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Author’s Note


For many generations the inhabitants of Wookey Hole in Somerset have handed down the legend of how they were saved from the curse of a wicked witch by a monk from Glastonbury Abbey who went into the cave in which she lived and sprinkled her with holy water, thereby turning her to stone.

I believe it is possible that during a time when midwives, herbalists and healers were being persecuted, burned and hanged all over Europe, a local wise woman could be blamed for any misfortune befalling the community. The sickness of people and animals caused by pollution of the water supply by the lead mines on the hills above the village for example, would be understood today, but might have been seen as the work of the devil in less enlightened times.

A stalagmite ball, human bones and the remains of a knife found during excavations in a cave may have belonged to one who, in company with many other victims of witch-hunts, deserved better than the evil reputation for which she is still remembered.

This story is about the twentieth-century descendants of a woman living in a small village with a similar legend.



Chapter One


Oakey Vale, Somerset, 1916

‘Catch her!’

Kate paused to listen and, hearing only the swish of a breeze, grabbed a low branch and pulled herself upwards, then, seeing a nearby bud already swollen in waiting for spring, groaned aloud – she’d be in smelly mucky London when it burst open. How could God let this happen?

Suddenly the wind increased, hustling and bustling the tree, filling the air with menacing whispers and a stifling stench of rancid sweat and piss.

Something held her back. She glanced down, heart thumping and lungs pierced with icy shards of fear until, seeing the hem of her petticoat caught on a twig, she wrenched it free ripping the fabric into a jagged tear.

‘Catch her. Catch her.’

Looking up she could see no chinks of sunlight. Only dense, deep grey sky was visible beyond the thrashing boughs. Suddenly unseen hands pulled her down and down backwards with arms flailing into the darkness, on and on until the sky lightened into a leaden grey and she was sliding down a muddy slope towards the river.

A man crashed through a spinney nearby, staggered, almost fell and, holding onto the sapling bending under his weight, shouted, ‘There she be!’

For an instant she thought it was the shepherd, but as hands reached out and pulled her to the ground, she saw instead the farrier’s livid face with glittering eyes ablaze and parted lips shining with drool.

The first slap jerked her head sideways and the second sent a myriad of stars hurtling through the darkness behind her eyes. Burning pain seared through her body in countless waves until she escaped into oblivion.

Awakening sometime later, she peered through one eye at the large looming shapes around her and knew from the smell of cider and sweat and piss that they were men, and as they spoke, she knew which men.

‘Here’s the rope!’

The strident tone surprised her. She had thought the cider-maker to be an amiable fellow, with cheeks as rosy as the apples he pressed.

The carter shouted, ‘Let it be done!’

Why so? He swore eternal gratitude when his wife was safely delivered Michaelmas last.

‘String her up and put an end to our bad luck.’

‘She killed my babe.’

‘And mine, and mine.’

‘Tie it tight, Jan, tie the knot tight.’

She had called him brother and now he was putting a rope around her neck.

‘String her up and put an end to her evil ways.’

Oh no! Not him! How could he speak so, knowing they were lovers all those years?

A sudden heavy blow left her in a deep impenetrable blackness in which she could see nothing of the men who were shouting all around her. Warm tears trickled down her cheeks and ran into her mouth. The taste was of blood, not tears. Yes, it was blood. Let death come soon.

‘Please wake up, little girl, please, please I beg of you, wake up.’

The voice was anxious and kindly, and, in place of the sickening stench, were the blended scents of damp tweeds and sweat and shaving soap. She tried opening her eyes. How extraordinary! The thick, velvety darkness was gone, and, silhouetted against the light, was the head of a stranger.

‘Thank God!’ He sounded close to tears. ‘What a fright you gave me, young lady.’

Focussing on the man kneeling beside her, she watched water trickle down from his dripping brown hair into one eye as he attempted to fan her with a sodden trilby hat. Then, looking at the gently rustling branches above her, she put a trembling hand to her throat; no, there was no harm done to her neck, and yet, why did she think there might be? Looking into the man’s anxious blue eyes, she asked tremulously, ‘Where are they?’

‘Who? Were you with someone? Are you lost?’

‘No, sir, not lost.’ She raised her head slightly to peer around for movements in the bushes or behind trees.

‘I don’t know how badly hurt you might be. D’you think you can move?’

‘I don’t know, sir.’ She cautiously eased herself up onto one elbow. Yes, she could move. Gazing at the damp grass around her, then up into the tranquil oak in bewilderment, she said, ‘I thought there was a storm.’

One side of the man’s mouth rose and then the other until it had spread into a broad, uneven grin. ‘I’d have called it a March bluster myself, a sort of sudden windy shower. We do get dramatic storms here sometimes, when the thunder reverberates through the hills. I didn’t see any flashes of lightning or hear any rumbles, did you?’

She shook her head, remembering only the lashing wind and tormenting voices.

‘I think you fell out of that—’ he looked up at the beautiful oak ‘—and banged your head.’ Then, smiling gently at her, he added reassuringly, ‘I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about. I remember my old nanny kept me walking around for hours when I fell off a wall. I think we should try and get you moving, when you’re ready to try.’ He threw the brown felt hat on the ground and took a large white handkerchief from his pocket. ‘In the meantime, take this, you’ve bitten your lip.’

‘Thank you, sir.’ She dabbed her mouth. ‘How odd! It tastes like ink.’

‘I’ll remember that.’ He shrugged. ‘If I have time to taste it!’

‘My granny will be needing me to help with tea.’

He held both her hands, saying, ‘Come along then, gently does it.’

Having pulled herself upright, Kate stood looking glumly down at the grubby triangle of torn petticoat hanging below her muddy skirt and badly stained pinafore.

The man grinned. ‘Girls will be boys, eh?’

She nodded. ‘My mum will say a girl of my age should know better.’

‘And how old is that?’

‘I’ll be fourteen in July, sir.’ She raked her fingers through the long tangle of dark hair whilst adding, ‘She’ll be ever so cross when she sees the state of me.’

‘I’ll come and explain what happened. Where do you live?’

‘Old Myrtles, sir.’

‘Then we’re neighbours—’ he offered his right hand ‘—I’m Charles Wallace, commonly known as Charlie. How d’you do?’

‘I’m Katharine Jane Barnes—’ she grasped the long fingers ‘— commonly known as Kate.’

‘Here, Kate, take my arm and we’ll walk back together.’

On reaching the edge of the copse, she stopped and looked back up the grassy slope at the majestic tree. It had done her no harm. Perhaps it tried to protect her from the bad dream? Yes, it was still her friend. Bobbing her head, she whispered, ‘Goodbye, My Lady Oak.’

Charles Wallace waited until she turned back to join him.‘Is that your special tree?’ he asked with a smile.

‘Yes, sir, and this is my special place.’

‘Hankeys Land?’

‘Yes, sir. But I do like everywhere else here too. I like up top, and the dell, I like the old mill and the river. I like the village and the school and—’ her swelling lip hurt as she struggled to stop crying ‘—and I have to leave, ’cos my Dad’s back from the front.’

‘I see—’ he frowned ‘—but you’re pleased he’s home from the War, aren’t you?’

‘Yes, yes, I’m glad he’s safe and I’m sorry he’s badly wounded in his knee.’

‘He’s survived, that’s the main thing, and he can stay in England with his family.’

‘Yes, sir. I am glad, truly I am.’ Fighting to stop the rising tears, she stammered, ‘It’s j-just, I d-don’t – I don’t want to go back to London. I want to stay here with Gran and Uncle Albert, and my friend Alice and—’ she wiped her eyes on the silk hand-kerchief ‘—and … and I’d like to see the tree in summer.’

‘My Lady Oak in all her finery?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘When are you due to leave?’

‘Tomorrow. This is my last day.’

‘I like everywhere here too. I like the hills up top and Hankeys Land, and the river and my home. I don’t want to face any more filth and degradation. I’d like to stay here with my dear baby son and my beautiful wife, but I too must leave tomorrow and return to …’ He paused and gave a slight shake of his head, then, lightly placing his hands on her shoulders, he looked into her eyes and added, ‘We’re soulmates you and I, we can’t do as we want, but we can put on a brave face for other people, can’t we?’

‘Yes, sir. I know I can be brave for Mum, and for Gran, but my poor Uncle Albert will be so sad when I leave. We do dote on each other, you see.’

‘Is he the Albert who tends the hedges and the graveyard?’

‘D’you know him?’

‘Oh yes. He often salutes me when I drive past.’

Realising this must be the gentleman with the motor car from the big house, she said shyly, ‘Uncle Albert doesn’t talk much; hardly ever in fact, ’cos he’s a bit different, well, my brother Eric says he’s simple, but I’ve heard him say he likes your motor car. Mr Nelson, the gardener, lets him help polish it.’ Had she said too much? She added anxiously, ‘I hope you don’t mind, I wouldn’t want to get him into trouble.’

Mr Wallace smiled and lowered his hands. ‘Nelson’s a good fellow and I’m pleased he has help in my absence. Those brass headlamps need cleaning, whether I’m here to drive the car or not.’

As they walked down the narrow winding path through the undergrowth and brambles to the copse, she looked back apprehensively from time to time – could there be anyone lurking in the bushes and might they follow her home? The kind gentleman wasn’t worried; he’d hear them wouldn’t he? Yes, of course he would. There was no one there. It was a dream, a very strange and frightening dream.

On arrival at the edge of the sheer cliff overlooking the back of the cottage, she said, ‘I’ll be all right now, sir.’

‘No, I’d like to see you home, Miss Barnes. I don’t want to hear tomorrow that my neighbour’s granddaughter came to an untimely end on my land.’

‘Your …!’ Oh no! He owned Hankeys Land and the tree.

He nodded solemnly. ‘Now I know you trespass here. I’ll instruct the gamekeeper to remove the mantraps.’

‘What! Traps! I didn’t know—’ seeing the laughter in his deep-blue eyes, she blushed ‘—I’m truly sorry, sir, I’d no idea. Soon I’ll be gone to London and I won’t be walking here, ever again.’

‘Miss Katharine Jane Barnes, commonly known as Kate, I was teasing you. There’s an ancient commoner’s right of way through Hankeys Land and on up all the way to Pridden.’

‘Was your dad called Mister Hankey?’

‘No, I’ve never really thought about the name before. It’s a strange one isn’t it?’

She nodded. ‘I’ve asked lots of people and nobody knows why it’s called that, not even Miss Gregory my schoolteacher. Eric says a witch put a curse on it when she lost her handkerchief here, but he just wants to annoy me ’cos he knows it’s my favourite place.’

Charles Wallace chuckled. ‘That’s an imaginative addition to the old legend. I thought she just put a curse on the village for the hell of it.’ He looked thoughtful for a moment before adding, ‘I suspect it’s more likely there was a man called Hankey long ago and I must say I think having a piece of land named after one is rather a nice way to be remembered.’

She led the way down steep steps in the rock and into the garden close to the washing line, and, seeing her mother taking down some shirts, called, ‘I’m back, Mum.’

‘This is wetter than when I put it … Oh my lor!’ Polly gave a small scream of shock on seeing the man.

‘It’s all right. This kind gentleman’s seen me home. He lives at The Grange and is going back to the War soon.’

Charles Wallace smiled. ‘Your daughter does you credit, madam.’

‘Thank you, sir, thank you.’ Polly blushed and bobbed in a half curtsey.

‘She’s had a little fall …’

‘A fall! Kate, what’ve you been up to?’

‘I’m sure she’s not suffering from concussion, but I thought it wise to see her home.’

‘Oh my lor! You naughty girl, you’ve been climbing trees again, haven’t you? How many times must I tell you not to be so unladylike?’

‘I’m sorry, Mum.’ There was no point in arguing, she’d fallen from a tree and couldn’t deny it.

‘Haven’t I told you not to behave like a village boy?’

‘Yes, Mum, I’m sorry.’

She heard Eric shouting, ‘Bang bang you’re dead, you filthy swine.’ Followed by Eddie’s childish piping cry of, ‘Take that you dirty Hun!’ Thank goodness they were in the dell at the end of the garden! They’d snigger and be utterly stupid if they saw the gentleman with her and she’d be so ashamed.

Polly blushed as she said, ‘I was a maid at the Grange years ago when you was a boy, sir.’

‘Of course, Polly, you married a groom, did you not?’

‘Yes, sir. Jack brought two special horses from Northumberland for old Mr Wallace.’ She looked at the ground and gave a small smile. ‘He never went back home on account of me.’

Charles Wallace nodded. ‘I remember my father thought him an excellent horseman and was loath to part with him.’

‘He had his heart set on London, sir.’

‘I’m sorry to hear he’s been wounded.’

Polly bit her lip. ‘Yes, sir. He’ll not ride horses again.’

‘I wish you a happy reunion.’

Polly thanked him and bobbed again, then scurried away to the back door.

They walked along the path towards the lane, and, reaching the overgrown front door, Charles stopped and bent to sniff the jonquils growing at the foot of an old rambler rose. ‘Damn!’ he exclaimed on catching his sleeve in some large thorns. Then, having extricated the brown tweed from their tenacious grip, asked, ‘What colour are the roses when they bloom?’

‘White, sir, it’s my granny’s favourite. There’s a pink one on the other side of the porch that my mum likes best.’

‘And you, Kate, which do you prefer?’

She wanted to say any old rose would do if she could stay here to see them flowering from June until Christmas as usual, but instead she mumbled shyly, ‘I don’t know, I like ’em both.’

He smiled. ‘Let’s hope we’ll both return to see them when they’re in bloom.’ Then, having walked to the small gate and opened it, he added, ‘I wish I could say au revoir, but I doubt if we’ll meet again. Goodbye, Miss green-eyes Barnes.’ He lifted his right arm in a salute.

She reached in her pocket and pulled out the handkerchief he had given her under the oak tree and, while offering it to him, froze with horror. For a flash of time, less than a second, in place of his raised hand was a hideously scarred stump.

‘Goodbye and good luck!’ Turning abruptly, he walked away up the lane towards The Grange.

‘Wait, Mr Wallace I’ve got your hand …’ She stood for a few moments looking after him. What a strange gentleman and so very kind, he’d even understood how much she loved the tree! Turning back she walked into the glory hole and, while standing beside the line of overcoats and mackintoshes hanging there, heard her grandmother’s voice above the clatter of crockery in the scullery. ‘’Twill break Albert’s heart when Kate goes, Polly. He do dote on that child.’

Oh no! Poor Uncle Albert! Why couldn’t Dad come here? They shouldn’t have to leave Oakey Vale and go back to living with rats running about in the roof and the stink of their droppings in the shed behind the washhouse. She kicked her uncle’s Wellington boots. Damn and blast! It was so unfair!

An hour later, when her mother was washing the boys in the tin bath in the scullery, she went outside and walked down the garden looking for her grandmother. On finding the old woman sitting on the rock seat leaning her back against the ivy covered cliff, she sat down and told her about the strange experience on Hankeys Land.

‘I’m glad you told me, my lover. I been hoping you’d have the gift, though why I should want it for you I don’t know. ’Tis a great burden at times and I sometimes think your mother, my dear Polly, be lucky for not having it like me and my lovely Jane. You’m at the age when it started for me, when I became a woman. And Jane, my firstborn, was the same—’ she reached out to touch Kate’s head ‘—her hair was long and black like yourn. I mind the time we had with her, mirrors fell off the wall and furniture moved from one side of the room to t’other.’ Her mouth worked as she wiped her eyes. Then she added quietly, as though talking to herself, ‘Such a time we had!’

‘It was very frightening, Gran. I’d feel scared of going to the tree now, in case they’re waiting to get me.’

‘Don’t you fret about that—’ the old woman clasped both Kate’s hands in hers ‘—’tis in the past. They can’t hurt you now, they’m all long gone.’

‘D’you know who they were?’

‘No, but I can guess who you was, my lover.’

‘Whatever d’you mean?’

‘I knows you was one of us. You know the fireweed?’

‘The tall pink flowers Miss Gregory calls rosebay willowherb?’

‘Aye. D’you know why we calls it that?’

She shook her head.

‘’Cos ’tis the first to grow again after a fire. That’s what we’m like—’ she nodded ‘—we keeps coming back, no matter what befalls.’ Turning Kate’s hands over she studied her palms and smiled before saying, ‘Aye, I thought as much. ’Tis a pity it’s happened just as you’m going, but ’tis just as well I found out before you left.’ She picked up a white enamel jug from the ground beside her, saying, ‘Come with me, I want to show you summat.’ Then, reaching under a nearby rock, she pulled out two candles which she lit with matches from her apron pocket and led the way through the ivy hanging down beside them and into a cave.

Kate was looking around her in surprise when her grandmother walked six paces to the rocks facing them, reached forward and moved a slab sideways revealing a black space through which she climbed. Following behind she watched while the old woman lit several more candles and then, seeing a beautiful figure in the rocks looking down on her, gasped with surprise and delight.

‘There she be; our secret lady,’ the old woman whispered reverently. She pointed at the water emerging between rocky breasts and running down over pink crystals between slender arms into the red pool formed between stony thighs, then, dipping the jug into it, added, ‘And her magic water.’

‘Magic?’

‘Aye, ’tis powerful good and cures many ills. ’Tis what I uses for my special recipes.’ She turned to look down at a large slab on the ground beside them and, putting her arm around Kate’s shoulder, said, ‘Under there be all they women going back into the long ago what’s guarded this source both in life and death. My old granny told me as how we’ve kept watch here ever since foreigners came with their strange gods and goddesses building temples and lord knows what. And, you know the story they tell here about the wicked witch who lived in one of the caves hereabouts?’

‘The children at school say she’s still in there.’

‘Aye, turned to stone by a monk from Glastonbury so the legend goes. Well, my gran didn’t hold with that nonsense, her reckoned ’twas all lies to cover up a bad deed done to one of us.’

‘D’you think it’s this cave they’re talking about, Gran?’

‘Maybe, I dunno.’ The old woman gently hugged her. ‘I wants you to promise you’ll put me in there when I dies.’

‘But I’m going to London tomorrow, Gran.’

‘You’ll be back, my lover.’

‘Did you see that in my hand?’

‘Aye.’

‘Anything else?’

‘Everything you wants be right here, that’s all I’m saying, so don’t go asking no more questions.’

They walked up to the house together and once inside the kitchen, the old woman went to the chimney and pulled out a dirty linen bag. ‘Here—’ she withdrew a rag doll with long black woollen hair ‘—here be your poppy-doll, be sure and take good care of her and bring her back when you comes home.’

Reaching towards the bag and trying to see inside it, Kate asked, ‘Have you got dolls for all of us?’

‘Aye, ’tis my way of caring for you all.’ The old woman pulled out a doll similar to Kate’s and cradled it. ‘I’m only giving yours to ee ’cos I knows you’ll bring it back.’

‘Mother!’ Polly stood in the doorway to the scullery with hands on hips. ‘I thought you’d given up such superstitious nonsense.’

Fearing it might be taken from her, she hugged the doll close as she sidled out of the door into the hallway and then ran upstairs. When safely in her room, she wrapped the doll in the handkerchief the kind man had given her and, remembering the ugly stump held up in salute, she shuddered and buried her face in the soft white silk. Was seeing such a hideous thing part of the gift? If so, Gran was right to think Mum lucky not to have it.

That night, lying staring into the darkness listening to her brothers giggling and the floorboards creaking, she longed for sleep in order to escape from the pain of anticipating departure; but the image of the cave with pink and white stalactites hanging over the tomb and the beautiful figure formed from the rocks beside it appeared behind her eyes whenever she closed them, and she was instantly wide awake.

After a while she heard Uncle Albert sit heavily on his squeaky bed, then her grandmother sigh with relief as she climbed into hers. A long time later, seeing candlelight flicker under the door, she knew her mother was tiptoeing across the landing in order to slide quietly in beside the old lady.

Eventually, as the sky began to lighten in the east, her eyes grew heavy and she dreamed she was in the old oak tree looking down at a group of men staggering around under the tree shouting at each other and waving their arms about.

‘Wake up! Get dressed, hurry up!’

What a relief! The air was no longer filled with the stench of drunken men. She breathed in and savoured the scents of soap and lavender water.

‘Kate, for goodness sake, get up!’

‘Sorry, Mum, I was dreaming and it seemed so real.’

‘Never mind that, silly girl. We’ve got a train to catch.’

An hour later, after climbing onto the rickety cart outside the cottage, Eddie looked down at the small man who was pulling agitatedly at one side of his dark hair and called, ‘Bye, Uncle Albert.’

‘Will it really kill him, Mum?’ she asked, wiping her eyes on the handkerchief wrapped around the doll.

‘What, love?’

‘Granny said that me leaving him would break his heart. Does that mean he’ll die?’

‘He’ll be very upset, love, but I doubt it will kill him.’

The carter clicked his tongue and the mare flared her nostrils before beginning a gentle, rhythmic trot down the lane towards the village.

She looked back and waved to the two figures standing by the gate; and despite her inability to see them through her tears, whispered, ‘Goodbye Old Myrtles.’

Hearing her, Eric shouted, ‘Goodbye, dell.’ Adding, ‘And goodbye, wicked witch.’

‘Yeah,’ Eddie yelled, ‘Goodbye, old witch,’ then, as they crossed the river, the two boys shouted in unison, ‘Goodbye, bridge!’

As they passed the graveyard she remembered walking there with Uncle Albert and reading out the names to him. How would he know who was buried in which plot without her by his side?

Eddie waved and called out, ‘Goodbye, church.’

‘Goodbye, school,’ she said mournfully.

Eric grimaced and screeched, ‘Goodbye to bad rubbish!’

Polly looked anxiously around the village, saying angrily, ‘That’s enough noise. Whatever will people think?’

The two boys made faces at each other and waved silently at the baker standing in his doorway.

Looking back as they passed the Methodist chapel Kate blew a kiss.

‘Who’s that for?’ Eric asked.

‘Oakey Vale.’

‘For the whole village?’

‘Yes.’ She sniffed and sat staring ahead.

Eric nudged his younger brother. ‘She’s just kissed all the boys, especially Teddy Nelson.’

Polly wagged her forefinger at the giggling boys. ‘Leave your sister alone.’

Kate turned her head and looked determinedly away over the brown hedgerows lightly hazed with green and watched a boy walking along behind two enormous horses dragging a plough trailed by flocks of gulls gleaming starkly white against the rich red earth.

When the cart reached a rise in the road she could see the cathedral below them and Glastonbury Tor rising from the strangely flat landscape to their right, and looking back to the hills and the village now hidden behind the trees, she said, ‘I do love it so. Do you think we’ll ever come back to live here, Mum?’



Chapter Two




Nettles are a good spring tonic and regularly drinking tea made from the dried leaves will ease rheumatism and arthritis. Harvest in May before flowering.





Having arrived at the station in good time for the train, Kate stood dejectedly beside their bags and baskets, staring miserably at the platform, whilst her mother chatted to a couple seeing their son off to join the Army. When the boys played the fool, pushing each other sideways and pretending to almost fall onto the track, she turned her back on them to show she was too grown up for such childish nonsense. How could they be so stupid at such a time?

‘Good morning, Miss Barnes, what a nice surprise!’

Seeing the kindly gentleman from Hankeys Land now dressed in khaki uniform, she greeted him and looked around her, asking, ‘Is your baby son here?’

He shook his head. ‘Sadly, no. My wife can’t bear partings in public. And you, Kate—’ he placed his hand on her shoulder, ‘— are you finding goodbye a difficult word to say today?’

‘Oh yes, my poor Uncle Albert’s broken hearted because I’m leaving. My mum says he won’t die of it, but I’m very worried about him. Sometimes he doesn’t speak for days and he pulls his hair out too, and, and I do love him so.’ She brushed away a tear from each eye.

‘My dear Miss Katherine Jane Barnes, commonly known as Kate. Your uncle is a very lucky man. I wish I had a niece like you, but sadly my brother’s not yet married and my sister has no children. Ahgg!—’ he rubbed at his eye with his left hand ‘— there’s always so much filth in the air at a station.’

She reached in her pocket and pulled out the handkerchief he had given her under the oak tree. Oh no! She gasped as he raised his other arm and, expecting to see the hideous stump, closed her eyes momentarily: then, on opening them and seeing the long fingers held to his face, exhaled with relief.

‘I have something in my eye. Goodbye, Kate, and good luck!’

‘Wait, Mr Wallace, your hand, wait.’

‘I must go, I have something, a smut, I don’t know.’ He walked away to the end of the platform where he stood wiping his eyes.

The train steamed into the station and Polly appeared beside her, exclaiming, ‘Fancy you talking to gentry bold as brass in front of everyone like that! My friend said Mrs Wallace is a beauty and rich too, from somewhere up north. Come along, we must get the bags on.’

Looking along the platform she saw Mr Wallace wave to her, and, finding she was still clasping his handkerchief, fluttered it towards him quickly before helping her mother load their belongings onto the train.

The boys laughed and chatted happily for the whole journey, oblivious of their silent mother and sister.

Kate sat remembering the two blissful years in the cottage. Staring out of the window, she thought of Alice and the fun they had mixing potions and casting spells to find their true loves. They’d whiled away the hours so happily together, giggling helplessly one minute and reading to one another the next. Would she ever find such a boon companion again? Would anyone ever love her as her uncle did, or be so generous with praise as her grandmother? Would the teacher at her new school be impressed with the letter from Miss Gregory who had encouraged her to think of becoming a teacher like herself?

Looking around the carriage at the other travellers she thought the soldier sitting opposite her seemed very young, probably only a few years older than she was. His uniform was made of rougher cloth than Mr Wallace’s and his lower legs were bound with fabric strips above short black boots instead of brown leather riding boots reaching the knees. Next to him was an elderly lady with no teeth and beside her was a pretty young woman in a grey uniform hat and coat with a red shoulder cape. Kate wondered if being a nurse might be preferable to a teacher? No, no, she wanted to have a little cottage in a village with a school nearby and lots of children admiring her and calling her Miss Barnes.

The soldier opposite looked even younger when he fell asleep. Some of the boys at school boasted they would lie about their age and enlist as soon as they could. Might this man have done that? What could he possibly know of fighting? He couldn’t be allowed to go to France, could he? What was war? Mr Wallace made it sound horrible, but when Miss Gregory brought a book about it to school she proudly showed them a page headed ‘Roll of honour’ and all the children looked in awe at photographs of heroic young officers who had died for their country. There had also been drawings and paintings showing soldiers bravely going to fight the foe and one of the injured men being cared for by beautiful ladies dressed in white. Words like ‘gallant’ and ‘courageous’ featured on every page, not ‘filth and degradation’ as Mr Wallace had said and now he was on his way to the front whilst she was going to London. What had he said they were? Two soulmates who might never meet again.

The soldier snored. Oh no! His face was a red mess and he was covered in mud. There was an indescribable stink, worse, much worse, than when Uncle Albert dug out the privy. Horrified, she stared down at her lap feeling the clickety-clack, clickety-clack, clickety-clack rhythm of the train reverberating through her head; was this what Granny called a ‘sight’? First she’d seen Mr Wallace looking strange and now this man. Why was such a horrible experience called the ‘gift’? Surely a gift was a nice thing to receive for a birthday or …

‘Excuse me, miss, excuse me, you’ve dropped this.’

She forced her head up and peered at the soldier who was awake and offering her the large white handkerchief with the blue embroidered initials CW in the corner. She looked at his hairless pink face and then directly into the rounded clear-grey eyes. ‘Thank you.’ The words came out in a sigh of relief.

Pulling the little doll out of her pocket she tidied its long black woollen hair and wrapped the silk handkerchief around it, then, feeling her eyelids drooping, she leaned back and drifted into sleep for the remainder of the journey.

Jack Barnes was waiting on the platform when the train steamed into the station and beamed with pleasure on seeing them.

Although seeming smaller than Kate remembered, her father looked very dashing in his black uniform jacket and breeches with leather boots to his knees. Seeing his delight as he hugged the two boys and put his arm around her mother, she felt a surge of love for her family and joined in enthusiastically with the reunion.

Eric gasped when he saw how Jack limped and pointed at his stiff leg.

Polly grabbed her son by the back of his neck with one hand and slapped his fingers down with the other. ‘Your dad’s a very important man now, children, he doesn’t mess with horses anymore, he’s a chauffeur!’

‘Where’s the motor car?’ The two boys looked excitedly around them.

‘No, it’s not here, lads,’ Jack Barnes said, leading them to a wooden handcart. ‘Two wheels for the bags and Shanks’s pony will have to do for us.’

They walked along narrow streets lined with grimy houses and littered with horse droppings, past grubby children and the occasional beggar. Then on and on they traipsed for what seemed a very long time, with Eddie trailing farther and farther behind. When they reached a wide carriageway with tall buildings on either side, Kate waited for her youngest brother and crossed over with him. The sight of several motor cars and a large omnibus revived his spirits and she was coaxing him along with the suggestion there might be another such road to traverse when she saw her parents stop at the end of a long terrace.

‘Here we are,’ Jack said proudly.

‘This one?’ Polly asked incredulously, pointing to the small, red brick house.

Her husband grinned. ‘Aye, bonny lass, built only twenty-five year ago, not like that old place of yer mother’s. Nothing but the best will do for my family.’

‘The rent must be high. Can we afford it?’

‘I can afford it, bonny lass, I provide for my family.’ He unlocked the front door and limped into the narrow hall where he hung his black peaked cap on the newel post at the bottom of the stairs. ‘Here we are, home at last!’ He led them past a door on their left and the stairs to their right along a passageway into the kitchen. Taking his wife’s arm he pointed to a small range set into the chimney breast, saying, ‘When you’ve lit that and set the place to rights, yer won’t know yer born!’ He gestured towards the assortment of wooden orange boxes beside the plain pine table. ‘We’ll have to manage with the basics for a while—’ his jaw tightened ‘—seein’ as we’ve ter start out again fresh, like.’ He sniffed. ‘It’s not been easy coming back ter nothing and nobody.’

Polly smiled reassuringly at him. ‘This is perfect, Jack, just perfect. We’ll all be very happy with this—’ she looked at Kate ‘— won’t we, love?’

‘Yes, Mum. I’ll look for the coal hole and the water.’ In the scullery she found a square, brown ceramic sink with a handpump in one corner and the copper boiler facing it in another. It was all very familiar, just like her grandmother’s and much better than the dilapidated washhouse they’d shared with neighbours in the previous London home. She tested the pump which was stiff but easier to use than a well in the garden like Mrs Smith had in the village and the mangle turned easily but squeaked loudly. Several spiders scurried from under the sink when she pulled out the dirty wooden washboard and she wrinkled her nose; she’d have to give it a good clean before scrubbing Dad’s collars and cuffs on it next Monday. Unless she’d already started at the school here, then maybe she could escape wash day?

She walked out through the back door and looked into the empty coalhole, then, opening the door next to it, shouted to her brothers, ‘Eric, Eddie, come and see this!’

The two boys who had been exploring upstairs came running and whooped with delight as she ceremoniously pulled the chain. ‘Hurray, a water closet, hurray!’

She left them waiting for the cistern to fill up and wandered into the yard where a broken wooden fence to her right marked the boundary with the neighbours, while on the other two sides was an alleyway giving access to the narrow passage along the back of all the yards in the row. Having opened the gate, she nodded with approval. The coal man wouldn’t need to carry the dirty black sacks through the house; he’d be able to leave his horse and cart at the front and walk along the alley, through the yard and into the coalhole. Mum would be very pleased with that arrangement!

Returning to the house, she went up the stairs and into a small bedroom at the back of the house where, peering through the grimy window, she saw row upon row of roofs and yearned for the wooded slopes up above her grandmother’s cottage and the garden beside it bounded on one side by the high hedge and the ivy covered cliff on the other.

‘Kate, Kate, come and help yer mother!’

Hearing her father’s voice, she ran downstairs to where Polly was unpacking the basket of provisions Gran had given them.

Whilst they ate a meal of bread and cheese, Jack explained their future to them. He’d been very fortunate, he assured them, Mrs Burns-Leon for whom he had worked as a groom before the War, had decided to replace her carriage with a motor car. ‘I’m that lucky, bonny lass,’ he said, with his arm around Polly. ‘She’s been so good to us and she’s even pulled a few strings for our Kate.’

All eyes turned to her as he explained, ‘There’s this big drapers called Harvey’s Emporium. D’you know it?’

Shaking her head, she swallowed a piece of cheese with difficulty.

‘Well, you’re a lucky lass, because Mrs Harvey’s a friend of my employer Mrs Burns-Leon.’

She stared in horrified silence at her father, and then, beseechingly, at her mother who avoided her gaze and looked down at the floor.

Jack Barnes went on oblivious of any adverse reaction, ‘I drives the ladies on their rounds, yer know, doing their good deeds for the poor.’ He grinned. ‘Mrs Harvey’s a real toffee-nose, though what she’s got ter be snobby about I don’t know since they’re trades-people no matter how rich they are—’ he pursed his lips ‘— not like Mrs Burns-Leon, she’s a real lady.’

He rubbed his wounded leg. ‘Sometimes it puts me in mind of my old Ma and how she used to tell the la-di-da charity ladies she was so poor she had ter bath the baby in the frying pan, what a joke!’ He bent to pick up a piece of bread, his face screwed up as if in pain, then continued, ‘That Mr Harvey done well for himself, of course, marrying the daughter of a draper and then taking over his shop.’ He sighed exaggeratedly. ‘That’s where I went wrong, I should’ve married someone with a bit of money, then my sons could go to one of them posh schools and my daughter could marry a nice rich lord.’

Polly’s laugh was nervously shrill. ‘I’m afraid I didn’t bring much in the way of shops in my dowry.’ Her eyes met Kate’s momentarily before she looked down again. After taking a deep breath she said hesitantly, ‘Er, Jack, love, Kate’s been doing very well at school. Miss Gregory thinks she could be a teacher. She’s set her heart …’

‘I said it’s all arranged, bonny lass—’ his tone brooked no argument ‘—I canna change it now, not after all Mrs Burn-Leon’s done for us.’ He turned to Eric. ‘As for you, lad, there’s an apprenticeship with a cabinetmaker as soon as you can leave school.’

Eric shouted with joy, ‘Hooray, hooray, hooray!’ He shook his father’s hand, pumping up and down while repeating, ‘Thank you, Dad, thank you, Dad, thank you, Dad.’

Kate stood up. This wasn’t fair! She’d listened to the conversation in silence as she’d been taught to do, but her heart’s desire was being dismissed without any thought for her feelings. ‘Miss Gregory’s written a letter to my new school.’

‘You heard what I said, Katharine.’

‘But, Dad, I could’ve stayed with Gran and been a teacher. Can I go back and stay with her, please? Oh, please, Dad, if I went there …’

Jack Barnes was red in the face as he rose to his feet. ‘You seem to have forgotten your manners, Katherine Jane Barnes. I’ll not have a daughter of mine argue the point with me.’

‘But, Dad, if I went back to the village, I could …’

His hand landed across her face, thwack!

She fell backwards, crashing against the wall. Holding her hand up to protect herself from the next blow, she screamed, ‘I hate you, I hate Lond …’

Another slap only caught her ear as Jack swiped wildly towards her, shouting, ‘Get out of my sight, you ungrateful little wretch!’

She crawled to the door and, keeping her arms up to guard her face against any further attack, left the room and ran upstairs. Once inside the tiny bedroom at the back of the house, she took the little doll, still wrapped in the silk handkerchief, and lay on the narrow horsehair mattress, weeping uncontrollably. There was no point in living. Maybe she’d die of a broken heart. Would anyone care if she did?

Later, when the boys had been settled down for the night, her mother came and knelt beside her on the bare wooden floor. ‘I’m sorry, love.’ She smoothed the heavy blanket and stroked Kate’s hair, ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘I’ll be all right, Mum. I’ll just have to leave the new school when I’m fourteen.’

Polly shook her head sadly. ‘No, love, your dad says you’re to help me here until you start work. I’m truly sorry, love—’ she bent and kissed her ‘—your dad’s done really well for us. This house is so much better than what we had before, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, Mum.’

‘And the boys are happy.’

‘Yes, Mum.’

‘And your dad does care for you. It’s just he can’t abide argument with him. And—’ she hesitated ‘—he don’t hold with what your Gran does. He worries she’ll lead you astray.’

‘But she looks after people. She picks the nettles and dries them for Mrs Smith’s arthritis and the comfrey for …’

‘More than that. He don’t hold with, you know …’ Polly grimaced and bit her lip whilst reaching out and holding Kate’s arm.

‘With the seeing you mean?’ She winced as her mother’s fingers dug into her flesh.

‘Don’t you never speak of that to him. He thinks ’tis the Devil’s work. You promise me?’

‘Never—’ she nodded and ran her forefinger across her throat ‘—cut my throat and hope to die.’

Polly released her grip. ‘So, could you try and be a good girl, love?’

‘But I want to go to school.’

‘I know you do, love, I know how much you want it, but we can’t always have what we want and girls have to accept they’re going to be wives and mothers one day, so they don’t need the schooling so much as boys.’

She’d been top of the class. It wasn’t fair! Screwing up her eyes, she raged inside her head.

‘It’s a big drapers and you’re so good with a needle; it’ll be just right for you really.’

She could have taught the girls to sew if she’d been a teacher. How could her mother be so stupid?

‘So can you be a good girl and not argue with him any more?’

She responded with a low moan.

Polly kissed her again. ‘There’s my girl. I knew I could rely on you.’ She walked to the doorway and added, ‘You’ll be the best shop assistant Harvey’s ever had and I’ll be so proud of you.’ Then blew a kiss and left the room.

She held the poppy-doll close. Dad was mean and horrible and hateful. Could she run away? Where would she go? Not to Oakey Vale, Dad would fetch her and hit her again. Uncle Albert would pull his hair out and Gran would cry.

Closing her eyes she imagined being on the bank beside the river at Oakey Vale and soon drifted into a dream.

It was so peaceful with only the sound of birds and the whisper of willow fronds rustling in the breeze. Looking into the gently flowing stream she peered down in the swirling green weed watching the small fishes emerge from it from time to time. Turning round she saw the blur of iridescent blue and green as a dragonfly hovered at the edge of the water, then gasped in surprise on seeing the bare legs of a woman with a skirt tied up around her waist as she waded to the bank carrying a round cage made of willow stalks in one hand and a large brown fish in the other. Looking up into the woman’s face, she saw the love in her mother’s eyes and smiled. Leaning back against a tree trunk a few moments later she thought how very clean and pink her feet looked after being in the water so long. Feeling her eyelids droop, she yawned and fought to keep them from closing. Helping her mother take the fish from the withy traps had been tiring, but she would never admit to such weakness for they must make the most of this abundance before the days grew short and cold.

On seeing her grandmother coming along the path carrying a sack on her back, she stood up and went to greet her. The old woman gave a small cry of pleasure and walked with her to the river bank where she put down her burden and placed one hand on her back and arched it as though in pain.

Her mother clambered out of the water carrying the brown fishes and waited while the old woman lifted the sack, then the three of them walked in single file along the narrow track through the woods.

The air was cooler and the red sun seemed to hang between the trees as they trudged wearily along. A bird flew alongside her and landed on a branch nearby squawking loudly …

With a sudden shock shuddering through her, she opened her eyes and found she was lying in the small bedroom of her new home clasping the poppy-doll and the shrill noise was not the call of a bird, but the sound of her brothers shrieking with laughter on the other side of the wall.
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