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Christmas at Briar Farm


Diane Allen


It was nearly Christmas at the start of the decade now lovingly called the ‘Swinging Sixties’, and the Bainbridge family at Briar Farm were rushed off their feet with work to be done before the big day arrived.


‘Look Mum, look Dad, it’s snowing.’ Seven-year-old Carol ran out into the farmyard and looked up to the heavens as large soft snowflakes fell onto her eyelashes and the tip of her upturned nose.


‘That’s all we bloody well need: twenty-two turkeys to clean, dress and deliver all around the Dales before Christmas Eve, and now it’s starting to snow.’ Bert Bainbridge swore as he pulled another bunch of tail feathers out of the dead turkey that was to make somebody’s Christmas dinner.


‘Bert, watch your language, you don’t want our Carol coming out with words like that at school.’ Agnes Bainbridge looked up at her daughter, twirling outside in the falling snow next to the barn that had been converted to a slaughterhouse full of oven-ready turkeys for neighbours and friends. ‘Remind me next year that I can do without this on the run-up to Christmas. Every year you take on more, Bert, and I’ve so much to do in the home without plucking and cleaning turkeys.’ Agnes felt her stomach lurch for about the twentieth time as she pulled the innards out of a particularly fine specimen. ‘By the time I’ve cleaned, weighed and bagged all these do you think I’ll feel like my Christmas dinner?’


‘Just hold your noise, our lass, you’ll not be complaining when we’re getting paid for them. It’ll see us into spring. Come back inside here, Carol, you are going to get frozen out there.’ Bert stood up straight and leaned backwards, straightening his back by putting his hands on his hips. ‘Nobbut another two to go and then we’re done. Carol, get hold of this brush and sweep some of these feathers up. Put them in that old animal-feed bag and then our Bob can burn them on a bonfire next time we have one.’


‘Dad . . .’ Carol moaned; she didn’t want to be back in the smelly barn with dead birds bagged up for tomorrow’s delivery in the old Austin van.


‘Don’t you “Dad” me, else Father Christmas won’t come. He knows what you’ve had your eye on in the Co-operative window. He’ll struggle getting it down the chimney as it is, without you whining.’ Bert winked at Agnes as his next victim was put between his legs to pluck.


‘Aye, you’ve a busy few days; tomorrow we’ll deliver these turkeys and then Christmas Eve you can go over and pick your Aunty Brenda up from Cowgill and Uncle Tom from out of Dent. They’re stopping with us over Christmas. That is, if I get their beds aired and my baking done.’ Agnes knocked a lock of hair out of her eyes with the back of her hand and watched as Carol grasped the brush handle with a sullen face.


‘Will our Jim take us over Kingsdale or the boring way round by Ribblehead?’ Carol started sweeping up, making more of the fine under-feathers of the turkey fly into the air and causing Bert to sneeze.


‘You’ll have to ask him, when he’s finished the milking; it’ll depend on the weather now.’ Agnes looked out at the snow-filled sky. It looked threatening: a good covering of snow was all they needed. Two miles out of the nearest village on a rugged Yorkshire fell top, Briar Farm could be quickly snowed in. The small, rough farm track was unpassable for anything other than a tractor with snow chains on its wheels.


‘I hope he goes over Kingsdale, I like that road: it’s nearly off the edge of the world.’ Carol stopped brushing for a minute and thought about the narrow road that led down into the valley of Deepdale and then the journey upward into the small dale of Cowgill. It was there her maiden aunt Brenda lived, while her father’s single brother Tom had his home in the village of Dent at the bottom of the dale. It was a Christmas tradition that they came and stopped at the farm for a day or two, and Carol relished each day they stayed. Being the youngest of the family, she was smothered in love and affection from both her aunty and uncle.


‘Well, you can go and ask him when you’ve swept that pile up, and take that Indian headdress that you’ve made with you – else your father will put it in the rubbish.’ Agnes weighed another turkey and wrapped it up in greaseproof paper, wrote the weight on it and the name of the customer who had ordered a turkey. ‘And then when we’ve done we’ll put the tree up. Bob got the decorations out of the loft for me this morning.’


‘I can put my angel on the top, the one I made at school out of cake doilies. And have we any crackers?’ Carol shoved the pile of feathers into the big paper sack that still smelt of cow ration with added vigour. ‘And I can make some paper chains before I go to bed and Bob can put them up in the front room.’


‘We’ll see, our Carol. Now have you swept up, because if so go and get under our Bob’s feet instead of ours.’ The things to be done before Christmas were weighing heavily on Agnes’s mind, and her patience was wearing thin with her youngest child’s excitement.


‘I’m going, because I’ve done.’ Carol picked up the Indian headdress made out of corrugated cardboard decorated with wax crayon in a striking zigzag pattern, and with the holes filled by an assortment of turkey feathers from the plucked birds. A piece of knicker-elastic held the strip of cardboard together and was just tight enough to fix the stunning headwear firmly on Carol’s head. She dropped her brush onto the barn floor and danced her way out of the barn, simulating a Native American war dance, a loose feather from her creation floating down behind her.


Agnes looked around. ‘Some sweeping up that is: I could have done better with my eyes shut.’


‘Just leave it, Mother, I’ll tidy up. We’re nearly finished.’ Bert pulled the last turkey down from the hook where it had been hanging and started to pluck.


Agnes sighed. If only they were nearly finished; she’d only just begun.
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Carol skipped across the farmyard. The snow had stopped and the moon was now beaming down from a cold, frost-filled sky laden with stars. She looked up and whispered, ‘Happy birthday, Jesus. Can you make sure we all have a good Christmas and that Father Christmas brings me that big doll from out of the window at Settle.’ She skipped a few more steps and then looked up again and added, ‘Sorry, Jesus, I forgot to say thank you.’


‘Who do you think you are talking to, loony?’ Bob came out of the cowshed carrying a bucketful of milk ready to be passed through cooling equipment in the dairy, and then into milk-kits waiting to be taken by him in the tractor and trailer down to the stand at the end of the farm lane the following morning.


‘I’m just wishing Jesus a happy birthday.’ Carol followed her older brother back into the cowshed. The smell of the cows and last summer’s hay hit her nostrils, making Carol feel warm and at ease in her surroundings. The steady swish of the cows’ tails, along with their chewing and the drone of the milking machine, made her feel happy as she watched the big roan cows bat their eyelashes at her.


‘You are crackers. There’s no such person, and anyway, if he does exist, you are two days early, and he’s not going to listen to you anyway.’ Bob washed the udder of the next cow to be milked and fitted the milking cups onto its teats, setting the machine into motion to milk the docile cow.


‘He does exis . . .’ Carol struggled with the word. ‘And Mrs Wilson, at Sunday School, says he listens to all good children,’ Carol protested.


‘Exactly. He’s not going to listen to you, you are never good.’


‘I am good, our Bob, and he will listen.’ Carol nearly started to cry, thinking she was unloved.


‘Stop blubbing, I was only teasing. What do you want, anyway, shrimp?’ Bob walked between cows and gave the next one to be milked a bucketful of feed.


‘Mum says you are going to pick up Aunty Brenda and Uncle Tom and that I can go with you. Which way are we going? Can we go over Kingsdale, I like that way?’


‘If it’s not snowing.’ Bob carried the milk unit and attached it to the next cow.


‘And if I make some paper chains tonight before bed will you put them up for me in the front room?’ Carol pleaded.


‘Yes. Now jigger off and leave me in peace. I’ll do whatever you want, just let me get on.’


‘Thanks, our Bob, I’ll get out of your way now.’ Carol hesitated in the cowshed doorway. When she was old enough she was going to marry her big brother Bob, because she loved him.
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The next day dawned fresh and frosty. The snow clouds had gone, leaving the surrounding countryside twinkling and sparkling with a slight covering of frosted snow.


The old Austin van was filled to the brim with plucked turkeys as Carol climbed into the back and sat like a pixie on top of the wheel arch.


‘Hold on tight, and don’t you fall on any of these birds.’ Bert slammed the door shut and twisted the handle.


‘You all right back there?’ Agnes turned and looked at Carol holding on to the back of her dad’s seat while balancing on the wheel arch. ‘You’ll have more room as soon as we deliver some in Settle, so not far to go before you can kneel on the floor.’


Carol smiled. She was enjoying every moment, because she knew that, as in previous years, with every turkey delivered they’d be invited in, made welcome in people’s homes, offered a drink and perhaps, if she was lucky, a small present for her. It didn’t matter that there wasn’t room for her for a while because that added to the excitement of the day.


The van trundled down the farm track and into the village, making the first drop-off at the village post office.


‘I’ll not be long here, you two stop in the van. We’ll see Harry and his wife over Christmas, so I’ll not go in.’ Bert carried the designated turkey into the post office and came back smiling, carrying a bottle. ‘Here, Mother. Harry and Mary say happy Christmas and they’re looking forward to seeing us up at the farm, day after Boxing Day.’


‘Aye, that’s good of them. I’m looking forward to having them up for a bite to eat. It’s not Christmas without friends.’


Carol didn’t say anything, but she’d expected a present from Uncle Harry and Aunty Mary, as she was used to calling them, and her Dad had not passed her anything.


‘Right, let’s knock on: one down, twenty to go!’ Bert put the old van into gear and pushed on through the country roads that twisted and twined through the Dales.


Every so often he stopped at outlying farms and houses with his delivery of turkeys and Christmas cheer, while Agnes and Carol dropped off Christmas cards and presents to friends and customers. Every house they called at offered a drink and a catch-up with news and warm Christmas wishes.


‘You’ve done well, our Carol. Look at all the sweets and presents you have in the back of this van. And Father, just you concentrate on driving; I think you’ve had one too many tipples of whisky. Them little sherry glasses hold more than you think, and Winnie Brunskill’s was a heck of a portion.’ Agnes held on to her seat as Bert dodged the side of the road.


‘Aye, she’s a grand woman, is Winnie, always generous.’ Bert grinned, his cheeks flushed with drink.


‘I’ll give you generous, just get us home safe. It’s already dark and getting near Carol’s bedtime,’ Agnes scolded. She knew he had a soft spot for Winnie Brunskill and her charms.


‘Nay, lass, don’t get jealous, you know there’s only one woman for me. Besides, we’re nearly home and it’s Christmas, isn’t it, our Carol?’ Bert shouted back to Carol.


‘Yes, Dad.’ Carol was kneeling in the back of the van between the two front seats, staring out of the windscreen at the trees and hedges that looked like weird monsters and creatures from the storybooks she loved to read. Her eyes were heavy with sleep, but it had been a lovely day and, as her mum said, she had been really lucky with presents of tangerines, sweets and wrapped presents that were not to be opened until Christmas Day.
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Carol pulled her blankets up around her face. The air in her bedroom was cold and the grey light of morning struggled to brighten up the room through the frosted windowpane. If it hadn’t been Christmas Eve, she would have stayed a little longer in bed, not wanting to climb out of her comfortable bunk. But it was no good, she was going to have to face the cold linoleum floor of her bedroom and get dressed before running to the bathroom. She pushed the blankets back and quickly walked across the ice-cold floor to where her clothes for the day were laid out. She pulled off her flannelette pyjamas and pulled on her cabled tights and pants, quickly buttoning her liberty bodice, then adding the woollen jumper her mother had spent hours knitting, before tightening the buckle on her pleated tartan skirt. There, she’d done it. She sat in her bedroom chair and pulled her slippers on, and the image of Sooty adorning them smiled up at her in relief at the warmth from her feet. She walked over to the window and blew hot breath on the frosted-up windows, marvelling at the fern-like pattern made by Jack Frost while rubbing a small hole to look through into the farmyard. She watched as her father carried bales of hay to the cattle in the cowshed, the farm cat following him in the hope of a saucer of milk, and she listened to Bob as he shouted instructions to the farm lad who was employed two days a week. She’d better hurry downstairs: once everything had been fed and the milking done, Bob would want to be off into Dent to pick up their relations.


‘Now then, lady, I thought you were going to snooze in bed all day. Our Bob’s already been in to see if you’ve stirred your shanks.’ Agnes patted her pastry out on the vinyl-covered kitchen table and rolled it thin with her rolling pin. ‘There’s a bacon sandwich on the top of the Rayburn: I’ve kept it warm for you along with a cup of tea. Then you can go and feed the dogs before you set off for Dent. Their dinner’s here, in this bucket.’ Agnes pointed to a bucketful of scraps and dog food ready prepared for the dogs’ dinner and then started to cut out circles of pastry with a biscuit cutter before placing them in bun trays to make mince pies.


Carol helped herself to the sandwich and tea, and in between mouthfuls of bacon and bread helped her mother fill the empty pie cases with mincemeat.


‘Not too much, Carol, else it will run out all over my oven.’ Agnes supervised until all the cases were full and Carol had finished her sandwich. ‘Go on now, them dogs will want their breakfast as much as you. Put your Wellingtons on and an extra pair of socks over your tights, and don’t forget your coat – it’s cold this morning.’


The bucket banged against Carol’s legs as she carried it across the yard to the kennels where Spot and Benjie were housed. Both dogs heard and smelt her coming and pulled excitedly on the chains that held them to their kennels. They barked in anticipation of their breakfast and pranced as Carol pulled their dishes out of the kennels and filled both up out of reach of the hungry pair. Once the bowls were full she put them in front of the dogs and watched them eat as if they had never been fed before. The food vanished in a few seconds.


Are you ready, our lass?’ Bob yelled. ‘I’m just going to have a cuppa and then we’ll be away.’


Carol watched as he brushed his mud-covered Wellingtons with the yard brush and then disappeared into the farm kitchen. She ran in after him, leaving the empty bucket outside the kitchen door, and pulled her wellies off in the passageway.


‘Which way are we going, Bob? Can I sit in the front?’ Carol couldn’t control her excitement.


‘We’ll have to go the bottom way today, shrimp, it’s too icy to go over Kingsdale; we’d end up down in Deepdale in a crashed van. You can sit in the front until we pick Aunty Brenda up, and then you and Uncle Tom will have to sit in the back.’


‘Ohh!’ Carol’s face dropped.


‘Never mind, I’ll go fast over the humps, and then your tummy will feel like jelly.’ Bob slurped his tea and picked up the van’s keys from the brass keyholder next to the back door.


‘You’ll do no such thing, you’ll take care: those roads are icy,’ Agnes chastised as she bent to take her first batch of baking out of the oven.


‘Back just about dinnertime, Mum. We’ll have a houseful when we’re all at home.’


‘Aye, and I’m no way near ready. Damn, that hurt!’ Agnes put the tray down quickly on the table and licked her arm where she had caught it on the hot oven.


‘Are you all right, Mum?’ Carol stood in the doorway putting her fur-lined boots on.


‘Yes, get gone and then I’ll crack on while you are away. Once these are made and this apple pie, I’m winning. You can help decorate the Christmas cake when you return, if you want?’


‘Yes, I’ll do that, Mum.’ Carol skipped out of the door and followed Bob, who had already started the van’s engine and was waiting for her.
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Carol gazed out of the van’s windows at the countryside flashing past. The snowy heights of Whernside, Penyghent and Ingleborough lay like sleeping lions under the blanket of snow, and the magnificent arches of Ribblehead viaduct spread out across the wild moorland of Ribblehead and Batty Moss.


‘It’s a bit bleak today, our Carol.’ Bob smiled at his sister as she peered out of the windscreen. ‘Soon be in Dent and then there’ll be fun. Aunty Brenda never shuts up, does she?’


‘No, and she will insist on kissing me. Uncle Tom’s all right though, he tells me stories of when he was in the navy and makes me things.’


The van pulled up outside the whitewashed house that was Aunty Brenda’s and both Bob and Carol rushed up the slate steps to the green door with a fox-head knocker, shining in the weak morning sun.


‘I heard you pull up, there’s no need to knock on the door. Come in, you must be frozen.’ Aunty Brenda stood fussing on the doorstep before they could even lift the fox-head knocker. ‘Mmm . . . Come here and give your Aunty Brenda a kiss; just look at how much you’ve grown.’ Brenda bent down and kissed Carol, leaving a print of her bright-red lipstick on her cheek. ‘And you, Bob, are you courting yet? You are a handsome lad; they must be flocking at your feet.’


Carol wiped the lipstick off her cheek and Bob muttered something about taking her bags as he blushed with embarrassment.


‘I bet your mother’s running around like a headless chicken.’ Brenda picked up her bags and looked around her, checking that the cooker was turned off and the back door locked, and with that she happily locked the front door behind her.


‘More like a headless turkey. She’s plucked and dressed nearly thirty this year. I don’t think my father’s in her good books.’ Bob put the bags into the back of the van and Carol climbed in along with them.


‘I’d be telling him what to do with his turkeys, they’d ruin my nails. Am I in the front? Uncle Tom will have to be a back-seat driver with you, Carol.’ Brenda could hardly bend down in her tight pencil skirt as she climbed into the front seat of the van. ‘There, let’s get going, can’t wait to see our Agnes.’ Brenda smiled at Bob and urged him onwards.


The next stop was in the cobbled village of Dent. The van rattled over the cobbles, passing the still-running fountain and carrying on to the far end of the village. This time Bob just hooted the van’s horn. He knew his Uncle Tom would be ready waiting for him and sure enough he was.


‘Are you all right, lad, did you have an easy journey? There’s a bit of ice on the road, you’ll have to take care.’ Tom bent down and puffed on his pipe. ‘Now then, Brenda, am I in the back with Carol?’ Without waiting for an answer he went around to the back of the van, opened the back door, put his small leather case with washing tackle in and climbed into the back with Carol. ‘Now then, Carol, two bits of rubbish together, eh!’ Tom laughed and slammed the door behind him, sitting flat on the van’s floor, still puffing his pipe.


‘Tom, can you put that pipe out, it’s filling the van with smoke,’ Brenda spluttered.


‘Sorry, Brenda, never thought.’ Tom damped the pipe with the end of his finger and Carol watched in surprise as his finger seemed to be unscathed by the heat. He put the damped pipe in his pocket and then winked at Carol.


Carol loved her Uncle Tom. He was soft and gentle and always had time for everyone, and he smelt of his favourite smoking tobacco, Kendal Twist. She smiled as he leaned forward and whispered, ‘I’m in trouble already.’ She giggled quietly.


‘I can hear you both. Like peas in a pod, you two are. Bob and me are the sensible ones, aren’t we, Bob?’ Brenda smiled at her nephew.


‘Aye, if you say so.’ Bob was just keen to get his relations home as soon as he could and for his mother to take control.
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‘Come in, come in.’ Agnes opened the kitchen door and welcomed her guests with hugs. ‘I’ve got the kettle on and made some sandwiches. There’s a leg of lamb in the oven for tonight and a trifle or apple pie in the pantry, so we aren’t going to starve.’


‘You always feed us too well, Aggie.’ Brenda kissed her sister and took her coat off.


‘Aye, we never want for owt when we come to Briar. How are you, Agnes? You look well.’


‘Thanks, Tom. Aye, we are all well, shattered after Bert and his turkey venture, but, as he says, it keeps a roof over our heads.’


‘I don’t know how you do it, our Agnes. I said to young Bob, you wouldn’t get me with a hand up a turkey’s bum.’


‘Mmm. Come on into the front room, I’m sure Carol wants to show you the Christmas tree she decorated last night and her paper chains. I’ll bring your drinks and sandwiches through.’ Agnes had managed to forget that she and Brenda were completely unalike, that Brenda thought herself a lady whereas she just hadn’t time to think of painted nails and the latest fashion.


‘I’m sure it will be beautiful, pet.’ Brenda and Tom followed Agnes and Carol into the welcoming front room, where a fire was blazing and Bing Crosby was crooning ‘White Christmas’ from the wireless on top of the sideboard.


The Christmas tree stood in the corner of the room with glittering tinsel on its branches and glass baubles reflecting the light from the blazing fire. From corner to corner and pinned up in the centre of the room next to the main light, paper chains made with different-coloured paper festooned the ceiling.


‘Carol, it’s beautiful, and did you make that angel on the top of the tree?’ Brenda squeezed Carol tightly as she beamed at the compliment and nodded her head.


‘Aye, it must be Christmas and we are all safe and well and another year’s nearly over.’ Tom sat in the comfortable chair next to the fire.


‘Yes, we’ve a lot to be thankful for, a bit older and a bit more battered by the world.’ Agnes smiled at her guests. ‘Now let me get you them sandwiches.’
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‘Go on up them stairs, Father Christmas won’t come if he knows you are down here with us old codgers.’ Bert smiled at his daughter as she squashed the last crumb of Christmas cake into her mouth, before bed.


‘But Dad, I want to stop up with you and Aunty Brenda and Uncle Tom just a minute longer,’ Carol pleaded.


‘He’s in London already, he’ll soon be up here, and if you aren’t in bed, he’ll not leave you anything.’


‘All right, I’m going, but I’m too excited to sleep,’ Carol protested.


‘Come on, give your old aunt and uncle a kiss and in the morning you’ll wake up to find Santa’s been.’ Brenda held her arms out as Carol kissed everyone goodnight and went reluctantly to bed.


‘Tomorrow you can stop up as long as you want, I know you like listening to all of us talking.’


‘Really stay up? And have supper with everyone else?’


‘If you can stay awake that long. Now come on up them stairs.’ Agnes urged her excited daughter up the stairs and quickly put her into her pyjamas and pulled the eiderdown over her, tucking her into bed and telling her to go to sleep quickly.


‘Look, it’s starting to snow, Father Christmas must be on his way. It’s coming down quite heavy so I’m glad we are all safely at home. Looks like it’s going to be a white Christmas.’ Agnes kissed Carol, smiling as she squeezed her eyes tight shut in the happy knowledge that the following morning there would be presents at the end of her bed. Agnes sneaked out of the bedroom, leaving the door slightly ajar for a chink of light to shine into the darkened room, and Carol was left to dream of the morning.
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It was still dark when Carol awoke; she was never awake that early, but this morning was different. In the light from the landing she could just make out the shape of a bulging pillowcase full of things that Father Christmas had brought her at the end of her bed. He’d been! He’d been! He’d not forgotten her! Even though her bedroom was freezing and the outside window ledge was piled high with snow, she leapt out of bed and hauled the pillowcase with its contents onto the bed with her. After putting on the light, she carefully took out each and every present, looking at the labels and feeling each one before unwrapping the colourful paper. There were tangerines and a bag of gold chocolate coins, but most interesting of all, there was a large oblong-shaped present that looked the exact size of the doll she had wanted from the Co-operative. She tore off the paper to meet the blinking eyes of the latest Rosebud doll, the one with dark hair that she had wanted so much. She couldn’t believe her luck.


‘Well, ’as he been?’ Carol’s mother and father stood in the doorway, having been woken by the noise from her adjoining bedroom.


‘He has, he has! Look at all these things.’ Carol ripped open more of her presents. A box of dominoes, snakes and ladders, and right at the bottom of her pillowcase was a present from Aunty Mary and Uncle Harry: two knitted outfits for her new doll.


‘How did Aunty Mary know that Father Christmas was going to bring me a doll?’ Carol was amazed.


‘He probably wrote and told her and said what size it was, seeing you’d been a good girl all year.’ Agnes smiled at Bert. A little white lie wouldn’t hurt at Christmas.


‘He’s amazing, is Father Christmas. He knows what I want, where I live and he even talks to my friends and relations, and he makes it snow so that he can land his sleigh!’ Carol carefully removed her new doll from its box, and gasped in amazement as it said ‘Mama’ in a small voice.


Agnes and Bert watched their daughter’s delighted face.


‘Happy Christmas, darling, I’m glad he brought you all you wanted, and your father and I love you dearly.’ Tears filled Bert and Agnes’s eyes; children made Christmas for them and their baby was growing up too quickly. How many more years would Father Christmas be believed in?


‘Happy Christmas, Mum and Dad, I love you too.’ Carol jumped out of her bed and hugged them both tightly. She loved them more than a thousand dolls from out of the Co-operative window and always would.


 


 


Wishing all my readers a very happy Christmas and a peaceful New Year.
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Uncle Percy – A Christmas Memory


DIANE ALLEN




When I was young my Christmases were always made special by a visit from my father’s eldest brother, Percy, who arrived on Christmas Eve and stayed with us into the New Year.


My brother Jack would bundle me into the back of our old grey Austin van and we would go and pick up Uncle Percy from the small hamlet of Gawthrop, just outside the village of Dent. This was an adventure in itself as he lived a good twenty miles away from our farm in Austwick, and I loved the long journey alone with my big brother.


Uncle Percy was a veteran of the First World War. He had been left for dead in the trenches of the Somme, until the Germans had found him and taken him prisoner of war. He was a quiet man who still bore the signs of being shell-shocked, and his legs were pitted where shrapnel had entered them. He never spoke of the war to anyone, but you knew he had been through hell. After the war he had travelled the country, odd-jobbing.


I suspect what he saw over in the Somme made him restless and weary of his fellow man and caused him to question what life was all about. Eventually he came back to the dale where he was born to become the local postman. His one love was his garden, where he’d grow dahlias and chrysanthemums, winning medals at all the local shows.


Christmas started with the arrival of Uncle Percy. He’d bring a jar of pickled onions for the Christmas table, a box of Turkish Delight for my mother and a ten-shilling note that was more money than I’d seen all year, for me. In return I’d give him an ounce of Kendal Twist for his pipe and my parents would give him a warm home and a loving Christmas. He’d sit by the fire and talk to my father, and I’d listen in as tales were told of days gone by and relish the fact that I could stay up long past my bedtime because Uncle Percy was staying. During the day he’d teach me the names of great battleships, flowers and plants, and play games of dominoes or draughts with me. For exercise he’d stretch his legs by walking around the garden and farmyard of our sprawling farmhouse up in the fells, his gait awkward from the pain he suffered in his legs. I didn’t understand any of the things he’d been through then; I was young and naive, and all I knew was that Uncle Percy had come to stay and it wouldn’t be Christmas without him. He was a quiet, gentle soul who I loved dearly.


Sadly, Uncle Percy died a month before I got married. If he was alive today, I think he’d smile when the traditional box of Turkish Delight and jar of pickled onions are bought at Christmas. It’s the little things that count at this special time, and the memories of those we love who have passed on and the love of the ones that are still with us as we celebrate Christmas together.
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Kate’s Miracle


Rita Bradshaw


THE NORTH-EAST OF ENGLAND, 1919


‘Now you be a good lad and help Ellie look after your little sister, all right, Harry?’ Kate Finlay stared into her son’s big brown eyes. He nodded solemnly, and she reached out and patted his silky curls, saying in as bright a tone as she could dredge up from the deep despair within, ‘I won’t be long, hinny.’


Picking up the heavy parcel of washing wrapped securely in brown paper and tied with string, Kate turned to Ellie, her neighbour’s twelve-year-old daughter. ‘Thanks for watching them, lass. I’ll be as quick as I can.’


‘That’s all right, Mrs Finlay, and take your time, the pavements are treacherous.’ Ellie’s voice was soft with sympathy. Everyone knew how hard it was for Mrs Finlay since her husband had died nearly a year ago, leaving her with two little ones and no means of support. And her so bonny too, with her golden hair and blue eyes. She’d heard her mam and da talking one night about Mrs Finlay; they hadn’t known that she was sitting on the stairs in the dark, earwigging. Her mam had said it was even more of a tragedy than most, Mr Finlay dying, because his parents were the sort who wouldn’t give you the drips from their nose, and Mrs Finlay was an orphan. She remembered her da had said something about Mrs Finlay and her bairns ending up in the workhouse, and her mam had gone for him good and proper, calling him Job’s comforter. She didn’t know what that meant but it wasn’t good, if her mam’s tone of voice had been anything to go by. Poor Mrs Finlay . . .


Kate squared her shoulders as she opened the back door and the raw north-east wind hit her. It had been snowing for a week, but today, Christmas Eve, there was a break in the relentless storms that had swept the North. Nevertheless, the back alleys, roads and pavements were lethal in places, with snow packed hard on the ground. The grey sky lay low over the town of Sunderland and the wintry gloom predicted more snow before too long. At eleven in the morning it was as murky as twilight and bitterly cold.


She stood for a moment on the snow-covered flagstones in the yard, steeling herself for the walk from Wear Street in the East End, where she rented two rooms in a terraced house, to Park Place West which was a stone’s throw from Mowbray Park in Bishopwearmouth. Although only half a mile as the crow flies, the big terraced houses of Park Place West were a world away from the overcrowded, disease-ridden tangle of mean streets that made up much of the East End.


She had to get going, she couldn’t stand here all day. Hitching up the carefully wrapped package of washing in her arms – which were already aching – she left the yard and walked along the back lane. She hadn’t reached the end of it before her feet were cold and wet from the great holes in the soles of her boots. Even though she’d stuffed the holes with squares of cardboard, her feet were numb before long. But it wasn’t physical discomfort that pulled her mouth tight. It was fear. Fear of what was going to happen to Harry and Rebecca; fear of the shadow of the workhouse, which was looming more ominously in the last few days than it had done in the long hard months since Timothy had been gone.


She had tried so hard to keep the three of them together, she thought, slipping and sliding on the icy ground that was like glass in places. She couldn’t let it all be for nothing. From the day Timothy had succumbed to the deadly Spanish flu that had swept the country, haemorrhaging blood from his infected lungs and frantically clutching her hands as he had fought to breathe in his death throes, she had worked for anyone and everyone.
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