

      
      ‘Have you come far?’

      
      ‘From Great Applewick.’

      
      I shook my head. ‘Can’t say I know the place.’

      
      ‘No one does. There’s not enough to it. It’s near Guiseley.’

      
      ‘Ah yes.’ I pictured my journeys to Guiseley during the war, a small town, not much more than a mile wide, with a main street
         and a town hall that was given over as a hospital. ‘The hospital, is that where we met?’
      

      
      She looked at her hands. ‘It could have been. Yes, that was it.’

      
      People give themselves away in all sorts of small ways when lying. She changed the subject. ‘Can I have a glass of water?’

      
      I moved my chair, but she was already on her feet, at the sink, her back to me, turning on the tap, running water into a cup.
      

      
      What a cheek the woman had, talking her way in, hinting that she knew me, and now making herself at home. But perhaps her
         story was so terrible that she would have to work up to it slowly.
      

      
      Holding the cup in both hands, she took a sip. ‘I wish we had running water in our house. I’m to think myself lucky we have
         a well in the garden.’
      

      
      Note to self: the first thing Mrs Armstrong mentioned was a well. A complaint about her living conditions, or an important
         clue? Perhaps she murdered her husband and dumped him in the well. How long would this take, I wondered, and what should I
         do with her at the end of it? ‘So, Mrs Armstrong …’
      

      
      ‘I don’t like you to call me Mrs Armstrong. I’m Mary Jane.’

      
      ‘Very well.’ If she expected me to tell her to call me Kate, she could think again. ‘Let me take some particulars, Mary Jane.’

      
      At the top of the page, I wrote.

      
      Mary Jane Armstrong – Monday, 14 May, 1923: 4.30 a.m.

      
      Missing: Ethan Armstrong, husband.
      

      
      ‘And your address?’

      
      ‘Mason’s Cottage on Nether End in Great Applewick.’

      
      ‘Tell me when you last saw Ethan.’

      
      ‘He went to work on Saturday, as usual. Ethan’s a stone mason. Works at Ledger’s quarry. Finishing time is one o’clock but
         he stayed on alone to get on with a special job. He’s all for better working hours for quarrymen, and yet he’s the one chooses
         to stay on when everyone else has knocked off.’
      

      
      ‘So he went to work on Saturday morning at about …’

      
      ‘They start at eight on Saturday, seven during the week. The children took him a bite to eat at five o’clock in the evening.
         I would have let him go hungry, till his belly brought him home.’ She closed her eyes and for a moment her breathing came
         in short bursts. Her chest rose and fell. She took very deliberate deep breaths, and then paused, as though she would take
         a running jump at what she needed to say. I waited for her to continue.
      

      
      ‘Harriet – she’s my daughter – she says he was out cold, lying in his hut. He didn’t stir when she touched him. She felt sure
         he was dead. Instead of coming straight home to me, she took it into her head to go to the farm, it being nearest, but having
         her little brother slowed her down. One of the men went back with her.’ Her eyes widened and she jutted her chin, as though
         expecting contradiction of what she would say next. ‘There was no sign of Ethan. The quarry was deserted. Arthur walked her
         to the road and sent her home. Then he went back to the farm for Austin, carried the little feller home on his shoulders.’
      

      
      ‘What age are the children?’ I wondered whether Austin would corroborate Harriet’s story.

      
      ‘Harriet’s ten, Austin is six.’

      
      ‘Did Austin see his father?’

      
      She shook her head. ‘Harriet said she kept him back, kept him out of it.’ Mary Jane placed her hands on the table as though
         they no longer belonged to her. ‘I hurried down to the quarry as soon as Harriet told me. Ethan was nowhere to be found. We
         haven’t seen him since. I’m running mad with worry.’
      

      
      ‘Could Harriet have been mistaken?’

      
      ‘That’s what I hope and pray. But I believe her. She’s a truthful child and nobody’s fool. Sergeant Sharp, he’s our village
         bobby, he didn’t believe her. Made that quite plain. Said a dead man doesn’t stand up and walk. But give the sergeant his due, he pressed half a dozen quarrymen from the
         Fleece to search the quarry with lanterns, because by then it had come in dark. They were glad to do it, or some were. Ethan’s
         a man people love or loathe.’
      

      
      At least she spoke of him in the present tense. Perhaps he wasn’t at the bottom of the well, unless dumped there by one of
         the people who loathed him.
      

      
      ‘Do you have a photograph?’

      
      She took an envelope from her skirt pocket. It contained a photograph which she slid across the table. Ethan Armstrong gazed
         at me: broad faced, clean shaven, and with a solemn expression. He was wearing uniform and an infantry cap badge.
      

      
      ‘That was taken in 1917, so it’s six years old but the best I’ve got.’

      
      ‘What height and build is he?’

      
      ‘He’s five foot nine inches, with sandy coloured hair, well built, a strong fellow. He has to be in his line of work.’

      
      ‘His age?’

      
      ‘He’s thirty-six, same as me.’

      
      ‘Still clean shaven?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘How did you leave things with Sergeant Sharp, after the search of the quarry?’

      
      I wondered whether he may have circulated a description to the local hospitals.

      
      ‘He was fed up with me, especially when I told him we’d had a bit of a fall out that morning. He thinks Ethan has taken the
         hump and left me, and that Harriet is a little liar who seeks attention.’ Her voice rose, as if she half expected me to take
         the side of the police sergeant and dismiss her fears. ‘I haven’t slept. I can’t just leave it like this.’
      

      
      I would have to tread a fine line. Either Ethan Armstrong had been murdered, or had abandoned his wife. ‘Who are his friends?
         Is there anyone he would have confided in, or gone to visit?’
      

      
      After ten minutes I had established who loved Ethan: his good friend Bob Conroy whose farm Harriet hurried to; Ethan’s former
         apprentice, Raymond, now a mason in his own right; fellow trade unionists in the Quarrymen’s Union, and radicals across the
         North of England who agitated for better pay and conditions for working men. That didn’t exactly narrow the field.
      

      
      Those who loathed him included the quarry foreman, who had defeated Ethan in his bid to call a strike last week.

      
      ‘Mary Jane, you say you believe Harriet when she describes finding her father’s body, even if the sergeant doesn’t?’

      
      Her sigh came from somewhere deep. ‘I do, or I did. But now I begin to think she must have been mistaken. None of the quarrymen
         gave her credence. I began to think she must have seen some apparition.’ Her voice lifted with hope. ‘Bob thinks so too.’
      

      
      ‘Bob Conroy the farmer?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      Yet Bob Conroy had not been there to walk back with Harriet and search the quarry. I made a mental note that I must find out
         where he was on Saturday afternoon. This “good friend” might well be the Brutus who dealt the blow.
      

      
      ‘Was there any further search yesterday? Did you contact anyone?’

      
      She shook her head. ‘Not a proper search, no. Bob said Ethan would be sure to turn up. He said that some comrades were meeting
         on Hawksworth Moor, a sort of labour rally.’ The red spots returned to her cheeks as she coloured up with anger. ‘I tell Ethan,
         we’d be better off if he put his energy into home and hearth. Bob took a stroll out to the moor, but he said he wasn’t made
         welcome without Ethan, and no one knew where Ethan was.’
      

      
      ‘Has Ethan disappeared before, without explanation?’

      
      ‘Never.’

      
      ‘How did Bob explain the fact that Harriet saw her father and thought him dead?’

      
      ‘He said that she would have been scared in the quarry. Last year, someone fell to his death there. Perhaps she saw shadows,
         or imagined something. The children tell stories about the quarry. They think goblins live in little caves in the slopes.
         Bob said.’
      

      
      My mind worked overtime. ‘How long would it have taken Harriet to go to the farm, seek help, and get back to the quarry?’

      
      She shook her head. ‘I’m not sure. Arthur made her wait till he’d finished the evening milking.’

      
      ‘An hour?’

      
      ‘It could have been an hour, or a little less. It was half past six by the time I went to the quarry to see for myself, and
         here’s the queerest thing …’
      

      
      ‘Go on.’

      
      She took a sip of water. Her hands began to shake. ‘Ethan was making a sundial of blue slate, a very special job. Harriet
         and Austin both told me that when they arrived with the bite to eat for their dad, the sundial was standing there proud as
         you like, looking as finished as it might ever be. But by the time I arrived, after Harriet had told me her tale, it was going on dark. The sundial was smashed to smithereens, and there wasn’t hair nor hide of Ethan.’
      

      
      She put her head in her hands, and just for a moment I thought myself in one of the melodramas that mother and I sometimes
         go to see at the Drury Lane Theatre in Wakefield.
      

      
      She looked up. ‘What am I supposed to think? Harriet’s not a little liar, but there was no sign of him.’

      
      ‘Does Ethan drink?’

      
      She gave a rueful smile. ‘No one could work in a quarry with all that dust and not drink. But he wouldn’t booze himself into
         a stupor at his work.’
      

      
      ‘Might there be any other explanation for what Harriet saw?’

      
      She rested her forearms on the table and leaned forward. ‘I’ve been over and over that myself. Harriet’s a daddy’s girl. She’d
         heard us rowing. If Ethan said for her to tell me that he was laid out cold … But no, she wouldn’t have kept it up.’
      

      
      ‘What did you row about?’

      
      She shook her head. ‘Summat and nowt. I wanted him to do summat in the house, and chop a few logs, and not be working on Mrs
         Ledger’s sundial for her birthday when he should be with us. And I feel so terrible now that we parted on bad terms but if
         he’s taken that as an excuse to bugger off, I’ll brain him.’
      

      
      It vexed me that she seemed to be holding something back. And I am not so well known that my address is as familiar as 221B
         Baker Street.
      

      
      ‘Mary Jane, if you want my help, you must be candid. You haven’t even said how you found me.’

      
      ‘Someone gave me your address.’

      
      ‘Who?’
      

      
      ‘Does it matter?’

      
      It would matter very much if she would not tell me. After ten long seconds, she said, ‘A relative of mine. She knew about
         you.’ As if to forestall any questions about this helpful relative, she continued, ‘It wasn’t such a terrible row with Ethan.
         He’d taken no food with him on Saturday because I wouldn’t put it up. Let his belly bring him home, that’s what I thought.
         Of course Harriet had to defy me …’
      

      
      We were beginning to go round in circles. It was time to stop talking and act. I stood up. ‘You said the quarry opens for
         work at seven o’clock. It’s just turned five. Let’s go there now and you can show me where Harriet saw her father. I’d like
         to see it before men start work for the day.’ I did not add that any evidence there may have been would likely have been trampled
         underfoot by searching quarrymen and the local bobby. ‘Give me a few moments to get dressed.’
      

      
      I left my visitor in the kitchen and tapped on the adjoining door that connects Mrs Sugden’s quarters.

      
      My housekeeper took a few moments to answer. She had drawn on the warm maroon check dressing gown that had belonged to her
         late husband, fingers fumbling for its silky, fraying cord. Her long grey hair was braided in a single plait. Without spectacles,
         the plain face looked naked and vulnerable.
      

      
      I apologised for disturbing her and quickly explained about my visitor.

      
      ‘And so I’m going to Great Applewick with Mrs Armstrong …’

      
      ‘At this hour?’

      
      ‘I want to get an early start, take a look at the quarry where her husband was last seen, before men start work. I don’t imagine they’ll take kindly to a posh nosey parker tramping
         about.’
      

      
      ‘I’m uneasy about this, Mrs Shackleton, on your own …’

      
      I cut her off. ‘You’ll see the name and address on the kitchen table. Would you tell Mr Sykes where I’ve gone, and that I’ll
         call on him when I have more definite information?’
      

      
      Sykes, an ex-policeman, is my assistant and lives a short distance away.

      
      I left Mrs Sugden with her uneasiness.

      
      Mary Jane appeared at the kitchen door. ‘I need the lavatory.’

      
      ‘I’ll show you. It’s upstairs.’

      
      My portmanteaux still stood in the hall. Mary Jane glanced at the suitcases. ‘Are these to go up?’

      
      ‘Yes but they’re heavy,’ I said lamely.

      
      She picked up one in each hand. ‘Not as heavy as kids and sacks of spuds.’ She marched ahead of me up the stairs. ‘Where shall
         I dump ’em?’
      

      
      ‘In my bedroom – there. Thank you.’

      
      She carried the cases into my room, and then came back onto the landing. I turned to her. In the dim light, with her high
         cheekbones and slanting eyes she had the look of a cautious cat.
      

      
      I switched on the bathroom light.

      
      She sighed. ‘I wish we had a bathroom.’

      
      When I did not answer, she said accusingly, ‘I’m not unused to them you know. I wouldn’t store coal in the bathtub.’

      
      As I dressed, it occurred to me that anyone who could carry two full portmanteaux up the stairs would be able to drag the body of an errant husband to some hiding place in a quarry.
      

      
      What did a person wear to go tramping round a quarry? Corduroy breeches, cap and boots. It would be a men only preserve. All
         the more important to get a move on and arrive before the males of the species started work. At least the rain had stopped.
         I dressed quickly, in a smartly cut tweed costume. Country clothes, suitable for a shooting party. My stout shoes, bought
         last year in Harrogate, would come in handy. A spare pair of Cuban heels and an extra pair of stockings would not go amiss.
      

      
      Mary Jane Armstrong waited for me in the hall. I handed her Gerald’s motoring coat. ‘You’ll need this. There are goggles in
         the car.’
      

      
      The coat reached her ankles. There it was again as I looked at her, the niggle about where we had met before.

      
      ‘Mary Jane, before we go, there’s just one thing.’

      
      ‘Yes?’

      
      ‘Where do we know each other from?’

      
      She tried to turn up the coat cuff.

      
      ‘I can’t say.’

      
      ‘I’m not budging till you do.’

      
      She looked at me, and then glanced away. ‘It’s a long time since I saw you, Catherine. You were a few weeks old. I was toddling
         about. A man came to take you away, and I cried. I didn’t want him to take you.’
      

      
      She looked steadily at me, her feline eyes daring me to contradict. ‘My maiden name was Whitaker, same as yours before you
         were given the name of the people who adopted you. Catherine, I’m your sister.’
      

      
      My heart thumped so hard I felt she would hear it. Little wonder she had been reluctant to say how she “knew” me. I was a
         few weeks old when I was adopted, and I knew the name of my natural family, and that they lived in Wakefield. Beyond those simple facts lay a mystery that I
         had so far felt no inclination to unravel.
      

      
      We stood a few feet apart in the hallway. Mary Jane Armstrong may or may not be genuine; she may or may not be a murderess.

      
      I felt suddenly unsteady on my feet. I reached out and touched the wall, to anchor myself. Mary Jane looked at me with a mixture
         of concern, and something else. Fear? That I would turn her away?
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come.’

      
      But she had come. And here we stood with our coats on, ready to go.

      
      ‘How did you know where to find me?’

      
      ‘Our sister, Barbara May. She always followed your progress.’

      
      Progress. The word conjured up school history: kings and queens making epic journeys, lodging with favoured nobles; eating
         their subjects out of house, home and peace of mind.
      

      
      And “Barbara May”. Did everyone in the Whitaker family have two names? Was that the reason for my being turfed out of the
         clan? We can’t have a girl with just the one name. Get shut of her. That nice police officer and his wife will take her off our
            hands. Mr Dennis Hood and his charming and childless wife, Virginia, affectionately known to her friends as Ginny. She’s a
            soft touch.

      
      Mary Jane was not even claiming to be the one who followed my progress. I had Barbara May to thank for that. Perhaps Barbara
         May would turn up next. Find my lost dog, love. Give me the loan of a shilling.
      

      
      Mary Jane may be telling the truth, or she could be a glorious confidence trickster whose story I had swallowed without chewing. That would explain the lump in my craw.
      

      
      ‘How did Barbara May find out where I live?’

      
      ‘It was in the Mercury, when you married. Barbara May worked as a cleaner at the infirmary, where your husband used to work.’
      

      
      I could not be sure, but thought she looked a little embarrassed. She did not explain whether Barbara May followed Gerald
         home, or poked about in the infirmary files for his address.
      

      
      She added, ‘Mam was very pleased when you married a doctor.’

      
      Shut up, Mary Jane. Don’t say any more.

      
      In the thick silence, neither of us looked at each other as I hitched my satchel onto my shoulder, and reached out to open
         the door. The key did not want to budge, nor the knob to turn. Don’t let her see how shaken I am. Don’t let her see that I
         need two hands: the right hand to turn the handle, and the left hand to stop the right hand shaking.
      

      
      ‘Right, Mary Jane. Let’s go.’

      
      I would think about this sister business later. For now, I must put it out of my mind and concentrate on the business in hand.
         She had come to me for help.
      

   
      
      Two

      
      As we walked up the road, my legs felt leaden and yet there was a strange lightness, as if I no longer belonged to myself
         and might float away.
      

      
      We walked up the quiet street to the old stable my neighbours let me use as a garage for the Jowett. Silver cobwebs decorated
         the hedgerows.
      

      
      There was lightness in Mary Jane’s step as the motoring coat slapped her ankles, and an air of blitheness about her, as though
         she had shuffled off all her worries and everything would be all right, now that she had found me. Even through the fog of
         trying to make sense of her words, I recognised her mood. It was familiar to me from when I helped women after the war. The
         relief of having someone on one’s side creates the illusion that all will be well. Now was not the moment to burst the bubble.
      

      
      Sister. She was my sister. This little girl, Harriet, who had found her father’s body, was my niece. And there was a nephew.
         What was his name? Austin. Little Austin, she had called him.
      

      
      The horror of what those children had discovered hit me somewhere else, deep inside.

      
      ‘Where are the children now?’ I asked.

      
      ‘I left them sleeping. I put a note on the table in case they wake before I get back.’
      

      
      Early in the morning, everything makes more noise. The door of the old stable where I garage the Jowett creaked loudly as
         I opened it. Mary Jane gazed at the car. ‘What a beautiful motor! The kids’ll want a ride in this.’
      

      
      She was acting as if we were about to have a day out, instead of beginning what might be a murder investigation.

      
      ‘Shut the door when I drive out would you?’

      
      She stepped well aside as though expecting to have her toes crushed by the car wheels.

      
      When she had closed the doors, she clambered in.

      
      I handed her the map. ‘You’ll have to tuck your hands up your sleeves to keep warm. I forgot to bring extra gloves.’

      
      ‘I’ll be fine.’

      
      ‘Don’t talk to me as I’m driving because the noise will fly your voice away. But you can put this map where I can get at it.’

      
      She took the map. ‘There’s tramlines much of the way.’

      
      There would not be too many opportunities for me to take a wrong turn on the twisting lanes that led from Headingley to Great
         Applewick, but it could not be entirely ruled out. The road towards Guiseley was not one I had driven in a long time.
      

      
      As we left Headingley behind and drove into the country, pink streaks in the sky turned gold, and then faded to white. A half-hearted
         sun put in a wary appearance. Apart from the sound of the engine, the world was quiet and peaceful. Even horses and cows in
         the fields had not yet begun to stir.
      

      
      Mary Jane turned up her collar and pushed her hands up the sleeves of the coat.

      
      I glanced at her quickly. Here was someone who knew my birth mother, brothers, sisters, who had known my father, and formed
         part of their lives. All of them remained a mystery to me. As I carefully negotiated a bend in the road, a terrible loneliness
         came over me. Having refused to think about the family who gave me up, I had never needed to give them weight. Now she had
         pushed her way in, selfishly, without a by your leave.
      

      
      A cart appeared suddenly from a lane on the left. The unblinkered horse tossed its head. A whip cracked. I slowed down and
         pressed the brake.
      

      
      ‘I never forgot you,’ she said suddenly, dipping her chin into her chest, then turning and looking at me. ‘You were just a
         little baby. I said to Mam not to let the man take you. I thought he would drop you. He sort of crooked his right arm and
         balanced you on it. I remember saying that he would drop you. But no one listened. I cried when you’d gone.’
      

      
      She had given me something to go on. I could test her claim. Ask Dad, did you go alone to fetch me? Did you carry me in the
         crook of your arm?
      

      
      I drew into the kerb and brought the car to a halt. Not looking at her, staring at my hands on the wheel, I said, ‘Why didn’t
         you tell me when you stepped in the door? You should have told me straightaway.’
      

      
      ‘I was going to tell you later.’

      
      I turned to look at her. ‘And what else are you going to tell me later?’

      
      She looked back at me. ‘You try it. You try saying something like that and see how you feel.’

      
      She hadn’t answered my question. If this was all some idiotic lie to get my help, she’d be sorry. But no one would invent
         such a story, would they? And there was something about her manner that made me feel at ease under my uneasiness, if that makes sense.
      

      
      The way to Mary Jane’s village took us out of Leeds, passing the village of Horsforth, and following the tramway. At a higher
         point in the road, we crossed the River Aire. It always surprises me how much life goes on around a corner, along a street
         you may not look at twice.
      

      
      My new-found sister’s directions were not of the highest quality. She called out things like, ‘Go there,’ meaning turn left,
         and ‘You’ve missed it.’
      

      
      Mary Jane was slow in telling me to turn for Great Applewick. I looked out for the next turning and entered Back Lane, a street
         of modest stone dwellings whose front doors opened directly onto the street. For a place whose name hinted at apple orchards,
         there was not a tree in sight. We turned again, passing Great Applewick Chemical works, a printing works and a sign pointing
         to “Golf Course”.
      

      
      Along Town Street, a mix of shops and houses, we passed school, church and Methodist chapel. Along Over Terrace, houses thinned
         out. Then came a rural lane, and two thatched sandstone cottages. Behind these dwellings spread narrow strips of fields and
         meadows into the open countryside. A little way on, Mary Jane pointed to a third house. ‘That’s us.’
      

      
      I stopped the car opposite a two-storey sandstone dwelling, a couple of hundred years old. It was set a little way back from
         the road. The most cheerful thing about it was a blossoming apple tree to the left of the door.
      

      
      The blinds were drawn down at its upper and lower windows. The stone roof looked much newer than the rest of the house. It
         was altogether more substantial than Mary Jane had led me to believe. At first glance, almost the idyllic country cottage.
      

      
      ‘It’s lovely,’ I said. ‘But not thatched, like the other two cottages.’

      
      She snorted her dislike of the cottage. ‘I nagged Ethan into seeing to that. Have you ever tried living under a damp old roof
         where rats make their nests and birds think it’s a free for all? And we’ve no running water like you. We’ve to fetch it from
         the well in the back garden.’
      

      
      I was close up against a drystone wall and so we clambered out of my side, me first, curling my cold toes to bring them back
         to life.
      

      
      ‘Ethan’s not here,’ she said flatly.

      
      ‘How do you know?’

      
      ‘He would have lit a fire. There’d be smoke from the chimney.’

      
      We walked to the door stepping on pink blossoms blown from the tree.

      
      She pulled a string through the letter box.

      
      ‘Little monkey’s taken the key off the string. She must have been scared someone would come.’ Mary Jane knocked loudly, and
         waited. She knocked again. ‘I’ll have to thrown stones at the window.’
      

      
      She bent down and began to scrabble about, picking pebbles from the verge. She took aim at the upstairs window and scored
         a hit that made barely a sound. The next pebble missed.
      

      
      ‘If the children are still sleeping, what about you show me the quarry? Can we drive to it from here?’

      
      She threw another pebble. ‘I can’t. I know I’m being a coward, but I can’t go back there.’

      
      ‘Then tell me where it is. I’ll go.’

      
      She looked relieved that I would be willing to go to the quarry without her. ‘There’s two ways from here. Out of our garden at the back and follow the footpath, or back to the village
         and take the road by the side of the chapel. You can’t miss the quarry.’
      

      
      When someone tells you You can’t miss it, that usually means I can’t miss it because I know where it is, but you’ll be lucky to find it.
      

      
      Just then a noise came from the other side of the door. A bolt drew back. A key turned in the lock.

      
      The small girl in the long white nightgown looked from her mother to me, and then beyond us, to the road and the motor, looking
         hopefully for someone else. Not seeing him, her shoulders drooped. She stepped back without looking at us again. Her long
         hair, tied with a ribbon, reached almost to her waist. A shiver ran through me. It was like looking in the mirror of the old
         wardrobe I had as a child. The girl’s eyes were too big for her face, her hair parted severely above a pale high forehead.
         If I had doubted Mary Jane was my sister, those doubts fled when I looked at this little apparition of myself when young.
      

      
      I followed Mary Jane across the threshold.

      
      ‘Have you been all right?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Yes.’ The girl’s voice was sulky with sleep.

      
      ‘This is Harriet. Harriet, say hello nicely to Mrs Shackleton who gave me a ride back from where I went to look for Dad. That
         was kind of her wasn’t it?’
      

      
      ‘Where did you look for him?’ Harriet asked.

      
      ‘Mrs Shackleton will look for him, in her motor car.’

      
      So that’s what I would do. The child had the sense to look a little sceptical at this idea. I wished Jim Sykes were here.
         He has children of his own and knows how to talk to them. Even my name sounded wrong in this house.
      

      
      The girl did not look at me, but stood, watching, as her mother took off the motoring coat. I kept mine on.
      

      
      ‘Why did you take the key off the string?’ Mary Jane asked.

      
      Harriet took the key from the lock and once more fastened it to the string. ‘I didn’t know who might be passing by and stick
         their big mitt through the letter box.’
      

      
      She spoke calmly as if explaining to a child, and for the briefest of moments I thought she must be the mother and Mary Jane
         the daughter. Time played a trick so that Mary Jane became an old woman, and Harriet the calm and thoughtful adult. Beside
         her solemn daughter, Mary Jane seemed flibbertigibbet.
      

      
      I glanced about the room. If one did not have to live here, one might describe it as picturesque, with its oil lamp on the
         dresser and candle holders on the mantelpiece. A well scrubbed deal table by the window held an enamel basin and jug. A pail
         and a bucket stood under the table. Another table stood against the wall, with chairs and buffets. A third, smaller table
         fronted by a spindly chair, held a Little Worker Lockstitch sewing machine. On either side of the range were fitted cupboards
         and drawers. On the far side of the room loomed a dresser. A blanket chest stood under the slope of the staircase. It was
         a crowded room. I pictured the family forever sidestepping, so as not to bump into the furniture.
      

      
      Mary Jane raked at the ashes in the grate. ‘We’ll soon have a fire going. You go back to bed, Harriet. It’s too early for
         school.’
      

      
      The child sat on a buffet by the table, watching her mother.

      
      Mary Jane picked up a newspaper and began to make a twist of it. Harriet leaped from the stool, snatched the newspaper back from her mother and smoothed it. ‘Dad hasn’t read that Herald yet.’
      

      
      Mary Jane sighed. She reached for some shreds of bracken and placed a few chips of wood in the grate. ‘You haven’t fetched
         coal in.’
      

      
      ‘I was going to do it.’

      
      ‘Go on then!’

      
      The sleepy-eyed child slipped from the buffet and picked up a scuttle from the hearth.

      
      ‘Harriet! Put your shoes on.’

      
      ‘Here, give that to me.’ I took the coal scuttle from her. ‘Where do you keep the coal?’

      
      ‘Nay, Catherine. You mustn’t do that.’

      
      I ignored Mary Jane and followed as Harriet led me to a back door. It was bolted top and bottom. I shot back the bolts and
         the door swung open onto a long back garden with a couple of outhouses.
      

      
      ‘That’s coal ’ole.’ Harriet pointed to the first shed.

      
      Slipping on a pair of galoshes that were too big, she shuffled along beside me.

      
      In the coal hole, I picked up the shovel. It grated on the floor as I slid it under the heap of coal, filled it, and tipped
         the coal into the scuttle. Coals tumbled from the top of the pile.
      

      
      ‘You’ve to fill it to the top.’

      
      I scraped the shovel along the floor once more.

      
      ‘Do you know Dad, Mrs Shack …’

      
      ‘Mrs Shackleton’s a bit of a mouthful. You can call me Auntie Kate.’ I hadn’t meant to say it, but it came out.

      
      She frowned, and I realised I had made a mistake. She watched me tip the next shovelful of coal into the scuttle. When she
         spoke, she did not call me Auntie Kate.
      

      
      ‘Do you know Dad? Have you met him?’

      
      She looked at me steadily, waiting for a reply. She would make a good interviewer. A felon staring into those wide eyes would
         be enticed into telling the truth.
      

      
      ‘No, Harriet. I don’t know your dad. But if you’ll be kind enough and you don’t need urgently to go back to bed, you could
         take me to the quarry and show me where he worked.’
      

      
      It was hard, and perhaps even cruel, but I needed to talk to the child alone. After all, she claimed to have seen her father
         lying dead, and she did not look as if her eyesight failed her.
      

      
      Harriet gulped. Her fists tightened. She no more wanted to go to the quarry than her mother did. But she was braver. ‘I’ll
         get dressed.’
      

   
      
      Three

      
      We walked in silence along the footpath. It was early enough for the wild flowers not to have opened for business. The quietness
         of the morning and the mildness of the scene lulled us into a gentle stroll, as though we had no particular destination. I
         hated to break the spell.
      

      
      How do you start a conversation with a child when the question is, Where did you see your father’s body?

      
      ‘Your little brother came with you on Saturday.’

      
      She kicked at a pebble. ‘Austin, yes.’

      
      ‘Do you know what time it was when you brought the supper for your dad?’

      
      ‘The church clock was striking five. He’d been gone since morning.’

      
      ‘Your mam said you put up the food yourself?’

      
      ‘I am ten years old.’ There was a hint of rebuke in her voice and perhaps a little doubt about my intelligence.

      
      Grilling would lead me into troubled waters with this child.

      
      The path turned muddy. I followed Harriet’s footsteps as she skirted onto the damp grass. The river came into view, at the
         bottom of the steep bank. It flowed swiftly, giving off a soothing sound, and a terrible whiff of chemicals.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry to ask, Harriet. But would you tell me all about that day, as much as you can remember about Saturday.’

      
      ‘What everything, from getting up?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ I said firmly.

      
      Her gaze was incredulous. It said, you’ve got a cheek. Then she coloured up and said quietly, ‘You don’t tell people all your business.’
      

      
      Mistake. I had asked too much and brought that deep-grained, early-learned Yorkshire caution into play. See all, hear all,
         say nowt. Eat all, sup all, pay nowt.
      

      
      ‘Please, Harriet. It might help. Your mam has told me of course but everyone notices different things.’

      
      She sighed, but did not answer.

      
      I pressed on. ‘Had your dad received any letters or messages? Did he say anything about visiting someone, or going off somewhere?’

      
      I felt mean, introducing the possibility that Ethan may have gone visiting, but it did the trick.

      
      ‘I don’t know about any messages or letters. He was supposed to be going to Hawksworth Moor on Sunday, and he said he would
         take me and Austin.’
      

      
      This was the trade union meeting Mary Jane had mentioned. Ethan must have intended to introduce his children to politics at
         an early age.
      

      
      ‘Harriet, I want to find out as much as I can about what might have happened. Anything you can tell me might help, even if
         it seems a small thing. Tell me about Saturday.’
      

      
      She had been dragging her feet. Now she made up her mind to help me. She held herself erect. Her steps became purposeful. I did not look at her. The energy in her voice made me kick myself for raising hopes that would not be met.
      

      
      ‘Dad starts work later on a Saturday – eight o’clock instead of seven. We were still in bed when he left, me and Austin. He
         didn’t call up that he was going, but when I went downstairs, he’d left me some tea in his pint pot. He allus does that. He
         likes it strong, with sugar, and he leaves some for me. I don’t mind that it’s cold. I like tea. I’m greedy for tea. Him and
         me both are. I’d heard him talking to Mam. He asked where was his snack. She said he mun come home at dinnertime. He said
         she knew fine well he was working the sundial. He’d finish it and come home when it was done and not before. She said what
         was the point of fighting for Saturday half day and then working it? And hadn’t he promised to do the heavy work in the garden.
         He said he’d do it Sunday, and she said oh was he foregoing Hawksworth Moor and his socialist chums then, and he said he’d
         forgotten that. Then he left.
      

      
      ‘I helped Mam all morning in the house and out in the garden. Which I have to do because she’s making me a Whitsun dress and
         Austin Whitsun breeches and shirt, and she can’t do everything. When it come to dinnertime, I said should I take summat to
         Dad and she said no, he was coming home. Me and Austin went along to the shops on Town Street, to the butcher and the bread
         shop. I got a cream bun
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