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  With great affection and deep admiration this book is dedicated to my uncle, Brian Copley, who enlisted in 1914 at the age of sixteen in the 8th Battalion Sherwood Foresters,

  (Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire Regiment) and served throughout the war.




  Thankfully, he survived the trenches to live a long and happy life and it has been a privilege to share his memories and experiences through his personal diaries of the time.
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  One




  Spring 1914




  ‘I’ll run away.’




  The young girl, at that fledgling stage between child and young woman – gawky and awkward – stood in the middle of the yard watching her grandmother calmly peg out the washing on the

  line. The older woman was taking no notice of her and Bridie believed she didn’t even care.




  The girl promised not classic beauty, but an appeal that would be captivating rather than enslaving. Her lively spirit would attract friendship, loyalty, even love, but perhaps not idolatry or

  blind worship. But at this moment the twelve-year-old showed little of the adult she would become. Her face was an ominous cloud, her mouth a sultry pout. Her deep blue eyes, fringed with black

  lashes, flashed with bitterness and resentment and she flicked back her long, thick black plait in a gesture of impatience. Involuntarily her hands tightened into fists at her sides. She moved

  nearer to her grandmother. Thrusting her head forwards, she muttered through clenched teeth, ‘I mean it. I will run away.’




  ‘Oh aye,’ Mary Carpenter was still hardly listening. She didn’t even glance towards the girl, but bent and picked up the end of a wet sheet. ‘And where would you run

  to?’




  The reply came promptly. ‘To me auntie Eveleen’s.’




  ‘Your auntie’s too busy to be looking after a troublesome child like you.’




  ‘I am not a child. I’m twelve. I’ve been working for seven months.’ Her mouth twisted in distaste. ‘And I hate it.’




  Now Bridie felt her grandmother’s glance. ‘You’re just like your father,’ Mary said, but the words were an accusation not a compliment.




  The girl bit down hard on her lower lip to stop it trembling, angry at herself that, not for the first time, the mere mention of her father could bring her close to tears; did, in the privacy of

  her room. It was strange that reference to her mother, who had died at her birth, did not have such a deep effect upon her. Maybe it was because her mother had not been able to help leaving her,

  whereas her father had done so out of choice. He had disappeared before her birth, refusing to marry her mother and deserting her even before their child had been born. As far as Bridie knew, he

  didn’t know to this day whether he had a son or a daughter. Perhaps he did not even know of Rebecca’s death. And worse still, to the child’s vulnerable mind, he quite obviously

  did not care. Not once had he come back from the sea to meet her. Though he had sent home brief letters and cards spasmodically over the years, he had never even asked about her. As far as her

  father, Jimmy Hardcastle, was concerned, Bridie might as well not exist.




  Now her chin rose defiantly. ‘All right, I am like him. ’Cos he ran away didn’t he? Well, I’m going to do the same, so there.’




  Mockingly Mary asked, ‘What? Are you going to run away to sea then?’




  ‘I might.’




  Pointing to the empty washing basket, Mary said, ‘Now stop all this nonsense, child. Take that back to the wash-house, then come in and have your breakfast.’




  The girl did not move. Mary sighed. ‘It’s high time you were about your work. Josh’ll be needing your help. And besides,’ she added, and now there was a gleam in her eyes

  as if she knew she was playing her trump card, ‘who would look after your injured creatures? What do you think would happen to them if you weren’t here? Josh hasn’t time to be

  fussing with wild birds and rabbits. He’s enough to do with our own livestock.’




  Mary turned and marched back into the farmhouse, disapproval in the set of her shoulders. At fifty-four Mary Carpenter still had the slim figure of a woman half her age, though her hair, drawn

  back from her face into a neat bun at the nape of her neck, was now more grey than the rich brown it had once been. She wore a white apron over her long black skirt and a crisp, white cotton

  blouse.




  Resentfully Bridie watched her go. It was the only thing that Mary could have said that would touch her; the only thing that could keep her here. The best part of her work on the farm –

  the part she really enjoyed – was caring for sick or injured animals. Bridie compressed her mouth and frowned. She took a step and then another and picked up the basket. She could not bring

  herself to leave the blackbird with an injured wing nestling in the hayloft or the wild rabbit with a broken hind leg in a hutch in the yard. She would let the little things go once they were well

  again, but for now they needed her. Her frown deepened; her grandmother knew that too.




  Josh might look after them if she pleaded with him, but Bridie knew, even at her tender age, that once she was gone Mary would have her way. Bridie believed that Josh was fond of her, even

  though he was only her step-grandfather and therefore no blood relation to her. But in any confrontation between herself and her grandmother, Josh, although he tried to keep the peace, would always

  take Mary’s part in the end.




  Bridie was not so sure of her grandmother’s affection. She had lived with Mary and Josh since babyhood and knew no other home, but as she had grown older she had begun to feel that she was

  here on sufferance rather than because she was truly wanted.




  Suddenly her heart lightened. There was one person who loved her.




  Andrew. Andrew loved her. If her grandmother didn’t want her and her aunt Eveleen had no time for her, then she would go to Andrew. She would even take her menagerie with her. Andrew lived

  in a little cottage and, though she had never seen it, she was sure he must have a garden. Surely there would be room enough for her wounded creatures.




  Her mind made up, she picked up the basket and skipped towards the wash-house.




  He would be here as usual on Sunday and she would make him take her home with him. Back to the little village of Flawford, near Nottingham, where he lived. There would be plenty of room in his

  little cottage, for she knew he lived alone.




  Yes, Andrew would take her home with him. Bridie could get Andrew Burns to do anything she wanted.




  





  Two




  For the rest of the day Bridie skipped through her work about the farm. She milked the cows in the cowhouse, singing at the top of her voice. In the dairy she churned the

  butter and she was still scurrying to and fro as she laid the table for their supper, whilst Mary and Josh sat on opposite sides of the hearth in front of the kitchen range. Josh warmed his feet on

  the fender and sighed contentedly. His huge frame filled the Windsor chair and the firelight glowed on his fat, red cheeks. His large nose dominated his face, but his kind eyes shone with love

  every time they glanced across the hearth towards his wife.




  ‘Well, I’m pleased to see you’ve changed your tune, miss,’ Mary remarked. ‘Your mood changes with the wind.’




  From behind his newspaper, Josh winked at Bridie and the girl hid her smile. Even though he adored her, Josh was not blind to Mary’s little foibles. And if Bridie resembled anyone in her

  family, she knew it was her grandmother. Mary’s own mood swings were like a weathervane. And then the words were springing from Bridie’s lips before she could stop them, ‘I must

  take after you then, Gran.’




  Mary’s head snapped up and her eyes widened. She half rose from her chair. ‘You saucy little madam . . .’




  Josh crumpled his newspaper and now even he was frowning. ‘Now, Bridie, don’t cheek your gran. There’s a good girl.’




  ‘Sorry, Gran,’ Bridie said airily, with no real note of apology and as she hurried back into the scullery, she was smiling. Soon, she was thinking, I won’t be here to be cheeky

  to anyone. Soon I’ll be living with Andrew in his little cottage.




  It was an idyllic picture, but one that was purely in her mind’s eye for she had never visited Flawford. She imagined that he lived in a tiny cottage, similar to the one down the lane

  where her friend, Micky Morton, lived with his parents. Micky was lucky, Bridie thought, and her mouth pouted involuntarily. He had been born only a few months after her, but his parents were

  married and he had grandparents, too, who lived nearby.




  A cosy, whitewashed cottage, Bridie dreamed. That was where Andrew would live. With ivy climbing up the wall and a path leading up to a front door framed with roses. Tiny leaded-paned windows

  would sparkle in the sunshine from her polishing and a tantalizing smell of her baking would greet him as he came home each evening from his work as a framework knitter in the nearby workshop. Oh,

  how she longed to be grown up so that she could be Mrs Andrew Burns.




  It was all she had ever wanted; to be married to Andrew. For as long as she could remember, whenever he had visited, she had rushed to meet him, her arms wide. He would catch her and swing her

  round and round, their shared laughter echoing around the farmyard. Then, setting her on the ground, he would kiss her forehead and press whatever little gift he had brought for her this time into

  her hands.




  And his gifts were not always little. On her twelfth birthday he had presented her with an exquisite shawl he had knitted on his machine especially for her.




  ‘I had to be careful the old man didn’t catch me,’ Andrew had laughed. ‘But I did it in me own time, so there’s not a lot he could say.’




  Remembering, the smile faded from Bridie’s mouth.




  The ‘old man’ Andrew had referred to was Bridie’s maternal grandfather. Someone else whom she had never met. Josh had explained it to her, so carefully, so gently. Perhaps that

  was why she loved Josh, for he, not her grandmother, nor her aunt Eveleen, nor even Andrew, had taken the trouble to explain the past to her. For that reason, Josh was the only one she would regret

  leaving.




  ‘It’s all a long time ago now, love,’ Josh had said as they walked alongside the beck together, taking the cows back to the field after milking, her small hand tucked into his

  large one. ‘And although it’s not your fault, none of it – I’m afraid it does affect you. Quite unfairly,’ Josh said firmly as he glanced down at her. He took a deep

  breath and seemed to brace his shoulders. ‘Before your gran married me, she was married to the man who was your grandfather, Walter Hardcastle. But you knew that, didn’t you?’




  Bridie nodded. As they walked, she glanced down at the bubbling water. It was somewhere along here that her grandfather, Walter, had been found, face down in the water having suffered a heart

  attack. That much she knew, for she saw his grave every Sunday when her gran laid fresh flowers on it. Her gaze lifted to Bernby church standing on the hill in the distance beyond the beck. That

  was where he was buried.




  ‘After he died so suddenly, the family had to leave Pear Tree Farm,’ Josh went on in his kindly, rumbling tones. ‘They went to Flawford, to your gran’s family.’




  ‘Where is Flawford?’




  ‘It’s a village just south of Nottingham,’ Josh continued. ‘They went to live with your gran’s brother, Harry Singleton and . . .’




  Bridie remembered interrupting him again at this point in her piping voice. ‘Singleton? But that’s my name. Why’s he got the same name as me?’




  The big man at her side had mopped his brow. ‘Because your mother, Rebecca, was his daughter and – and . . .’ He faltered over the delicate matter. ‘You see, mi duck,

  your mam and dad weren’t married, so you’ve got her surname.’




  Bridie had been silent then, digesting the information, trying to work it out in her young mind. Then she said slowly, ‘But my dad was Gran’s son. I did know that much. So – so

  were him and my mam cousins?’




  ‘Yes,’ Josh said. ‘First cousins.’




  Again, she was silent. Then, in a voice so quiet that the man at her side had to strain to hear her words, she said, ‘And he left her, didn’t he? He left us both. He ran away to

  sea.’




  ‘He was only young, love. No more than a boy, really.’




  ‘Did you know him?’




  ‘Briefly, when he worked in the factory in Nottingham for a short time. It was where I worked then.’




  ‘I thought you said they went to Flawford?’




  Josh smiled down at her. ‘Oh dear, I’m not very good at this sort of thing. I’m not explaining it very well, am I, mi duck?’




  In answer, Bridie smiled up at him, her cheeks dimpling prettily. She gave a little skip, her long black plait swinging. ‘Go on,’ she encouraged. ‘Tell me what happened. Tell

  me why I’ve never met me grandfather Singleton.’ For a moment there was hurt in her eyes. ‘Doesn’t he want to meet me?’ Then she put her head on one side and eyed Josh

  speculatively. With a maturity far beyond her years, she asked shrewdly, ‘Or is it me gran who won’t let me see him?’




  ‘I don’t think so, love, though I have to admit she never sees him herself either.’ He licked his thick lips. ‘Harry’s a hard man. An unforgiving man and he threw

  your poor mam out of his house when he found out she was expecting a child. In fact, he threw the whole family out, young Jimmy – your dad – and even your gran and Auntie Eveleen too.

  They all went to Nottingham to find work and that’s how I met them.’




  ‘My dad was with them then?’




  Josh nodded. ‘He didn’t stay long, though. He wasn’t much of a worker. Couldn’t – or wouldn’t – get the hang of operating a lace machine.’

  Suddenly Josh let out a loud guffaw of laughter that startled Bridie. ‘Your aunt Evie would have made a better twisthand than him – if she’d had the physical strength, of course.

  Mind you,’ he added reflectively, ‘she was a strong lass in those days, having worked on the farm here.’




  ‘Auntie Evie? Did she work in your factory too?’




  Josh was still chuckling. ‘It wasn’t my factory, love. I only worked there. The factory belonged – still does – to Mr Brinsley Stokes and his son, Richard.’




  ‘Uncle Richard?’




  Josh nodded. ‘Yes, he met your auntie Evie and fell in love with her.’ He looked down at her as he added, his voice almost reverent, ‘And I met your gran and fell in love with

  her. So some good came out of it all, didn’t it?’




  Bridie nodded, unable to speak. Perhaps it had. For them. But what about her? Her father had deserted them, her mother had died and, although she had her gran and Josh, Auntie Evie and Uncle

  Richard, her grandfather Singleton hated her so much that he never wanted even to meet her.




  She drew in a deep, shuddering breath, trying to shut out the hurt and humiliation. There was really only one thing that mattered to her. Or rather, one person.




  ‘What about Andrew?’ she asked, trying to still the tremble in her voice.




  ‘Andrew? What do you mean, “What about Andrew”? Sorry, I don’t follow. He works for your grandfather and lives in one of his cottages. I thought you knew that. I reckon

  he was probably born there. I think his dad and mam worked for Harry an’ all. He grew up alongside Rebecca, see? And he was very good to all the family when they were in trouble. And, of

  course, he’s your godfather.’




  ‘But he’s – he’s not related to me, is he?’ She held her breath, willing him to make the reply she wanted to hear.




  ‘No, he’s not. He’s not a blood relative, if that’s what you mean. Though . . .’ Josh had seemed about to say more, but stopped abruptly.




  They had continued to walk along the bank, in silence now. She asked no more questions and only when they approached the gate into the farmyard did she say with a quaint, adult courtesy,

  ‘Thank you for telling me, Grandpa Josh.’




  On Sunday, dressed in the shawl he had given her, Bridie waited by the farmyard gate for Andrew to appear at the end of the rough cart track leading to Pear Tree Farm. Then

  she saw him, wobbling dangerously on his bicycle as he negotiated the deep, muddy ruts. Picking up her skirts, she ran to meet him.




  ‘Andrew, Andrew.’




  The man’s smile seemed to stretch from ear to ear when he saw her and he put his feet on the ground to bring the bicycle to a halt. Jumping off, he laid it on the ground and opened his

  arms to her. Laughing delightedly, Bridie ran into them and was lifted off her feet and swung round and round until she was dizzy.




  As he set her down again, Andrew pretended to be out of breath. He put his hand on his chest and panted, ‘You’re getting far too big for such unladylike behaviour.’ But the

  twinkle in his hazel eyes and the laughter lines that crinkled mischievously around them belied his words. He picked up his bicycle and, with one arm draped across her shoulders, they walked

  towards the farmyard.




  ‘Aren’t you going to ask me what I’ve brought you?’




  Bridie smiled up at him as, her mouth twitching, she said with pretended primness, ‘She that expecteth nothing shall surely receive.’




  Andrew laughed loudly, startling the hens scratching in the yard, so that they squawked and ran mindlessly about in fright. ‘You sound just like old Harry. Him and his

  preaching.’




  ‘And Gran says you spoil me,’ she smiled coyly up at him, knowing that he would never stop doing so.




  ‘Well, if I can’t spoil my favourite god-daughter, who can I, I’d like to know?’




  Now she laughed aloud too, the sound bouncing on the breeze. ‘You! I’m your only god-daughter.’




  ‘There you are then. You’re bound to be me favourite, aren’t you?’




  Bridie stopped suddenly and put her hand on his arm. ‘Andrew, I want to ask you something. I was going to leave it till later, but . . .’




  ‘Well, if you’re going to ask me to marry you, the answer’s “yes”.’




  ‘Good,’ she said promptly, ‘because when I’m older that’s exactly what I’m going to do.’




  ‘Eh?’ For a moment, Andrew looked startled but, as Bridie rushed on, the look of surprise was replaced by one of genuine alarm as he heard her out.




  ‘I want to come back to Flawford with you. I could be your housekeeper. I know you live alone and . . . and . . .’




  ‘Hey, hey, steady on, love.’ Andrew actually pulled away from her and held up his hand, palm outwards, as if to fend off her mad scheme. ‘What’s brought all this

  on?’ He leant closer and said, trying to be stern though he always found it difficult where Bridie was concerned, ‘Have you been falling out with your gran again?’




  Bridie pouted. ‘Not really, but I told her I’d run away and all she could say was that I was like me dad.’ Passionately she cried, ‘She doesn’t care what I do or

  where I go. I said I’d go to Auntie Evie’s, but she said she wouldn’t want me either. But you do, don’t you?’




  He glanced away, unable to meet her eyes now and Bridie felt a chill run through her veins. She frowned and bit down on her lower lip to stop it trembling as she muttered, ‘You don’t

  either, do you?’




  ‘It wouldn’t be right, you living with me. A young girl with an old bachelor like me. Your gran wouldn’t approve.’




  Bridie began to protest. ‘You’re not old. You’re . . .’ Then she paused and frowned. Suddenly she realized that she had never really stopped to think what age Andrew must

  be. He had always been just ‘Andrew’, whom she had idolized all her life.




  ‘And then there’s your grandfather,’ Andrew was saying. ‘Old Harry.’




  Bridie pulled away from him. Pouting, she said, ‘You’re like all the rest. You don’t care about me.’




  Andrew grasped her arm so tightly that Bridie winced. ‘Don’t say that, Bridie. You know I care about you more than anyone else in the world. Don’t ever say that about

  me.’




  ‘Then why can’t I come and live with you? And then, when I’m older, we can be married.’




  She felt his grasp loosen and, as his hand fell away, he groaned deeply. ‘Bridie, that’s always been just a joke – a bit of fun – between us. I’m far too old for

  you. I’m almost twenty years older than you. You should marry someone of your own age, not an old feller like me.’




  ‘You’ve never believed me, have you? Everyone’s always laughed at me when I’ve said I’m going to marry you when I grow up.’




  ‘Bridie, love, from what I’m told, all little girls say they’re going to marry the man closest to them. Some even say their dad, or their brother—’




  ‘No, no, that’s not allowed.’ Bridie was shaking her head vehemently.




  ‘I know it isn’t,’ Andrew said quickly. ‘What I mean is, they say that before they understand the – the . . . well, about life.’




  She stared at him. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’




  Andrew ran his hand through his brown hair. ‘It’s not for me to explain things to you, love. That’s for your gran to do.’




  ‘Oh, that! I know all about that.’ Suddenly she seemed much older than her twelve years. ‘You don’t grow up on a farm without knowing what goes on. When the

  boar visits and—’




  ‘Stop, stop!’ Andrew put up his hands once more. ‘You’ll have me blushing.’




  She grinned at him now and he put his arm about her shoulders again. Their easy friendship restored, they walked towards the house. ‘When you’re older you’ll have an army of

  young suitors beating a path to your door and you’ll forget all about wanting to marry me.’




  She said nothing, but promised herself: Oh no, I won’t. I won’t ever stop loving you, Andrew Burns.




  





  Three




  Bridie led Andrew into the farmhouse by the back door, through the scullery and into the kitchen. Her grandmother was placing a huge piece of roast beef on the table in front

  of Josh, who wielded the carving knife against the steel with rhythmic movements to sharpen it.




  ‘Hello, Andrew, come and sit down. Did you have a good journey?’ Mary fussed around him, pulling out a chair for him at the table as she invited him to join their meal. Her tone

  sharpened noticeably as she turned to Bridie. ‘Go and drain the vegetables in the scullery, girl. There are two tureens ready. Look sharp.’




  Mary turned to the black-leaded range. A roaring fire heated the oven, where all their meals were cooked. On the opposite side was a tank for water, heated by the same fire and ladled out of the

  lid in the top. A kettle sat on the hob near the glowing coals, singing gently.




  Bridie hurried between scullery and kitchen, carrying the tureens laden with steaming vegetables: potatoes, fresh spring cabbage and sliced runner beans preserved in salt from the previous

  growing season, washed thoroughly now and boiled, to enjoy through the winter.




  Bridie loved Sunday dinner, especially when Andrew came. She would pull her chair close to his and listen as the grown-ups talked. Josh would tell him, in detail, all about the work that had

  been done about the small farm since his last visit. Today he had a piece of news.




  ‘Stephen Dunsmore is selling off bits of the estate. Rumour ses it’s to pay his gambling debts. Anyway,’ he went on, beaming with pride at Mary, ‘We’ve bought

  another field alongside the beck. We can increase our herd now.’




  ‘More cows to milk,’ Bridie said and cast her eyes to the ceiling.




  ‘No, I – I mean, we . . .’ He glanced at Mary in apology, but she only smiled fondly at him. Josh continued. ‘We thought we’d buy beef cattle. Breed, you

  know?’




  Bridie felt a thrill of excitement. ‘We’d have baby calves?’




  Josh nodded and Bridie clapped her hands.




  ‘I thought you were set on leaving, miss,’ Mary remarked drily and Bridie squirmed in her seat. For a moment the pull of more animals to care for was strong.




  Puzzled, Josh glanced from one to the other. ‘What’s this?’




  ‘Oh, nothing,’ Mary said quickly, ‘Only Bridie getting on her high horse and making idle threats when things don’t suit her.’




  Bridie opened her mouth to argue that her threats were anything but idle, but Andrew was shaking his head in wonderment. ‘You’re a marvel, Josh.’ He smiled. ‘How

  you’ve taken to the country life. If I didn’t know you were a townie born and bred, I’d believe you’d never lived anywhere but here in the whole of your life.’




  Josh chuckled and his jowls wobbled. ‘There’s a lot to be said for city life, but I always had a yen to be in the country.’ He laughed again. ‘Strange, isn’t it?

  Eveleen and I seemed to have swapped places. She’s taken to the city life.’




  ‘That’s because Richard’s there,’ Andrew said softly and there was an unmistakable note of longing in his tone. ‘She’s with the one she loves, isn’t

  she?’




  ‘True enough,’ Josh said and touched Mary’s hand across the table. ‘And I’m with the woman I love.’




  ‘Oh, Josh, you old softie.’ Mary smiled and tapped his hand as if in gentle admonishment. But even the young girl could see from the pink tinge suffusing her grandmother’s

  cheeks that age was no barrier to love. Bridie watched the interplay, feeling, as she always did at such moments, excluded. She leant against Andrew and smiled coyly up at him. ‘Perhaps

  you’d like to come and live in the country too. Would you?’




  ‘Oho, not me. There’s not much I don’t know about framework knitting. Trouble is – it’s all I know.’ He pulled a comical face. ‘And besides,

  I’m frightened of cows.’




  Around the table, they joined in his laughter.




  ‘So,’ Bridie went on, ‘tell us what’s been happening to you this week.’




  The guarded look that always seemed to come into his eyes when she asked about his home life was there again. ‘Oh, just work as usual. You know.’




  ‘No, I don’t know,’ Bridie burst out. ‘I don’t know because I’ve never been allowed to visit you. I don’t know where you live and work

  and—’




  ‘Bridie,’ Josh spoke sternly. ‘That’s enough. I won’t have you upsetting your grandmother.’




  ‘But—’




  ‘I said, that’s enough!’




  Colour suffused the girl’s face and she bit her lip as she flashed a defiant look at Josh, but she said no more. Beneath the table, Andrew squeezed her hand warningly.




  For several moments, the meal continued in silence, the only sounds the singing kettle on the hob, the settling of coals in the range’s grate and the clatter of cutlery against plates.




  At last Mary laid her knife and fork carefully together and leant back in her chair and sighed. ‘I suppose I ought to ask you how my mother is, Andrew. And – and my

  brother?’




  Bridie gasped and glanced towards Josh. Even he hadn’t told her that Mary’s own mother was still alive. And this was a most unusual event. Mary never asked about her family in

  Flawford and now Bridie was very much afraid that Josh was going to blame her for having raised the subject.




  Immediately Josh was reaching out again to take Mary’s hand. ‘Now, my dear,’ he began, ‘don’t go upsetting yourself.’




  Mary smiled at him. ‘It’s all right. I’m not upset. It’s high time I at least enquired after them, even if I can’t bring myself to go and see them ever

  again.’




  Before Andrew could answer, Bridie, unable to restrain herself any longer, burst out. ‘Your mother? You mean to say that I’ve got a great-grandmother and you never even

  told me? I thought there was only me grandfather.’




  For a moment Mary looked shamefaced as her eyes met Bridie’s accusing stare. The older woman’s glance dropped away, but she nodded.




  Andrew cleared his throat awkwardly and said, ‘She’s quite well. She doesn’t get out much now, though. Her legs are bad.’




  Mary smiled wryly. ‘Not even across the road to the chapel on a Sunday? That won’t please Harry.’




  Andrew laughed. ‘She still has to attend chapel. Both services on a Sunday. He sees to that. He pushes her across the road in a bath chair.’




  The tension in the room eased a little as Mary smiled too. Then she murmured, ‘I’m glad she’s all right. It wasn’t really her fault, though she could have supported poor

  Rebecca a little more. No . . .’ Her voice hardened as she went on. ‘No, it’s Harry I blame.’




  Andrew folded his arms, leant on the table and said quietly, ‘It’s him, if anyone, that’s not so well these days. His eyesight is beginning to bother him, I think, although he

  will never admit it.’




  ‘Huh!’ Mary almost snorted. ‘That’s Harry.’




  Again there was silence, until Mary, moving with a suddenness that made the others jump, got to her feet and began to stack the plates. ‘Well, this won’t get the table cleared and

  the pudding served. Look sharp, Bridie. Stir yourself.’




  The subject was closed and even later, when Bridie tried to draw Andrew out some more, he was evasive. ‘Look, love, it’s up to your gran or Josh to talk to you about it all.

  It’s really nothing to do with me.’ And though she tried to wheedle more information out of him, Andrew pressed his lips together and refused to say anything.




  ‘All right, then,’ Bridie said, for once capitulating prettily. She tucked her arm through his. ‘Let’s go and look at the piglets. Bonnie has just had a litter of seven.

  And I’ll show you the blackbird in the hayloft and the little rabbit in the hutch. I’ll have to bring them with me when I come to live with you,’ she informed him solemnly. But

  Andrew only smiled and said nothing.




  The day ended happily with Bridie standing at the gate, waving goodbye as Andrew pedalled away on his bicycle.




  Josh came to stand beside her. ‘He’s a good lad, that,’ he murmured, watching the wobbling figure disappear into the gloom of evening. ‘Goodness knows what time

  he’ll get back to Flawford. To think he comes nearly every week just to see you.’




  The thought gave Bridie a warm glow, but she said gallantly, ‘He comes to see you and Gran as well.’




  Josh chuckled and agreed. ‘Of course, he does, love, but I don’t think it’d be so often if you weren’t here.’ He put his arm about her shoulders. ‘Come on,

  time you were in bed else you’ll have your gran after you.’




  ‘Just mind what you’re doing, girl,’ Mary snapped the following morning as Bridie turned the handle of the mangle. ‘You’ll have my fingers

  trapped if you’re so erratic. For goodness sake, turn it steadily. Haven’t I shown you often enough? Your mind’s not on your job. That’s your trouble. Daydreaming again,

  I’ll be bound.’ She clicked her tongue against her teeth in a gesture of impatience. ‘I don’t know what I’m going to do with you. You’ll be the death of me, one

  of these days.’




  ‘Oh, turn it yourself then,’ Bridie let go of the handle and began to move away, but Mary lunged towards her and caught her arm in an iron grip.




  ‘Oh no, you don’t get away with it that easily. You’ll stay here and do as you’re told.’




  Bridie twisted around to face her. ‘No, I won’t. I won’t stay here another minute. You don’t want me. You never have. I’m just some stupid girl’s bastard who

  you’ve had to bring up.’




  ‘Bridie!’ Mary’s grasp slackened in shock and Bridie pulled herself free.




  ‘I’m going to live with Andrew. He wants me. He loves me. Whatever you say, I know he loves me, even if no-one else does.’




  ‘We all know that,’ Mary gestured impatiently. ‘Of course he does. You’re the spitting image of your mother and she was the love of his life.’




  Bridie felt as if the breath had been knocked from her body. The pain was physical. ‘What – did – you – say?’ she managed to gasp at last.




  ‘I said, of course Andrew loves you because you remind him of Rebecca.’




  There was a huge lump in her throat and tears prickled behind her eyelids, but Bridie was determined that her grandmother should not see her cry. She turned and staggered from the wash-house,

  her legs like jelly beneath her. In the fresh air, she pulled in deep, gulping breaths and strength flowed back into her. Though she heard her grandmother calling her name, Bridie picked up her

  skirts and ran out of the yard and into the field, down to the beck, splashing through it without even taking off her boots and stockings. Then, heart pounding, she ran up the slope towards the

  covert on the brow of the hill and disappeared into the shadowy coolness beneath the trees.




  Breathless, she flung herself to the ground and sobbed. She’d stay here for ever, she vowed. She’d never go back home. She’d starve to death first and when they found her body

  they’d all be sorry.




  





  Four




  Pear Tree Farm lay amidst farmland to the west of Bernby, a small village on a hill just outside the Lincolnshire town of Grantham. Further west lay the Vale of Belvoir and in

  the distance, against the setting sun, were the ramparts of Belvoir Castle. Beyond that was the road to Flawford and the city of Nottingham.




  Micky Morton found Bridie late in the day. She was asleep in the den they had built as children in the depths of the woodland known as Bernby Covert. The trees covered the hilltop behind the

  farm and overhung the lane leading up the slope past Fairfield House, the Dunsmores’ mansion, and on towards the village.




  ‘Your gran’s on the rampage,’ he said as he squeezed himself into the hide they had constructed of branches. ‘And Mr Carpenter is tearing his hair out.’ He paused

  and then tried to lighten his news by adding, ‘What bit he’s got left.’




  Bridie sat with her arms wrapped around her knees drawn up to her chest. She had been here the whole day and now she was cold and hungry. At first she had cried and cried until she had fallen

  asleep, exhausted. Now her tears were all cried out and she was filled with a deep sadness that was an ache in the pit of her stomach.




  ‘What’s up, then?’ Micky asked, blunt as ever and coming straight to the point.




  ‘Nothing.’




  ‘It dun’t look like it,’ he remarked drily. ‘There’s not a scrap of work been done about the place according to Mr C. They’ve been looking for you all day.

  Mind you, I could have saved ’em the trouble, but he didn’t come down to me grandad’s place until teatime.’




  Micky Morton’s grandparents, Bill and Dorothy, lived a short distance down the lane from Pear Tree Farm at Furze Farm. Just beyond that, in a small cottage, Micky lived with his parents,

  Ted and Alice. Micky paused and she saw him straining through the shadows to look at her. ‘I knew where you’d be.’




  ‘No, you didn’t.’




  ‘I’ve found you, ain’t I?’




  Bridie was silent.




  ‘Your gran said you’d threatened to run away.’




  Again, she said nothing, but tears that she thought were dried out prickled again as self-pity overwhelmed her. Now she had nowhere to run to. No-one wanted her. No-one loved her.




  ‘Come on,’ Micky said, standing up and grasping her arm. Though he was a few months younger than she was, Micky had been working on the farm ever since the age of seven during

  out-of-school hours. Now he had just passed his twelfth birthday, he was doing a man’s work on the Dunsmore estate, where both his grandfather and his father worked. Indeed, Micky’s

  whole family lived in dwellings tied to their employment. ‘I’d better get you home before Mr Carpenter fetches PC Wilkins from Bernby.’




  Reluctantly, knowing she faced even more trouble when she arrived home, Bridie allowed him to lead her from the den and out of the woods. They walked down the hill and paddled through the

  beck.




  ‘There’s Mr C now,’ Micky said and Bridie looked up to see Josh hurrying towards them.




  ‘Oh, Bridie love. Thank God you’re safe.’ He was reaching out to her, clasping her to his bulk in an awkward but genuinely fond embrace. ‘Come on, let’s get you

  home and into the warm. Have you been there all day? You must be starving.’ He turned to Micky. ‘Thanks, lad. I wish I’d asked you earlier. You could have saved us all a lot of

  worry.’




  ‘S’all right, Mr Carpenter. See you, Bridie.’ Pushing his hands into the pockets of his trousers, Micky sauntered away and was soon lost to their sight in the gathering dusk,

  though for some time afterwards they could still hear him whistling.




  ‘She’s a wilful little tyke who deserves a good hiding.’




  Mary’s tirade started the moment Josh opened the back door and ushered a reluctant Bridie into the kitchen.




  ‘Now, now, Mary love. That would do no good. Bridie, be a good girl. Go upstairs and change your clothes. I’ll get some hot soup ready for when you come down. Go on now,’ he

  said, giving her a gentle push.




  As she climbed the steep stairs, she heard their voices; her grandmother’s raised in shrill anger, Josh’s calm and rational.




  ‘Fancy her saying no-one loves her. The very idea. Haven’t we looked after her all these years? I didn’t want another bairn to bring up, not at my age. And that’s all the

  thanks I get. Well, if that’s how she feels, she can go.’




  ‘You don’t mean that, Mary.’




  ‘Oh, don’t I? Isn’t she the reason my Jimmy ran away? And it’s because of her he’s never been back home in all these years.’




  ‘I rather think it was Jimmy’s fault that an innocent child who didn’t ask to be born was brought into the world at all.’




  ‘That’s right.’ Mary’s voice was becoming hysterical now. ‘That’s right. Blame my Jimmy. You never liked him. It was always Eveleen with you, wasn’t it?

  She couldn’t do a thing wrong in your eyes, could she? And it’s the same now with Bridie.’




  In her bedroom, Bridie could still hear the sound of their quarrel but not what was being said. She groaned aloud, sorry now that she had catapulted her grandmother into one of her moods. But

  more than that she was sorry to have brought trouble upon the kindly Josh.




  Still shivering from the cold of the woods, Bridie stripped off her clothes, washing herself all over with cold water from the ewer on her dressing table. Then she pulled on her warmest garments

  and crept downstairs. She listened a moment at the door at the bottom, which led back into the kitchen. Hearing no raised voices, indeed no sound of voices at all, she opened the door and stepped

  into the room.




  Mary was seated in her chair by the range, her head bent over her pillow lace whilst Josh stirred the soup in a heavy black saucepan over the fire. It looked like an ordinary, calm and peaceful

  domestic scene, but Bridie could feel the tension in the air. Her grandmother had now retreated into a world of stony silence, her lips pressed together in disapproval whilst her nimble figures

  twisted the bobbins over and over to form the gossamer lace.




  Josh glanced up and saw Bridie standing uncertainly in the doorway. ‘There you are, love. Now come and sit down at the table, drink this and then away to bed with you for a good

  night’s sleep.’




  She did as he bade and whilst she sipped the soup he sat with her at the table. He leant towards her and spoke in a low tone. ‘Now, Bridie, what you did today was wrong. You worried us

  both very much. But if you say you’re sorry to your gran and promise never to do such a thing again, we’ll say no more about it.’




  Bridie looked up at him, looked into the ugly, but kindly face, and knew that his expression of concern was genuine. She held his gaze steadily and was able to say with far more truthfulness

  than she could do to her grandmother, ‘I am sorry I worried you. Truly I am, but . . .’ The next words were difficult to say, for as much as she had been hurt by Mary’s

  thoughtless words, Bridie did not want to wound Josh, who had never once shown her anything but loving kindness. She took a deep breath and hurried on. ‘I don’t want to be a burden any

  longer to you and Gran. Maybe it would be better if I went away. Perhaps to – to Nottingham. Into service or . . . or something.’ Her words faltered and faded as she saw the bleak look

  in Josh’s eyes and, despite her desire not to hurt him, she saw at once that she had done so.




  He dropped his gaze, looking down at his callused hand lying on the snowy tablecloth. His tone was heavy as he said, ‘I presume you overheard what your Gran said?’ He raised his eyes

  and caught Bridie’s nod. ‘She didn’t mean it, love.’ Then he half twisted in the chair and added, ‘Tell her you didn’t mean it, Mary.’




  Her busy fingers suddenly idle, Mary raised her head slowly. For a long moment, grandmother and granddaughter stared at each other. The young girl’s eyes pleaded for understanding, for a

  denial of the older woman’s earlier words, but in Mary’s eyes there was still anger and resentment. Mary’s glance flickered briefly towards Josh as he said gently, ‘Come

  now, Mary, love.’




  Her grandmother sighed. ‘Of course I didn’t mean it, but . . .’ she added, her tone still firm, ‘she must learn not to be so wilful.’




  Bridie saw the warning look still in her grandmother’s eyes, but Josh seemed satisfied. The matter, for him at least, was at an end. ‘There now.’ He patted Bridie’s hand

  and his round face shone. ‘There now. We’ll forget all about it. Off you go up to bed, love. Sleep tight.’




  Normally Bridie retorted with ‘And watch the bugs don’t bite’, but tonight she only smiled weakly and stood up. Josh rose too and held out his arms to her. She laid her cheek

  on his huge chest and he patted her fondly.




  ‘There, there,’ he murmured, close to her ear. ‘It’ll be all right.’




  For a moment Bridie pressed herself against his comforting bulk, but in her heart she knew that nothing would ever be quite the same again. As she climbed the stairs once more to her bedroom,

  Bridie promised herself: I will go to Nottingham. I can get a job there. Maybe Auntie Eveleen will let me work at Uncle Richard’s factory, even if she doesn’t want me living with them.

  At the thought she felt another stab of anguish, but, defying the hurt, she vowed: I’ll stand on my own two feet.




  I’ll show the lot of them.




  





  Five




  When she heard the front door open and Richard call out her name, Eveleen wiped the tears from her eyes, blew her nose and tried to plaster a smile on her face.




  ‘I’m in here,’ she called, praying that he would not see the telltale signs of her distress. That morning she had discovered yet again that she was not pregnant. She

  wasn’t sure how many disappointments she could take and she knew that Richard felt each false hope as keenly as she did.




  She smoothed unruly tendrils of her rich brown hair back into place and, as the door opened, she turned towards it and smiled bravely. ‘You’re home early. Lovely.’ She went

  towards him, her arms outstretched. Her husband kissed her gently and then held her at arm’s length.




  ‘Oh, my darling. Again?’




  She bit her lip, but could not stop tears welling. She nodded and was enfolded in his embrace. ‘Don’t worry, sweetheart,’ Richard said, as he always did. ‘One day,

  it’ll happen. You’re only young.’




  ‘I’m thirty,’ Eveleen said dolefully.




  ‘What an old lady! Shall I buy you a walking stick or a bath chair.’ His smile crinkled his eyes and lit up his handsome face. She smiled up at him, loving him more than ever, if

  that were possible, for the way he cajoled her out of her depression.




  But today he was serious. He took her in his arms and held her close, murmuring against her ear, ‘Evie, even if we are never to be blessed with children of our own, I’d still rather

  be married to you than anyone else in the whole world. Just remember that.’




  ‘But your father wants an heir.’ Her words were muffled against his shoulder. ‘I know he does. And you do too, if you’re honest.’




  Carefully Richard said, ‘It would be nice to have someone to pass on the Stokes’s empire to. But it’s not the end of the world. And there’s always Bridie. She’s

  your niece.’




  ‘But she’s no blood relation to your family. And – and she’s a girl.’




  Richard released her and laughed aloud, throwing back his dark head. ‘I can’t believe you said that. You of all people, who champion the cause of women better that anyone else I know

  by proving that you can run that huge warehouse single-handedly.’ More seriously he added, ‘Perhaps that’s the trouble. Maybe you’re doing too much.’




  ‘Oh, Richard. I can’t sit around doing nothing. We have servants galore to do the housework. What would I do with myself all day?’




  ‘Sit on a cushion and sew a fine seam,’ he teased.




  Eveleen pulled a face. ‘I’d sooner be sewing fine seams along with the girls in the inspection room. That’s where I belong.’




  ‘And chasing over half the city rounding up your homeworkers,’ he admonished gently, tapping the tip of her nose with his forefinger.




  She smiled wryly and was forced to acquiesce. But then her thoughts came back to her niece. ‘Did you mean it about Bridie? I know you’ve always been fond of her, but to make her your

  heir. That’s a huge step. And would your parents agree?’




  Richard shrugged. ‘She’s still very young and she may not want it.’




  Eveleen looked askance at him, as if she could not believe anyone could turn down such an opportunity. Richard spread his hands. ‘She may not like city life, darling. She’s happy in

  the country.’




  Eveleen nodded. ‘Yes, yes, she is. I don’t think she’d ever want to leave the farm.’




  ‘You don’t really mean you’re going to run away?’




  Micky was appalled when Bridie confided her secret to him. ‘Yes, I am, and don’t you dare tell a soul, Micky Morton, else I’ll cut out your tongue and feed it to the

  pigs.’




  ‘You’d have to catch me first,’ he grinned, but then his face sobered. ‘Ya’ll upset everybody if you do that, y’know.’




  ‘And who’s “everybody”?’ Bridie asked scathingly. ‘Me gran? I don’t think so. I told you what she’d said, didn’t I?’




  ‘She didn’t mean it. All parents say things they don’t mean when they’re angry.’




  ‘She’s not my “parent”. That’s the whole trouble. She felt obliged to bring me up just because her son got his cousin pregnant and then left her.’




  ‘What about Josh, then?’




  Bridie was silent, pulling at the grass on the bank of the beck where they were sitting, dangling their feet in the rushing water. ‘He’s the only one who might care a bit,’ she

  agreed gruffly.




  ‘I’d care, an’ all,’ Micky declared stoutly. ‘You’re my best mate. Even if you are a girl.’




  Despite her unhappiness, Bridie gave him a playful shove. They were silent for a while until Micky asked, ‘Where will you go?’




  She glanced at him slyly. ‘Shan’t tell you. You might tell them.’




  ‘I wouldn’t.’




  ‘You did last time.’ Now she glared at him fully, accusingly.




  He wriggled awkwardly. ‘Well, yeah. I know I did, but that was different.’




  ‘How?’




  ‘ ’Cos I didn’t know what was going on. I mean, you could have fallen and been lying hurt somewhere.’ He gestured towards the stream in front of them and needed to say no

  more. They were both remembering the story about her grandfather, Walter Hardcastle, being found dead, face down, in the water somewhere near this very spot.




  ‘Well, I wasn’t,’ Bridie muttered.




  ‘No,’ Micky said carefully, ‘but I didn’t know that, did I? Not at the time. It’d be different if I knew you were safe but didn’t want to be

  found.’




  Bridie’s eyes widened in surprise. ‘Would it really? You mean you’d help me?’




  Micky nodded, but added, ‘I don’t want you to go, but if it’s what you really want, then, yes, I’d help you.’




  Bridie gave him her most engaging smile. ‘Right, then. Just be ready for whatever happens. As soon as I get the chance, I’m going, but I don’t know how or when or even where

  I’ll go. I just know that one of these days, I will go.’




  ‘Well, afore you do,’ Micky was grinning cheekily, ‘there’s one of our hens me dad’d like you to look after. The others have set on it.’




  At once the image of a chicken with all its feathers pulled out around its tail, its skin red and sore from the vicious beaks of the other birds, came into her mind. Crudely Micky confirmed her

  fears. ‘Its arse is pecked red-raw.’




  She was silent a moment and then she saw his grin. ‘You!’ she flared and punched his shoulder. ‘Your dad doesn’t need me to look after his hen. He can do that for

  himself. You’re just trying to keep me here.’




  Micky’s grin widened and he shrugged. ‘It was worth a try.’




  ‘Oh, you!’ she said again, but she was laughing with him now.




  Then, for a moment, Micky was very serious. ‘You ought to go to someone, at least to start with,’ he added hastily as she glared at him.




  ‘I can look after mesen.’




  ‘I know, I know,’ he added hastily, ‘but you are only twelve. I know you look older, being tall, but still . . . You ought to go to someone,’ he ended firmly. ‘What

  about Andrew?’




  ‘No!’ Her tone was harsh, causing the young boy to raise his eyebrows.




  ‘You fallen out with him?’ he asked bluntly.




  ‘No,’ she whispered. She knew he would hear the hurt in her voice, but thankfully he did not pursue it.




  ‘Your auntie Evie and uncle Richard, then. He’s a nice chap. He might be a bit posh, owning a lace factory an’ all that. But he ain’t a bit stuck up, is he?’




  ‘No,’ Bridie agreed, ‘but they haven’t any children of their own.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Dunno. Maybe . . .’ She swallowed the lump in her throat, remembering what her grandmother had said. ‘Maybe they don’t want troublesome children.’




  ‘Oh.’ Micky looked puzzled. That was something he could not understand. To the country boy with three younger siblings, it seemed that married couples always had children. Nature was

  all around them and that was part of it. Confident that there must be some other reason, Micky said, ‘Well, I’d give your auntie and uncle a try, if I was you.’




  





  Six




  As Eveleen walked towards the Reckitt and Stokes lace factory and warehouse, built side by side on Canal Street, she was aware of the admiring glances she attracted. Her

  luxurious curly brown hair was piled high in the fashion of the time and on top her wide-brimmed hat was perched at a jaunty angle. The tight-fitting jacket and the long straight skirt accentuated

  her slim, shapely figure. The costume was an emerald green with a white, frilled-neck blouse beneath it.




  ‘Morning, ma’am,’ one of the men greeted her as she climbed the stairs to the top floor of the warehouse. She smiled in acknowledgement, ‘Morning, Joe.’




  As she opened the door into the inspection and mending room she felt the familiar thrill of pride and she paused a moment to enjoy the scene. The large room, light and airy, was filled with the

  muted chatter of twenty women and girls, each with a bale of lace spread over their laps and spilling onto the floor as they meticulously mended any flaws and runs in the fabric. It was what

  Eveleen herself had done when she first arrived in Nottingham, desperate for work. She moved down the edge of the room, nodding and smiling at the girls, her eagle eye on their work as she passed.

  As she neared the end of the room, she raised her head to smile at the young woman who was the inspection room’s supervisor.




  ‘Morning, Helen.’




  Helen Binkley rose from her seat and came towards her, stretching out her hands in greeting and bending forward to kiss Eveleen’s cheek.




  The two women had been firm friends since the day Eveleen had come to work here and it had given her enormous pleasure to promote Helen, quite justifiably for she was an excellent and

  trustworthy worker, to the post of supervisor when the previous woman had left.




  Eveleen drew off her gloves and sat down at her own desk alongside Helen’s. ‘I’ve been thinking,’ she said, coming to a sudden, impulsive decision, but keeping her voice

  low so that they would not be overheard. ‘Would you be willing to take on more responsibility?’




  Helen’s bright eyes twinkled cheekily at her. ‘Depends.’




  Catching her meaning, Eveleen smiled and said playfully, ‘Of course we would think of a fancy title to suit your new status.’




  She paused, deliberately teasing Helen, who laughed merrily knowing full well she was being led on. ‘A fancy title doesn’t pay the rent, Evie.’




  They laughed together. ‘Of course, there would be a pay rise for you too.’




  ‘Ah well, now you’re talking. What exactly would all this extra work involve?’




  Eveleen’s eyes clouded. ‘I think I might be overdoing it. If I’m honest, I do get very tired by the end of each week and perhaps . . .’ The two friends stared at each

  other and Helen, understanding at once, said softly, ‘You think it could be stopping you conceiving?’




  Helen was one of the only two women in whom Eveleen had confided her great sorrow at not being able to give Richard the heir she knew he wanted. Despite his constant loving reassurance, Eveleen

  knew that, deep down, he longed for children. And his father, Brinsley Stokes, made no secret of the fact. ‘When are you going to make me a grandfather?’ he had asked regularly during

  the first years of their marriage. But now, after ten years, even he had stopped asking.




  In answer to Helen’s delicate question, Eveleen nodded and pressed her lips together to prevent them quivering. The latest disappointment, only this morning, was still fresh in her

  mind.




  ‘Have you talked about this to your mother?’




  Eveleen pulled a face. ‘My mother’s not the sort of person I can confide in. She’s so wrapped up in her life with Josh.’




  ‘What about Win, then?’




  Win Martin, Eveleen’s only other confidante, had been the very first person Eveleen had encountered on her arrival in the city. Win had not only advised her about obtaining employment, but

  had also found a house for Eveleen, her mother, brother and her pregnant cousin, Rebecca. Living in the same street for several months, Win had been a tower of strength to the young Eveleen, who,

  through the tragic circumstances of her father’s sudden death, had found herself responsible for her family. Win was also the one to whom all the inhabitants of Foundry Yard turned in times

  of trouble. Birth or death or illness, Win Martin was ready to help.




  ‘Not recently,’ Eveleen answered Helen, ‘but I’m seeing her later this morning. I might have a talk with her then.’




  ‘I think you should,’ Helen said, forthright as ever. ‘What Win Martin doesn’t know about babies isn’t worth knowing.’




  There was a silence between them until Helen prompted, ‘So what would you want me to do?’




  ‘Well, I wondered if you’d take over the management of all the middlewomen. It means a lot of walking, visiting them in their homes.’




  Throughout the city women were employed as homeworkers for the lace industry. In each area a middlewoman collected the lace from the factory and distributed the work to the homeworkers living

  nearby. Eveleen had taken it upon herself to be the one to visit the middlewomen who worked for Reckitt and Stokes regularly and to help them with any problems they might have.




  Helen beamed. ‘I wouldn’t mind that. It’d be a nice change from being cooped up in here all day.’ Her eyes twinkled merrily. ‘And all the walking’d keep me

  slim. But what about this place?’




  ‘I’d still want you to be overall supervisor of the inspection room, but perhaps we could promote someone to be your deputy when you were out. Can you recommend anyone?’




  Helen’s thoughtful glance roamed over the heads of the women and girls in her charge. ‘Well, there’s one or two who might be all right. Do you mind if I think about it for a

  day or two?’




  ‘Of course not. There’s no immediate hurry. It’s not as if,’ she added sorrowfully, ‘I am already pregnant and have been advised to rest.’




  Helen reached out and touched her hand. ‘Don’t worry, Evie. There’s plenty of time.’




  But Eveleen, at thirty, felt the years were rushing by and though she smiled at her friend, the smile could not quite chase away the worry in her dark brown eyes.




  Later that morning Eveleen walked to Foundry Yard and passed the door where she had lived when they first arrived in Nottingham, with a pregnant Rebecca fleeing from the wrath

  of her father, an unrepentant Jimmy and a depressed and difficult Mary. If it hadn’t been for the help and friendship of the woman she was about to visit, Win Martin, Eveleen seriously

  doubted she would have survived that time. As she drew near Win’s home she saw a cluster of women outside the door. She felt a moment’s stab of fear. Was something wrong in the Martin

  household? Then she almost laughed aloud at her own foolishness as she realized what time it was. Win was a middlewoman for Reckitt and Stokes. She collected the lace from the factory and

  distributed it to all the women homeworkers in her area. And this was the time of day when all the homeworkers arrived on her doorstep to receive their day’s allocation.




  ‘Don’t want her giving you more ’n me,’ they would joke to each other.




  They needn’t have worried. Win was strict but fair, dealing out three dozen parts to each woman to take home and strip. The lace was manufactured in long strips joined by threads, which

  were then drawn out by the homeworkers to separate the lengths. The women then ‘scalloped’ the lace where it needed neatening and wound the finished lengths onto cards. This operation

  was known as ‘jennying’. They would bring the lace back to Win’s terraced house by eight o’clock the following morning, after they – and sometimes other members of

  their families too, even children – had often worked well into the night. Over the years Win had built up a group of women workers who were conscientious and meticulous.




  There was a strange, friendly rivalry between the homeworkers. Yet, if one of their number could not complete the required amount of finished yardage because of dirty or damaged work, the other

  women would contribute a few pennies each to make up her pay knowing that the favour would be returned.




  Each morning Win returned the finished lace to the factory on her handcart and collected a new batch and the whole routine started again.




  ‘Morning, Mrs Stokes.’ The murmur ran amongst them as they parted to allow Eveleen to approach the door.




  She smiled and nodded, recognizing familiar faces. ‘Is Win home yet?’




  ‘She’s just sorting it out, then we’ll be on our way.’




  At that moment the door opened and Win Martin beckoned the first woman to step inside. Eveleen waited until the last one had hurried away down the street, a bundle of lace in her arms, before

  she stepped forward.




  ‘Evie, I didn’t see you standing there. Come in, come in. The kettle’s singing. I always have a cuppa when they’ve all gone. Eh, fair wears me out, it does.’




  ‘Oh dear.’ Eveleen stepped into Win’s kitchen. ‘And I’ve come to ask you if you can take on more.’ She pulled off her gloves and sat down without needing to

  be asked.




  Win eyed her shrewdly. ‘Summat wrong, love?’ Then her face brightened. ‘Don’t tell me you’re . . .?’




  Quickly Eveleen shook her head. ‘No, no. I’m not. But that is the reason I’m here. I’ve been thinking that perhaps I’m doing too much. I mean . . .’ she

  faltered, blushing slightly. ‘Do you think that could – could stop me conceiving?’




  Win made the tea and set a cup in front of Eveleen before she sat down opposite. ‘I’ve got to be honest with you, Evie, I’ve never heard of that being the case.’ She gave

  a wry laugh. ‘It’s never stopped any of the women round here falling, yet they work as hard as any I know. Meaning no offence, love.’




  ‘None taken, Win,’ Eveleen murmured and sighed heavily. ‘I suppose I’m just clutching at straws now.’




  ‘But that doesn’t mean to say it couldn’t be true in your case. We’re all different, love, and it’s worth a try.’




  ‘Anything’s worth a try,’ Eveleen said bitterly. ‘I’ll soon be too old. Oh, Win, I do so want to have a child. A son for Richard.’




  ‘Aye, I know, I know. Life’s unfair, in’t it? There’s me with six of ’em and though I love ’em all, I wouldn’t say they was planned, if you know what I

  mean.’




  The two women smiled at each other. Win reached across and patted Eveleen’s hand. ‘Don’t give up hope yet awhile. One thing I have heard tell is that if you worry too much

  about it, get too desperate, like, then that can stop it happening.’




  ‘Really?’




  Win nodded. ‘So just you put it out of your mind and enjoy yourself a bit more. And whatever it is you want me to do, the answer’s “yes”. I can manage it. Our

  Elsie’ll help me.’ Win was referring to one of her daughters.




  ‘Elsie?’ Eveleen asked in surprise. ‘But I thought she’d just had a baby.’ Everyone, it seemed to Eveleen, could have children but her.




  ‘Oh, she has,’ Win replied airily. ‘But it’s high time she was back on her feet and working again.’




  ‘You’re a hard woman, Win Martin.’ The two women laughed together, both knowing that the exact opposite was in fact the truth.




  Win’s tone was gentle as she said, ‘You take it a bit easier, love. Get out and about with that handsome husband of yours and let nature take its course.’




  ‘Darling? Darling, where are you?’




  It was Richard’s voice calling from the hallway. Eveleen hurried from the bedroom and leant over the banister.




  Looking down, she asked, ‘What is it? Is something wrong?’




  He was smiling up at her and beckoning. ‘Come down, I’ve a surprise for you. Come on, Evie.’ He was as excited as a little boy.




  Laughing, Eveleen ran lightly down the stairs. ‘What is it?’




  ‘You’ll see.’ He took her hand and led her into the morning room.




  Eveleen gasped and her eyes widened. Lying across a chair was a warm coat with a fur collar and alongside it a hat with a long scarf.




  ‘Put it on,’ Richard said, picking up the coat and holding it out for her to slip her arms into.




  ‘It isn’t my birthday.’




  Richard could not stop smiling. ‘Ah, but there’s a very good reason. That’s the second part of my surprise.’




  ‘You do spoil me,’ she murmured, believing that he had arranged all this just to take her mind off her disappointment. ‘It’s lovely,’ she said, running her hands

  down the soft fabric, whilst Richard fastened the buttons for her just as if she were a child.




  ‘Now the hat.’ Carefully he placed it on her head and then wrapped the long silk scarf across the crown of the hat and tied it under her chin. ‘Wait there,’ he instructed

  and hurried out of the room, returning moments later dressed in a long coat and a cap, with a warm scarf wrapped around his neck.




  He took her arm and led her from the room, out of the front door and down the steep steps to the street. Directly outside their house stood a motor car.




  ‘There!’ Richard was triumphant. ‘What do you think of that?’




  For a moment, Eveleen was mystified and then realization dawned. ‘You’ve bought a motor car!’ Now, like a child herself, she clapped her hands. ‘Oh, Richard, how

  wonderful!’




  ‘It’s a Model T Ford,’ Richard said proudly. ‘Come on, let’s go for a ride.’




  They giggled like two schoolchildren playing truant as he handed her up into the front seat.




  ‘Are you sure you know how to drive it?’




  ‘Oh yes, I’ve been taking lessons. And I’ve got my licence.’ He reached up and kissed her on the mouth, not caring that they were in full view of the street. ‘Do

  you think I’d risk endangering my lovely wife?’




  It took several turns of the starting handle before the engine burst into life. Eveleen clutched at the side of the vehicle as the whole frame shuddered beneath her. But she was laughing, loving

  every minute.




  Richard climbed in beside her. ‘Hold on,’ he shouted above the noise. ‘Here we go.’




  The sight of a motor car was not unusual in the streets of Nottingham, but once they left the built-up area and were bowling along the country lanes, they were amused by the stir they

  created.




  Workers in the fields paused to watch their progress. Women came to the doors of the houses and cottages, wiping their hands on their aprons, to gawk at the noisy contraption. Children ran

  alongside the vehicle, shouting and laughing. ‘Give us a ride, mester?’




  It was a warm, spring day, the trees just sprouting into leaf. Bright dandelions scattered the grass verges and daffodils danced in cottage gardens.




  Above the noisy engine, Richard shouted. ‘Shall we go to Bernby and show your mother and Josh? And we’ll take Bridie for a ride. She’d like that.’




  Preoccupied, Eveleen nodded. Richard glanced at her, amused. ‘Don’t tell me. You want to have a try at driving?’




  Eveleen grinned at him. ‘How did you guess?’




  Neither of them had any doubt about her ability to master the technique. Eveleen was a quick learner and she loved any kind of machinery. As a young girl she had learned to operate a

  framework-knitting machine under the tuition of her uncle, Harry Singleton. Later, in Nottingham, she had by devious means learned the basic skills of a twisthand on the huge lace machines in the

  Reckitt and Stokes’s factory.




  It had been at a time when Eveleen was desperate to earn enough money to keep her family together. Thanks to the kindly Win and Fred Martin they had a roof over their heads and work for both her

  and her brother, Jimmy as an apprentice twisthand in the factory and Eveleen in the inspection room. But then Eveleen had put pressure on her brother to do the decent thing and marry his cousin,

  Rebecca, who was carrying his child. Jimmy had no intention of being tied down and had even been cruel enough to suggest that the child was not his. He had run away to sea, leaving Eveleen as the

  sole breadwinner on a woman’s meagre wage.




  At that time Eveleen and her brother had been remarkably alike, so much so that people often mistook them for twins. They had the same dark brown eyes, the same well-shaped nose, which on

  Eveleen was maybe just a fraction too large for real beauty. Their mouths were wide and generous and usually stretched in ready laughter. They even had the same rich brown hair colour, so when

  Jimmy had disappeared Eveleen had cut her own long tresses, dressed in his clothes and taken his place at the machine. She had been unlucky to be discovered, for she had the makings of a good

  worker; as good as any man it was said of her later. She could have been sacked for such a deception but Josh, as factory manager, had safeguarded her job in the inspection room.




  Now she and Richard could laugh about the incident, which had gone down in the folklore of Reckitt and Stokes, but back then it had been one of the worst times in Eveleen’s life.




  Now she tucked her arm through Richard’s and pleaded winningly, ‘Go on. Let me have a go.’




  ‘Maybe. When I’ve got a little more used to it myself.’




  And with that, for the moment, Eveleen had to be content.




  





  Seven




  Hens scattered, squawking in alarm, even the curly coat pig shambled away, grunting noisily, as they drove into the yard at Pear Tree Farm. At once Bridie was beside them,

  jumping up and down in excitement. ‘Take me for a ride. Please, please, Uncle Richard.’




  Mary appeared in the back door of the farmhouse and came towards them. ‘Richard, how lovely.’ She went to him and held up her face for him to kiss her cheek. Bridie, hanging onto his

  arm, hopped from one foot to the other. ‘We’ll drive past the Dunsmores’ big house. Even they haven’t got a motor car.’




  Laughing, Richard gently freed himself from Bridie’s clinging hands and moved towards the side of the motor to help Eveleen alight. Close to her, Eveleen saw the look of concern cross his

  face at Bridie’s innocent mention of the name Dunsmore. But as she put her hand into Richard’s and stepped down, she said brightly, though with a hint of sarcasm not lost on her

  husband, ‘What a good idea, Bridie. Mam, how are you?’




  She kissed Mary’s cheek and then turned to see Josh lumbering towards them, his arms outstretched in welcome. ‘Eh up, mi duck.’

OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
Margaret Dickinson

Twisted Strands

PAN BOOKS





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
The Sunday Times Top Ten Bestselling Author

MARGARET
DICKINSON






OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





