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	Prologue

	 

	 

	 

	 

	When one door closes, another door opens; but we so often look so long and so regretfully upon the closed door, that we do not see the ones which open for us. -  Alexander Graham Bell 

	 

	When one door closes, we may need to give it a gentle nudge or even put all our strength behind one great push to force it open. We may choose to close it firmly, retreating to the security of things known, the familiarity of faces and places dear to our hearts, or step through into a world of possibilities, both exciting and daunting, aware that we could end up wishing we had left the door firmly closed.

	There will always be those souls who thrive on the known, who relish the sense of belonging and warmth, the essence of home. Then there are bold folk who leap into the unknown, embracing life’s opportunities with tenacity and resilience, forcing doors open. At various times in our lives, many of us have been both. 

	Beyond the basic human need for love and security, we seek new experiences, the realisation of our dreams and ambitions, which we may pursue with passion, whilst others remain unfulfilled, due to situations outside of our control, or the barriers we create. Hence, we often do not slam the door shut, neither do we fling it open; instead, we leave it ajar, allowing the occasional glimpse into what lies beyond, what might still be. 

	Life can take us where we never expected if we leave our closed doors in the past and look for those which may still open for us. 



	




	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 1

	 

	Hannah

	1898

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The market town of Alnwick awoke beneath a veil of chimney smoke, and mist drifting across from the Cheviot Hills. The bells of St. Michael’s rang over the square where cobbled streets bustled with carts bringing vegetables from the nearby farms, the dull clatter of hooves echoed off the stones, and the smell of freshly baked bread mingled with the tang of coal.

	In a soot darkened cottage on Clayport Street, eighteen-year-old, Hannah Robson rose at dawn. Her father, Joseph, had left for the stonemason’s yard at first light, his lantern glowing faintly in the dim lanes. Her mother, Emma, sat beside the hearth darning socks, the needle glinting in the flicker of the fire. Hannah’s eight-year-old twin brothers, Jimmy and Jack, slept in a single bed, their breath making tiny clouds in the cold, quiet room. It would not be peaceful for much longer once those two holy terrors opened their eyes. Hannah smiled down at their deceptively angelic faces; she would have to wait until that evening to find out what mischief they had managed.   

	She threw on her shawl, smoothed down her neatly pressed apron, and tucked some stray curls under her cap. By six o’clock, she was walking through the dawn mist to Alnwick Castle, where she served as an assistant to the cook in the great kitchen, a realm of warm ovens and gleaming copper pots. Days were long and full, plucking birds, basting meat, chopping vegetables and herbs, gutting fish, kneading dough, and fetching water from the pump. 

	It was in those kitchens that she first met Andrew Ross, Drew to his friends, a tall Scots lad with deep red hair and hazel eyes. Newly hired to tend the duke’s livestock, he had an easy laugh and a gentle way with the horses that made Hannah glance up more often than she meant to. He noticed the girl in the kitchen with the kind eyes and ready smile. In time, they spent whatever moments they could snatch out of their busy days together, and Drew would walk her home at dusk. 

	Joseph Robson’s family had been Alnwick born and bred for centuries; he was a strict Roman Catholic and fiercely proud of both. Drew, a Presbyterian from Dumfries whose family had moved to Alnmouth, was viewed with suspicion by Joseph, who forbade the match outright, declaring that no daughter of his would take up with a Presbyterian. But Hannah and Drew met in secret. When spring turned to summer, he enlisted in the army, bound for India, promising he would write. Before he left, they met in the Alnmouth dunes, hidden by the marram grass, where they swore they would marry when he returned home, a promise sealed by the salt air and the sound of the sea.         

	As the castle came into view, Hannah thought of how far her life stretched between her own family and that of the Duke and Duchess of Northumberland, dining upstairs under chandeliers, and of the kitchen, laden with food, where servants’ laughter warmed the stone walls built by men like her da down the centuries. Through open doorways, she often caught glimpses of a world far above her own: ornate halls where the Duchess’s soft voice echoed, gilded mirrors, and the scent of imported lilies. Men in livery passed her by without a word, and fine ladies drifted through the corridors in silks that whispered. Yet it was not envy that filled Hannah, but wonder. Walking home beneath the shadow of the castle, she would often imagine a better life, not grand or noble, but bright, safe, and free from the harshness that marked the hands of those she loved. 

	However, she was presently much too preoccupied with reality to dream. She had posted a letter to Drew, her heart both heavy and lifted by the secret it carried. The months since he left had passed by slowly and her condition could not remain hidden for much longer. 

	 

	Hannah stood before her parents in the small front room of the Robson house, her fingers twisting the folds of her skirt. Her father sat at the table, his spectacles low on his nose as he read the Bible, his lips moving over each verse, whilst her mother sat by the hearth knitting. The rhythmic clicking of the needles and the ticking of the clock seemed to count down the seconds until she could muster the courage to speak. ‘Da. Ma,’ she said, her voice barely above a whisper. ‘I’ve got something to tell you... about Drew.’

	Joseph looked up, his expression already darkening at the name. ‘I thought we had done with that talk. There will be no more of it in my house.’

	‘It’s too late for that, Da,’ she said, her throat tightening. ‘I…. I’m going to have his child.’ The words fell into the stillness like stones into deep water. Emma froze and dropped her stitches. 

	‘God save us,’ Joseph hissed, his face draining of colour before the red fury rushed in. ‘A bastard under my roof, and a Presbyterian! You have shamed us all, girl!’ 

	Hannah took a step back, but he was already advancing, the Bible still open in his hand. ‘After all I’ve taught you, you would throw it away for him? You’ll leave this house tonight! Daughters of mine do not commit sin and expect a place at my table.’ 

	‘Joseph, she’s still our bairn. Where will she go?’ Emma pleaded.

	‘She made her choice when she lay with him, when she defied me,’ he said coldly. ‘Let her find comfort with her Presbyterian friends!’ When he turned away, Hannah saw that the man who had lifted her to his shoulders to see over the sellers’ heads in the market square, took her fishing for tiddlers, and could mend any broken toy, would not look at her again. He tore his jacket from its peg  and pulled on his cap, yelling, ‘I’m going out to my elders meeting, and when I get back, you had better be gone, girl!’    

	Hannah found her way to her bedroom through tears and pulled out some clothes, wrapping them in a laundry bag. Her mother followed her. ‘Your da’s a proud man, he’ll calm down but you had best stay away for a little while, pet.’  

	‘He couldn’t even bring himself to look at me! I don’t think he’ll ever forgive me, Ma,’ Hannah sobbed. 

	Emma wiped away her daughter’s tears. ‘He just needs time. We’ll go to Ginny and Geordie’s in Narrowgate,’ she whispered, stroking Hannah’s fine hair. ‘They’ll take you in. You finish putting a few things together while I nip next door to ask Nancy to come round and mind the lads.’ The twins, tired out by a day of mischief making, were still fast asleep, unaware of the commotion.   

	Darkness was setting in and it began to drizzle as they stepped out into the street, the rain growing heavier as they crossed the market square, their steps quickening as it seeped through their shawls.  Ginny Wilkins, a life-long friend of Emma’s, opened her door. ‘Emmy, Hannah, come in. It’s only fit for ducks out there.’  Then, looking at Hannah’s tear-stained face, she asked gently. ‘What’s up, lass?’ and when Hannah could only choke back the tears, she turned to Emma, who quickly explained their predicament. ‘Well, now, there’s a bed by the fire and no one here will judge you, pet. Stay as long as you need,’ she reassured the frightened girl, hugging her hard. Hannah crossed the threshold, cold, shamed, and shaken, but still carrying within her the fierce hope of Drew’s promise and the child that bound them together. 

	 

	It was late when Joseph came back from the yard, the last of the day’s light fading over the fields. He set his cap down with more force than needed, the door shuddering in its frame. Emma sat by the fire, mending in her lap, although she had not put a stitch through for some minutes. She had been to see Hannah, as she had done for weeks, and was concerned at how pale the girl looked, how distressed she had been at hearing that her father would not let her come back home. Ginny was kindness itself, but she wanted to be with her mother.

	‘You’ve been to the market today?’ Joseph asked, for want of something to say. The tension between them had grown worse but he would not weaken.

	‘Aye, and to Ginny’s,’ she replied, ‘Hannah’s not well. I took her some soup.’  

	He turned to face her, his voice quiet but tight with anger, ‘You will not go there again, Emma. Not to her, nor that bastard she carries!’

	Emma rose slowly, her face pale but steady. ‘You would see her suffer alone, would you, Joe? You care more for what folk think than for your own bairn!’ 

	‘She’s made her bed.’                

	‘Aye,’ Emma said, her voice trembling, ‘but it’s a hard bed, and she’s still just a lass.’

	‘If you set foot in that house again, Emma, don’t bother coming back through this door,’ he spat, his eyes blazing.

	Emma stared at him for a long moment, the man she loved, now stiff and bitter with pride. She lowered her eyes, folding the mending neatly on the chair, and stepped towards him. When she spoke again, her voice was calm. ‘You would not manage five minutes without me. You’re a stubborn man, Joe Robson. You do as you must but hear me; so will I.’ 

	Next morning, after Joseph had gone to work and the boys to school, Emma wrapped her shawl around her shoulders, looped a basket filled with currant scones over her arm, and opened the door to the chill air. Hannah opened the door, looking pale and swollen. ‘Ma, it’s that good of you to come again. I don’t want you to get into bother with Da.’                

	‘You leave me to manage him, pet,’ Emma whispered, tears catching in her throat. ‘I’ve come an’ I’ll keep on coming.’ Hannah fell into her mother’s arms, weeping.  

	Nearby, the market square bustled, and the river Aln continued its course, gurgling soft and constant, as though nothing in the world had changed, even if for Hannah, everything had. 

	 

	Emma arrived at Ginny’s late in the morning with a basket of freshly baked bread, a wedge of cheese, and a knitted blanket, one she had made when Hannah was a baby herself. The room was warm and smelled of coal and lavender. Ginny was kneading dough at the table, her sleeves rolled to the elbow. Hannah lay back in the chair by the fire, one hand pressed absently to her large belly, her face pale but peaceful. ‘You’re early today, Ma,’ she said with a tired smile. 

	‘I missed my girl,’ Emma replied, setting down her basket. ‘Thought I would come see how you were feeling.’ Before Hannah could answer, her breath caught suddenly. She stiffened, eyes wide, then let it out in a soft gasp. Emma’s heart lurched. ‘Is it…?’

	Hannah nodded. ‘I think it’s starting, Ma!’ she cried.

	Ginny threw off her apron and scrubbed her hands. ‘Well, there’s no sense standin’ about. Let’s get her settled.’ Hannah tried to stand but was gripped by another contraction. ‘I would fetch the midwife, but by the sound of you, lass, you’ll not be needin’ her.’  They guided Hannah to the bed, the old iron frame creaking as she lay back. Emma knelt beside her, brushing hair from her damp forehead, whilst Ginny reassured her. ‘It’ll be all right, pet. Just breathe deeply. You’re strong, same as you were when you came into the world, and if this bairn is anything like its mother, it’ll be here before your ma’s got the kettle boiled.’ 

	The pains came steadily, and between them, Hannah rested, her hand gripping her mother’s. There was fear in her eyes, but behind it something fierce and bright, a life finding its way through the storm that had darkened her world. After what felt like no time at all, the tension in the room broke with a sharp cry. 

	‘A lad! An’ a bonny one, too,’ Ginny announced, laughing softly through tears. 

	Hannah’s face shone, pale and wet with sweat. ‘A boy…’ she whispered, reaching out, ‘My boy.’ Emma’s hands trembled as she wrapped the baby in the blanket she had brought. When she placed him in his mother’s arms, Hannah traced a finger over the baby’s cheek. ‘William,’ she said softly, then pausing, ‘William Joseph.’ 

	Emma swallowed hard, her eyes wet. ‘Bless you, pet,’ she said, her heart twisting at the thought of her husband’s cold heart. But for now, there was only warmth, the crackle of the fire, and the soft hush of the newborn’s breath against his mother’s breast.

	‘He’s come easy, that one. Strong lungs, strong heart,’ Ginny said, as she tidied the room. 

	‘He’s a fine lad, my grandson is,’ whispered Emma. Hannah leaned back, exhausted, her hand folded around her mother’s. Watching William sleep in the crook of her daughter’s arm, Emma felt the faintest stirring of hope that even the hardest heart might yet soften. 

	 

	The news reached Joseph by whispers. Tongues wagged freely over fences and over shop counters; Flo Smith had mentioned to Alice Dodd, the butcher’s wife, who had told Rosie Bolam, that Hannah Robson - you know, the lassie who was expecting a bairn and living two doors up from her with the Wilkins - had a little laddie that morning.  She had also heard that proud Joe Robson had disowned his own girl, but her ma was seen going into Ginny’s place most days. Rosie’s man, Matty, who worked with Joe, had asked him if it was true, to which he had muttered something about Alnwick folk having nowt better to do than gossip. By the time Joseph came home that evening, every word of it burned in his brain. He found Emma in the yard, taking laundry down. The white sheets flapped in the wind and twisted like wings behind her. 

	‘So, is it true, then?’ he asked, his voice flat.

	Emma’s hand stilled. ‘What are you on about, Joe?’  

	‘She’s had the child, and you’ve been to her. Again.’

	The air seemed to still between them, heavy with what had not been said for months. Emma lowered her gaze, her fingers gripping the line. ‘Aye,’ she said defiantly, ‘I go to help Hannah when I can and yes, she’s had a son.’

	His jaw worked, his teeth set tight. I told her not to! But something deeper churned beneath his anger, a dull ache he could not name.

	‘Hannah’s your daughter,’ Emma said softly. ‘He’s your grandson. You would love him, if you would let yourself, Joe. She’s named him William Joseph.’ 

	He turned away sharply, his face hardening. ‘Don’t you say that to me. I want no part in it!’ 

	‘Oh Joe. You would turn away from your own blood, your own grandson?’

	‘My grandson?’ he spat. ‘That’s his bastard, not mine.’ He jabbed a finger toward the fields beyond the town, as if Drew might be out there somewhere, the cause of all this. ‘She chose her path.’

	Emma’s voice broke as she spoke, ‘And what of you, Joseph Robson? You think God will look kindly on a man who cannot forgive his own flesh?’ 

	He said nothing, only picked up the axe leaning by the door and split the log before him clean in two. The sound cracked through the still air. Emma watched him for a moment, then said, in a softer tone, ‘You can break wood, even stone, Joe, but you cannot break what’s between Hannah and me. I will keep going, no matter what you say, and when you’re ready, her door will still be open to you, same as yours should have been for her.’          

	Joseph did not look at Emma. Beyond the stoicism, something shifted inside his locked heart, but he would not let it show. When darkness fell, he sat alone by the fire, his Bible unopened on the table beside him.

	 

	Frost clung to the cobblestones, and the fields lay hard and silver beneath the dawn. From the small house on Narrowgate, where she still lodged with Ginny and Geordie, Hannah watched the smoke rise from the castle chimneys and thought of Drew. He had been in India for a year, and his letters had come faithfully, pages filled with the heat of a faraway land and words that made her heart ache for him. She kept each one folded neatly in a ribboned bundle in her sewing box, reading them over at night with their baby beside her.

	Will had his father’s warm russet hair and hazel eyes, a small, perfect being who made her forget, for a few blessed moments, the shame and whispers of the town. Her father had not relented, still holding that no daughter of his would bring disgrace to their name. Her mother still came, laden with home bakes, and helped to care for Will.

	Drew had promised to marry her when he returned. She believed him, with the faith only youth and love can hold, but when he came home in March, no word reached her. She could not go to Alnmouth to seek him out, as he had told her in his letters that his parents were now living back in Dumfries. The days stretched into weeks. She would pass the castle grounds and imagine seeing him leading the horses again, his hair tossed by the wind, that easy smile rising as he saw her. When she finally heard through the town’s active grapevine that he had been seen in the town, drinking at the Plough Inn, her heart galloped with both relief and dread. 

	Hannah made her way towards Bondgate, her shawl drawn tightly around her shoulders. She had left Will with Ginny, while she made the excuse of ‘slipping out on an errand’ rather than telling her she was intent on finding Drew. She had decided the Plough Inn would be a good starting point; standing on tiptoe, peering through a dirty windowpane, she could make out familiar faces, but none were Drew Ross. She was about to turn back when the door swung open, the overpowering smell of ale and tobacco hit her nostrils, and laughter rang harshly in her ears. Drew was there, handsome still, the Indian sun had deepened his skin although weariness sat in the corners of his smile. He turned in her direction and froze when he saw her.  

	‘Hannah,’ he said, eyes downcast as he blurted out, ‘I’m sorry, lass. I was going to come to see you…. to tell you…. I’m… I’m married now, a couple o’days back….to Lizzy. I’ve known her since I was a lad. … I couldn’t help it. I love her.’           

	The street swayed around Hannah. For a moment she could not breathe. ‘Married?’ she cried. ‘And what of me, of your promises? Of your son?’ 

	‘You’ve no proof the bairn’s mine. You could have lain with any lad while I was away.’ 

	Drew’s words shattered something inside; all her hopes for their life together, all her love, gone like sea foam against the shore where they had lain among the dunes, whispering foolish dreams. Hannah’s eyes burned with tears, which she refused to shed in front of him. ‘You’re a coward, Andrew Ross,’ she said, her voice trembling but strong, ‘God help you, for you’ve damned your own soul!’ 

	Drew was shaken, but he looked away without answering and strode off down the street.

	         

	The court room smelled faintly of dust and damp wool. A summer rain had begun to patter against the high windows, softening the murmur of the benches where townsfolk had gathered, either from curiosity, finding shelter from the rain or for want of a better way to pass a July morning. At the front, beneath the solemn gaze of the magistrates, Hannah stood with her hands clasped tightly before her, the knuckles whitened as she tried to still their trembling. She had not slept the night before, lying awake in her narrow bed. 

	It had been Ginny who had urged her to take the matter to court. ‘You’ve as much right to Drew Ross’s earnings as any woman,’ she had said, sharply, yet kind. ‘He’ll not come round unless the men in wigs make him, pet.’ 

	Mr. Adam Douglas rose to speak for Hannah, his voice even and clear: ‘The plaintiff, Sir, seeks maintenance from the defendant, Mr. Andrew Ross, on behalf of her infant child, William Joseph Robson. My client is a working woman of modest means, employed in a laundry, earning scarcely enough to feed herself and her boy. She brings forth proof of the defendant’s promises, proof that he intended marriage, and that the boy is his own issue.’ Mr. Douglas held up a bundle of letters, each ribbon-tied and carefully kept.                   

	‘These letters were written by the defendant while serving abroad?’ the magistrate asked, adjusting his spectacles.

	‘Yes, Sir, from India,’ Douglas continued, ‘You will find he repeatedly states his intention to wed Miss Robson upon his return.’ When he read aloud several lines, plain words of affection, promises of a shared life, Hannah heard Drew draw a slow breath. He did not look at her.

	Whispers passed between Drew and Mr. Henry Ward, appearing for the defence, who rose and cleared his throat, ‘My client admits to the correspondence, but maintains there was no formal engagement, or acknowledgement that the child is his. He denies paternity of the child.’          

	A murmur swept through the onlookers. Adam Douglas instructed Hannah to respond. Her heart thudded painfully, but she lifted her chin. ‘I have nothing else to give, Sir, but my word and his letters.’ Then looking directly at Drew, she spoke clearly and deliberately, ‘You cannot lie forever, Drew.’    

	‘What say you, Mr. Ross?’ asked Adam Douglas.

	Something flickered in Drew’s eyes, but Hannah could not tell if it was shame or surrender. When he finally spoke, his voice was low. ‘Aye. He’s mine. William’s mine.’ 

	Henry Ward tugged awkwardly at his collar; the words had already settled in the courtroom like a tolling bell. He placed his ledger on the table and closed it, rolling his eyes as he glanced at Drew.

	The magistrate leaned forward, his expression unreadable. ‘This is an exceptional case of the kind that has come before the bench. The defendant, Andrew Ross, will pay to Hannah Roberts the sum of three shillings weekly for the maintenance of the child, until his sixteenth year. Let that be the judgement of the court.’

	As the doors opened, the crowd dispersed, and light spilled into the courtroom. Hannah breathed deeply, feeling neither triumph nor peace, only a strange, weary release.

	                       

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 2  

	 

	Lizzy

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Drew Ross had long been a part of Lizzy Kerr’s world. Both of their families had moved down from the Borders; being the only two children who talked ‘funny’ they had felt a kinship as they chased each other across Alnmouth beach, built forts in the sand, and walked for miles with his little dog. She had loved the sea even then, its salt on her lips, its restless hum. When she went to York to work in service, she left those memories behind, and when she came home several years later, she thought of Drew as simply one of the lads from school. 

	But the man who returned from India was different. His uniform had worn thin, his eyes darker with things unsaid, his shoulders broader, and his manner sure. When he looked at her, really looked, something within her had turned over, quietly but certain. The courtship had been swift, breathless, and a month later, she was Mrs. Andrew Ross.   

	Even as newlyweds, Lizzy sensed shadows in her marriage. Whispers began to stir in the village, that a girl from Alnwick claimed Drew had fathered her child, that there had been talk of marriage before he went abroad. At first, Lizzy dismissed it as malicious gossip; it would not be the first time that a man had been plagued by rumours from a woman seeking trouble. When she faced him with it one evening, she saw how tightly he clenched his jaw. Her heart was pounding.

	‘Tell me it’s nothing, Drew,’ she said, quietly.

	He hesitated, his breathing shallow, before answering. ‘It was before India. I was young and daft, doing the same that all young lads’ll do if a lass gives him the chance. She…. she took more from it than there was.’   

	‘She says you promised marriage. That her child is yours.’                  

	‘She says a lot,’ he replied, too quickly, then he continued, ‘Lizzy, listen. Whatever she is saying, Hannah Robson is no part of me now, nor ever will be again. I’ve made my life with you. That’s the truth that matters.’

	She said nothing. Lizzy had seen the girl and her baby once in the market, a slight figure with wispy, fair hair escaping from her hat, carrying a basket which seemed too big for her. When she overheard some women outside the grocer’s whispering the name ‘Robson’ a tiny ache had gone through her, not exactly jealousy, but something that felt uncomfortably close. 

	She loved Drew with an intensity that frightened her, loved his strength, his laughter, the feel of his hands on her. Yet she felt a slip of unease, like the shifting of sand underfoot before the tide pulls. She sat by the window long after Drew had gone to bed, watching the faint lamplight from the waterfront homes flicker across the black water. It was strange, she thought, how easily the past pressed its shape into the present, how a promise once spoken could ripple across time.

	The morning Drew was to appear in court, Lizzy stood at the house gate, her hands buried in her shawl, and watched him head off to Alnwick. He moved with the soldier’s stride that had first caught her eye, but she saw the stiffness in his back, the dread he carried like armour. Inside, the house felt too quiet; even the clock on the mantel sounded loud and accusatory. By noon, she could no longer bear it so she took her basket, pretending to run errands. In the streets of Alnmouth, women bent their heads together as she passed; one group fell silent until she had gone by, then broke into muffled talk again. Lizzy kept her head high, though her cheeks burned. She longed for her mother, but her parents lived in Scotland, and her few close friends had all moved away. She wished for someone she could talk to who would not look at her with curiosity, or worse, pity.              

	When Drew returned that afternoon, his face was pale under the tan. He hung his cap by the door with deliberate care. For a time, he said nothing at all, only the sound of him unlacing his boots filled the room. ‘Well?’ Lizzy asked at last, her voice steady.

	‘It’s done,’ he said. ‘They ordered me to pay three shillings a week until the boy’s sixteen. She showed them my letters.’ 

	Lizzy turned away so he would not see the quick shine in her eyes, whispering, ‘So it is true, then, Drew. He is your son.’

	He hesitated just long enough, ‘She made them believe so.’ But she heard the lie in the break of his voice. There was no anger in her, only a deep, weary ache. That night, she lay awake listening to his breathing beside her. She wondered if he dreamed of Hannah, or the child. She hated imagining them, the small woman’s sweet, kind face, pushing along her baby, Drew’s son, yet she could not stop. She still believed Drew loved her; she felt it each time his eyes followed her, each time he reached for her hand as they walked together. With her, he was open, boyish, tender in a way she doubted he had ever been with any other woman. Yet, she felt trapped between the unforgiving edges of other people’s mistakes, loving a man whose heart still bore the faint mark of another’s name. She told herself she could forgive his recklessness, that he had been far from home, writing empty promises, but there were things a woman could not unhear, neither unknow. She turned down the lamp, listening to the tide outside, praying to keep what was hers safe from the pull of all that had come before.

	 

	It began with whispers, a half-heard remark in the baker’s, a glance exchanged at the water pump, and soon the whispers hardened into talk, which ripened into open scandal. By the time the Alnwick Court of Quarter Sessions were published in the Morpeth Herald, everyone seemed to know: Lizzy Ross’s husband had been sued by an Alnwick lass, a Hannah Robson, for the maintenance of her bastard son, and she had won as he had admitted the boy was his. Days passed, neighbours’ visits became stiff, polite affairs that ended quickly. The minister’s wife called once with a cake and searching eyes. Lizzy thanked her, although her voice trembled, and afterwards, she sat a long time by the window, the cake untouched on the table. What hurt most was not the shift in how people treated her, she could endure that, but the slow crumbling of certainty. She had believed that love, pure and honest, could burn away a man’s past, that in the warmth of their shared tenderness, such shadows would fade.

	Lizzy pitied Drew who sat silent at supper, with his eyes fixed on his hands. She saw how guilt affected him and wanted to ask him if Hannah would let the boy spend some time with his father. Let him be ours too. Let us make this right. But her own pride and shame stopped her. 

	 

	The heat had pressed upon Alnmouth since morning, a stifling blanket that settled over the red-tiled roofs and cobbled lanes. Lizzy felt it most keenly in the still air of her small upstairs room, where she was sewing, but even pressing the footplate of the Singer machine seemed to take such effort, causing trickles of perspiration to bead on her upper lip and behind her knees. The scent of salt and seaweed drifting in through the open windows, beckoned her to the beach. She put down her sewing, ran warm, moist palms down her light muslin skirt in a futile attempt to smooth out its creases, and gathered up her masses of hair into a loose twist. The sun caught the dark strands as she stepped onto the street, giving them a copper sheen. 

	The road to the shore was dusty and empty, lined with low stone cottages bleached pale by years of wind and salt. Above them, the sky stretched vast and hazy, the blue fading at the edges to white.    By the time Lizzy reached the sand, the soles of her boots were warm, and the hem of her dress clung to her ankles. The North Sea glittered in the fierce July light, but the air was cooler on the shore. She took off her boots, lifted her skirt slightly, and walked onto the wet sand, leaving a trail of narrow footprints behind. The tide moved gently at first, whispering against her toes, then a gentle wave curled farther, daring to touch her ankles with its chill fingers. Lizzy closed her eyes; the relief she felt from the lapping of the cold waves was immense. A strand of her dark hair came loose and danced across her cheek in the sea breeze. The sound of families enjoying the beach huts among the dunes and the cry of gulls blended into the rolling of the tide. For that brief stretch of afternoon, she felt no heat, no hurry, no Hannah or Will Robson, only the vastness of sky and sea before her.

	She plodged along the shore then walked barefoot across the sand, the tops of her feet stinging as the sun baked them. Swinging her boots by their laces, she walked up the bank towards the town, stopping to sit on a wall to brush the sand off her soles and put on her boots. She squinted at the pretty cottage gleaming in the sunshine at the end of the lane; Drew had whitewashed it and planted a climbing rose around the door; she knew she was blessed that they had found this lovely house to make into a home. Her thoughts wandered to Hannah, as they often did. She had heard that the girl was still living with neighbours, thrown out of her home, struggling to feed a child born from misplaced love. Strangely, she felt not scorn but a kind of kinship, the weary recognition of two women bound to the same man. A voice inside her murmured that she had married a good man but he had done a dreadful thing, and she would carry the echo of that wrong for life.                 

	 

	Frost filmed the windowpanes before Michaelmas, and the roses in the small garden outside Lizzy’s front door withered long before their time. Inside, the chill seemed to settle not only in the walls but between the couple themselves. Since the court case, their speech had become cautious, conversations focused on chores or the weather. The tenderness that had once come so easily, a hand brushed by the hearth, a glance that always found the other, seemed displaced by an awkward formality, as though they were still strangers learning the boundaries of unfamiliar company. When the first of the three-shilling payments left the house each week, Lizzy did not mention it. Money given for what love had failed to make right, she thought. More than once, she heard Drew mutter curses under his breath as he counted out the coins, not in anger at the child or Hannah, but at himself.      

	Before setting off for work, he went into the kitchen where Lizzy was brushing the floor. She could feel his eyes on her and propped the broom up by the door. For a long moment, they stood facing one another, two people bound by love yet separated by the weight of all they dare not say. He reached out, hesitantly, and brushed her cheek with his hand. It had been months since he had touched her with such tenderness. ‘I would do anything to ease the hurt, Lizzy.’ he whispered.

	‘I know, but we can’t undo what’s been done, Drew. We must learn to live with it.’ In the months that followed, they did so, as scandal faded from gossip, replaced by the newer misfortunes of others, but within their home the echo remained, soft and persistent. Lizzy busied herself with parish work and dressmaking, Drew threw himself into labour, building and mending fences through sleet and rain. 

	Some weeks later, she awoke to find Drew sitting upright in bed, staring into darkness. The sound of his fast breathing told her what his pride would not, that he was haunted. She wanted to hold him, but she was afraid that comfort might loosen the one thread still holding them together. However, he sensed she had stirred and reached for her. There was no conversation, only the rough, unspoken need be close again after too long stripped of tenderness. Lizzy felt that old spark kindle, the heady recognition of how deeply she still wanted him, the man who had both hurt and comforted her. They clung together urgently, wordless, suffused with feeling, with an instinct to return to what was once whole.


For several weeks, Lizzy said nothing, holding the knowledge close as if it might flutter away if spoken. She would touch her belly lightly while standing at the gate, watching the sunlight spread across the fields. Then one evening, when Drew came home and sat before the fire, she went to him quietly and took his hand. ‘Drew, I’m going to have a child.’

	He looked up quickly, his eyes wide with disbelief, then dawning wonder. ‘Lizzy! Are you sure?’ She nodded, smiling through tears. He drew her to him and held her tightly, his breath warm against her soft hair. ‘A fresh start,’ he murmured, ‘for us both.’

	She wished she could believe completely in new beginnings, but she did believe in hope, and for now that was enough. That night, lying beside him in the quiet, she let her thoughts drift. She pictured small feet pattering across the polished floor, a cradle by the window, and the scent of baby soap. She imagined Drew holding the child, his face softened in a way she had never seen before. Turning toward her husband’s sleeping profile, she traced the line of his jaw lightly with her fingers. He stirred, sighed, and pulled her closer in his sleep. For the first time in months, she felt a fragile, uncertain peace, but real enough to let her dream.

	By midsummer, Alnmouth shimmered under soft light. The hedgerows trembled with dog roses, the fields were tall with barley, and Lizzy’s body had grown fuller. She moved carefully through the house now, balancing her weight, pausing often with one hand on her back. Drew had built a small cradle from smooth ash wood; he polished it with care, as though already holding the child it would keep. He had changed these past months. The grim set of his expression often melted into something softer when she entered a room, even if worries still clouded him, about work, about money, about what the neighbours might still mutter. At night, he would place his palm over her rounded belly, feeling the faint flutter beneath, his eyes wide with wonder. He pressed a kiss on her hair and whispered, half to himself, ‘Whichever we’re given, we’ll do right by them this time.’

	 

	The midwife laid the small bundle into her mother’s trembling arms, ‘You have a healthy daughter, and such a little beauty she is!’  

	Lizzy touched the child’s face, tracing the delicate lashes, the perfect curve of her mouth. ‘Mary,’ she whispered. ‘Mary Elizabeth Ross.’ 

	Drew stood beside the bed, his face pale with relief and awe. For a long time, he said nothing, only looked at the tiny fingers curling around Lizzy’s, who was pale but shining with exhaustion and joy. Then he knelt, pressing his forehead against hers, murmuring, ‘She’s ours, a new beginning.’ 

	Lizzy smiled, but somewhere deep within, the image of a small boy flickered unbidden in her mind: Drew’s boy, whom
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