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PART ONE 

1900

DREAMS CAN . . .




Chapter One

Rita Blackthorn’s heart was barren and hard. In all of her life she had never truly loved. But she had hated. She hated now, so deeply she could almost taste it. Beneath the loving gaze of her daughter’s soft green eyes, her heart swelled with dark and dangerous emotions. ‘Don’t stare at me, child!’ she snarled through gritted teeth. ‘Get up from the floor, damn you.’

Curled up like a kitten, Cathy was a slim homely creature, with a nature as warm as her mother’s was cold. She was barely sixteen years old. Since the day she was old enough to realise her mother hated her, she had yearned for one kind word, one affectionate glance. ‘I love you, Mother,’ she murmured. ‘Don’t turn me away.’ The softly spoken words were uttered from the heart.

Rita made no move. She gave no answer. But Cathy’s simple plea burned like fire in her brain. The emotions that swept her then should have been those of joy and belonging. Instead, her loathing clenched like a fist in her breast.

The girl’s voice trembled as she dared to ask, ‘Have I made you angry, Mother?’

Cold and aloof, the woman gave no answer.

Again the child entreated, ‘Why don’t you love me?’ Beside her mother’s chair, Cathy ached to touch those long slim fingers, to curl her fingers about them and to press them against her face. In the whole of her life, she had never experienced any loving response from her mother. Now, it had taken all of her courage to get out of her chair and bring herself this close. Her timid gaze swept the woman’s face. As always, it was cold, forbidding. Her mother was so near, so tantalisingly near, yet Cathy dared not reach out.

Rita Blackthorn appeared not to have heard. Her handsome face was set like stone. Painfully aware that Cathy had come to kneel at her feet, she was almost overwhelmed by the desire to kill.

For a moment it seemed as though she might reply. But then she began rocking the chair in a frenzy, her long busy fingers moving skilfully over the embroidery in her lap. It was not a labour of love. The needle wove in and out with vicious rhythmic movements. For a while, the only sounds that could be heard were the muffled sigh of the rockers against the carpet, and the loud ticking of the mantelpiece clock.

Keeping her fingers clear of the rockers, Cathy studied her mother’s beautiful face. Even now, she could not see the ugliness beneath.

Certainly, at forty years of age Rita Blackthorn was a vibrant, handsome woman. Having borne only one child, she had a firm, attractive figure and, with her flowing dark hair, magnificent green eyes and arrogant nature, she could have had any man she wanted. But she wanted none, not even her long-suffering husband, who cherished the ground  she walked on. One quiet look, one soft word from her, and he was lost.

‘Leave me now.’ The movement of the chair was brought to an abrupt halt. Reaching down, she dropped her needle and silks into the sewing box. Savagely slamming shut the lid, she hissed, ‘Get washed and away to your bed.’

On her feet now, Cathy resented being treated like a child. ‘But I promised Margaret I would wait up for her.’

‘You had no right to make such promises!’ Getting up from the chair Rita said in a low trembling voice, ‘Or do I have to fetch the stick?’ She glanced at the door where, propped up in the corner, was a long willow stick. As a child, Cathy had been beaten with the stick many times.

‘I’m not a child any longer.’ The green eyes hardened.

‘Don’t defy me, girl! You may be sixteen years old, but you’re not too old to be beaten.’ With a grim expression on her face, Rita made a dash for the stick, but on hearing Cathy’s footsteps and then the door closing softly behind her, paused, smiling with satisfaction. When she turned again, Cathy had gone. Softly laughing, she collected the sewing box, put the stocking inside and, with growing irritation, returned the box to the dresser.

 



Upstairs, Cathy sat at the window, her sad eyes scouring the countryside for a sight of her beloved Margaret. When it became clear that Margaret would be a while yet, she sighed and went about her preparations for bed. She washed at the basin, cleaned her teeth, then put on her nightgown before going to the dressing table to brush her hair. Perched on the edge of the stool, she swept the brush through her long, corn-coloured locks.

Afterwards, she sat on the window-seat, her knees to her chin, and her head resting on them. ‘Hurry up, Margaret,’ she pleaded aloud. But Margaret was nowhere in sight.

For what seemed an age she gazed forlornly out of the window, her heart missing a beat when she heard her mother climbing the stairs. For one awful minute, the footsteps paused outside her room.

‘Don’t let her come in,’ Cathy whispered, her green eyes turned to the heavens. ‘Please don’t let her come in!’ She waited for the footsteps to carry her mother away. The silence was ominous.

Suddenly the door handle began to turn. Quickly now, the girl ran across the room on tiptoe and crawled into her bed. Turning on one side, she closed her eyes and pretended to be asleep.

Rita Blackthorn swept in. For a while she remained at the door, her hard gaze on the bed. She half-turned, satisfied that Cathy was sleeping. But then she changed her mind and, on stiff reluctant steps, came to the bed. Here, she leaned forward, staring at the long fine fingers that clutched the pillow, that pretty slim neck with its pink young skin, then the lovely face with its high cheekbones and perfect shape. ‘You’re too attractive for your own good,’ she murmured bitterly. She wanted to tear herself away, but could not. Her envious gaze lingered, travelling the long corn-coloured hair and the thick dark lashes that fringed the closed eyelids. She imagined those striking green eyes beneath, eyes that were almost the mirror image of her own, and it was more than she could bear. ‘You asked me if you had been bad,’ she whispered. ‘You were always bad. The badness is in your smile . . . it’s in your  laughter and your goodness. Since the day you took root in me, you’ve been bad.’ Her features hardened. ‘I wanted a son, and I got you!’ Shivering with loathing, she rasped, ‘I’ll never forgive you for that.’

Incensed, she turned away. Her parting words cut the girl deep. ‘As for “loving” you? Never! Not as long as I live.’

When the door was closed and she was alone again, Cathy was filled with sadness that permeated through and through. Confused and hurting, she returned to the window-seat.

Through a blur of tears she searched the countryside for another woman, one who was more of a mother than her own could ever be, a woman with a heart as big and warm as the summer sky, a dear and gentle soul who had loved her brother’s child these past years, and was destined to be with her through all the years to come.

Burying her face in her hands, the girl pleaded, ‘Please, Margaret . . . please come home.’ The tears rolled down her face. Soon there were sobs which racked her body. Only the thought that Margaret would soon be home offered any consolation.

In that moment a sound made her look up. The squirrel had scurried up the tree outside her window and was almost near enough for her to touch. Cathy’s face shone with delight. ‘Oh, you lovely thing. I knew you’d be back.’ Touching the windowpane she giggled when the squirrel sat staring at her, its mouth and nostrils working, almost as though it was trying to tell her something.

Softly now, Cathy slid open the window. ‘Come for your tea, have you?’ she asked. Taking a nut from a corner of the window-ledge, she held it loosely between finger and  thumb. ‘It’s not very nice, but it’s the best I can do.’ Scolding the inquisitive creature, she explained, ‘It’s your own fault, because you haven’t been to see me for a long time, and now they’re all dried up.’

Creeping forward on the branch, the squirrel plucked at her hand until the nut was firmly grasped between his claws. He turned it over and over, his quick brown eyes examining every detail. At first he seemed not to want it. But then, with a little encouragement from the girl, he put it between his sharp teeth, split open the shell, and began nibbling at the contents.

‘There!’ she cried softly. ‘It’s still good.’ Enchanted, her face shone with delight which deepened when she caught sight of a small familiar figure coming over the far hill. From the blue dress to the short fair hair glinting in the sunshine, there was no mistaking who it was. Margaret was on her way back.

 



Margaret Blackthorn paused for breath. It was a long walk to Nan Foster’s cottage, and though she could have travelled on the tram from the end of the main road, she preferred to cut across the fields; especially on a day such as this, when the sun had shone gloriously down.

Shading her eyes with the flat of her hand, she squinted up at the sky. ‘What a pity Cathy wasn’t allowed to come with me,’ she murmured, her brown eyes shadowed as she walked quickly on. There was still a way to go, and she knew the girl would be waiting for her. ‘A woman like that should never have had a child in the first place!’ she declared under her breath.

‘They do say as how talking to yourself is the first sign  of madness.’ The man’s voice was warm and kind, but it startled her.

‘Good heavens!’ Margaret reeled back as he came out of the woods and stood before her. ‘Mr Leyton!’ Relief flooded her face. ‘You gave me a fright.’

‘Sorry about that,’ he apologised, then, holding up a large empty crate, he explained, ‘I’m on me way back from the market, and this is all I have to show for me troubles.’ Before she could express her curiosity about the crate, he pointed to the lane where his wagon and horse were waiting. ‘That downpour last week opened up the potholes, and the lane’s a shocking mess, I can tell you.’

Margaret smiled. ‘You don’t have to tell me,’ she assured him. ‘Why do you think I prefer to cross by way of the fields?’ As always when she came into contact with Owen Leyton, she was struck by his handsome looks. He was not much taller than herself, but his figure was proud and upright, his muscles hard, and his shoulders broadened by labouring on the land. Owen Leyton caught the eye in a way she could never explain, and his manner was always most charming. With the sun streaming down on him, his brown hair gleamed, and his dark eyes twinkled as he spoke.

‘You’ve still a way to go,’ he pointed out. ‘Why don’t I give you a lift on the wagon?’

Margaret eyed the rickety wagon with suspicion. ‘Are you likely to hit any more potholes?’ she asked wryly.

He laughed out loud. ‘I’m offended,’ he teased. ‘You’re talking to a man who was born on a wagon. What! I drove one almost as soon as I could walk. Me . . . hit a pothole? Whatever gave you that idea?’

‘Shame on me,’ Margaret responded with a grin. ‘For ever thinking such a thing.’

‘You’ll travel with me then?’

Margaret nodded. ‘Why not? My legs are aching, and I’ve the longest mile to go yet.’ She began walking alongside him towards the lane. ‘I’ve had a good day . . . spent an hour or two browsing in the Blackburn shops, then stopped off at Nan Foster’s cottage on the way back.’ Her gaze softened as she glanced to the big house in the distance. ‘All the same, I’ll not be sorry to get back. I expect Cathy’s been watching for me all afternoon.’

He nodded as though agreeing with her. ‘Aye. She’s a lovely lass. An’ if you don’t mind me saying, Miss, I don’t reckon I’ve ever known a mother and child to be so unalike. Oh, I know the girl has the stamp of her mother . . . and that’s not a curse because the mother is a good-looking woman.’ On seeing Margaret’s curious glance, he quickly added, ‘But their natures are as far apart as heaven from hell.’ He kicked at the ground. ‘I expect you know how your sister-in-law has a mind to put up the rents on all the tenant farms?’

Margaret should not have been shocked but she was. Trying hard not to show her anger, she merely answered, ‘Is that so?’

‘Aye.’ His face was turned to hers and his eyes burned with a fury that almost matched her own. ‘I’ll not deny the prospect of finding more rent has caused me a deal of grief, especially as we’ve had a hard winter and the crops were recently beaten down by the rains.’ Sensing he had said enough, he lowered his gaze.

It was on the tip of her tongue to reassure him that her  sister-in-law had no legal right to make such threats. But she knew how devoted to Rita her misguided brother was, and how, if it pleased her, he would let her meddle in affairs that were none of her concern. So Margaret merely answered, ‘My brother has said nothing of rent rises to me.’ She gave a short laugh that lightened his dark expression. ‘But then, like all women I don’t have a head for business. Much better to leave such matters to the men.’

He eyed her with renewed interest, saying in a pleasant voice, ‘Don’t pretend you haven’t a good head on your shoulders, Miss . . . we all know different.’

‘Oh?’ She was flattered.

‘I’m talking about the way you step in whenever you think your brother is being too harsh. Like last year when it seemed he might levy a milk tax on us. If he’d gone ahead with that idea, I’d have been driven under for sure.’ He nodded his head as though agreeing with some inner prompting. ‘I’ve never really said thank you for putting a stop to it, but I’m thanking you now, Miss. There’s no mistake about it, you saved my livelihood.’

‘And if I said I know nothing about it?’ She was astonished. How in God’s name had he learned of her brother’s plan? It was all exactly as he described and, for the first time since she and her twin brother had inherited the land and cottages, she had felt it morally right to oppose him on a business decision. But, as far as she knew, it had been discussed in private, and had not gone beyond the walls of the big house.

As though reading her mind, he answered cleverly, ‘Walls have ears, Miss.’

‘You mean the tale was carried out by someone from the  house? Are you telling me it was Ruby?’

‘Happen . . . and happen not.’

Her smile was friendly, forgiving. She found him wonderfully easy to talk to. ‘Meaning?’

‘If it was the housekeeper, you wouldn’t tell your sister-in-law, would you?’

‘What do you think?’

Grinning, he visibly relaxed. ‘Well now, Miss. Taking into account the fact that Ruby Adams has no family but yours, and has served you well these many years, and knowing you have a gentle heart, I don’t reckon you would punish her.’

‘Ruby is in a position of trust, and she did wrong.’ When she saw his expression fall, she quickly assured him, ‘I intend to have words with her. But, no, I won’t punish her, and neither will I speak to my brother about it.’

‘Thank you for that, Miss.’ His face hardened. ‘If word of Ruby’s little indiscretion ever got to your sister-in-law’s ears, she’d take great pleasure in making an example of her.’ In his mind’s eye he could see his landlord’s spoilt wife, handsome, arrogant . . . and immensely desirable. Thrusting such dangerous images from his thoughts, he exclaimed, ‘By! She’s a hard one! I had a bull like that once . . . magnificent to look at, but get on his wrong side and he’d rip your heart out.’ Suddenly he was trembling, whether from fury or desire he wasn’t altogether certain. All he knew was that Rita Blackthorn had the power to shake his emotions like nothing he had ever experienced. And he hated himself for it.

Secretly amused by his comparison of Rita to a mad bull, Margaret let the matter lie. ‘What’s the crate for?’ she asked brightly.

Momentarily surprised by her question and realising she wanted to change the subject, he answered gratefully, ‘It’s empty now, but it weren’t an hour back.’ Giving no more information than that, he strode along, swinging the heavy wooden crate as though it was no weight at all. ‘Where in God’s name has he got to?’

‘Who?’ she asked.

Pausing in his stride and turning his attention to the spinney, he didn’t hear her question. ‘It’s no use him searching now,’ he groaned. ‘If I know anything at all, they’ll be long gone.’

Margaret was intrigued. Standing some way behind, she watched him put down the crate. He then cupped his big hands round his mouth and emitted an ear-splitting whistle. It took her by surprise. Fascinated, she came to his side. Looking with him towards the spinney, she wondered what might suddenly emerge.

When only silence followed, he enacted the same procedure again. This time the whistle was so loud that Margaret was forced to press her hands over her ears, at the same time thinking she might have got home quicker if she hadn’t accepted a ride in his wagon.

Suddenly the spinney came alive when two large birds burst from its cover. ‘Well, I’m buggered! He found ’em after all.’ Falling to his knees, he pulled her with him. ‘Keep down, Miss,’ he whispered. ‘If they catch sight of us they’ll be gone like the wind.’

The birds were in a panic. Flying a short distance then falling to the ground again, they flailed the air with their wings and nervously fluttered about.

‘Is that what was in your crate?’ Margaret recalled him  saying he’d been to Blackburn Market.

‘That’s right,’ he confirmed. ‘Until we rumbled over the potholes and the blessed thing broke open.’

‘Shouldn’t you get after them?’

He shook his head. ‘No. They’re spooked enough. Best to stay put. I’ve taught him well. He knows what he’s doing.’ That said, he strained his eyes towards the spinney. ‘There!’ he whispered. ‘D’you see?’

Margaret followed his gaze. Creeping from the spinney on all fours was a young man. Inch by inch he came up on the birds who were pecking at the ground one minute, and in the next squaring up to tear each other’s eyes out. ‘Careful now. Or it’ll be your eyes they’ll pluck out,’ Owen whispered. Margaret remained silent, but watchful.

Suddenly there was a flurry of feathers as the birds went for each other, and in that same minute were grabbed by the young man. Wrenching them apart, he dropped each one into a separate sack before loosely tying the necks and setting towards the onlookers across the field. When he saw Owen, he grinned from ear to ear. ‘I’d have bagged them in the spinney if your whistle hadn’t scared ’em off.’

His father beamed with pride. ‘I might have known he’d track the blighters down,’ he laughed. ‘Just as well too. They’re valuable birds . . . champion cockerels, that’s what they are. And I don’t mind telling you, they cost me a pretty penny.’

Together, Margaret and Owen followed the young man’s progress across the field. At eighteen years of age, David was the elder of Owen’s two children. The only son, he was the apple of his father’s eye; the kind of son a man could boast of. Tall, well-built and incredibly handsome, he was  also hard-working and possessed of a warm likeable nature. With his wild dark hair and smiling dark eyes, he had the makings of a heart-breaker.

‘He’s a fine young man,’ Margaret declared as David strode towards them in that easy confident manner he had. ‘And a good friend to Cathy.’

Owen snorted through his nose. ‘Aye! And how long d’you reckon it’ll be before she puts a stop to it?’ Jerking his thumb towards the big house, he went on in a harsh voice, ‘From what I know, your sister-in-law would rather wipe her boots on my son than have the girl speak to him.’ He rolled his eyes to heaven. ‘By! If she knew how her daughter was teaching David to read and write, there’d be hell to pay!’

‘Then we’d best not let her find out,’ Margaret said softly. ‘What she doesn’t know won’t hurt her.’

‘She’ll not hear of it from me, that’s for sure.’ He rubbed his chin with the flat of his hand. ‘All the same, I reckon it’ll end in trouble.’ As he dwelt on the possible consequences of the growing friendship between the two youngsters, a deep frown creased his forehead and he opened his mouth to say something else.

Margaret put up her hand and intervened. ‘Do you want me to stop calling?’

‘’Course not.’ The very idea would be like a slap in the face, for Margaret had brought great comfort to his poorly wife. ‘What! Maria would never forgive me.’

‘Do you want me to stop bringing the girl then?’ Margaret was testing him, though she guessed he was made of sterner stuff than to let Rita Blackthorn dictate the pattern of his life.

‘Then David would never forgive me.’

‘I could always say it was my idea?’

‘Then I’d never forgive myself!’ Perceiving her little game, he shrugged his shoulders. ‘Shame on you, Miss. You know well enough how I want our David to have the learning I never had. Cathy Blackthorn is the best thing that ever happened to him, and as for yourself, Miss, you must know how me and the missus appreciate your help.’

‘That’s very kind. But we’re not talking about me in particular. What we’re discussing is whether or not you still want things to carry on as they have these past few months? In other words, Owen Leyton . . . are you happy for me to go on visiting your wife? And is Cathy still welcome at your house?’ She eyed him with serious brown eyes, the smallest suspicion of a smile appearing at the comers of her mouth. ‘I must say, I never thought you were the kind of man to let a woman frighten you. That’s all she is, you know . . . just a woman.’

He was embarrassed then. ‘She doesn’t frighten me, Miss.’ His hackles were up now, and his jawbone working in a fever. ‘It’s for him, isn’t it? For David. And to hell with Rita Blackthorn!’ His gaze went to the young man who was almost on them, and at once his eyes softened. ‘Who am I to say he can’t have his chance, eh? He’s a good lad, and one day he’ll make a better man than his father.’

There was regret in his voice, and something so painful that Margaret was obliged to comment. ‘How can you say that?’ she asked kindly. ‘No son could wish for a better father.’

When he looked into her eyes, she was disturbed by his fleeting expression of guilt. ‘You think so?’ he murmured,  dropping his gaze. ‘Mebbe! But I wouldn’t be much of a father if I robbed him of his chance to read and write now, would I, eh? David was always a loner, never one for mixing, especially with members of the opposite sex.’ He chuckled knowingly. ‘But that lovely girl of yours has opened up a whole new world for him. She’s not only befriended him, she’s taught him a love for words . . . given him the talent to write and read . . . something his father never could do.’ He grimaced. ‘It’s the biggest shame of my life, not being able to read and write. All these years, I’ve felt only half a man. I don’t want that for David. Until the girl came along, he still hadn’t mastered the pen and page. Oh, it’s not that he hasn’t the brains because he has. He just didn’t have the heart.’ He chuckled. ‘He hated every minute at school.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with wanting to be out in the fields instead of being squashed into a row of desks, with only the four walls to look at.’ Margaret worried that Owen might see this as a flaw in his son’s character. ‘David is a bright intelligent young man, with a great love for God’s wonderful creation.’ She swept out her arms. ‘And this is where he belongs, where he feels at home. It isn’t surprising that he didn’t enjoy his schooling.’

Soon they were all loaded on to the wagon; Margaret seated up front with Owen who had put on his cap and pulled the brim down over his forehead; David in the back, with the crate securely tied to the wagon rim. ‘I’ll have you home in no time, Miss,’ Owen declared as he gently tapped the whip against the horse’s rump.

‘I’m later now than if I’d walked,’ she said, desperately hanging on as the cart lurched forward. With her free hand  she dipped into her basket and drew out a scarf which she wrapped round her neck. Suddenly there was a light wind blowing and the sun was hiding behind a cloud.

‘Looks like rain,’ Owen remarked. Staring up at the sky, he drove the wagon on. The potholes were thick and fast, and with every turn of the wheels the wagon found them out.

‘Miss Blackthorn?’ David’s voice cut through the air.

Not daring to glance round, Margaret replied, her voice vibrating as she was thrown from side to side, ‘Yes? What is it, David?’

‘Will Cathy be coming to the farm tomorrow?’

This time it was Owen who spoke. ‘Talk sense, lad! It’s Sunday tomorrow. Miss Blackthorn never visits on a Sunday.’

There followed an awkward silence. But then Margaret’s warm voice answered, ‘If the weather is as glorious tomorrow as it’s been today, I have a mind to take Cathy on a long walk over the fields. I dare say we could make a detour to the farm.’ She turned round then. Happiness shone in his face like a beacon. ‘What’s so special about tomorrow?’ she asked.

His smile fell away. It was something secret between him and Cathy and, as much as he liked Miss Blackthorn, he had promised Cathy that no one would know about it until it was all finished. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ he said quietly. ‘It can wait till Monday.’

Margaret sensed his disappointment. ‘I’m sure Cathy would be delighted to pay a visit tomorrow,’ she said wisely. ‘But, as I say, it’s a Sunday so there’ll be no reading or writing.’ When she looked at him again, he was crouched  before the crate, tenderly stroking the birds, a little smile on his face.

The short journey to Blackthorn House took only fifteen minutes during which the conversation embraced the Boer War, the assassination of the German Ambassador in Peking, and the opening of London Underground’s central line.

‘As you know, I was bitterly disappointed not to have joined the fighting force,’ Owen lied.

‘It wasn’t your fault,’ Margaret reassured him. She had heard the tale time and again, and knew it inside out.

‘I should have been more careful. Two days before leaving, and I had to shoot myself in the knee with a shotgun!’

‘It’s no good blaming yourself, Dad.’ David had remained quiet until now, just listening and enjoying the ride. But now he felt he had to defend his father. ‘You have to be thankful you didn’t lose your leg.’

Margaret sensed Owen’s disgust at himself. ‘Sometimes bad things happen and we just have to make the best of them,’ she said softly. Her thoughts wandered. She thought of Cathy, and of how Rita had never deserved such a lovely child. She recalled how the girl had always craved her mother’s affection but been constantly rejected, and she burned with shame at the way her own brother accepted the situation. In his eyes Rita could do no wrong. Some day, Margaret knew, he would regret the way she had twisted him round her little finger. But for now Frank Blackthorn could not see what was right before his eyes, and there wasn’t a thing anyone could do about it.

‘You’re very easy to talk to,’ Owen’s voice interrupted her thoughts. ‘You’re a good woman with a sense of right  and wrong.’ Under his breath he added warily, ‘The wife has always said you’re a misfit in the big house.’

Margaret was made to wonder about this, and for some reason she was not too happy about it.

Fearing he had overstepped the mark, Owen quickly urged, ‘Take no notice of me, Miss Blackthorn. Sometimes I let my tongue run away with my brains.’ He blamed her too. Some people were so easygoing and kind that they made it too easy to be familiar.

Margaret smiled at him. He smiled back. But still he felt uneasy.

Conversation was at an end. Instead, he began softly whistling. Margaret thought about her aching feet and the few purchases she had made at the market. Behind them the young man lay on his back, stared up at the gathering clouds and dreamed of Cathy. So much separated them. So many things decreed that they could never be together as lovers. Yet he was determined: one day in the future, they would be lovers. One day in a far-off summer, when he was a man and Cathy was a woman, they would be man and wife. It seemed an impossible dream. Right now, the way things were, it was impossible, he knew that. But one day it must happen, or all of his life would count for nothing.

 



When the wagon drew up to the front door, two pairs of green eyes were watching from the house. Downstairs in the big front parlour, Rita was incensed that a tenant farmer should have the gall to drive his wagon right up to her front door; while upstairs, Cathy was delighted, her fond gaze going from David to Margaret, and back to David. He didn’t see her at first. But when he looked up, his heart  turned over and the smile on his face told its own tale.

Gathering up the hem of her dress with one hand, Margaret reached out with the other to take hold of Owen’s outstretched fingers. ‘Don’t forget your basket, Miss,’ he reminded her as she stepped to the ground. Sweeping the basket from the wagon, he handed it to her, afterwards tipping the neb of his cap and remarking that the clouds had darkened, and, ‘It won’t be long before the downpour.’

Almost before the words were out of his mouth, Rita’s angry voice demanded, ‘How dare you bring that filthy contraption to the front of the house?’ Before he could answer, she rounded on her sister-in-law. ‘As for you! I don’t know what you’re thinking of. I’m ashamed, that’s what I am . . . ashamed!’


Brushing a cloud of dust from her dress, Margaret smiled sweetly. ‘But there’s nothing for you to be ashamed of, Rita, dear,’ she remarked with feigned surprise. ‘It wasn’t you who rode home on the cart.’

Fuming, Rita turned to Owen Leyton. ‘My husband will hear of this,’ she warned. ‘And when he does, I shouldn’t be at all surprised if you and yours weren’t thrown out on the streets where you belong!’

Owen stared at her for a moment, before saying in a soft persuasive voice, ‘If I’ve offended you in any way, Ma’am, I’m sorry.’ He thought her a splendid figure of a woman. Such was the effect she had on him, he gazed on her from top to toe, mentally ravaging her almost without realising it. He was acutely conscious of the shapely pair of ankles that showed from beneath the hem of her straight-skirted cream dress; the tiny waist and the long dark hair that was caught up on her crown with an expensive mother-of-pearl  comb. He was aware of the soft creamy skin that showed at her neck, the exquisite ears and the hard set of her small square chin. He looked into those blazing green eyes and could hardly control his passion. He wanted her. He had wanted her from the first minute he’d seen her.

For a long moment Rita looked up at him, at those dark secretive eyes that seemed to touch her soul, and she couldn’t tear her gaze away. She had seen Owen Leyton from a distance on many occasions. She had never been this close to him: never realised how devilishly handsome he was. Something stirred in her. Something deeply disturbing. It warned of shocking things to come; things that would alter the course of all their lives.

He smiled and the spell was broken. Her anger erupted. ‘Be off,’ she cried. ‘And if you know what’s good for you, you’ll stay well away from this hose.’

Without a word, he made a small bow with his head, touched his fingers to the brim of his cap, and swung into the wagon. In a minute he was gone. But his presence remained. And Rita was awed by it.

‘Where’s your sense of dignity?’ she demanded of Margaret. ‘You have a reputation to keep up.’

‘There’s no harm done to our reputation,’ Margaret patiently assured her.

‘Well see what Frank has to say about this!’ Rita brushed by, storming into the house and slamming shut the door.

‘My! My!’ Margaret tutted. ‘What a sulk.’

After surreptitiously winking at Cathy, whom she had seen watching, Margaret went towards the house. Now a hundred years old, it made a pretty picture with its red-tiled roof, long stone-embrasured windows latticed with  lead, and every inch of its brick walls festooned with climbers from which hung many colourful blooms. Her admiring eyes rested on the place that had been home for longer than she cared to remember.

In 1810, Edward Blackthorn, the love child of a country squire and his lowly mistress, came into a handsome legacy. When the house became available, together with some considerable acreage, he fought off all competition and paid a handsome price for it. A farm hand all his life, and possessing a great love for the land, he took on fellow labourers but worked himself into an early grave – and no doubt turned in it when Joshua Blackthorn, his only son and heir, vowed never to turn a shovel or darken his hands with the earth.

When Joshua’s wife bore him twins, the boy, Frank, inherited his father’s indifference to the land, while the girl, Margaret, shared her grandfather’s love for it.

The house was many things to many people. To Rita it was a symbol of her higher status in the community. Her husband Frank was there merely because she was there; if she had lived in a pigsty, he would have grovelled in the dirt with her. To the tenant farmers, Blackthorn House was a formidable place, a place from which the ‘Squire’ presided over them, a place they were forbidden to enter. To Margaret and young Cathy, however, it was home; a place to come back to after a long walk across the fields, a place where they could hide away and tell each other their dearest dreams and wishes, a warm and welcoming sanctuary where they could shut out the hostility that surrounded them, and grow in the strength of each other’s love.

As Margaret came into the hall from the front entrance,  a small round figure with grey hair bustled in from the back kitchen. Ruby Adams was as much a part of this house as the foundations themselves. Now sixty years old, she had served the Blackthorns for over forty years. Hired by the infamous Joshua Blackthorn, she had cleaned his house, tended his wife, and, on a dark stormy night when the doctor couldn’t get through the floods, she had brought the twins, Frank and Margaret, into the world. Less than a year later, deeply affected by her husband’s blatant affairs with other women, Annette Blackthorn ran off and was never heard of again.

Afterwards Joshua Blackthorn brought one woman after another into the house. People came and people went. Money was scarce, then it was abundant. There was scandal and chaos; no servant ever stayed for more than a month – and throughout it all, caring for the children, protecting and loving them, Ruby remained ever constant. Even when, twenty years later, Joshua Blackthorn was found drowned in the river, she was there, a sane, familiar figure in a changing world; the same warm, kindly soul she was now.

Though older, and with the habit of speaking her mind to everyone but the arrogant Rita, for whom she had little time, Ruby was indispensable. Cathy and Margaret adored her. Frank had a lingering affection for her. And Rita tolerated her because she was a sort of family heirloom, handed down with their other possessions.

‘Whatever have you been doing?’ Ruby gently scolded. ‘You’ve sent the mistress into a terrible rage.’ While she talked, she collected the basket from Margaret’s arm and walked through to the kitchen.

Leaning closer to the round grey-haired figure, Margaret  looked into her eyes – pink because she had a liking for ‘a drop o’ the old stuff . . . for me poor old bones, you understand?’

‘I rode home on Owen Leyton’s wagon,’ Margaret answered her question.

‘You never did!’ Ruby’s pink eyes twinkled.

‘Have you ever ridden on a wagon?’ Margaret asked mischievously.

The old woman chuckled. ‘If I have, I’m not about to tell you,’ she said, blushing to the roots of her grey hair.

Margaret was intrigued. ‘Why, Ruby Adams!’ she teased. ‘Whatever secrets are you keeping?’

‘Not telling.’ She grinned broadly, showing a row of baby-pink gums. ‘And anyway, it were years back . . . when I were young and beautiful.’

Margaret burst out laughing. ‘You were never young and beautiful.’ It wasn’t meant as an insult, and they knew each other well enough to understand that.

Ruby thought a while, then cocked her head to one side before replying wryly, ‘Well . . . happen not “beautiful”. But I wore the frilliest bloomers, and I walked off with the best-looking fella out the lot.’ She shook her head and tutted. ‘I’ll never know why the bugger wed Alice Clegg when he could have had me!’

Margaret hugged her warmly. ‘Because he was blind,’ she declared.

‘Aye. Well, good shuts to him, that’s what I say.’ With that she informed Margaret that there was a snack ready if she was hungry. Inclining her head towards the drawing room, she whispered, ‘Her Highness just informed me that she don’t want dinner served.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘Because the master ain’t home, and she’s in a foul mood.’

‘Has Cathy eaten?’

‘Not yet. She’s been sent to her bed. But I can fetch a tray up for the two of you, if you like?’

‘That’s a good idea, Ruby. Give me half an hour though. I need to wash the day off me first.’ She also needed to have a word with Rita. ‘Foul mood’ or not, it was unfair of her to take it out on Cathy.

Impatient to see her niece, she went straight upstairs. A gentle tap and the door was flung open. Cathy threw herself straight into Margaret’s arms. ‘I’m so glad you’re back!’ she cried. ‘I thought you were never coming home.’

‘Well, you thought wrong. Not only am I home, but I’ve brought you a present.’ Going into the room, she laid the small parcel on the bed. ‘Open it,’ she urged, sinking on to the bed beside it, and watching Cathy’s excited face as the present was revealed. ‘Do you like it?’ she asked. But she already knew the answer. Cathy’s face said it all.

‘Oh, it’s beautiful!’ With great tenderness, Cathy cradled the brooch in the palms of her hands. An oval-shaped cameo set in silver filigree, it was the same brooch she had sighed over in Harpur’s shop window the last time she and Margaret had gone into Blackburn town.

Going to the mirror, she pinned it to the neck of her nightgown. In the light from the window it shimmered and glowed. ‘Oh, look!’ she cried, glancing at Margaret in the mirror. ‘The lady’s smiling at me.’ And, just for a moment, when she moved and the dying sunlight caught the cameo face, it did seem so.

‘That’s because she knows what a delightful creature you  are.’ Margaret came to her then, resting an arm around the girl’s shoulders and gazing into the mirror at her. There was a world of love in her eyes.

Pressing one hand into Margaret’s, and holding the brooch against her throat with the other, Cathy told her softly, ‘I do love you.’

Sensing the girl’s dilemma, Margaret assured her, ‘You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.’

The words tumbled out. ‘She said she could never love me.’ She believed her mother’s words would haunt her forever. ‘Why? Why won’t she love me? I’ve done nothing wrong, have I?’

‘No, and don’t think that.’ She sought for a way to explain Rita’s coldness towards her own daughter. It was hard. Instead, she gave Cathy a degree of hope. ‘We’re all different,’ she began. ‘Women are complex creatures . . . some love their children even while they’re carrying them. Others love them from the minute they’re born. And there are those who simply don’t have the capacity to love . . . they can’t open their hearts to anyone.’



‘She’s like that, isn’t she?’ Cathy stiffened in her arms. ‘She meant what she said. For all my life, she’ll never love me, will she?’

Margaret wanted to say the right thing, something that would help Cathy . . . give her hope, but not too much, because there was no hope of Rita ever loving this precious girl . . . no hope that her heart would soften with the passing of the years. It wasn’t Rita she cared about now. It was Cathy. And the only solace she could offer was to say, ‘Be patient, sweetheart. Give her time, and she might turn out to be the mother you want.’

‘I wish you were my mother.’

‘I’m not your mother, Cathy,’ Margaret said regretfully. ‘But, with the help of the Lord, I’ll be here for as long as you need me.’ They clung to each other then, and the world was right again.

‘Anyway, you’re not the only one who got on her wrong side.’ Margaret chuckled at the way Rita had laid into her about riding on the wagon.

‘Tell me all about it. How did you come to be on the wagon? And David? Did he ask after me? How soon are we visiting again?’ The questions came thick and fast, and Margaret answered them as best she could. She outlined the sequence of events, and finished by assuring Cathy, ‘I’ve promised we’ll pay a visit tomorrow afternoon.’ That brought a smile to her face.

So did the news that Ruby brought. ‘I’m to tell you that dinner will be served after all, and you’re both to be at the table. The master’s home and roaring hungry,’ she announced wryly. ‘What’s more, he’s brought someone back from London with him . . . though he must be a ghost, ’cause I ain’t seen hide nor hair of the fella!’

 



On the stroke of eight o’clock, Cathy and Margaret came into the dining room; Cathy looking fresh and bright in a pale blue dress, and Margaret feeling just a little bit special after washing and changing into her favourite cream-coloured blouse and long straight skirt; scalloped at the hem, it showed more of her legs than her brother thought proper.

‘Be quick! Be quick!’ Frank Blackthorn was already seated at the table. A big man with a soft face, sad blue  eyes and wild brown hair, he was normally a quiet and reserved soul. Tonight, though, he was greatly excited, and could hardly keep still.

The new maid, Milly, recently taken on because of Ruby’s worsening gout, was standing ready to serve soup. As yet there was still no sign of Rita. ‘Where on earth is she?’ Agitated, Frank got up from his chair and proceeded to walk backwards and forwards, anxiously peering through the door whenever he came to it, and feverishly rubbing his hands together behind his back. ‘He’s like the rabbit in Alice in Wonderland,’ Cathy whispered, but fell silent when Margaret shot her a warning glance.

It was ten minutes past eight when Rita arrived. The maid was nervously shifting from one foot to the other; Frank was beside himself with impatience; Margaret was toying with the idea of expressing her curiosity regarding the ‘fella’ Ruby had mentioned earlier, and Cathy was busy listening to the tune her hungry stomach was playing.

Rita swept in as though she was royalty about to meet her subjects. Bedecked in a crimson dress and matching shoes, and with her dark hair curled about her ears. she looked magnificent. ‘My dear, you look wonderful!’ As usual, Frank was besotted. Springing forward to lead her to her chair, he fussed over her all the way.

Looking about her as Frank returned to his own seat, she asked, ‘Where is he?’

Frank gave a little secretive smile. ‘Who, my dear?’ He was obviously enjoying himself.

Impatient, Rita banged her fist on the table. ‘Your guest, of course . . . the man you brought from London!’

‘All in good time, my dear,’ he replied, beckoning the  thankful maid to serve the first course. ‘Ruby should be attending to him now. I’m sure hell join us soon enough.’

In fact, it was sooner than he had intended. They were halfway through the main course when screeches of horror were heard from the hall. Before Frank could get to his feet the doors had burst open and all hell was let loose. The fleeing dark shape flitted through the room, ducking and darting and letting out cries like a banshee. Behind him came Ruby, wearing a dirt-stained pinafore and looking flustered. ‘He ’scaped from me!’ she wailed above Rita’s screams. ‘The bugger took off when, I were getting the soap!’

‘Got you!’ Frank lunged at the shape and hoisted it up for all to see. When it wriggled and squealed, Rita screamed the louder, Cathy giggled, and Margaret was astonished when she saw what Frank was holding. ‘It’s a lad!’ she exclaimed, though she could hardly see its features beneath the layers of grime.

‘A street urchin,’ Frank corrected. ‘It tried to pick my pocket outside the club in Piccadilly . . . would have been carted off and thrown in prison if I hadn’t arranged for it to be brought here.’ He seemed very proud of himself. In fact, there was much more to the young urchin than he intended revealing.

‘You must be mad!’ Rita yelled, wrapping her handkerchief over her nose. ‘Get it out of here!’

Frank’s reply was calm and sincere, and everyone there was silenced by it. ‘No, my dear,’ he answered. The boy stays. He’ll be the son we never had.’

Lost for words, Rita stared at her husband as though he had lost his mind. Margaret was shocked to her roots. And  Cathy could only watch with disbelief; she had always believed it was her mother who bitterly regretted never having a son. Now she realised it was her father also. She looked into his face, that big soft face that was now hard and unyielding. And, for the first time, she really despaired of ever winning her parents’ love.

Margaret too saw the possessive look in her brother’s eyes. She saw that Rita was reluctantly intrigued by the intruder. She looked at the boy, a surprisingly well-built creature, with dirt-encrusted hair hanging to his shoulders, the whites of his eyes staring out of a blackened face, and like Cathy she wondered what manner of chaos he would bring to Blackthorn House.

In those few moments before Ruby led the urchin away, no one there could ever begin to imagine the sequence of events that even now was being unleashed.




Chapter Two

‘Do you think he’ll run away?’ In spite of her generous nature, Cathy sounded hopeful.

‘Who knows?’ Margaret replied as they crossed the brook. ‘Why? Do you want him to?’

Cathy thought for a while, then answered sincerely, ‘At first I resented him. But now, I’m not sure how I feel.’ She looked up with anxious green eyes. ‘Mother said I was wicked. Maybe she’s right.’

Stopping at the top of the bank, Margaret pulled her up short. ‘Your mother’s wrong,’ she said softly. ‘You’re not wicked! Don’t ever think that, sweetheart.’ When Cathy seemed not to be convinced, she went on, ‘When your father brought that boy into our lives, he gave us all something to think about. After all, we don’t know anything at all about him . . . who he is or where he’s come from.’

‘Do you want him to stay?’

‘Like you, I’m not too sure.’

‘What about Mother?’

Margaret’s expression darkened. ‘I’m sorry, sweetheart, I can’t answer for her.’ Sensing that the conversation might take a much more serious turn, she took hold of Cathy’s  hand and headed quickly towards the Leyton smallholding. Above them the sun shone out of a sapphire blue sky, and the sound of birds filled the air. It was a glorious day, and it was Margaret’s intention that nothing would spoil it. Cathy was still smarting from her mother’s treatment of her, and now there was the urchin to contend with. Not for the first time, she wondered where it would all end. ‘Remember, it’s Sunday,’ she reminded Cathy. ‘You’re only visiting . . . not working.’

Cathy’s thoughts were still at Blackthorn House, with her mother and the boy. ‘He seems to be worming his way into Mother’s affections,’ she recalled. ‘When he spilled tea on the tablecloth at breakfast, she didn’t even scold him.’ Casting her gaze to the ground, she was quiet for a moment, before recalling an incident she would rather forget but could not. ‘When I dropped my spoon on the floor last week, she slapped me really hard.’ Subconsciously caressing the side of her face where Rita had struck her, she gave a small sigh. ‘The other night, when she thought I was asleep, I heard her say I was bad . . . and that she never wanted me. She only wanted a son.’ Looking up at Margaret, she asked forlornly, ‘Now they have a son, they won’t want me any more, will they?’

They had come to a narrow lane. ‘Come and sit here, sweetheart,’ Margaret coaxed, pointing to a derelict cart. ‘We deserve a breather, I think.’ What she really wanted was to put Cathy’s tortured mind at rest.

Easing herself up on to the shaft, Cathy sat alongside her aunt. ‘As long as I’ve got you, I don’t care,’ she lied, but the despair in her voice betrayed the truth.

Taking a deep breath, Margaret smiled into her upturned  face. ‘You don’t have to pretend with me,’ she said, shaking her head in disapproval. ‘I thought we always told each other the truth?’

Cathy was ashamed. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘I should think so too.’ She put her arm round the girl’s slim shoulders and drew her close. ‘Now you listen to me, and listen carefully,’ she began, and Cathy looked at her intently. ‘First of all, you must never make hasty judgments . . . sometimes people say things they really don’t mean. Like you said just now, about not caring whether they loved you. Oh, I know it’s hard, and I’m sorry you heard your mother say those things about wanting a son. But she didn’t know you were listening, did she?’

‘No.’

‘Have you ever heard her say that before . . . about wanting a son?’

Cathy thought hard. ‘No, I’ve never heard her say that before,’ she confessed.

‘Have you ever heard your father say he doesn’t want you?’

‘No.’

‘Well then! As far as I can tell, he loves you very much.’

‘He never tells me that.’

‘I know, and it’s a great pity. But even if he doesn’t tell you so, you know he loves you. In your heart, you know. Don’t you, eh?’

‘I suppose so,’ she admitted in a brighter voice.

‘Good. By the way, it might be wiser not to mention the boy to anyone. I think we’ll let your father do the explaining, shall we?’ She was amused by the idea . . . it would be a sort of punishment for what she believed to be his foolhardy  action. When she spoke again, it was with a serious voice. ‘After all, it was all his idea and, to tell you the truth, I’m afraid he may very well come to regret it.’

‘I was going to tell David about him, but I won’t.’

‘Right then! Let’s make our way, or it’ll be dark before we get back.’ She swung off the shaft and, with Cathy beside her, quickened her steps away from the lane.

Disappointed, Cathy glanced towards the cottage at the end of the lane. ‘I thought we were calling on Nan Foster?’

‘We are. But on the way back,’ Margaret explained.

‘Do you think he’s a bad lot?’

‘Who?’

‘The urchin.’

‘I think we should give him the chance to prove himself one way or the other.’

‘He was picking Father’s pockets.’

‘I know, but from what your father told me, he has no home or family. Perhaps he was driven to it.’

Cathy thought on that for a time. Then, ‘He has a nice face, don’t you think?’

‘Yes, I think he does.’

‘Mother thinks he’s handsome.’ A shadow crossed Cathy’s face.

‘I suppose she’s just pleased he looks more like a human being, now he’s been washed and dressed like a little gentleman.’

‘She’ll probably dote on him.’

Margaret laughed. ‘I don’t think so. Tomorrow she’ll probably throw him out on his ear.’ In fact, Margaret too had been surprised when her sister-in-law made no objection to the boy’s remaining at the table throughout breakfast;  though she made no effort to put him at his ease, she glanced his way occasionally when she thought no one was looking. ‘Anyway, I have the feeling he would much rather be out on the streets, picking pockets.’

‘He ate more than all of us put together.’

Margaret laughed. ‘I expect that’s because Ruby threatened him with all manner of horrors if he didn’t eat her beautifully cooked food.’

‘Would you say he’s good-looking?’

‘I suppose he is, yes.’

Like everyone else, she had been astonished at the change in the urchin. Ruby had scrubbed him until he glowed, then she cut his hair short and dressed him in the clothes which Frank had already bought from a shop in Blackburn. The result was astounding. Gone was the filthy bundle of rags, and in its place was revealed a young man who, though half-starved and pale, appeared to be about Cathy’s age. With his thick mop of fair hair and light hazel eyes, he had a certain appeal – though there was nothing appealing about his manners or his speech. On being summoned to the breakfast table, he boldly warned his host, ‘Don’t think about callin’ the rozzers, guv, cause I’ll be long gone by the time they get ’ere!’ However, once Frank assured him he was safe enough, he sat at the table and proceeded to fill himself with every morsel in sight.

‘I’m a bit wary of him.’ Cathy didn’t care much for the way he stared at her, as though silently assessing her.

‘No need to be,’ Margaret assured her. ‘He’s probably more wary of you.’ With that, she quickened her steps; over the hill, past the spinney, down through the valley, and it wasn’t long before the Leyton smallholding was in sight. A  tall red-brick house with square windows and a litter of farming implements outside, it was always untidy. But, nestling between the curve of a tree-lined river and the rising hills behind, it was situated in one of the loveliest spots around.

Cathy ran on ahead. By the time Margaret got to the back door, David and Cathy were already deep in conversation. Pausing to look on for a moment, Margaret saw the change in Cathy. Her eyes were sparkling and her face was alive with joy, as it always was when she was with David.

‘Don’t wander off,’ Margaret warned. ‘And mind what I said . . . no working on the Sabbath!’

‘Come in, Miss Blackthorn . . . please.’ The voice was weak and thin, like its owner. Maria Leyton was not yet fully recovered from a long and debilitating illness. Frail and painfully thin, with greying hair and tired blue eyes,she looked much older than her forty-one years. ‘Our Teresa’s about to put the kettle on.’ Her smile was warm and genuine. ‘You’ll take a brew with me, won’t you?’

Margaret followed her into the scullery; a cramped but cosy room, it contained a sofa, a straight-backed chair, an empty fire-grate, and a big earthenware sink. Above this was a large window through which sunshine flooded in, falling on the girl who stood there.

Eighteen next birthday, Teresa Leyton was only a year older than Cathy, but she could not have been more different. Thick-set, tall for her age and with staring blue eyes and shoulder-length brown hair, she was possessed of a devious mind and a quick temper. When the two women came into the room, she didn’t turn round. Instead, she pumped the handle that much harder, and silently cursed  when the water merely trickled out.

‘Hello, Teresa,’ Margaret said cheerily. ‘If you want to go out in the sunshine, I can finish that.’ She gestured to the kettle in the girl’s hand.

‘It’s all right,’ came the sullen reply, ‘Dad said I wasn’t to leave until the kettle was boiling on the stove.’ With that she rammed the spout of the kettle beneath the tap and stood stiffly while it began to fill.

‘Sit yourself down, Miss,’ urged Maria Leyton. Embarrassed by her daughter’s open hostility to their visitor, the woman made a mental note to scold her later.

When Margaret sat herself in the upright chair, Maria smiled with relief. Easing on to the sofa, she said, ‘You’ve just missed Owen. He’s off over the fields . . . after a fat juicy rabbit to fill the pot, y’see.’ Chuckling, she pointed to the wood-stove. ‘He’s lit the stove all ready, so he’ll not be long afore he’s back, an’ I know he’ll be glad to see you.’

‘It’s you I’ve come to visit,’ Margaret assured her. ‘How are you feeling, Maria?’

‘Oh, up and down. Getting stronger by the day.’ She tugged at the embroidered bed-jacket given to her by Margaret on a previous visit. ‘I’ve been real glad o’ this,’ she said. ‘I can’t keep the warmth inside me bones, y’see. But this jacket’s been a real godsend.’ Her voice fell to a whisper. ‘These past months . . . you’ve been that good to me, Miss. As God’s me judge, I don’t know what I’d have done without you . . .’ Her eyes swam with tears of gratitude.

‘I’m a neighbour, Maria,’ Margaret murmured, ‘I’m sure you would do the very same for me.’

‘Oh, I would!’

Another voice intervened then, a hard and spiteful voice. ‘No, you wouldn’t!’ Teresa swung round to address her mother, her blue eyes brilliant with hatred. ‘Folks like us can’t hardly help ourselves, let alone help others.’ Casting a derisory glance at Margaret, she declared in a harsh voice, ‘It’s easy for the likes of you, Miss Blackthorn, because you don’t know what it’s like to go without. Up there in your warm house, what would you know, eh?’ Tossing her head, she snapped, ‘Me dad might be easily fooled by a pretty smile, and me mam might be glad of you with your presents and your do-gooding. But not me! I can see right through your kind, and I don’t want you here! Do you understand what I’m saying? You’re not wanted here!’

‘Teresa!’ White-faced and shocked to the core, Maria struggled from the chair. ‘Your father would flay the skin off your bones if he could hear what you’re saying. Miss Blackthorn has been a real good friend to this family, and well you know it!’ Having worked herself up, she fell back on the sofa, coughing and gasping. ‘Shame on you,’ she spluttered, and as Margaret rushed to the woman’s aid, the girl made haste towards the door.

‘It’s the truth!’ she cried from the doorway. ‘She might seem to be helping us, but she ain’t no better than the rest of ’em who live up at the house!’ Staring with contempt at her mother, she sneered, ‘She makes me sick . . . coming here in her fine frocks and fetching basketfuls of goodies. And what about the other witch who threatens to put us out of house and home?’

Though deeply hurt, Margaret addressed the girl in a cool voice that betrayed nothing of what she was feeling. ‘My sister-in-law and I may live under the same roof, but  that doesn’t make us the same in nature.’ She paused a moment, not wanting to say it, but knowing she should. ‘Any more than it makes you and your brother of the same nature.’ It pleased her that the girl was brought up sharp by the remark. ‘As far as being put out of house and home is concerned, all I can promise is that it won’t happen if I can help it.’

Choosing to ignore what she knew to be the truth, the girl claimed viciously, ‘You come here to spy, don’t you, eh? Spying and taking tales back to that sister-in-law of yours. You’re all in it together: wanting to make life harder and harder for us, threatening this and that, wanting to take the bread from our mouths, making us live in fear. You and the high and mighty Rita Blackthorn . . . you’re all the same. You’ve got money and we ain’t. But it don’t make you any better than us!’ White-faced with rage, she stormed out, slamming the door behind her.

‘God help us, what have I raised?’ Maria was in tears. ‘You surely don’t believe anything she said, do you?’ she entreated. ‘I’ll not deny we’ve no liking for your sister-in-law. But you must know that me and Owen value you as being somebody special. What! If it hadn’t been for you, I don’t think I’d ever have made it through the winter.’ She clung to Margaret. ‘I’m sorry, lass,’ she groaned, ‘I don’t know what came over her to say such dreadful things.’

Margaret too had been taken aback by the assault on her. But she saw that the other woman was making herself ill and was quick to reassure her. ‘It’s all right, Maria,’ she murmured, ‘you’re not to worry.’ She recalled the girl’s words and saw a vestige of truth in her accusations. ‘To some extent it’s right what she said. After all, my sister-in-law  has threatened to put you out of house and home – for no other reason than that she’s a selfish and spiteful woman – and has gone out of her way to make life difficult for you . . . for Nan Foster too! What’s more, perhaps it’s wrong of me to think I can give my help without being asked for it.’

‘Oh, no! You mustn’t believe that.’ Maria sat up straight, her gaze downcast as she ruminated on what she was about to reveal. ‘No mother should have to say this, but . . . well, Teresa is not a very nice person. When I were taken badly, so ill I could hardly move from me bed . . .’ She gave a deep sigh and raised her head to look straight into Margaret’s clear brown eyes. ‘What I’m trying to say is that some folk can’t abide illness. They turn away, fearing it might strike them down.’

Margaret had not realised but she saw it all now and it came as a shock. ‘Are you saying Teresa turned away?’

‘Aye. That’s exactly what I’m saying, lass. When I were too ill to put one foot afore the other, Teresa showed her true nature. All the time when Owen thought she were tending me whenever he were out, it were our David who fetched and carried for his poor old mam. It were him who fed and washed me. Teresa kept out of the way, with never a word of comfort in passing and hardly a glance to see how I were faring. It were as though she couldn’t care whether I lived or died.’

‘No, that can’t be right, Maria.’ Margaret was loth to believe such a thing.

‘Oh, it’s right,’ she declared sadly. ‘Our Teresa has shown her true colours. And now, by saying what she’s said to you, she’s made me ashamed.’ Suddenly she squared her shoulders and announced in a firm voice, ‘I shall have to tell her father this time! He’ll tan her arse good and proper,  that he will!’ She blushed to the roots of her hair. ‘I’m sorry, Miss! I should never have used such language in front of a lady.’

‘Away with you, Maria Leyton. Do you think I’ve never heard a bad word before?’ Margaret’s hearty chuckle put the woman at her ease, ‘Anyway, you’re as much a lady as I’ll ever be.’

‘By!’ Maria shook her head. ‘You’re a tonic, that’s what you are. God knows how I’ll ever repay you for the friend you’ve been to this family. Aye! Even to our Teresa, though she ain’t got the sense to see it.’

‘There is one little thing you can do, Maria.’

‘Name it.’

‘Do you really mean to tell Owen about Teresa’s outburst?’

‘What! Just see if I don’t!’

‘I’d rather you didn’t.’

‘Whyever not? That young madam has earned herself a leathering.’

‘I’m sure she didn’t mean half the things she said. What’s more, I wonder about the reason she didn’t help you when you were at your worst. She was probably more upset than you realised, afraid she might lose you and unsure how to deal with it all.’

Maria was made to think. ‘Aye, happen you’re right. Happen I’m being too harsh on her.’ Her eyes crinkled into a smile. ‘What you’re saying is, you don’t want to see her get a leathering from her dad?’

‘I don’t think you want to see it either. Isn’t that so?’ Margaret believed that, in spite of Teresa’s behaviour, Maria loved her deeply.

Maria was quiet for a while. She needed to think.  Presently she answered, ‘I’ll not tell her father this time.’

‘Thank you, Maria.’

In a more relaxed atmosphere, Margaret poured the tea and they chatted a while longer. They talked of the beautiful weather and of how Maria had sat outdoors yesterday. ‘Owen wanted me to see how his new cockerels strutted amongst the hens,’ she laughed. They discussed the manner in which the birds had escaped from the wagon, and Maria giggled at Margaret’s account of what followed. They spoke proudly of David and his learning, and how quickly he had mastered the arts of reading and writing. ‘It’s all because of your lovely niece,’ Maria said. And Margaret replied by telling her how a teacher was only as good as the scholar. Then they parted affectionately.

 



Cathy and David were seated on the bank of the river. ‘Your aunt’s coming for you,’ he said, catching sight of Margaret as she made her way towards them. ‘I wish you didn’t have to go.’

‘So do I,’ Cathy said wistfully.

They had spent these precious minutes together, laughing and talking, and delighting in each other’s company. Suddenly, they were painfully shy. David gazed at her sweet face, at the stunning green eyes and full half-smiling mouth which he had wanted to kiss for ever and dared not. He resisted the urge to stroke the flowing corn-coloured hair and had a desperate need to hold the small hand that rested near to his. All these urges rose up inside him like a tidal wave, threatening to overwhelm him. In a rush he whispered her name. ‘Cathy?’ The word was a caress. His heart was thumping and his mouth was painfully dry as he  wondered how he might begin; how he might tell her that one day he meant to wed her.

She had turned her eyes from him to watch the ducks on the river. But she was always aware of his closeness, his strength and dark good looks, and now, when he murmured her name, she brought her gaze to his face. In that moment, like so many times before, she was confused by her own feelings. ‘Yes, David?’

He took a deep breath. It would need all of his courage to say what was in his young heart. He even began, ‘There’s something I have to . . .’ Hesitating, he squared his wide shoulders and gulped hard. ‘Something I want to tell you.’ He felt hot and cold all at the same time, and the palms of his hands were sweating.

‘Yes?’ She shifted closer. And his courage was gone.

‘It’s nothing.’ Astonished that he could not bring himself to say what was in his overflowing heart, he felt a rush of anger. ‘You’d better go.’ Stretching out his long legs, he stood up, addressing Margaret now. ‘Hello, Miss Blackthorn. Did Mam tell you she sat out in the sunshine yesterday?’ When he spoke of his mother his eyes shone with pride.

Margaret said how pleased she was that Maria was making such good progress, and after a brief and friendly exchange they said their farewells.

As they came to the gate, Margaret asked the girl, ‘Did you and David have an argument?’

‘No.’ Cathy was surprised. ‘We had a lovely time.’

‘Oh, well, if you’re sure.’ Margaret wasn’t altogether convinced. She had sensed the atmosphere between those two, and it made her curious. ‘I had a lovely time too,’ she  declared. ‘David’s mother is much stronger today.’ She made no mention of Teresa’s bitter words. There was nothing to be gained by Cathy knowing how the girl felt.

She was also greatly relieved that Teresa would not be punished. ‘It’s a pity you and Teresa can’t get on,’ she remarked casually. ‘She doesn’t appear to have many friends, does she?’ In fact, Margaret couldn’t recall any time when she had seen Teresa in the company of others.

‘That’s because she doesn’t want friends!’ Cathy replied. ‘I’ve tried to be nice to her, but she won’t let me. And I know she doesn’t like me teaching David to read and write.’

Margaret thought it wisest to make no comment. Instead she turned her mind to the malice in Teresa’s attack. All the way to Nan Foster’s the incident dominated her thoughts. She thought about the way in which Teresa had neglected her ill mother, and wondered what David must have thought about that. She knew the sorry situation had cut Maria deep, and her heart went out to the unfortunate woman.

 



Alone with her own troubled thoughts, Maria knew her husband would not be home for hours yet. Bitter and unforgiving, she made him a promise: ‘One of these days, Owen Leyton, you’ll pay for your womanising.’ Disturbed and unhappy, she fell asleep.

Teresa stayed in the barn. From there she had watched the visitors depart. She had seen how her own brother longed for the Blackthorn girl, and was charged with such a loathing that she could hardly breathe. Unable to resolve the turmoil within her, she took to the fields, sometimes running, sometimes walking. It would be many hours before  she returned home, and even then it would be with great reluctance.

Standing on the very spot where Cathy had left him, David continued to stare after the disappearing figures. Angry with himself, he kicked at the earth. ‘What a fool you are, David Leyton!’ he chided himself. ‘You lost your opportunity.’ He thrust his hands into the pockets of his trousers and stared up at the sky. Suddenly he laughed at the way he had hesitated, amused now at the manner in which he had lost his tongue when he needed it most. ‘Not to worry,’ he consoled himself. ‘There’ll be another day.’

The thought brought a smile to his dark eyes and a merry tune to his lips. With a lighter heart, he went into the house to see if he was needed.

At the bottom of the lane where they had previously rested stood the ancient cottage. Now, recovering from the long walk, Cathy and Margaret took a moment to gaze on it. An old thatched place of diminutive proportions, the cottage had once been picturesque and desirable; surrounded by lovingly kept gardens profuse with many coloured blooms whose fragrance mingled with the song of birds. Now the garden was overgrown, and birds were seldom seen there. Once the cottage had housed a family of twelve. Its walls and grounds echoed to the laughter of ten children. But they were long gone and in their place rested one lonely soul by the name of Nan Foster.

As they approached the front door, it was opened to them by a woman of some seventy years; though she stooped slightly from the shoulders and her mouth trembled as she spoke, she still carried a certain grace and beauty. Her hair was now white and her eyes the most  wonderful shade of violet, though the once beautiful face was lined with the cruel ravages of time. She wore a long grey dress that had seen better days, yet she remained a proud, independent woman. ‘I saw you pass by,’ she told Margaret in a curiously refined voice, ‘and I was afraid you might not find the time to come and see me.’ When she smiled, her eyes were lit from within and the lines on her face simply melted away.

‘You know we would never miss an opportunity to see you,’ Margaret told her.

The old lady led them into the cottage. Though it was a mess outside, it was meticulously neat inside. The curtains were sparkling clean, and the fire-range was polished until it reflected every corner of the living room. The furniture, however, was of poor quality and the rugs were threadbare. A smell of damp permeated the air. ‘I wish you’d let me talk to my brother,’ Margaret protested. ‘This place needs a great deal of work done on it.’ Time and again she had argued with the old lady, but Nan would not be budged.

She wasn’t now. ‘Sit down,’ she said, and as always it sounded more like an order than a request. Cathy and Margaret sat on the wooden-framed sofa with their hostess opposite, looking regal and dignified in a high-backed chair with straight legs and curved arms. ‘Please don’t fuss, dear. I’m happy the way things are.’ A shadow darkened her face. ‘Besides, it would mean noise and dust, and people trampling all over.’ She stared at the glass-fronted display cabinet and was momentarily lost in a world of her own. ‘Strangers touching my precious belongings . . . I couldn’t bear that.’

‘We wouldn’t let that happen,’ Cathy promised. ‘Aunt  Margaret could arrange for all of your belongings to be stored, and while the work was going on, you could come and stay with us at Blackthorn House.’

The old lady looked at her for a moment and there was a strange kind of sadness in her eyes. ‘I know you mean well, and I thank you for that, dear,’ she said through trembling lips, ‘but you’re asking too much. We’ve been through all this before, and the answer is still the same.’ She smiled serenely. ‘Oh, I know the cottage has seen better days. It’s everything you say . . . poky and draughty . . . riddled with woodworm and warped with age.’ She laughed aloud. ‘But then, so am I!’

‘No, you’re not!’ Cathy was appalled.

‘Oh, but I am. I’m old and withered and past my prime.’ Nan laughed and in a more serious voice continued, ‘This little cottage has been my home for too long now. I’ve seen out seven winters in it . . . two of them the hardest I can ever recall in my lifetime . . . and here I am, still healthy and strong. I have enough for my needs. A larder full of food, logs to make a fire when the wind howls, and all manner of God’s tiny creatures coming to call.’ Something from the past touched her memory. It was like a knife through her heart. Shaking the melancholy from her, she told Cathy in a brighter voice, ‘When I saw you both earlier, I got the sarsaparilla ready. It’s on the tray in the scullery. Save an old woman’s legs, dear. Pour three glasses, would you?’
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