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1


Garsdale, in the Yorkshire Dales, November 1886


Danny Harper looked back down the dale as he climbed on board the steam train that was standing at Hawes Junction. He was half-hoping that his father would come rushing up the steep incline of the station hill and beg him to come home. Or perhaps ask him to sit down in the cosy kitchen of Paradise Farm and talk it through, like two grown men, but he knew that was not going to happen. For one thing, it was still black as pitch, the late-November morning yet to open to the day’s weak light; and for another, his father and mother wouldn’t yet be out of their beds – let alone have had time to read the note waiting for them on the cluttered kitchen table. Danny wasn’t proud that he was taking the chicken’s way out, by not daring to face his parents, but at this moment in time he could see no other way out of it, without living a life of drudgery and toil, trying to make a living on a Dales smallholding while raising a family.


‘Well, are you coming, mate? We can’t wait any longer,’ the guard on the early-morning mail train shouted, as the last bag of mail was passed into the stationmaster’s hands for safe delivery to the postman.


‘Aye, I’m coming – hold your horses.’ Danny stubbed out his cigarette and heaved his pack of possessions across his back, before climbing aboard the empty train, looking around quickly at the lighted signal box, afraid that the local signalman might recognize him as he gave a final glance around the dale of his birth, the only dale he’d known.


Old Bunce, the stationmaster, blew the whistle, and the jolt of the carriages told Danny there was no turning back. He’d done it now; he’d left. No matter what happened, this was the start of his new life. He listened as the engine picked up steam, as every shunt and blow of steam gave more haste to the engine’s power. He felt for his most valued tickets in his pocket. This was only the first part of his journey. He knew this line like the back of his hand, but after he changed trains at Carnforth he wouldn’t know the line at all.


The mighty port of Liverpool was his destination, and then over the sea to America – the land where dreams were made, and where Danny had decided life would be better for him. He’d thought about stopping at Liverpool. His mother had told him of his father’s kin living there, of keeping cows within the city itself and grazing them on the local parks and football fields, so that the city dwellers could be supplied with fresh milk. He remembered laughing when she’d told them how they kept the cows in back yards, and even in spare rooms in their houses, just to make money and supply milk to the mighty city. He’d even helped his father send kits full of milk on the train, when his aunt had been short, for her to supply to the townspeople. But, thinking better of it, Danny knew that Liverpool was perhaps not far enough away from his family; he wanted a bigger adventure, and the thought of it made him feel sick with anticipation as he felt for the tickets in his waistcoat pocket.


His best friend Bill Sunter had helped him acquire the tickets, urging Danny not to get caught out with a wife and baby, like he had, and Bill had been all too happy to listen to how grand Danny’s new life could be in the promised land. Bill and Danny had sat for many an hour dreaming and reading about a better life, and the opportunities that lay in the expanding new world of America.


‘New York, United States of America.’ Danny whispered the words with reverence. His destination wasn’t just down the line, but over the great ocean. By, he didn’t dare think about it. Perhaps he should change his mind and go home – it wasn’t too late! Hitching a lift on the mail train was commonplace among the lads of the Dales. But to sail to America was a different matter.


He sat back in the corner of the carriage and listened to the clatter of the train as it picked up speed down the track. He felt a pang of guilt as he thought about what he’d done. His mother would be first up in the household. She’d probably find the letter after she’d lit the fire, put the kettle on to boil and then shouted to him and his father to get up. He imagined her tears as she read that he’d left, without giving any explanation, and then he imagined his father’s anger as he realized that not only had his son disappeared, but he’d taken all of his father’s savings from the tin cash box that was always kept under lock and key in the oak corner cupboard of Paradise Farm.


Danny covered his eyes with his hands and ran his fingers through his blond hair. What had he done? He’d broken his mother’s heart, and stolen from his father. He’d never be forgiven. He’d either have to make it big in America and come back the prodigal son or never show his face again. But most of all he thought of Peggy, the lass he’d thought he loved, up until a few months ago. But what a blow she’d struck him, when she said she was having his bairn. A baby, with him only twenty-two, and with so much to do yet that he didn’t want to be tied down, with a father-in-law nagging at him and a bairn around his feet. There was no way he was going to wed Peggy; no matter how sweet her kisses and how soft her whispers, he knew she’d change as soon as they were wed. He’d seen it so many times: young lasses changing to old women nearly overnight as, with each year, a new baby came along, and with it more work and worry. His mate Bill was a prime example, with his missus nagging him and a baby crawling around his feet.


Nah! He was doing the right thing. Danny sighed loudly; the sooner he got to the Liverpool docks and on board the Albion, the better. He’d find work, perhaps make his way across the big new country, even find a bit of land and buy it – make something of himself. It would be better than scratching about on a smallholding up Garsdale or Dent, just about managing to put food in his family’s mouth from day to day. He’d send his father his money back, and more besides. His mother would forgive him – after all she hung on his every word; and Peggy . . . Well, it might not be his bairn anyway, for that Coates lad was always making eyes at her. Though it probably was his, now he thought about it.


No, he was doing right, Danny thought. He sighed and scrunched up his coat behind his head to make a pillow. Time to get his head down. By evening he’d be in the port of Liverpool and he’d have to have his wits about him, if he wanted to survive. God only knew what lay ahead of him, but he knew all too well what he was leaving behind.


Ada Harper shook as she stood, holding the letter that she’d just found on her kitchen table, tears running down her cheeks and her nose running freely, without care. The newly lit fire crackled as the kindling sticks took light, causing sparks to fly onto the pegged rug and singeing a hole in her home-made craftwork, before she had chance to put up the fire-guard to stop them.


‘What’s up, Mother? What are you crying about? I could hear the sobs as I came downstairs.’ Edmund Harper tucked his striped shirt into his brown corduroy breeches and pulled his braces over his shoulders. ‘What the devil’s up with you? And where’s our lad? Has the lazy bugger not got up yet? Danny! Get your arse down these stairs,’ he bellowed, making Ada sob even louder.


‘It’s no good shouting, Father, he’s not there – he’s gone. Here, read this. What have we done to deserve a lad like this?’ Ada passed the brief note to her husband and slumped down into the Windsor chair that was Edmund’s, at the head of the table.


‘I’ll bloody kill him. He’s buggered off, without bye nor leave. No explanation. Going to America! I’ll give him going to America – I’ll kick his arse. And, worst of all, he says he’s pinched all our savings, and then said sorry and that we’ve to forgive him. I’ll give him bloody “forgive him”, if I catch up with the bugger.’ Edmund screwed up the scribbled note and stormed into the next room, where the cupboard that he kept his savings in hung on the wall. He strode back into the kitchen with the empty cash box, throwing it onto the table. ‘Aye, my brass has gone. He’s taken every bloody penny, all our savings – everything. For God’s sake, stop snivelling, woman. Think – am I in time to catch him? I need my brass back more than I need him.’


‘Oh, Father, stop it. He’s my lad, why’s he gone? He must be in bother, else he wouldn’t have done anything like this – you know he wouldn’t. How can he just walk out and leave us, with a note saying he’s sailing for America and we aren’t to worry. How can I not worry? He’s my only child, my Danny, and I love him. I just want him home!’ Ada sobbed.


‘He’s been skulking about for bloody weeks, him and that Bill Sunter, when I think about it. When we went into Hawes the other day, he struggled to hold a conversation with me and jiggered off somewhere, not saying where he was going. I should have known then that something was afoot.’


‘Well, he’s gone, and I’ll never see him again. You shouldn’t have been so hard on him, Father. He’s our only one, my baby!’ Ada cried and sunk her head onto her chest.


‘Shh now, lass, he’ll be back by night. He’ll think twice about running away, and I bet he’s back by suppertime. He’s never gone further than down the line to Settle – that’s probably where he’s gone.’ Edmund patted Ada on the back. Any other man would have held his wife in his arms, but not Edmund. He didn’t believe in showing his feelings, for it was a sign of weakness. Even though his heart was aching, he wasn’t going to show it. He knew his lad had gone, and he’d gone a lot further than the nearby town of Settle.


30 January 1887


Bernard Dinsdale cursed as he lost his step on his steep decline of Dent Fell. The snow was falling faster now, and in another hour or two it would be nightfall, and he wanted to be back in the safety of his home, Lamb Paddock, in the small dale of Cowgill. His jacket flapped in the sharp north wind and the snowflakes stung his weathered face as he gained his footing. He checked the safety of the bundle he was carrying. It was held in place with a piece of string tied tightly around his waist, and his coat was buttoned up to his neck, making a warm, safe place for the newborn baby that was his granddaughter. The snow was settling now, making it more urgent that he made his way down the outrake into the neighbouring dale of Garsdale.


The first sight of smoke rising from the cottages that followed the winding river of the Clough gave Bernard heart and he strode out faster, in the knowledge that in another few minutes he’d be at the doorstep of Paradise Farm. There he’d hand over the small body that he was carrying and be away to his wife Dora and her new ward, and back to the heartbreak that the birth of two babies had caused.


He swung open the wooden gate that barred the way to the rutted road that followed the course of the river down to the market town of Sedbergh, and looked across at the Wesleyan chapel. It had been a long time since he’d attended services there. He’d lost his religion when his mother died, and the more life threw at him, the more he knew that there was no God – or, if there was, he was a bloody cruel one. He peered down into the warmth of his coat and watched the small fingers of his granddaughter curl up around the knitted shawl that his wife had placed around her. Poor Dora, she hadn’t wanted to part with the bairn, but he couldn’t afford to bring up two young ’uns. Besides, when he was old enough, the lad would earn his keep.


He walked in silence, his heart pounding and his breath short as he passed the cottages on either side of the road, which he knew to be called The Street. Lamps were now being lit, and he could see the occupants of each cottage getting ready for nightfall. Finally he crossed the bridge that spanned the river and made his way up the path to Paradise Farm, knocking loudly on the weathered oak door inside the whitewashed porch. He listened. He could hear chairs scraping as they were pushed back on the flagged floor of the kitchen, and the sound of voices, surprised that someone was visiting at this time of day and in bad weather.


‘Now then, Bernard, what brings you knocking on our door at this time of day and in such weather?’ Edmund Harper opened the door and frowned slightly at the visitor he knew to be Bernard Dinsdale.


‘It’s your lad, Danny; and it’s a bloody good job he didn’t open the door, else I’d have knocked his block off. Just let me in, Edmund. I need the warmth, and what I’m going to tell you isn’t good news.’ Bernard couldn’t help how he felt; the bloody Harper lad had never been away from his lass, Peggy, and now he knew the consequences.


‘Well, if it’s our Danny you want, he’s not with us any more. He’s sailed for America, leaving us penniless and worried to death for his safety. We’ve not seen him since the end of November. Our Ada here is heartbroken. What’s he been up to, to make you come over in such a mood in this weather?’ Edmund rubbed his head as Bernard pushed past him into the warmth and light of the Paradise Farm’s small kitchen. The more he heard about his lad, the more he was wondering where he had gone wrong as a parent.


‘Now then, Ada, you’d better sit down, pet. I’ve some news for you, and it’s not pleasant.’ Bernard’s face looked troubled as he watched the stout form of Ada Harper drop into a chair, and Edmund Harper stand sternly behind her. He fumbled with the string around his waist, swearing as the cold made his attempts at untying the knot clumsy. He eventually managed to untie his coat without dropping the precious contents.


Ada gasped as the small form of a pink sleeping baby came out from under the coat, its eyes crinkled and its black hair still damp with afterbirth, completely unaware of the tragedy that she and her brother had caused.


Bernard Dinsdale stifled a sob and wiped a tear away from his forget-me-not-blue eyes. ‘Our lass, Peggy, died in childbirth this afternoon, giving birth to twins. This is the lass; Dora’s looking after the lad. Before she died, she told us that they are your bloody lad’s. Perhaps that’s why he’s buggered off. At least I can’t get hold of the bastard, else I’ll be honest, Edmund: I’d kill the bugger! Not only has he not stood by his responsibilities, but he’s killed our lass. My Dora’s broken-hearted, as am I. I loved my Peggy, she was the apple of my eye.’ Although he was over six feet tall and solidly built, Bernard crumpled into a shaking mess as he spoke of his loss, and watched as Ada took the small body of his granddaughter.


Ada held the baby tightly and looked at her, searching out signs that would show her that the baby was her son’s, before taking the shawl from around her and wrapping her up in a blanket. ‘The poor mite is half-frozen. Aye, Bernard, I’m so sorry for you and Dora. What can we say, for we knew nothing of this. I wondered why our lad had to get away so quick. He not only broke your Peggy’s heart, but he’s broken mine, by going without bye nor leave. I knew there was something wrong.’ Ada held the baby close and automatically rocked her back and forth, her mothering instincts returning as she looked at the small bundle in her arms.


‘You can’t blame our lad, for he’s not here to defend himself. I’m sorry for your loss, Bernard, but them babies might not be his. Your lass could have gone with anybody.’ Edmund Harper was thinking on his feet. The last thing he wanted was another bairn to bring up. They’d only had Danny, but that had been enough family for him.


‘Father, think on what you are saying. Look at Bernard – he wouldn’t come to our door with all this worry if it weren’t true. You and I know that our Danny had been acting strange these last few months. Then, all of a sudden, he had to be up and gone.’ Ada knew that what Bernard had said was true; the baby in her arms was Danny’s, she just knew it was.


‘Aye, well, he’s made a good mess for us all. I’ve no daughter, and my Dora’s heartbroken, holding a baby that’s no bigger than my fist, and then there’s this ’un here.’ Bernard nodded at the baby in Ada’s arms. ‘We can’t cope with two of ’em, so I’ve brought her for you to fetch up, hoping that you’ll share the burden that our two have made.’ He put his head in his hands and looked down at the oak table with the white ring marks on it, where hot cups and plates had been placed, tracing them with his finger as his mind wandered back home.


‘Course we’ll share the burden. Not that it’ll be a burden. It’ll be grand to have a new life in the house. I don’t know if I can do sleepless nights like, but we’ll manage. It’s the least we can do – it’s both our children’s faults, so it’s only fair.’ Ada smiled as the baby wriggled and clasped her finger with its small, perfectly formed fingers. ‘Good job we’ve got a good milk cow. At least she won’t go hungry.’


‘Don’t you bloody come to me, woman, when you are dead on your feet. You’re forgetting how old you are. You’re its grandmother, and it’s a lass. She’ll not even be any good around the farm in our old age. No son to look after us, and now a squawking baby.’ Edmund Harper shook his head as he stoked the fire and looked out of the window at the snow, which was falling faster now. ‘Do you want to stop the night, Bernard? You might have brought bad news to my door, but I wouldn’t send a dog out into this weather. It will be wild up on that fell top.’


‘No, I’ll be away back to Dora. She’ll not want to be left tonight, with Peggy dead in her bed and a newborn baby on her hands. Besides, like you, our cow will need milking; it too has a hungry mouth to feed now.’ Bernard buttoned and tied his coat close to him. ‘I’m sorry I brought bad news to your door. Your offspring never grow into what you want them to. I had high hopes for our Peggy to be a teacher, and now she’s gone.’


‘I’m sorry, Bernard. We’ll give this little ’un a good home, and she’ll want for nowt. If our lad gets in touch with us, I’ll tell him the outcome of his wanton ways. Give our condolences to Dora. We are so sorry to bring all these troubles to your home.’ Ada looked at the heartbroken man as he bowed his head and reached for the latch on the door. ‘Aye, well, you and Dora will fetch the boy up as your own, and hopefully nobody will remember any different in years to come.’


Bernard opened the door and the cold northern wind and snowflakes blew around him.


‘Stop the night, man. You want nowt with walking back into Dent tonight.’ Edmund might have been angry with the situation he’d been put in, but he worried for Bernard’s safety.


‘Nay, I’m off. It’ll not take me long and I’ll not get lost. I’ve wandered these fells both man and boy. I know them like the back of my hand.’ Bernard shoved his hands in his pockets, nodded his head and stepped out down the lane, back the way he had come. ‘Take care of yourselves and, if you hear from your lad, let me know.’


Edmund watched Bernard for as long as he could, but the blizzard began to wipe out any vision of him, and his footsteps, quickly and silently. He shook his head as he turned back into the warm kitchen. It was quickly being turned into a makeshift nursery, with milk warming in a pan on the fire, and a drawer being lined with blankets for the daughter that had been thrust upon them. ‘Nay, Ada, I thought we were too old for this.’


‘You’re never too old for a baby in the family. Besides, she’s our Danny’s – our blood. Now what should we call her? Amy? Betsy? Lily? I know. Polly, we’ll call her Polly, Polly of Paradise Farm, that sounds just right. Welcome to Paradise, Polly. I swear we will always be there to love you, and my lad will be made to do right by you, if we ever catch him.’ Ada kissed her new ward gently on the cheek. ‘Look at her, Edmund. She smiled, she knows she’s home.’


Edmund grunted. ‘It’ll be wind, you daft old fool. She knows nowt yet.’


Dora Dinsdale sat around the dying embers of her front-room fire. It was dark outside. She couldn’t even see to the other side of the dale, and the snow hadn’t stopped falling since Bernard had left the house. Where was he? He should have been back hours ago. Perhaps he had stopped over in Garsdale. The day had thrown enough at her, without having Bernard missing. Above her, in the middle bedroom, lay the body of her daughter; and next to Peggy, in the old cot that had once been hers, lay her son, unaware of the drama of the day and content, with his belly full of Jersey cow’s milk.


Dora stopped a tear from falling. Where was Bernard? She pulled her shawl around her and put the guard around the fire, sleep calling her now to bed. She looked into her daughter’s room and gazed at the corpse of Peggy, her skin pale and opaque in the candlelight, her black hair cascading over her shoulders. She then went to the cot and picked up her grandson. ‘Come on, little man. You can’t help what’s happened. Come and share my bed until your grandfather arrives back.’ Holding him close to her, she prayed for Bernard’s safe return. ‘Please God, let him be safe.’ She then blew the candle out, before cradling the newborn baby close to her under the warmth of the bedclothes, sobbing herself to sleep.


High upon the very top of Dent Fell Bernard Dinsdale clung to the ridge of limestone escarpment that dotted the skyline. The snow was whipping around him as he took every step gingerly and with care. He made his way on, towards what he knew to be the drystone wall that led down into the valley. Following the wall, he made his way back down into Cowgill.


Exhausted and frozen, he made out the dark shape of the high barn in his top pasture. He’d take shelter there, and go the rest of the way in the morning. The smell of hay and tethered cattle hit his senses as he opened the barn door. The warmth from the cattle was welcoming. He closed the door quickly behind him and felt his way along the barn wall, to where he knew the hayloft to be. There he collapsed in a heap, pulling the dry, warm hay over him for warmth and cover. Down below he could hear the cows chewing on their cud, and the barn’s resident cat made itself known to him, and curled up next to him. He was home and alive. In the morning he would have to face the heartache of another day without his daughter, and grieve with Dora and the new baby. But for now he had to sleep. He’d deal with tomorrow’s sorrows with the break of day.




2


1903


Polly strode out across the wild moorland that led to the valley of Mallerstang. She’d been sent to look at her father’s pregnant ewes, but the spring day had got the better of her and, instead of returning home, she decided to walk to the waterfall that gushed and fell at the head of the moody valley of Mallerstang. She knew it would be in full spate after the recent wet weather, and she couldn’t wait to see the force of the gushing white water falling over the grey of the hard granite rock into the pool below.


Every footstep she took urged her on, with the smell of the earthy moorland peat filling her nostrils and a pleasant spring wind blowing her long dark hair. She stopped for a moment and breathed in the fresh moorland air and looked around her. How she loved to be up on the fell on her own, with not a soul in sight, and just the sound of the wind or the cry of a curlew or lapwing to break the silence. This was Polly’s idea of heaven. Indeed, if she was to die tomorrow, she’d want her grave to be on top of Wild Boar Fell, which was looming in the distance, dark and foreboding, with many streams and rivulets running down its sheer, dark flanks. Polly caught her breath and pushed on with her walk; she’d have to reach the waterfall soon, if she was to return home in daylight.


Mallerstang was a narrow dale dotted with whitewashed farmhouses and walled pastures, running up to the sheer face of Wild Boar Fell and Mallerstang Edge. It was rich with legend, with stories of Dick Turpin jumping the deep gorge of Hell Gill on his trusty steed, Black Bess; and of the ghosts that walked Lady Anne’s Way, the ancient pathway that ran along the rugged fell top of Mallerstang Edge. Polly had heard them all, on the knee of her father, as they sat around the fire in the kitchen of Paradise Farm. She savoured every minute of the tales, as her father puffed on his pipe and her mother’s knitting needles clicked and her eyes got heavier as the night grew longer. Eventually she had to admit that she needed her sleep, before kissing her mother and father and then climbing the creaking stairs to her warm bed.


She was nearly there now. The railway that followed the curve of the dale was in sight and soon she’d see the waterfall. She started running as she came off the rough fell land onto the road that led to the market town of Kirkby Stephen, stopping short of the road bridge and looking to her left, at the marvel of the waterfall. As she sat on a damp bank’s grassy mound, the water crashed and thundered down upon the wet, black, mossy rocks, and white spray covered the rushes at the edge of the river. Along its banks, marsh marigold was just starting to flower, along with some early forget-me-nots, and Polly thought how beautiful the blue and yellow of the flowers looked together.


There, she’d got to her waterfall, she’d done what she’d wanted. Now to get home. It was a good three miles over rough moorland, and the sun was already beginning to sink. She stood up and turned quickly, only to see a young, dark-haired man sitting on his horse, watching her. How long had he been there, and what was he waiting for? Polly was unnerved. Why hadn’t he made himself known? She picked up her skirts, put her head down and didn’t dare acknowledge the dark gent as she walked past him.


‘Good afternoon. I’m sorry, did I startle you? I didn’t mean to. It’s just that it isn’t every day you come across a young woman sat next to a waterfall at the head of Mallerstang.’ Tobias Middleton smiled down at the young woman, who was obviously startled by his presence. ‘And such a beauty, too,’ Tobias added as he watched the young Polly blush.


Polly didn’t dare look up at her admirer, knowing that he wasn’t just a local farm lad, by the way he spoke to her and the quality of the horse he was riding.


‘I’m sorry, how rude – I’ve forgotten my manners. Let me introduce myself to you.’ Tobias walked his horse to Polly’s side, as she walked quickly past him, in a bid to get out of his gaze. ‘I’m Tobias. Tobias Middleton. I live at Grouse Hall, down in Garsdale. I’ve just been visiting my new tenant, across there in the farm they call Intake.’ Tobias pointed to the dark farmhouse nestling under the fell end. ‘And you are?’ He kept his horse moving with Polly’s quick pace, until she stopped in front of the stile that led her back onto the rough moorland.


Polly was so close that she could smell the horse and the saddle leather, and hear the heavy snorting of the dapple-grey horse, which was her own height at its withers. She kept her head lowered as she listened to Tobias talking, knowing that she was vulnerable and on her own on the wild moorland, with no one else in sight. Her mother had always warned her to be careful with men and Polly was heeding her words well, although this young man sounded the perfect gent so far. She climbed the stile and then, with the safety of the stile between her and Tobias, looked up at him.


‘I’m Polly Harper, from Paradise.’ She looked up at the dark-haired rider. He was smiling down at her, and his dark eyes shone with interest as she stood her ground behind the stile.


‘I should have known that, aptly, you come from Paradise, Miss Harper. I never expected to meet an angel on top of Mallerstang Fell, but it seems I have.’ Tobias grinned. He knew she meant Paradise Farm, although he couldn’t help but tease.


‘I meant Paradise Farm and, if you don’t mind, I’ll be on my way. My parents are expecting me back home.’ Polly realized that Tobias was playing with her and decided that, no matter how handsome he was, she was best to make her way home.


‘Indeed, it will soon be dark, and you don’t want to be wandering up here by yourself. Can I offer you a ride home, up here on Bess, for she’ll quite easily hold two?’ Tobias held his hand out to Polly.


‘No, thank you, I’ll make my own way home. It doesn’t take me long through the fields.’ Polly turned, picking up her skirts, and started walking back across the tufted red-and-brown moorland grasses on her way home, not looking back at Tobias, who was watching her.


‘Goodbye, Polly of Paradise. Perhaps I’ll see you again soon?’ Tobias shouted at the dark-haired beauty who had taken his eye, smiling as she struggled to walk between the tufted, boggy grasses. She belonged on the moorland, with her long, dark hair and her eyes of blue – like the pool of the waterfall that she had been looking into. His mother had introduced him to some beautiful women, but never one that had taken his eye like this young farm girl. He kicked the sides of his horse and cantered down the road, watching the disappearing form of Polly running down the fell side.


Polly ran as if her life depended on it, stumbling and reeling between grassy tussocks and peaty bog pools, until she knew she was safe and a good distance from Tobias. He sounded and looked the perfect gentleman, and she mused gently over his flirting with her, as she walked quickly down the greener fields of the valley floor. He did have devilishly good looks, with his collar-length jet-black hair and high cheekbones, and he was obviously a man of wealth, if he owned a farmstead at the top of Mallerstang, as well as his own. Nevertheless, she realized just how foolish she’d been, wandering so far from home on her own; he could easily have raped her, and left her for dead on the bleak moorland, without anyone knowing where she was. Panting with haste, she reached the farmyard gate and untied the twine that held it closed.


‘Where have you been trailing? Your mother’s been worried to death, thinking something’s happened to you.’ Edmund Harper stood in the doorway of his barn, puffing on his pipe, waiting for Polly to return from looking at his sheep. ‘I walked up around the top pasture – not a sign of you – so I want to know where you’ve been? It’s coming in dusk; another half-hour and it’ll be dark.’


As if to verify his words, a blackbird trilled its evening song and hurried into a safe nesting place in the nearby white-budded blackthorn bush for nightfall.


‘Sorry, Father. It was such a grand day, I decided to walk over into Mallerstang. It’s been the first decent day’s weather we’ve had for weeks.’ Polly’s cheeks were flushed. She knew both her mother and father would have been wondering where she was, and she felt nervous as she explained her walk to her father, who seemed to be in a mood.


‘Aye, well, while you’ve been trailing, that old ewe with the spotted face began to lamb, and she’s lost both lambs. I found them dead behind the pasture wall. You can’t have looked after them that well.’ Edmund looked hard at the lass he’d grown to love like his own daughter. She was nearly a woman now – too old to be told the truth, and for her to know that she was their granddaughter, and not their daughter.


‘I couldn’t see her, Father. I know which one you mean. She’s always stubborn and stamps her feet when you move her anywhere. I thought you must have moved her into another field.’ Polly was distraught, for she must have missed the stubborn animal.


‘Aye, well, she was just behind the wall, in the corner away from all the rest. You should have known they always find a quiet spot to lamb in. I thought I’d told you that?’


‘You did. Sorry, Father.’ Polly could feel tears welling up, at the thought of two dead lambs because of her wandering feet.


‘Aye, well, I was young once and all. I couldn’t resist a spring day, either. She’s getting a bit long in the tooth now, anyway. I doubt she’d have had milk for twins. Come on, let’s away in to your mother. She was going frantic wondering where you were.’ Edmund knew the lass hadn’t wilfully neglected her duties; she knew his flock as well as he did and was a good hand with the sheep.


‘You two will be the death of me. You never tell me where you are going or how long you’ll be. I swear there’s gypsy blood in the pair of you!’ Ada folded her arms and stared at both Edmund and Polly. ‘Just look at the state of your skirt, our Polly. It’s mucked up and drenched around the hem. When are you going to grow into the lady that I so wanted?’


Polly put her head down. She knew she was a disappointment to her mother, not bothering with the finery expected of a young woman, but she couldn’t stand the simpering ways of some of her so-called friends. The way they acted and talked about the latest fashions, and who was courting whom, didn’t interest her in the least.


‘It’s all your fault, Edmund Harper. You’ve brought her up like a lad. She’s never been away from your side since the day she was born.’ Ada slammed down the dinner plates as she laid the table for the evening meal. She was angry with worry; if anything had happened to Polly, she wouldn’t have known what to do with herself. There was already a gaping hole in her heart, from when Danny had walked out of her life, never to be heard of again. She wasn’t about to lose his daughter, Polly.


‘It’s best she’s independent, lass. We aren’t the youngest couple in t’ dale. If owt happens to either of us, she can look after herself. Besides, you’re as bad, woman – you’ve taught her how to run a house. She’ll be right when we’ve both gone.’ Edmund pulled up his chair to the table and took off his cap, throwing it onto the floor next to his feet.


‘I don’t know why you both think you are going to die. You’re not that old. Besides, I might find a love of my own – someone who’ll love and look after me – then I’ll not be yours to worry about.’ Polly’s thoughts flitted to Tobias Middleton’s smile and his teasing words.


‘You’ll not find a man that wants you, looking like a wild woman and with a streak of bog peat from one lug to the other,’ laughed Ada. The lass obviously didn’t know that her face was as black as the chimney-back.


‘Oh, I don’t know. Old Tim, the tinker that comes with his pots and pans every summer, might take her, Mother.’ Edmund leaned back in his chair and grinned, as Polly rushed to the mirror next to the back door.


She was horrified. Had her face been that dirty when she’d been talking to Tobias? He must have thought her a common peasant.


‘You could have told me earlier that my face was filthy,’ shouted Polly as she scrubbed the dirt off it with a wetted end of her mother’s tea-towel.


‘We did!’ both Edmund and Ada said together.


‘And now my tea-towel is a black ’un.’ Ada shook her head. ‘Come and sit and have your supper, and then you can wash up for me. I’m jiggered tonight. While you’ve been out wandering I turned both feather beds over and gave them a good shake. Your father and me had started to roll into the middle of ours, with not much padding under us, so they needed a turn.’


‘You should have waited for me, Mother. I’d have helped you shake them.’


‘Nay, you are right. At least they are fresh, with clean sheets and blankets on them tonight.’ Ada spooned the mashed potato onto the three plates, and then added slices of newly fried bacon. ‘I’ve only made an easy supper tonight, so don’t fret.’


‘I’ll have a day about the house tomorrow, Mother. Do you want me to clean the brasses or bake a pasty?’


Polly felt guilty, for her mother looked pale. She shouldn’t have made her worry.


‘There was me, thinking you’d happen like a trip into Hawes tomorrow. It’s market day, and I could do with seeing if anyone’s got a pet lamb to suckle onto the ewe you missed lambing.’ Edmund mashed his potatoes with the back of his fork, before pouring milk over them, a habit Polly could not quite get used to. He didn’t dare look up at Ada or Polly, because he knew it was an offer that Polly would not want to refuse.


She said nothing. She swallowed her first mouthful of supper and waited for her mother to comment.


‘Well, I suppose that’s thrown pasty-making out of the window, because a trip into Hawes with your father wins every time. Am I invited on this trip, or is it just the “men” of the household?’ Ada pushed her plate to one side, with her supper hardly eaten.


‘Aye, if tha wants to come, you can join us. I think we might just let you.’ Edmund grinned at his wife. ‘What do you say, Polly? Do you think she’ll be any good at picking us a lamb?’


Polly smiled. There was often a bit of banter around the supper table, so she knew how far to go when she answered. ‘Aye, go on, then we can buy two, in case the one my mother buys dies.’


‘I’ll give you bloody “die”. I was looking after and rearing sheep before you were even born!’ Ada flicked the tea-towel around Polly’s ear softly. ‘Now, let’s get some water warming on that fire and give you a bath. I’m not taking you into Hawes looking like that mucky family from further down t’ dale. I’ve my pride, and so should you have, Miss Harper. Father, when you’ve finished your supper, get the tin bath out from the outhouse and make yourself scarce for half an hour. Our Polly’s getting too old for you to wander around or sit in the kitchen while she baths in front of the fire.’


‘Do I have to, Mother? I’m not that mucky.’ Polly hated the exposure of being naked in the kitchen, for she was always aware that anyone could walk in through the kitchen door and see her with nothing on. Lately she had been more aware of her feminine figure and the changes that she’d undergone in previous years, and felt awkward about her new body.


‘Yes, you do – you could grow potatoes in the muck around your neck. I want you to help with the shopping, so I’m not taking a mucky tomboy around with me. I need some supplies from Sam Allen’s, and I’m not having his hoity mother looking at us like we are a piece of dirt on her shoe.’


‘Now, Mother, she’s no better than the rest of us. She’s just forgotten where she’s come from. I remember when they hadn’t a ha’penny to rub together. It was the building of the railway that made them. Old Elijah saw a good opportunity in supplying the navvies, and went for it, and you can’t knock him for that.’ Edmund belched loudly and rose from the table. ‘I’ll get this bath then. What’s up with your supper, Mother? Tha’s not eaten anything.’ He nodded at the still-full plate, as Polly cleared the table.


‘I don’t feel like eating, that’s all. Bacon and tatties isn’t one of my favourites, and this year our home-cured bacon’s a bit fatty for me.’ Ada reached out for the empty kettle and pan and put them under the cold-water tap that Polly was just starting to run, before washing up.


‘As long as that’s all. Tha looks a bit white to me. Go and put your feet up. Polly will bath herself. She’s not a baby now, you know – she’s sixteen, a grown woman. And you’re right. The old pig last year was fed too well, so we’ll have to keep her leaner for less-fatty bacon this year.’ Edmund looked at his wife. She looked tired, and he knew how her heart hurt: sixteen years of not knowing if your son was alive or dead was a hard burden to carry. It had been Polly’s disappearance that had made her fretful, but the lass were growing up. There’d be a man in her life before long – there was bound to be, with her good looks. And then she’d want a family of her own. Ada would have to accept it and make the best of it, for she must realize the day was coming. He went into the outhouse and came back with the galvanized tin bath, putting it down in front of the fire. ‘I’ll go and have a camp with Len down in The Street, see what gossip he has.’


‘Don’t you be coming home blathered. He always tempts you with his drop of whisky, does that one.’ Ada bustled past him with a towel in her hand.


‘Nay, I’ll not be doing that. I’ll just see what he knows and then wander back. See you in a bit, ladies.’ Edmund dipped his head before going through the low doorstead.


‘It’ll be first time ever he comes back from Len’s walking straight, if he does.’ Ada tipped the boiling water from the kettle into the tin bath. ‘Now come on, lady, put some cold water in here and get into your bath, and I’ll have forty winks in the parlour. I don’t know why you’ve decided to come over all shy. There’s nowt there I haven’t seen before.’


Polly sighed. A bath on her own. Finally they’d realized how old she was. She put the washed dishes away into the Welsh dresser that stood against the main wall of the kitchen, and then poured the near-boiling pan of water into the bath, followed by a pan of cold water from the tap. She ran her hand in the steaming water of the bath: it was just right. On the side of the chair next to the fireplace Ada had placed the clean towel and a bar of carbolic soap, and over the wooden airing rack suspended from the ceiling hung a clean flannelette nightdress, in readiness for a cleaner Polly.


She slipped out of her clothes and shivered as she stood naked in the farmhouse’s kitchen and tested the water with her toe, before lowering her young body into the warmth. The water’s depth only reached halfway up her thigh, but it was warm and refreshing and, to be honest, she had needed a bath. She lay back and enjoyed the warmth of the water and the heat from the open fire, gently washing herself with the towel flannel and soap. Her thoughts wandered back to Tobias. She’d never been interested in a man before, but his dramatic good looks had got her feeling something she’d never experienced before. She closed her eyes and pictured his smile.


‘Are you all right in there? You’ve gone quiet,’ Ada yelled through from the parlour.


‘Yes, Mam, just scrubbing myself clean,’ Polly shouted back.


Just trying to forget Tobias Middleton, she thought to herself. But I don’t know if I really want to, her heart replied.
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The centre of Hawes was busy with market stalls, livestock and traders. Tuesday was the main market day, when all the Dales folk from Wensleydale and the surrounding districts came and got their shopping or bought and sold livestock. Outside the Crown Hotel and up to Townhead the cobbled pavements were filled with pens of sheep, tethered cows and wooden crates of clucking hens or geese. Further down the street, market traders and farmers’ wives called out, selling fruit and vegetables, butter and cream, and home-baking ingredients.


‘By heck, it’s busy today, Father.’ Ada held onto the side of the cart next to Edmund and looked down the street at the throng of people. ‘Morning, Mrs Bentham. Morning, Agnes!’ Ada shouted greetings at friends and neighbours, while Edmund acknowledged his friends with a tip of the head, or a gesture from his finger just tipping his cap. ‘We’ll go down to the butcher’s first, then I need some cotton. And then, our Polly, you can come and help me carry what I want from Sam Allen’s.’ She turned round to give Polly, in the back of the donkey cart, her orders.


‘But, Mum . . . I wanted to go with my father,’ Polly whined.


‘You’re right. Our Pol, go with your mother. I’ve a bit of business to do, before I look for a lamb.’ Edmund skilfully drove his horse into a vacant space, to be tethered just outside the Crown Hotel. ‘I’ll meet you both here, outside the Crown, in thirty to forty minutes.’


‘Would this business have anything to do with lifting your right arm, by any chance?’ asked Ada to Edmund, as she climbed down from the cart.


‘It’s nowt to do with you, woman. Anyway, no doubt you’ll be led astray by some of your old gossips. At least I find my news out in one spot, instead of chattering the length of Hawes.’ Edmund tied the horse up securely and grinned at both Ada and Polly as they brushed their skirts down, before setting about their business. He knew forty minutes would be more like an hour and a half, by the time Ada had been in and out of the shops and had caught up with all the gossip. He watched as both of them strutted off down the busy street, not going any further than five yards before sharing some juicy morsel of news.


‘She’s growing up, is your lass, Edmund.’ Len Brunskill slapped his lifelong friend across his back as he joined Edmund, and they both mounted the steps into the Crown.


‘Aye, she is. I can’t believe she’s sixteen. It doesn’t seem five minutes since Bernard Dinsdale brought her under his coat in a snowstorm. I didn’t think we’d see her grow up, but both Ada and me are keeping fairly well. Aches and pains, but nothing to really complain about.’ Edmund stepped up to the bar and winked at the serving lass. ‘Pint, is it, Len?’


‘Aye, go on then, you’ve twisted my arm.’ Len waited until both had been served, and then sat down in a quiet corner before he told his best mate his news. ‘Well, you’re doing better than Bernard Dinsdale, Edmund. I heard tell that he died, last week in his sleep, so Polly’s brother has no father. Now, what Dora and the lad will do, I don’t know? He’s a bit young for taking on Lamb Paddock, where they live, and it will barely make them a living. It’s not the biggest farm, up Cowgill.’


‘Aye, that’s bad news that you tell me, Len. I’ve never seen him since the night he brought Polly. I suppose he didn’t want anything to do with us bringing all that grief to his door. But he wasn’t a bad man. He’s brought the lad up like his own, as we have Polly, and neither child knows any different than that we are their parents. It’s for the best.’ Edmund took a long sup from his pint glass and slammed it down. He was silently cursing Danny. He’d still not forgiven him for the grief he’d caused, on his disappearance.


‘Have you still no word from your lad?’ Len felt for his old schoolmate, for he was a good man and had stood by his commitments.


‘Not a bloody word, from that day to this. We don’t even know if he’s alive. It’s Ada I feel for. Some days you can tell she grieves for him. It would even be better if we knew he was dead – at least we could put closure on him. But we know nowt.’


‘Aye, Edmund, I’m sorry. These bloody children, you bring ’em up best you can, but you still don’t know what they’re going to turn out like. You’ll have heard that Dick Cooper’s lad is trying to throw Dick out of his own farm, because he wants it for himself?’


‘Never heard a thing, though it wouldn’t surprise me. They think everything you’ve got is theirs, and bugger how long it’s taken you to earn it.’ Edmund shook his head and drank another sup.


‘Here, drink up. I’ll get next ones in, and I’ll tell you all about it. Your women will be ages yet. Besides, there’s a new stallholder down the far end, and he’s selling lace and cotton and all the rubbish that women like.’ Len winked as Edmund drained his glass dry and then wiped his lips on his sleeve.


‘Aye, go on, we’ll just have another. Old Clover knows her way home and, besides, Polly can handle her, if I sit in the back of the cart.’


‘Just look at this, Polly, isn’t that the bonniest piece of lace you’ve ever seen? So delicate.’ Ada ran the intricate piece of lace between her fingers and showed it to Polly, who wasn’t in the least bit interested.


‘It’s Nottingham lace, madam, made especially for me, in the homes of a group of ladies that excel in their skills. It would look beautiful around the edge of a handkerchief, or perhaps on a collar on a spectacular dress, for your beautiful young daughter.’ The stallholder smiled a sickly grin at Polly and, as she looked at him, she couldn’t help but be reminded of a fox showing its teeth before killing its prey.


‘How much is it?’ Ada fumbled for her purse from underneath the sausage and rolled brisket that she’d just bought at the butcher’s.


‘To you, madam, one shilling. Would madam like any ribbons, thread, pins?’ The Fox, as Polly had now called him, waved his hands over his stall of goods, lingering over the gaily tartan ribbon that Ada was eyeing next.


‘A yard of that tartan ribbon and all, and then that’s it.’


‘One shilling and sixpence, please, madam.’ The Fox measured out the tartan ribbon along a wooden rule, snipping it off with his shears – just like the snip of his teeth – as he pocketed the coins from Ada.


‘Well, he was a pleasant man. I think you took his eye, our Polly,’ exclaimed Ada as they made their way across from his stall to the shop doorway of Sam Allen’s.


‘I didn’t like him, Mother, he reminded me of a fox.’


‘You are a funny lass. How can he look like a fox? Sometimes, Polly, your imagination runs away with you.’ The doorbell jingled as they entered Sam Allen’s grocery shop.


‘Morning, Mrs Harper. Morning, Polly.’ Sam Allen smiled at two of his regular customers as he stood waiting for their order over his spotlessly polished counter.


‘Morning, Sam, can you put this order together, please? It isn’t a big one; just one or two things we’ve run out of.’ Ada passed Sam her shopping order across the counter, and he went about the business of putting the order together.


Polly stood next to her mother and waited. She loved the smell of Sam Allen’s. It was a mixture that fused with her senses: the smell of freshly ground coffee, a real luxury that she had never tried; freshly baked bread; and, in the far corner, paraffin, which reminded her of last spring’s chicks, which she had reared around a paraffin heater for warmth.


‘Everything all right, up at Paradise? Have you started lambing yet? At least the weather’s decent.’ Sam was making conversation as he worked his way through the list.


‘Aye, we’ve started lambing – that’s why we’re here. Edmund wants to see if anybody has a spare pet lamb. One old ewe lost hers yesterday. He wants to mother one onto her.’ Ada watched as Sam weighed six pounds of flour out of the huge flour bins and folded it up into a crisp, new brown-paper bag.


‘He’ll get one. I heard some bleating coming from the pens this morning, and Mrs Blades from over Buttertubs was in earlier, telling me there’s a lot of triplets being born this year. I suppose, if they are an old ewe, they can’t manage to feed three.’ Sam checked the list against what was in front of him. ‘Is that all then, Mrs Harper?’
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There would be trouble at Paradise . . .






