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ONE

1927

She lay across the fresh mound of soil, her face streaked with tears and dirt. Her arms ached from hours of toil. She had not expected it to take so long, or to be as arduous to dig a dog-sized grave. There was no-one to help her give her beloved Laddie a proper burial. She had chosen this spot beside the horse chestnut tree, because it was one of her happy places. Violet had been eight years old when Flossy, her father’s collie dog, had given birth to four pups and her father had allowed her to choose one. The smallest of the litter had a white patch over one eye and he whimpered when she stroked him, and from that moment, he held a special place in her heart. Laddie had been more than just a dog. He had been her loyal companion, her shadow. It was to him that she told her tales of woe. He had been the only joy in her otherwise, miserable existence, the only one left who truly loved her. Now he was gone. She would never forget the day that she found Laddie lying near the backdoor, cold and stiff. Her tears had soaked his soft fur, but when her mother had found her sobbing over his body, she dismissed his death as a part of life. Violet placed some primroses and red campions on his grave and told him that she’d never forget him. She walked away with a heavy heart, but she had to go before her mother berated her for shirking. Although she was only seventeen years old it seemed to her, as if she’d lived a lifetime already, it felt as if she had the weight of the world on her shoulders. Her workload seemed never-ending as her mother became ever more demanding. Violet particularly hated wash days; her hands were red and sore from scrubbing clothes and the steam caused her long, dark hair to go frizzy.

As predicted, her mother was angry with her, “Where have yer been? There’s work to do!”

“I’ve been laying Laddie to rest.” Tears filled her eyes as she spoke.

“Well, it dunna tek that long to bury a dog. Stop yer fussing, me gal, It were only a dog.” She thrust a bucket at her, “Here, tek this, I’m waitin’ fer some water.” 

At the water pump, the sun was burning down on Violet’s back as she filled another bucket of water, her fifth so far. She carried it into the scullery and spilt some of it as she poured it into the copper. She put the bucket down and stopped to wipe the sweat from her brow with the sleeve of her brown dress, before picking it up again. She needed to keep going, before her mother, Mabel, complained. The fact that the buckets were heavy and made her arms ache would hold no sway with her. When the copper was ready, Violet fetched the washing dolly and dragged the wooden contraption across the floor; it almost came up to her chin. She cried out as one of its three legs hit her ankle. As she lifted her skirts to look at it, she noted that she still bore a bruise from the last washday, albeit yellow now.

She climbed onto a stool at the side of the copper and called to her mother for help. Mabel silently took the legs of the dolly whilst Violet gripped the cross-handle as they lowered it into the hot water. After she’d finished agitating the washing, her wrists and back ached. She rubbed her wrists then put her hands on her lower back, but her mother paid no heed.

“Gerra move on. I need yer to help me wi’ this.”

Violet dutifully turned the mangle whilst her mother fed the washing through. “Couldn’t we buy a washing machine, Mother?” she asked timidly. “It would make wash days a little easier for both of us.”

“Where do yer think the money’s comin’ from? They cost a ruddy fortune!”

“But it would soon pay for itself because we would be able to do the washing quicker, so we could take on more work.”

“I dunna trust them new-fangled things!” Mabel retorted.

“But Mother, we need to move with the times.” Her frustration at her mother’s short sightedness was evident.

“Watch yer tongue, me gal and gerron wi’ yer work!” 

Mabel still wore long dresses with an apron that came down to the bottom of her hem. She refused to show her ankles, believing that only indecent women wore them. She had lines on her face and wore her hair in a tight white bun, which made her look much older than her fifty-seven years.

As Violet walked across the weed-ridden garden to the washing line, she was mindful to stick to the flattened trail to avoid the nettles and the tall thistles that were growing in abundance, waiting to inflict pain on unsuspecting limbs. It bore no resemblance to the once thriving garden which had been alive with vivid coloured flowers and the sweet aroma of roses when her father was alive; it had been his pride and joy. Violet took a wide pair of Long Johns from the washing basket and hung them on the line, shuddering at the thought of Henry Johns wearing them. His father, Judge Johns, was their most lucrative customer but he was a mean and unpleasant man. In spite of his inherited wealth, he only employed two staff: a gardener and an elderly housekeeper who also did the cooking. It was cheaper to pay Mabel to do the washing than to employ more staff. She remembered vividly the first time she’d delivered the washing on her own, three years before; the day she met her nemesis. Her mother used to deliver the washing, but when she turned fourteen years of age, that task befell to her. Her mother had warned her not to dilly-dally and the responsibility had weighed heavily on her mind. 

The air too had been heavy and humid and the black clouds that loomed overhead foretold of a storm brewing. Thunder rumbled in the distance. When the storm broke, the heavens opened up. A clap of thunder was followed by a bright flash that lit up the dark sky and she’d been thankful that Lady knew the country lanes, had travelled that route many times and plodded on regardless of the weather. 

By the time Violet had reached her destination, the rain had stopped and the sun was shining. She’d been in awe at the sweeping driveway which led up to a beautiful red-bricked Victorian house, with its tall chimneys, grandly called, The Manor House. She had been a very bedraggled figure when she met Henry, the magistrate’s son, for the first time. He’d been very kind to her and had helped her to remove the rain-sodden tarpaulin tied to the back of the cart. He’d complimented her on her enchanting eyes and had pushed two pennies into her hand. She had blushed and thanked him for his kindness. Her face clouded over as she remembered her mother’s wrath.

“He gave you two pennies? What did yer do?” She’d eyed her daughter suspiciously. “Did yer steal ’em? Tell me!” She’d shaken her. “What did yer do? Did yer flutter yer eyelashes at him? Tell me the truth or else I shall get me horsewhip to you, me gal!”

Violet remembered that, in spite of her mother’s fury, she had still pocketed the money while ranting that, “All men are animals! They’re all after one thing.” 

Her thoughts were interrupted by her mother’s harsh voice. Mabel passed a basket over to her and ordered her to take the food to the workers adding, “Hurry up about it. There’s still work to be done!”

There was no point complaining about all the tasks she was set because there was no-one else to help her mother. However, today she was particularly tired and wished that her mother would give her a break. 

Mabel saw the reluctance cross her daughter’s face, for which Violet received a clout round the back of the head.

Violet was aching all over and she kept swapping the heavy basket of food from one arm to the other. As she trudged towards the top field, bemoaning her life, little did she know that fate was about to lend a helping hand and that her life would take a surprising turn. As she walked, the sun was shining and a gentle breeze wafted the golden corn and barley in the fields, tickling her legs. She smiled as she tilted her head towards the cerulean sky and watched as the fluffy white clouds took on a golden hue, as the sun peeped behind them. On the horizon she could see her beloved horse, Ned, pulling along a cart loaded with hay towards the old baler at the end of the field.

Violet was a welcome sight to the little workforce of neighbouring farmers who were gathering in the hay. Farmers often pooled their resources and helped each other with gathering in the hay or when reaping the harvest. As she approached, the workers stopped what they were doing and gathered around as they accepted the proffered refreshments, which consisted of cheese and homemade bread and cake. They also had a choice of milk or water from the pump. On the periphery of the group, Violet spotted a shy-looking lad that she’d seen occasionally over the years, but never in close proximity. Ted peeped over at Violet at the same time that she looked across at him and they shared a shy smile. He wasn’t usually shy, but he was awestruck by Violet’s beauty. She had long dark hair in unruly curls and the most amazing violet-blue eyes. She was the most beautiful creature he had ever seen and he just had to get to know her.

That night, Ted was unable to sleep and he tossed and turned, thinking of Violet, for what seemed like hours. He was thankful that he no longer shared a bed with his two brothers, Frank and Bill. His mother Mary told him he should have a room to himself once she considered him an adult. His young sister Lillian had never had to endure the aggravation of sleeping top-to-toe. Ted threw his covers off his bed and sneaked outside to the barn. He thought that the cool night air might help him to sleep. He could see the stars in the clear night sky as he made his way across the yard. As Ted tossed and turned, unable to sleep on his makeshift bed of straw, he could hear the sounds of the nocturnal animals, every sound magnified in the still night air. The incessant sound of crickets trilling in their quest for a mate, owls hooting a warning and the occasional melancholy moo from the cows in the nearby field, assailed his ears. In the distance he could hear a dog barking. Whenever, he closed his eyes, all he could see were those beautiful eyes and her sensual, full lips. He couldn’t wait to see her again.

A couple of miles away, Violet also had trouble sleeping as images of Ted’s shy smile kept invading her thoughts. She felt a flush on her face, every time she thought about the way his blond hair stuck out from under his cap, and the way his blue eyes lit up when he looked at her.

The next morning Violet rose at five and lit the gaslights and then the fire, before going outside to the cowshed where she milked their four cows. As she squeezed the milk into the pail her hands were cold; the sun had not yet permeated the clouds. They used to have thirty cows but most had been sold to raise much-needed cash. Next, she fed the pigs, who guzzled down their food noisily. As soon as she opened the door to the chicken coop the birds rushed out, clucking loudly as they pecked at the scattered grain. She collected nine eggs, some still warm, and put them in her basket. 

She opened the top half of the stable door and took an apple out of her pocket for Ned, who gently took it out of her hand and ate it. She unbolted the bottom half of the door, nuzzling his white nape that contrasted with his black, shiny body, before gently pulling the bridle over his head. He plodded by her side as she led him to a nearby field. He’d been just a colt when her father had brought him home and she treasured him as she did that memory. He was a gentle giant and a valuable asset to the farm.

It was now time for her mother’s breakfast. She filled up the kettle and put it on the range and as she broke two of the freshly collected eggs into a pan, her mother lumbered into the kitchen. She’d become cumbersome of late and her hands were getting more gnarled and painful by the day. 

“Yer late wi’ me breakfast today. Gerra move on, you’ve got work to do,” she snapped.

The impatience of her mother did nothing to dampen Violet’s high spirits and she could barely keep the smile off her face. Over the next few days, whenever her mother told her to take refreshment to the workers she did so willingly. She plodded across the yard with her basket, careful not to arouse her mother’s suspicions but as soon as she was out of her sight she ran, longing to see the boy who had stolen her heart.

When haymaking was finished, the young couple took every opportunity to snatch a few minutes together. They would meet when Violet was out with the horse and cart or, early mornings in the cowshed whilst her mother was still in bed. She felt a joy in her heart. Even though they had only known one another a short time, and nothing had been said, Violet felt she was in love, and was sure Ted felt the same way.

Mother and daughter ate their light supper of bread and cheese in silence. It seemed to Violet as if her mother was being deliberately slow that evening. She could barely contain her impatience and the light changed to dark before she could carry out her nightly duties. As Mabel opened the back door to pay a visit to the toilet, Violet placed her hand on her shoulder.

“Wait, Mother put this on.” She reached for the shawl that was hanging on the back of the door and placed it round her shoulders, “It’ll be cold out there.” 

Violet looked surreptitiously about as she filled the pail from the outside pump. The night was still and there was a nip in the air. She sloshed some water on the floor as she carried the pail inside and placed it near the hearth. Next she filled a stone hot water bottle with the water from the kettle and placed it in her mother’s bed. She then poured warm water into the large flowered jug and put it next to the matching bowl by her mother’s bed, and as she placed the clean chamber pot underneath the bed she heard the back door bang. The stairs creaked as Mabel slowly lumbered up them and into her bedroom, where Violet helped her to wash and settle into bed. She carried the wash bowl into the kitchen and tipped the water away, before she set about washing the supper dishes. Her mother was taking longer than ususal to settle that evening; it was as if she had a sixth-sense. Eventually loud snores drifted downstairs from the bedroom. Violet quietly mounted the stairs, taking care to avoid the creaky third step, but she had forgotten about the last one which creaked loudly as she stood on it. She held her breath, for a few seconds then slowly released the air from her lungs as she heard the snores getting louder. As she opened the bedroom door quietly and peered in, she could see her mother’s chest rise and fall as she lay on her back with her mouth open, her long white hair spread across her pillow. Violet smiled as she closed the bedroom door quietly.

Violet’s hands trembled as she lit a gas lamp and wrapped a shawl around her shoulders before heading to the barn. Her heart skipped a beat when she spied the barn door slightly ajar and smiled when she saw Ted sitting on a bale of hay with his long legs crossed, twisting his cap between his hands. The light of the lamp cast shadows across his face and as their two bodies stood close to one another, she could see a longing in Ted’s eyes, but it was a longing that would have to wait. She knew he had too much respect for her, as she had for herself.

He lifted her hand to his lips and said, “Vi, I want to say sommat.” He looked into her eyes as he spoke. “You know that I love yer, don’t yer? Please will yer marry me?” 

Violet’s voice was a whisper as she said, “Yes.”

He said, “I will love yer and treasure yer for the rest of me life.”

Their first kiss was tentative and gentle which ignited their passion and they clung to each other with a fever, something Violet had never experienced before. But their embrace was interrupted by a loud crack! Violet held her breath as she turned to face her mother standing there in her white nightgown, grey shawl around her shoulders, her grey hair hanging down her back, and red-faced, a horsewhip in her hand.

Mabel’s face was contorted with rage, “You filthy little whore! I’ll teach yer to cavort wi’ men!” She raised the horsewhip in the air, but as quick as a flash, Ted ran towards her and snatched it out of her hand.

“You’re mad!” he yelled. “And I’m telling yer, that if you EVER touch her again, I’ll fetch the constable! If you even as much as threaten her, I’ll not be responsible for me actions! Do I make me sen clear?”

They glared at each other until Mabel turned and stormed out of the barn. As Ted tookViolet in his arms he could feel her trembling.

“Don’t be hard on her. It’s not her fault,” whispered Violet.

“How can yer say that? She treats yer worse than a dog!”

“She’s suffered terrible losses.”

“So have you!”

“You have no idea how hard her life has been,” she said sadly.

Violet had felt sadness in her heart for so long but now her heart was full of joy. She was going to become Ted’s wife: Mrs Edward Higgins.
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CHAPTER TWO
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1889-1894

Mabel’s father was vicar at the local church where he was well known for his rousing sermons. Mabel would sit dutifully at the front of the church, along with her mother and remaining siblings and watch him in the pulpit with a bible raised in his hand, before a spell-bound congregation. Mabel longed to have some fun, but her parents did not believe in frivolity and always took the moral high ground. Mabel was the youngest of ten children, although there were only seven of them now.

Albert Smith went to church every Sunday, but not to hear the teachings of the bible, nor to save his soul. With his cap folded over in his hand, Albert sat at the back of the church, and when the service was over he’d watch as the church emptied from the front, and watch as the minister’s family walked down the aisle. Reverend Edwards was an old school fire and damnation kind of preacher and everyone knew that he’d raised his children in a dour and strict household. Albert remembered his ma telling him about how three of the Edwards’ children had succumbed to Scarlet Fever in one outbreak. Reverend and Mrs Edwards had bore their loss stoically, Albert’s ma said, but they’d worn mourning dress ever since - although that wasn’t very different from the vicar’s long black cassock that he wore for the services. Six of the seven remaining Edwards’ girls were all prim and proper-looking in their Sunday best. The exception was a girl with black curls springing from under her bonnet, and dark eyes that were full of mischief. Albert and she would exchange furtive glances and her mouth would curl up into a smile whenever she saw him. He wanted to kiss those lips so badly. After months of longing, he could wait no longer. His heart was racing as he boldly knocked on the vicar’s door; although the Reverend Edwards was small in stature, Albert knew that he was a very intimidating man. 

Albert was shown into an office, which was dominated by a large mahogany desk littered with sribbled notes alongside a large, leather bound bible, which he noted was open on Revelations. The reverend sat in a large leather chair, but he did not invite Albert to do the same and he remained standing.

“Please, Sir, I would like your permission to escort your youngest daughter to church.”

“I have to admire your nerve, young man, but what makes you think I would allow such a thing?” Mabel’s father said, looking up at Albert.

“My intentions are honourable, Sir. I wish to get to know her with a view to her becoming my wife.” Albert held the minister’s gaze. 

“What do you think you can offer my daughter? Would you be able to keep her in the custom to which she is accustomed?” He stroked his grey beard thoughtfully.

“Sir, I could offer her love.” 

“Love?” he sneered. “Do you think that love will feed her or pay the bills?”

“I am an honest, hard working man. I labour on my parents’ farm and one day, I will take it over. I feel that I can provide quite adequately for your daughter.”

The minister scowled, but Albert fancied that he could see a twinkle in the older man’s eyes.

It had been six months since Mabel had stood behind the door, listening to Albert muster up the courage to ask her father for permission to court her, and now she was Mrs Mabel Smith, a farmer’s wife. As the sun shone down on the newly weds, the bride was smiling broadly at a husband who looked at her adoringly. She was just nineteen years old and, Albert at twenty-four, was five years older. They made a handsome couple, with Mabel’s long dark hair and brown eyes and Albert the exact opposite, with blond hair and the bluest of eyes. Mabel had made her own wedding dress which was a delicate shade of beige and made from silk taffeta. The only embellishment was on the embroidered band on her veil, which went across her forehead. Albert wore a dark, slim fitting jacket that came to just above his knees.

Mabel’s parents refused to wear bright colours, even on such a joyous occasion and their wedding attire was more appropriate garb for a funeral. Her mother kept a stiff back and remained impassive throughout the ceremony. Mabel could hear her father preaching to anyone who was unfortunate enough to stand near him. She didn’t care that only two of her siblings came to her wedding since she wasn’t close to any of her family.

She was bursting with joy at the prospect of starting a new life, one filled with love, and although Albert had warned her about the realities of being a farmer’s wife, she didn’t care. She’d had her first reality check when he’d taken her to the farm to meet his parents. The smell of cow manure had made her eyes water, and a black and white dog had come bounding at her, leaving muddy paw prints on her skirt. However, any niggling doubts had quickly been quelled when her future in-laws embraced her on sight.

Albert had referred to their future home as a farm labourer’s cottage, but when she saw it, she knew that he was stretching the truth; it was little more than a hovel. It was a single roomed outbuilding at the farm which Albert’s mother had divided in two by hanging a curtain across the middle. On entering the abode Mabel covered her nose with a handkerchief, but it did little to deaden the smell, which reminded her of rotting wood. The whitewashed walls failed to hide the dark patches of damp in the corners of the room and under the small windows, which were situated at both ends of the cottage and which rattled in the wind. In the soot-blackened grate, a hook hung down for boiling the kettle and heavy, blackened pans and a copper kettle, dull with age with dents on the side, lay on the hearth. Next to the cold grate was a wooden fireside chair and in the opposite corner of the room another chair which had horse hair sticking out from the hole in the arm. Behind the curtain was a double bed with a jug and bowl on top of a wooden chest. Her breath furled out in front of her, like puffs of smoke. As she stepped outside, she squinted as her eyes adjusted to the daylight.

As the newly weds stood side by side on the church steps, she knew that she could live anywhere with her husband by her side. 

After the celebrations, Albert carried his bride over the threshold and straight to the bed. As he slowly lay her down, he cast her veil aside and kissed her gently at first and then with more fervour. He fumbled with her buttons and kissed the top of her breasts as he exposed them. When he rolled her wedding dress up to her thighs, she tensed and as he entered her, she cried out and the consummation of their marriage was over very quickly. Albert lay on his back, panting, staring at the ceiling, but when Mabel reached over and touched his face reassuringly, he gathered her in his arms. She helped him to lift her dress above her head and and cast it on the floor. Together they touched and kissed, delighting in the revelation of two bodies uniting as one. Enjoying intimacy with her handsome husband felt like a private rebellion against her mother, who had not told her what to expect, just warned her that sex was to be endured, an ordeal only to be done for the purpose of procreation and a duty she would have to endure as a wife.

Mabel grew to love Albert’s parents and wider family very quickly. They were so warm and welcoming. She often played tricks on them and they embraced what her parents referred to as her rebellious nature. Sometimes she would knock on the door and hide and jump out to frighten whoever opened the door. On one occasion, she stuck dark paper onto her beautiful white teeth and went round to see her mother-in-law, holding her mouth. Ena fell for her joke and was horrified when she thought her beautiful daughter-in-law had lost her front teeth. Mabel was unable to stifle the giggle that was bursting to come out of her mouth and they both fell into spontaneous laughter. Ena and Sam loved to hear their daughter-in-law laughing and singing and Sam often said that he wondered how two such miserable buggers managed to produce such a happy child, but they worried whether she would cope with a life so different to the one she’d been used to in the long term.

The smells of damp and cooking permeated every part of Albert and Mabel’s little home. The fire in the living room was not only used for cooking, but was the only source of heat. A copper kettle, hung on a hook over the fire to keep the water hot, which now shone after Mabel had brought it back to life. The water came from an outside pump which had to be carried indoors in pails. Mabel made colourful mats from rags and sewed curtains out of material brought from her previous home, to brighten up their abode. She tried to make the best of it, but it was a difficult life. She knew she should be thankful because whole families lived in the same conditions or worse. Her daily chores seemed never-ending and although she participated in all aspects of working on the farm, it was the milking she found particularly arduous, especially at half past five on a cold winter’s morning. However, the thing she hated most of all was the incessant mud which clung to the bottom of her skirts.

Mabel quickly became pregnant and happily relayed the news that she was expecting to her parents. Her father showed little emotion and her mother’s face actually showed distaste.

“Hmm, you’ll soon see what being a parent’s like! More chores and an extra mouth to feed,” her mother said.

Mabel didn’t let her mother’s words dampen her joy and glowed as her belly grew bigger. Her arms ached to hold her baby, but a few weeks later Mabel was sweeping the kitchen floor when she was gripped with a pain so intense that she collapsed on the floor. Her in-laws called for the doctor, and he advised her to rest after the loss of her baby. She had not been allowed to see the little soul but was told that it was a boy. For weeks, Mabel was inconsolable and took to her bed. She knew her Albert’s heart was full of sorrow at the loss of their child and how helpless he felt at easing her pain. Ena sat with Mabel and comforted her, her plump face etched with sorrow. She was steadfast in her devotion, mothering her in ways of which her own mother had long proved incapable. Albert’s sisters came back to stay in the farmhouse and help with the chores and they took turns to sit with a grieving Mabel. However, one of them was pregnant herself, which only added to Mabel’s grief, and the other had young children to look after. 

Her own parents were unsympathetic and simply told her that it was God’s will.

Gradually, Mabel climbed out of the deep abyss that had engulfed her, but had two more miscarriages, each one as painful as the last. She found it difficult to be the wife that Albert deserved, because she was scared of it happening again. Perhaps her mother was right when she’d insisted that sex was to be endured, not enjoyed, but she had enjoyed it. The realisation struck her like a bolt of lightning! She’d brought this on herself. She dropped to her knees and made a pact with God. 

“Please God. Forgive me for I have sinned. I’ve enjoyed the pleasures of the flesh too much, but I repent me sins! Please God, if yer let me keep a baby, I promise I will love me baby wi’ all me heart, amen.”

Nine months later and five years after their marriage, Mabel’s prayers were answered. After a long and arduous labour she gave birth to a bonny baby boy. As his cherub mouth opened, searching for food, she kissed the top of his downy dark head and made him a promise, “I’ll love yer forever and I promise that I’ll NEVER let any harm come to yer.” She held her baby to her breast and as he rooted for the nipple, she knew that she’d not feel like this for anyone else, ever again.

There is an old saying, one in and one out, and this came true when Mabel’s father passed away suddenly at the age of sixty-nine and didn’t get to meet his new grandson while her widowed mother showed little interest in him. Arthur Edward Smith was christened in his grandfather’s church and brought into the Lord’s fold by Reverend John Browning who was somewhat gentler than Mabel’s zealous father had been. When her mother passed away two years later, Mabel showed very little emotion. Her love for Arthur was all-consuming and she had little interest in anyone else, including her own husband.

Albert tried to make love to his wife, but she rejected him. 

“For God’s sake, woman, I’m your husband, it’s what married people do!” he shouted.

“Don’t you dare take the Lord’s name in vain! Sex is fer procreation not fer pleasure and I dunna want any more children.”

“Well, it’s only right that Arthur should have a brother or sister.” He stressed this point since Arthur was a few months old, but it always ended in an argument. 

“I dunna want another child. What don’t you understand? I’ve told you that I will never love another child like I do Arthur!”
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CHAPTER THREE
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1894-1898

Mabel fashioned her hair in a tight bun and wore dark-coloured clothes. Her belief in living a clean and Godly life was unshakable and the mischief and fun had gone out of her. Mabel’s love for her son was all-consuming; it was as if mother and son were one, two parts of a whole. In spite of Arthur eating well, she insisted on nursing him and continued to breast feed him until he was six months old.

She snuggled him next to her breast and he sucked loudly, his teeth caused her to wince, but after only a few minutes, he would wriggle to try and free himself. Mabel hung on to him pleading for him to come back to his Mam.

“Leave the lad alone, you’re smotherin’ him. He dunna need his Mam’s milk, he’s gerrin too big fer that.”

“He’s my son and I know what’s best fer him.”

“And I’m ‘is father and I dunna want ‘im growing up a cissy. Yer ‘ave to stop mollycoddling ‘im.” He scooped his son up and wrapped him in a blanket. “I’m teking him to see me Mam and Dad” and before Mabel could protest, he was out the door.

She ran outside and yelled after them, “Bring me son back! He dunna need them, he needs me!”

She scuttled back inside and threw a log on the fire. It hissed as it hit the warm embers. She slumped into the fireside chair and watched the tendril of grey smoke go up the chimney. Silent tears ran down her face as she pressed her breasts once gorged with milk, mourning the fact that she could no longer suckle her baby.

A few days later another argument ensued when Albert carried a hand me down cot through the door. 

“My son inna goin’ in that thing!”

“Why not? Me Dad made it and it were good enough for me and me sisters to sleep in,” retorted Albert. 

“He sleeps wi’ me. He dunna need a cot and he inna sleepin’ in that thing!”

“He’s too big. The bed anna big enough fer the three of us.”

“Well, you move out then,” retorted Mabel.

“You canna kick a man out of his matrimonial bed and home because of a baby! I’m your husband, the head of this house and yer need to show me some respect!”

Mabel sneered, “Yer might be me husband but Arthur is me son and he comes first. I dunna need anyone else.” 

Albert grabbed his cap and jacket and stormed out the house, slamming the door with a bang.

Arthur wimpered and Mabel put out her arms to him, and he snuggled into her chest. “There, there, stop crying, yer mam’s here, yer dunna need anyone else,” she soothed.

Albert could see the willowy figure of his father with his trusted Shire horse, Daisy, gathering in the harvest in the distant fields. The weather had been generally kind to them, but the days were getting colder and the ground was hard beneath their feet. Albert noticed as his father stopped working, and walked towards him, that his movements were cumbersome. His steps were shorter and slower and his stoop was getting more pronounced.

Sam simply said, “Yer late, Son.”

“I’m sorry Pa, I didna sleep very well last night. Let me tek over now. You gerroff home and get yersen warm.”

Sam shook his head, “Nay, Son, we’ll get the job done quicker together.”

The light had faded by the time father and son sat by the open fire, nursing mugs of hot tea. Ena put a plate of cold meats on the large wooden table, followed by bread and cheese. As she pulled a chair out to sit at the table, she felt the pain again. She gripped the table with one hand and held her stomach with the other, and was thankful that the men were facing the fire with their backs to her. 

As they sat eating their supper, the subject of Mabel came up. “Why don’t yer bring her round for Sunday lunch? It anna healthy to keep hersen cooped up like she does,” said Ena.

“Thanks, Mam, I will ask her but yer know what she’s like. She anna got time fer anyone but Arthur.”

“I’ll pop round again tomorrow and see how she’s doin’ but I hardly got two words out of her last time.”

“I think you should be taking care of yersen Mam. You look very pale lately. Are yer feelin’ alright?”

She brushed his concerns aside. “I’m gerrin older, Son. We both are. Dunna you worry about me. I’ll be as right as rain once I can gerra good night’s sleep.”

As Albert walked the short distance to home, his thoughts lingered on the parting hug he had given his mother, and the shock he’d felt on feeling that her shoulders were turning to skin and bone. 

Mabel was sitting in the fireside chair with Arthur asleep in her arms when Albert reluctantly came home. He took him out of Mabel’s arms and laid him in the cot and she made a futile attempt to snatch him back.

“See he fits it good and proper,”observed Albert, as Arthur carried on sleeping.

That first night without her son in their bed, Mabel insisted on keeping the candle burning in the window so she could watch her sleeping baby, the flame flickering in the draft, casting shadows across the wall. She woke early from a fitful sleep and lay staring at Arthur, willing him to wake up. When he eventually opened his eyes and saw Mabel leaning over him, he responded with a big, toothy grin. She kissed his chubby cheeks and carried him over to the fireside chair where she sat him on her lap by the glowing embers of the fire and snuggled him to her. After washing and dressing him, it was time to give Arthur his breakfast, and he opened his mouth willingly to feed on poor porridge, consisting of flour, butter and water, and guzzled the milk from their cows. 

Mabel changed into a long black skirt, which was her Sunday best and placed a straw bonnet on her head. As far as she was concerned, Sunday had arrived far too quickly. 

“Yer need to be kinder to me Mam than you were last time,” Albert warned. “She thinks the world of yer.”

“Well, I’m tellin’ yer, that if she mentions me ‘aving another baby one more time, I wunna hold me tongue” she snapped.

The driveway up to the farmhouse was uneven with potholes, which were full of muddy water after the downpour of rain that had fell in the night. It was difficult to lift her skirt up to avoid it getting wet whilst carrying Arthur in her arms, but she refused to let her husband carry him. 

Ena welcomed them with a smile and held her arms out to Arthur, but Mabel quickly walked away with him in her arms. Sam just nodded his head in acknowledgement. As his mother busied herself in the kitchen, Albert noticed how much slower her movements had become and the dark circles under her blue eyes, were getting deeper by the day. When they sat at the large wooden table, Mabel sat Arthur next to her.

“Let ‘im sit next to his grandparents,” said Albert

Mabel glared at him and leaned in closer to Arthur, but after a little tustle, the infant was seated between his grandparents, much to Mabel’s dismay. She hardly touched her food and instead spent the time when the others were eating, glowering at her in-laws as they fussed over their grandson. Immediately, after the food was eaten, Mabel stood up and snatched him out of his chair and clung on to him possessively. Albert whispered to her that she was being childish.

Arthur was growing fast, and his mother was dreading the time when he would have to go to school. She rarely let him out of her sight. He learned to do tasks with gentle coaxing from her and he would laugh when the chickens ran across the muddy ground, bobbing up and down as they pecked at the scraps he’d thrown down. His squeal of delight on finding the eggs and passing them into his mother’s basket always brought a smile to her face. One of his favourite things to do was to offer Daisy an apple and feel her lips tickle the palm of his hand as she gently took it out of his hand, showing her enormous teeth as she crunched on her treat. Arthur stirred the mixture when his mother made cakes and he especially enjoyed licking the contents of the bowl, and she would laugh as the mixture formed a moustache above his lips. He helped to sweep the floor of their abode and put logs on the fire, but their close bond often caused arguments between husband and wife. Albert accused Mabel of being selfish and too possessive with their son, and on one of those occasions he physically tried to prize him out of her arms.

“I’m taking the lad wi’ me. It inna normal to have ‘im hanging round yer skirt all day. He’s my son as well as yours! He’ll be a farmer when he grows up, a proper man, not a namby-pamby.”

“He’s got plenty of time fer all that. He’s stopping ‘ere wi’ me!”

Albert did not pursue the argument as he had other more pressing concerns. As he strode up the path to the farmhouse, he saw the local doctor leaving. He raced up the stairs and found his mother sleeping, her face a pale shade of grey, and his father sitting by her bedside sobbing as he clung onto her tiny hand. 

“It’s bad news, Son. I didna tell yer before, but the doctor came by a week ago. He says that he believes that she ‘as cancer and that he thinks it’s too late to do owt. He’s going to try and gerr her into the cottage hospital where he does voluntary work, but he canna promise. He’s a good man. He wudna tek any money but he accepted the meat I gave him. If it weren’t fer the likes of him, us poor buggars would be in the workhouse or the infirmary when we took ill.”

Gladys and Ethel, Albert’s sisters, came to stay at the farmhouse and took turns to nurse their mother and do her chores, in the house and on the farm. Gladys, the eldest by eight years, took it upon herself to chastise Mabel. She was an imposing figure as she marched up to Mabel’s door and banged on it until she opened it. 

She poked a podgy finger at Mabel, “You know me mam’s dyin’ but you dunna seem to care. Why aren’t yer helpin’ to look after her?” 

Mabel looked up at her sister-in-law and took a step back, “Of course I do, but I’ve got Arthur to look after.”

“You anna the only one that’s got children and husbands to tek care of, so get yoursen round there now, and yer canna use Arthur as an excuse. He’ll be fine playin’ wi’ his cousins.”

Mabel did indeed take her turn to help, but she insisted on Arthur being within her sight at all times and she hardly spoke to her sister-in-laws. Thanks to the care given by the women, Ena was able to remain in her own home until she passed away, surrounded by her loved ones.

The funeral was a solemn affair which took place at their local church. None of Albert’s three brothers were able to attend due to the after-effects of wartime injury. However, his sisters and their families came, as did the local community of neighbouring farmers and friends, who came out in force. It was a bitterly cold day and a steady drizzle fell from a grey, melancholic sky as the coffin was lowered into the ground. Mabel watched Arthur with concern and admonished herself for not standing her ground with her husband earlier. She had not wanted Arthur exposed to the damp weather, but Albert had warned her about mollycoddling their son. 

Over the coming days and weeks, Mabel gave her husband scant comfort as he grieved the loss of his mother; she was too preoccupied with her own worries.

As Albert rested his head on Mabel’s shoulder he felt her body tense up. “I’ve just lost me Mam, and yer dunna care. A man should be able to turn to ‘is wife for a bit of comfort.”

“I know what comfort yer after and it inna goin’ to happen,” she snapped.

Mabel tossed and turned in bed, listening to her husband snoring and envied his state of sweet oblivion whilst her own mind was in turmoil. What would she do when Arthur went to school? The fear consumed her.

Gladys stirred the tea leaves in the brown teapot and set it on the large kitchen table, along with mugs and milk in a jug, straight from their cows, and a bowl of sugar. As the family sat around the table, they looked anxiously at their father.

“What can we do fer yer Dad?” Gladys spoke first.

Sam cut a said figure as he sat with his head in his hands, his broad shoulders hunched over. “Let me die, that’s what.” His voice was a whisper.

“Dunna talk like that Pa. Me Mam would be vexed wi’ yer if she heard yer talk like that.”

“But she wunna hear me, will she Son? She’s gone and I wish I could have gone wi’ her.”

Gladys glared at her diminutive sister when she suggested that Albert and Mabel ought to move in the farmhouse.

Mabel sat silently in her chair, watching her son playing marbles with his six cousins, oblivious to the unfolding drama around the table. She jumped when her husband touched her on her shoulder,

“Are yer harking? We’re just talkin’ about me Pa. Ethel ‘as just asked if we could move in ‘ere and look after me Pa.”

“I dunna think I could look after ‘im. I’ve got me hands full wi’ Arthur,” she exclaimed.

No-one missed the look of horror on Mabel’s face.

“Dunna talk so daft, we’d ‘ave more room and me Pa’s no trouble,” protested Albert.

“I dunna want to be a burden on anyone,” muttered Sam.

Gladys glared at Mabel, “If yer anna going to contribute anythin’ to this discussion, then it’s best yer go ‘ome,” she snapped.

Mabel was met with protests from her son, “But Mam, I’m enjoyin ’meself.Why don’t yer just leave me ‘ere?”

“Yer comin’ back wi’ me and that’s final.”

An argument ensued, which resulted in Mabel leaving by herself and slamming the door on her way out while Albert gave his son a conspiratorial wink and they laughed.

After much discussion, Gladys spoke firmly, “I’m tekking yer back wi’ me, Pa. It’s clear that yer canna stay here on yer own and there is no way that I am letting that witch look after yer!”

“I think it’d do yer good to go wi’ our Gladys, just till yer feel like comin’ back,” agreed Albert.

Ethel nodded her head, “It will be nice fer the children to see more of their grandpa and p’haps when yer feel up to it you might want to come back and work on the farm, even if it’s just part-time.”

Sam shook his head. “I canna do it anymore; none of it! It’s not the same now that yer Mam has gone. You were always goin’ to tek over the farm one day, Son. It’ll be berra for yer to live ‘ere.” 

Albert was cautious. “Yer might change yer mind when you’ve had a rest.”

“Well if he does, he inna stayin’ in the same house as her!”

Albert knew that it was futile to reason with Gladys. Once her mind was made up nothing would sway her. It did not go unnoticed that he did nothing to defend his wife. 
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