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    One




    LINCOLNSHIRE, 1926




    ‘IF I say ya’ll go away to boarding school, Missy, then go ya will.’ Esther Godfrey wagged her finger in her daughter’s face. ‘And I’ll have none of ya chelp neither! Not from a thirteen-year-old, I won’t.’




    Kate faced her mother, her insides churning. ‘I’ll be fourteen soon. I can leave school then. You know I can. Please, Mam . . .?’ Her boldness was fading now, almost before it had begun. She could hardly believe that she had actually dared to argue with her mother. No one, but no one, defied Esther Godfrey when she stood like she was standing now; feet set apart, hands on hips and green eyes flashing fire.




    They were so alike; long, rich auburn hair, the mother with hers piled high on her head, the curls held in place by combs with only escaping tendrils to soften the firm jawline; the girl with hers flying wild and free, her mouth clenched mutinously.




    Esther Godfrey was a striking-looking woman, beautiful some might have said, with a smooth forehead and a well-shaped mouth. She had still retained her slim figure despite the recent birth of a child, though her breasts were rounded with the ripeness of a nursing mother’s.




    Hers was an expressive face; her smile could brighten the day like the sun appearing out of the clouds, but her anger was every bit as threatening as the gales that raged across the marshes from the sea.




    And at this moment her face was like a menacing thunder-cloud.




    In the wicker cradle in one corner of the kitchen, the baby began to whimper.




    ‘Now see what ya’ve done – woken her up after I’ve spent the last hour settling her.’




    Kate flung out her hand towards the cradle, with a last spark of defiance. ‘It’s ’cos of her you want to send me away, in’t it? You don’t love me any more – not since you got Lilian!’




    As she saw the colour drain from her mother’s face and watched her reach out to grasp the corner of the kitchen table to steady herself, Kate felt a stab of guilt. Strong though Esther was, she had given birth only three weeks ago.




    ‘Oh, Kate . . .’ The anger, too, was gone. Now there was reproach in Esther’s tone. ‘That’s not true . . .’




    With a sob Kate rushed from the kitchen, through the back scullery, wrenched open the back door and ran across the yard.




    Ignoring her mother’s voice calling her name, Kate ran on, across the lane and up the slope of the sand-dune. Reaching the top she paused a moment, her glance sweeping the flat marshland in front of her. Beyond the marsh was a second line of sand-dunes and then the beach and the sea.




    Maybe Danny was on the beach.




    She was running again, down the sandy slope and across the marsh, jumping the creeks, bounding over the tufts of grass until she gained the crest of the eastern dunes. Her gaze scanned the wide stretch of sand.




    Then she saw him.




    Head down, hands thrust into his pockets, he was following the high-water mark, searching for anything left by the ebbing tide.




    ‘Danny,’ she yelled. ‘Danny!’




    He looked up, waved and began to run towards her.




    Breathless, she sank down into the sandy hollow that was their own special place. It had been their den, their boat, their desert island, and always, it was the place they met.




    Danny took a flying leap into the hollow, landing with a thud and showering her with sand. He sat down beside her and held out his hand. On the flat of his palm sat a huge whelk shell.




    ‘Just look at that, Kate.’ Gently he blew the remaining grains of sand from the shell. ‘Did ya ever see such a beauty? It’s the biggest I’ve ever found.’




    Kate stared at it, but when she made no response, she felt Danny looking at her more closely. ‘What’s up, Katie? You look funny – ya face is all red. You bin crying?’




    ‘I’ve had a row with me mam.’




    ‘Oh, heck! What about?’




    ‘School.’




    Danny looked puzzled.




    ‘She’s sending me to boarding school in Lincoln come September.’




    ‘Boarding school!’ He gaped at her. ‘Whatever for? I thought ya’d be leaving school, like me.’




    ‘I can’t leave till I’ve passed me fourteenth birthday. And that’s not till September!’ Kate said moodily.




    There was silence between them, then Danny grinned, sudden excitement in his voice. ‘I say, guess what? I saw Squire Marshall yesterday and he’s tekin’ me on from next Monday. What about that then?’




    She looked at him, this boy whom she had known all her life. His curly black hair shone in the spring sunlight and although his chin was still boyishly smooth and his voice had not yet broken, he seemed to be changing before her eyes almost. She couldn’t get used to seeing him in long trousers. He wore a pair of proper braces now – men’s braces – but his thin arms stuck out like sticks from the rolled-up sleeves of his open-necked striped shirt. Suddenly, he seemed to be growing up – and growing away from her.




    ‘That’s nice. I’m glad.’ She tried to sound pleased – for Danny’s sake – but her own misery destroyed her delight in his news. ‘I want to get a job too.’ There was longing in her tone. ‘I don’t want to go to school any more.’




    He was avoiding her gaze now. She watched as he picked up handfuls of sand and let it run through his fingers. He seemed so intent on what he was doing that Kate thought he had forgotten she was even there.




    She prodded his bony shoulder. ‘Don’t ya care if I go away?’




    He looked up quickly then. ‘Of course I care. Ya know I do!’ He leaned forward and bumped his nose against her cheek in a clumsy attempt at a kiss. ‘I’ll always care for you, Katie Hilton.’




    Kate wasn’t quite sure why he whispered it when there was only a lone black-headed gull soaring above them to hear. She giggled, embarrassed, but his gesture had banished her tears.




    ‘Here, ya can have this.’ He held out the whelk.




    ‘Are ya sure?’ Kate knew the huge shell would have taken pride of place in his collection.




    ‘Yeah, go on, I want you to have it. Just – just so’s . . .’ A faint redness crept up the boy’s neck. He thrust it into her hand and then stood up suddenly, pushing his hands into the pockets of his trousers. Embarrassed, he scuffed at the sand with the toe of his sturdy boot. ‘So ya dun’t forget me when – if – ya go away.’




    She held the whelk to her ear and heard the sound of the sea. ‘I’d never forget you anyway,’ she said softly, slipping the shell into her pocket. ‘Not as long as I live, I won’t.’




    He sat down again and resumed his sand-sifting. ‘Why does yar mam want to send you to boarding school anyway? T’ain’t for the likes of us.’




    Kate sighed. ‘She says she dun’t want me staying on the farm all me life – that she wants something better for me. But I reckon—’ She hesitated and then plunged on. ‘I reckon she – she wants me away from here. Away from Fleethaven Point altogether.’




    He looked at her hard now. ‘Why?’ came the blunt question.




    She smoothed her white pinafore over her knees drawn up under her chin. ‘Ever since the baby came, she dun’t – want me any more.’ Her mouth trembled dangerously again.




    ‘Don’t be daft, Katie, ’course she does.’




    ‘Well, it dun’t feel like it.’ She paused, then with a note of belligerence added, ‘How would you know anyway, Danny Eland? You’ve no brothers or sisters.’ She tossed her long auburn hair which fell in shining waves down her back to below her waist.




    ‘No,’ he mumbled in reply. ‘But I wish I had.’




    ‘Ya can have our squealing Lilian then – and welcome!’




    They sat in silence for several moments while Danny sifted sand into little heaps and then flattened them with the palm of his hand, only to begin the process over again. ‘Does . . .?’ he began and then stopped.




    ‘What?’




    ‘Does Mester Godfrey want you to go?’




    ‘Me dad?’




    ‘He’s yar stepdad,’ Danny reminded her pointedly.




    ‘I know, but he’s like a proper dad.’




    Danny looked up. ‘But ya remember yar real dad, dun’t ya?’




    Kate wrinkled her smooth forehead. ‘Sort of. In – bits.’




    They sat in silence, each trying to remember Kate’s father. But their memories were fragmented, like a jigsaw with pieces missing.




    ‘I can just remember him coming back from the war,’ Danny said. ‘He was in a terrible state, wasn’t he?’




    ‘Can’t remember that. But I do remember him tekin’ us to town in his motor car to buy a big Christmas tree off the market.’




    Danny was laughing. ‘Oh, yes – we could hardly get it in your back door. I’d forgotten.’




    There was another silence before Danny said softly, ‘I remember his funeral though – after he drowned.’




    ‘You held my hand when we stood at the side of the hole.’ She shuddered. ‘I remember that all right. Wish I could forget it, sometimes.’ She frowned. ‘We threw something on top of the coffin, didn’t we? What was it – flowers?’




    Danny shook his head. ‘Just earth.’




    Another silence.




    Kate hugged her knees. ‘Then Mr Godfrey came and married me mam and we all lived happily ever after.’ She pulled a wry face. ‘At least, till Lilian was born.’




    ‘Came back, ya mean,’ Danny muttered.




    ‘Who came back? Me dad?’




    ‘Mr Godfrey – yeah.’




    ‘What d’ya mean – came back?’




    ‘It was just – summat I heard me dad say once.’




    ‘What?’




    Danny said nothing.




    ‘Come on, Danny, tell me,’ Kate insisted. She scrambled up and grasped his shoulders, shaking him. ‘Tell me or I’ll . . .’




    He caught hold of her arms and they struggled with each other like a pair of playful puppies, just as they always had throughout their childhood. Kate shrieked with laughter, her anguish forgotten for the moment as they rolled over and over, her petticoat flying, her black stockings wrinkling around her ankles. Danny was on top of her, pinning her arms back against the sand. They stared into each other’s eyes, panting hard, their breath mingling.




    Faintly, borne on the wind, there came the sound of a whistle. Immediately, Kate began to struggle. ‘Let me up, Danny. That’s me grandad coming. I’ll go and meet him. He’ll not let me mam send me away. He’ll tell her!’




    Danny released her and stood up. He held out his hands to pull her up from the sand, but before he had regained his breath, she was up and out of the sheltered sandy hollow racing down the slope of the eastern dunes. Across the flat marsh she ran, jumping the winding creeks, squelching through the mud, her long hair flying free.




    ‘Katie – Katie, wait for me,’ she heard him calling behind her. But as always she was darting ahead of him. He was still splashing through the streams as she was climbing the line of sand-dunes which ran parallel to the road leading from the town of Lynthorpe to Fleethaven Point. Then she was beneath the elder trees, slithering down into the lane.




    ‘Grandad – Grandad!’




    The rattling wheels of Will Benson’s carrier’s cart came to a halt. ‘Why, Katie, me little lass, what are you doin’ at home? Ah thought you’d be in school.’




    He leaned down from his high seat on the front of the cart above the broad backs of his two horses and held out his hand to her. ‘Up you come then, me lass.’




    ‘It’s still the Easter holidays, Grandad.’ Kate settled herself on the narrow seat at his side and smiled up at him, tossing back the strands of hair which fluttered across her face.




    ‘O’ course it is. Ah’d forgotten. Why, here’s Danny an’ all,’ Will said, as the boy came crashing down the wooded slope of the dunes and into the lane. ‘Come on, lad, climb up. There’s no room on the seat, but you can stand on the shaft. Hang on, mind.’




    Danny grinned up at the carrier, caught hold of the side of the cart and pulled himself up. ‘Thanks, Mester Benson. Just as far as the gate. I’d best be off home mesen.’




    ’Ow’s it feel to be a working man, then, eh, Danny?’ Will Benson laughed wheezily. There wasn’t much that escaped the carrier. News travelled on his cart alongside the pots, pans and provisions.




    ‘He dun’t start till Monday, Grandad,’ Kate said.




    ‘Holiday, is it, lad, ’afore you even start? Eh, but Ah dun’t know what things is coming to. Why, in my day . . .’




    ‘Oh, Grandad!’ Kate giggled and wriggled her fingers against the old man’s ribs to tickle him, but she could not feel his body beneath the thick coat he wore. Although spring had arrived, it was still cold riding on the front of his cart in all weathers when the wind whipped across the flat Lincolnshire fenland. Kate loved her grandfather. As long as she could remember, he had spoilt her and could be relied upon to take her side, even against her mother. He always looked so smart, Kate thought looking up at him now, with his black trousers and pin-striped jacket and matching waistcoat, a gold watch-chain looped across his narrow chest. She only had to ask for him to pull the watch out of his pocket and hold it to her ear to listen to its tiny tick-tick-tick. And his boots, resting on the foot-board, shone so that she could almost see her face in their hard, rounded toe-caps. She liked it in summer when he wore a rakish boater-shaped hat, but today he still wore his winter cap against the cold. His smooth hair was almost completely white with only a few strands of the ginger colour it had once been still showing. Will Benson’s old eyes twinkled down at her and he wiggled his white moustache. ‘You’ll be losing yar playmate then, eh, Katie?’




    Remembering suddenly, the smile fled from her face.




    ‘Grandad – ya’ve got to speak to me mam. She’s going to send me away. To boarding school. Ya won’t let her, will ya, Grandad?’




    Will Benson slapped the two horses with the reins and above the rattle of the cart’s wheels he asked, ‘What? What’s that you say?’




    Raising her voice, Kate repeated, ‘Me mam’s sending me to boarding school in Lincoln, come September. I dun’t want to go, Grandad. I’ll hate it!’




    ‘Huh!’ Will made a disapproving noise and muttered something that sounded like ‘We’ll see about this’. Above the noise of the cart-wheels, however, Kate could not be sure exactly what he had said.




    But she was sure the moment he opened the back door of the farmhouse and stepped into the back scullery.




    ‘Esther,’ he bellowed. ‘You here, Esther?’




    ‘In here, Dad,’ came her mother’s voice. Kate followed her grandfather into the kitchen.




    Esther Godfrey was standing at the large kitchen table. A thick blanket was spread upon it and an old sheet, worn to transparent thinness, on top of that. Two flat irons were heating on the range while she worked with a third ironing the previous morning’s wash. From the wicker cradle in the far corner came the baby’s mewling.




    ‘Oh, there you are, Missy! And just where did you disappear to?’ her mother began and Kate was sure she added under her breath, ‘As if I need to ask!’




    Peeping round the comforting figure of her grandfather and using his presence as a buffer against her mother’s wrath, Kate said, ‘I’ve been on the beach with Danny.’




    She saw her mother’s mouth tighten. ‘I thought as much. Into the scullery and wash yar hands. Dinner’s in ten minutes, now yar grandad’s here.’




    Kate obeyed, but left the door ajar so that she could peep through the crack and listen to their conversation.




    In a tone that Kate could not remember having heard him use before, Will said, ‘What’s this Katie tells me about you sending her away to school?’




    She saw her mother glance up in surprise, the iron suspended in mid-air before it thudded down on to one of the baby’s white frocks.




    ‘Well?’ Will Benson’s tone was sharp.




    The iron came up again, the tiny dress was flicked over and the iron thudded down once more. In the grate of the huge black range a log fell, sending a shower of sparks up the flue.




    ‘I’m thinking about it – that’s all.’ Her mother’s tone was terse. ‘Nothing’s settled – yet.’




    ‘Ya shouldn’t be even thinking about sending the bairn away. A country bairn in a city! Lass’ll pine away. Besides, how can you afford the fees them fancy schools charge?’




    ‘I’ve scrimped and saved – that’s how. I’ve still got me box under the bed and there’s not a week goes by but I don’t add a shillin’ or two. I can afford it, Dad, I’ve minded that.’




    Will grunted, casting about for another objection now that one had been foiled. ‘Ya trying to turn her into something she’s not . . .’




    ‘Dad – I’ve got to get her away from here. Now she’s growing older. You know why. It’s for her own good.’




    And although Kate strained her ears, it seemed as if her grandad made no reply to her mother’s puzzling statement.








  



    

       

    




    Two




    ‘Kate. Kate, where are you?’




    ‘Here, Dad, in the wash-house.’




    Jonathan Godfrey appeared in the doorway. ‘Samphire’s about to calve. Do you want to watch?’




    ‘Me mam’s set me to mash these ’tates for the little pigs. Then she said I’d to go to bed.’




    ‘Bed? This early?’ His blue eyes sparked with mischief, the tanned skin around them wrinkling with laughter-lines. He brushed back the lock of fair hair that fell in a gentle flick over his forehead. ‘What have you been doing to deserve such dire punishment?’




    Kate breathed in the smell of steaming potatoes, just out of the copper in the corner of the wash-house. As she thumped the wooden masher down, splitting open the brown skins and releasing the creamy potato, her hair fell forward like a curtain, hiding her face. ‘I was late back from the beach,’ she muttered.




    ‘And?’ he prompted. ‘There’s got to be more than that.’




    ‘I forgot to feed the hens ’afore I went to play with Danny.’




    ‘Ah – with Danny.’ She thought she heard him sigh softly, but his eyes were twinkling at her as he added, teasing gently, ‘And forgetting the hens. Dear me, that explains it.’




    She smiled ruefully and continued mashing the potatoes with a steady, easy motion.




    ‘Well,’ he was saying, ‘I could do with a little help . . .’




    She tossed back her hair, her eyes shining. ‘Aw, thanks, Dad.’




    He put his forefinger to his lips. ‘Not a word to your mother.’ He turned to go. ‘Samphire’s in the little barn, Kate. There’s more room there than in the cowshed.’




    The girl nodded, understanding immediately. This particular cow out of their small herd of four was temperamental at the best of times. She had to be hoppled sometimes just to be milked; calving, she’d be even more difficult. They’d need plenty of space to avoid her kicking hooves.




    A little later Kate crossed the yard to the small barn lying between the cowshed and the stables. As she stepped into the dim interior and pulled the door closed behind her, a rat scuttled along a rafter above her head. She glanced up and smiled briefly.




    ‘I ain’t time to be chasing you, Mester Rat. You’re safe from me big stick just now!’ she murmured, thinking of all the times she and Danny had made a game of chasing rats. As her eyes became accustomed to the gloom, Kate moved softly across the thick carpet of straw towards where her stepfather stood beside the cow. Samphire was making a dreadful noise, bellowing and stamping. Suddenly she pushed sideways towards Jonathan Godfrey, pinning him against the brick wall.




    ‘Dad!’




    ‘Keep back, Kate,’ he gasped. ‘Don’t get near her back legs – whatever you do.’




    With all his strength he shoved at the cow and, gaining a little space, moved swiftly out of the way.




    ‘You all right, Dad?’




    ‘She’s winded me a bit, that’s all,’ he said, wiping the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. ‘I can’t seem to pacify her, Kate. Your mother’s the only one who can quieten Samphire.’




    After a moment’s hesitation, for it would mean she would be banished from the barn, the girl asked, ‘Shall I fetch me mam?’




    ‘You can’t. She’s gone to the Grange to see Squire Marshall. It’s rent day.’ He glanced down at her and for a moment the worried expression on his face lightened as they exchanged an amused glance.




    Esther Godfrey was meticulous in money matters. Her quarterly rent for the tenancy of Brumbys’ Farm, which was solely in her name, must be paid exactly on the day it was due.




    Turning back to watch the restless cow pulling at the rope which tethered her to the wall, Jonathan’s face sobered again as he said, ‘I’m rather afraid the calf is breech.’




    ‘Ya’ll have to turn it, Dad.’




    She saw the beads of sweat standing out on his forehead. Again he swept his hand across his brow. He took a tentative step towards the cow and stopped. Kate watched him. It was obvious that her stepfather was unsure what he needed to do. After all, she thought, with sudden sympathy for him, he had only been involved in farmwork since marrying her mother four years earlier. His trade had been building traction engines in Lincoln.




    Kate touched his arm. ‘Ya need to put yar arm inside her and . . .’




    The sweat was running down the side of his face now at the mere thought.




    ‘I’ve watched your mother – but . . .’ His anxious glance flitted towards the cow and back again to Kate. His anxiety was becoming almost fear.




    ‘Wait, Dad, just wait here and watch her. Dun’t do anything . . .’ Kate turned and ran towards the door.




    ‘Kate – wait! Where . . .?’




    But she was out of the door and running round the corner of the building and out of the yard gate.




    Danny – she must fetch Danny. He would know what to do. In the lane she turned to the right and sped towards the Point. Arriving at the top of the steep incline, known as the Hump, over a natural bank in the road, she paused to catch her breath and survey the scene below her. To her right the setting sun slanted golden streaks across the fields harrowed smooth and flat after the recent spring sowing. The River Lynn meandered through the fields to the Point where it joined the sea. To her left was the pub and beyond it, the marsh and then the sea. Directly in front of her was a stretch of grass between the river bank and the line of four cottages where Danny lived.




    The three Harris brothers, Peter, Luke and Georgie, were playing cricket on the grass, but Kate could not see Danny among them.




    She plunged down the bank and, lifting her skirt to her knees, sprinted across the grass. ‘Georgie – Georgie! Where’s Danny?’




    ‘Hello, young Kate. Come to play cricket, ’ave ya?’




    ‘Dun’t let her play again, Georgie,’ shouted Peter, though he was grinning as he said it. ‘She batted our ball into the river last time,’ They were all older than Kate and Danny; fine, strapping young men with broad, muscular shoulders and faces tanned a healthy bronze from working out in all weathers. None of them had married as yet and still lived at home with their parents in the end cottage. ‘Can’t find a lass to match me mam’s cooking’ was their unanimous verdict, but if the snatches of conversation Kate overheard sometimes were true, they all three had ‘an eye for the lasses’ but preferred to stay fancy-free, at least for the present.




    ‘Where’s Danny?’ she demanded.




    The young man clasped his hands over the place where he believed his heart to be and dropped to his knees on the grass. ‘Danny – always Danny! And here am I pining for one little kiss . . .’




    ‘George – me dad can’t manage Samphire. She’s calving.’




    At once the young man stopped his teasing. ‘He’s up near the Point helping his dad mend the nets, I reckon . . .’




    But she was gone like the wind, calling back over her shoulder, ‘Thanks, Georgie.’




    She ran along the curving river bank until she came to the place where the river widened out into intertidal mudflats, channelling a wandering route to the sea. Moored on the river bank was Robert Eland’s fishing boat, and on the headland, the very Point itself, father and son bent their heads over the nets, examining them for holes.




    ‘Danny, Danny!’




    The two men looked up and Danny waved. ‘Summat up, Katie?’ he asked as she reached them.




    ‘Hello, Mester Eland . . .’




    The older man nodded briefly.




    ‘Can you come and help us, Danny? Me dad can’t manage Samphire. Her calf’s coming breech.’




    ‘Oh heck!’ Danny muttered and then glanced at his father. ‘Dad . . .?’




    The older man was silent, threading the nets expertly through his fingers. His eyes were downcast and his mouth was completely hidden by a thick, grey-speckled beard and moustache, so that Kate had no way of reading any expression on his face. It was impossible to see if he ever smiled, and the visible part of his face was weather-beaten and lined, his forehead seeming to have a permanent frown. He was a quiet man who gave the impression of being dour, even moody. Though Robert Eland rarely came to Brumbys’ Farm – hardly ever did he help with the harvest for he preferred the sea to the land – Kate’s stepfather would often meet him in the Seagull to play dominoes over a pint or two. ‘He’s a good man when you get to know him,’ Jonathan would say, to which Esther would reply, ‘You never see bad in anyone’, and Kate’s gentle stepfather would smile fondly at his wife.




    Danny thought the world of his father; he was forever saying, ‘Me dad ses’ or ‘It was summat me dad said’. And that – for Kate – was good enough.




    ‘Where’s yar mam?’ Mr Eland was asking Kate now.




    ‘Gone to the Grange. We don’t know how long she’ll be and the cow’s in a bad way . . .’




    There was a moment’s pause before he said, ‘All right, then. Off ya go, lad.’




    ‘Thanks, mester,’ Kate called over her shoulder for already her feet were flying across the grass back the way she had come.




    ‘Wait for me,’ Danny called after her, but, as always, he arrived at Brumbys’ Farm hot and breathless and a minute or two after Kate.




    ‘Get me – some hot – soapy water, Katie,’ he commanded, still trying to regain his breath, but having summed up the situation in the barn at a glance. In a few moments Kate was back with hot water from the side boiler in the kitchen range and a scattering of soap flakes from the wash-house dissolving in it.




    Danny had taken off his shirt. His braces hung loosely down the sides of his trousers. He looked very thin, his shoulder-blades and ribs sticking out, but Kate knew his slight physique belied a wiry strength. He might not be able to run as fast as she could but he could beat her at arm-wrestling any day of the week.




    ‘We’ll have to hopple her, Mester Godfrey,’ Danny was saying, ‘else she’ll kick me shins to bits!’




    Kate reached for the leather thong from the wall and handed it to Danny.




    ‘Kate – we’ll need some thin rope. Plough line’d be best, if you can find any.’




    Kate screwed up her mouth and wrinkled her smooth brow. Then her thoughtful expression cleared. ‘Wait a bit . . .’




    In the stable next to the barn the two cart-horses tried to nuzzle Kate as she squeezed past them. ‘Move over, Boxer. No, I ain’t no sugar – not this time. I’m busy. Oh, move over, do – I need that plough line on the wall.’




    She pushed at the huge horse’s flanks and obligingly the animal side-stepped and allowed the girl into his stall to reach the line. Giving him a swift pat on his nose, Kate said, ‘I’m sorry, old feller, I can’t stay. Poor old Samphire needs help.’




    Closing the stable door, she ran back to the barn and, stepping inside, saw Danny standing on a box pushing his thin arm, made slippery with the soapy water, into the cow. Samphire lowed and tried to move but because of the thong looped around her back legs she could not kick. Sweat ran down Danny’s forehead and his face was contorted with pain.




    ‘There – ain’t much – room in here,’ he gasped. ‘If I can – just . . . aaah.’ As he spoke one small back leg of the unborn calf popped out.




    ‘Well done, Danny.’ Jonathan Godfrey moved forward as if to help, but as he did so the cow jerked her rump and knocked against Danny, causing him to lose his precarious footing on the box. He let out a gasp of pain as his arm, trapped deep within the cow, was twisted into an awkward position.




    ‘Get back, Dad,’ Kate hissed and darted forward to set the box straight and help Danny back on to it. ‘You okay?’ she said softly. Anxiously, she looked up into Danny’s brown eyes, full of pain. He bit his lip but nodded resolutely.




    Again he was moving his hand deep inside the cow, trying to release the unborn calf’s other back leg. Danny took a deep breath and grunted with the effort. Slowly Kate moved closer to the cow. She began to murmur soothingly to the animal as she had heard her mother do so often. At the same time she ran her hands gently up and down the cow’s back. ‘There, there, old girl. We’re trying to help you. Soon be over.’




    ‘Aaah,’ Danny gave a gasp of pleasure and relief as the second tiny back leg appeared. Thankfully, the boy eased his arm out of the cow. As he did so, he grabbed the tiny, protruding legs.




    ‘Quick, Kate. Give us the line.’




    Kate handed it to him and swiftly he tied one end round the calf’s legs and passed the other end to Kate.




    ‘Hold it taut, Kate, we don’t want him tucking ’em back in.’




    Danny stepped down from the box. There were red pressure bruises all the way down his arm and he winced as he bent over the bucket of soapy water to wash away the blood and slime.




    ‘Have you hurt your arm, Danny?’ Jonathan Godfrey asked in concern.




    ‘It’ll be right, mester. Just twisted it a bit when I fell off the box.’




    ‘That was my fault,’ the man said with contrition.




    Danny stood up and Kate could tell that the grin he gave was a little forced. ‘Right then, let’s have a go.’




    All three of them grasped the line and, with one accord, pulled on it. As if sensing that they were trying to help her, Samphire appeared to pull in the opposite direction, though her lowing sounds became more frantic and high-pitched.




    ‘It’s no good,’ Jonathan Godfrey gasped as they paused for breath. ‘You’ll have to fetch the vet.’




    The two youngsters looked up at him askance. ‘The vet?’ They both spoke at once, and Kate added, ‘Me mam’d have a double-duck fit if we was to waste money on a vet.’




    The man gestured helplessly towards the cow, now looking round at them reproachfully. ‘But we can’t manage. We’ll lose calf and cow if we don’t get some expert help soon.’




    ‘Let’s give it just one more try, Mester,’ Danny urged. ‘Then I’ll go for the vet.’




    ‘Me mam’ll go mad!’ Kate muttered, grasping the rope and pulling with every ounce of her strength.




    ‘Come – on!’ she heard Danny gasp and echoed his entreaty in her mind.




    Suddenly there was a loud sucking sound and the calf slithered out on to the mound of straw beneath the cow’s hind legs. The man and the two youngsters, still pulling hard, fell back together in a heap. They disentangled themselves and sat up. In front of them was the newborn calf lying in the straw. Samphire, her cries of pain stilled, looked round in surprise as if to say, ‘Where did that come from?’




    Kate laughed aloud and scrambled on all-fours to where the wriggling creature lay. She picked up handfuls of straw and wiped the calf.




    ‘Oh, he’s lovely. Look, Dad, he’s . . .’




    At that moment the door of the barn was flung open and her mother stood there. ‘What on earth . . .?’ began Esther Godfrey. Her glance rested briefly on Danny and her mouth tightened noticeably, but she directed her anger at her daughter.




    ‘Kate! I thought I told you to go to bed. How many times do I have to tell you . . .?’




    ‘Esther,’ Jonathan’s deep voice interrupted in gentle reproach. ‘The youngsters have been helping me. I couldn’t have managed without them.’




    Kate saw her mother open her mouth but at that moment she saw the calf struggling to its feet, and whatever sharp retort she had been about to make was stilled. Then once more her gaze came to rest upon Danny’s head, bowed over the plough line he was looping into a neat coil.




    ‘Thank you for your help, Danny.’ Her mother’s tone was stiff and unfriendly and as Danny’s head jerked up, Kate saw that there was puzzlement in his dark brown eyes and a red flush of embarrassment creeping up his neck.




    Handing the coiled line to Jonathan Godfrey, he nodded briefly to Kate and went towards the door.




    Once more Jonathan’s deep voice prompted gently, ‘Esther, the lad saved the calf and probably your cow as well.’




    Esther seemed to be struggling with some inner conflict, but as Danny passed by her, she reached out her hand, touched his shoulder briefly and said, ‘I am grateful, Danny, really.’




    The boy hesitated and, for a moment, stared up at her. Then with a muttered ‘Missus’, he moved on out of the doorway.




    As they heard his boots crunching across the cinders in the yard, Esther’s attention came back to Kate. ‘I don’t want you to see so much of Danny from now on, Kate. He’s growing up and come Monday he’ll think of himself as a working man. He’s no longer a boy.’




    Kate stared wide-eyed at her mother, her mouth slightly open in shock. Why was her mother behaving so strangely? Danny had always been her friend. He was only a few months older than she was and they had both lived all their young lives at Fleethaven Point.




    ‘Why have you gone all funny with Danny, Mam? You’ve never stopped us bein’ friends before. I can’t just . . .’




    ‘Mebbe that’s where I made me mistake – I should have put a stop to it a long time ago!’ her mother muttered, then she raised her voice and added, ‘Dun’t argue with me, Missy, ya’ll do as I say. Now off to bed with ya.’




    ‘Mam . . .?’ Kate began but her protestations were cut short by Esther flinging her arm out and pointing towards the house.




    ‘Bed!’








  



    

       

    




    Three




    The next morning at breakfast, Kate was subdued and silent. Had her mother really meant what she had said about Danny the previous night?




    ‘Look after Lilian while I get the dairy work done, will ya, Katie?’ her mother asked, bustling between kitchen and pantry where the milk stood waiting in churns. ‘Just wheel her up and down the lane, mind. No sneaking off to the Point.’




    So – she had meant it. Kate bit her lip, but decided not to argue – at least, not at present.




    ‘Can’t I c’lect the eggs, Mam?’ Kate hated wheeling the baby in the black baby car; its handle was too high for her and it was heavy to push on the uneven surface of the lane.




    ‘Later – when you’ve got the baby to sleep for the morning.’




    There was no escape. For the remainder of the Easter holidays, it seemed as if her mother deliberately kept her busy. Collecting eggs, feeding the hens, fetching the cows from the meadow for milking twice a day and running errands – anywhere except to the cottages at the Point. And, of course, wheeling Lilian. The baby’s blue eyes stared resentfully up at her from inside the huge hood of the baby car, the tiny mouth puckered, ready to whimper.




    ‘Talk to her, Kate,’ her mother would say. ‘It’ll soothe her.’




    But Kate could not bring herself to talk to the baby like her mother did. To the young girl it sounded daft!




    She had no opportunity to see Danny. Now he had started work and she would soon be back at school, Kate realized there would be even less chance of meeting him.




    ‘Look sharp,’ her mother shouted from the bottom of the stairs as Kate dressed on the first morning of the new school term. ‘Yar dad’s getting the trap ready to take you.’




    Tears threatened as Kate realized afresh that only she needed taking to school now. This morning there would be no Danny appearing on top of the Hump and running down towards Brumbys’ Farm for a ride to school in their trap. There would be no playing their usual game.




    ‘Go on, Dad, get going. Mek him run. ‘E shouldn’t be late.’




    Smiling, Jonathan would flick the reins to make the docile pony inch forward, the animal seeming to know it was all in the game and that he shouldn’t set off too quickly but give the boy a fair chance of catching them.




    ‘Come on, Danny, faster, faster . . .’ Kate would stand up in the trap shouting back to him, her merry laughter bouncing on the breeze. ‘We’ll leave ya and ya’ll be late an’ get the cane.’ Then she would say to Jonathan, ‘Let him catch us now, Dad, he’s out o’ puff.’




    Jonathan would ease back on the reins to halt the pony and the boy would clamber up into the back of the trap, breathless and red in the face, but laughing. Always Danny Eland seemed to have a broad grin on his tanned face.




    But this morning there would be no game and no laughter because there would be no Danny.




    Kate sat stiff and silent in the trap, looking back down the empty lane. Her gaze took in the flat fields stretching westwards as far as she could see, trees dotted black against the low horizon. The lane wound gently following the natural line of the sand-dunes all the way to the outskirts of Lynthorpe.




    Just before they reached the first houses, Jonathan turned the trap to the left and took a lane leading inland. ‘We mustn’t forget to pick Rosie up.’ He smiled down at Kate, but her normally happy face was solemn.




    She felt lost without Danny.




    When the trap pulled up outside the smithy, however, and little Rosie Maine came running up, Kate’s spirits lifted a little. It was impossible not to be cheered by Rosie – she was such a bright chatter-box, with white-gold bouncing curls, merry blue eyes and a round chubby face that always seemed to be smiling. Jonathan held out his hand and the child climbed up the step into the trap. She flung her arms about Kate’s neck and hugged her hard. Then she sat down and pulled her skimpy dress over her knees. Already, the shapeless shift dress seemed too short for her. Over it, she wore a grey hand-knitted jumper that had been washed so many times, the wool stitches had matted together.




    Rosie swung her bare legs and giggled as she pointed at her canvas shoe. ‘Look, me big toe’s poking through. I got a new pair at Easter, but me mam ses I’ll only spoil ’em if I wear ’em for school.’




    She wriggled closer to Kate and slipped her hand through the older girl’s arm. ‘Ooh, I ’ave missed you, Kate, these holidays. I didn’t even get down to see me Grannie Harris and to come an’ play with you. Me mam’s been a bit poorly. She’s having another babby, y’know.’




    Rosie’s mother was always having another baby, Kate thought. Rosie, at five, already had two younger brothers and now there was another child on the way.




    ‘She’s been sick ev’ry morning this week, but that’ll go after the first three months,’ the child added, frighteningly knowledgeable for one so young. Rosie paused and looked about her as the trap rattled on. ‘Funny without Danny, in’t it?’




    ‘Yes,’ Kate mumbled, but could not trust herself to say any more. Rosie was the last person she wanted to see her tears. The child idolized her and Kate loved Rosie as she might a younger sister – more, if she were honest, than she loved her real sister, well, half-sister.




    Rosie chattered on. ‘We might be coming to live at the Point, in that cottage that’s empty near me Grannie Harris’s. I’ll like that.’




    Jonathan Godfrey looked down at the excited little girl. ‘Your father will still work at the smithy, though, won’t he?’




    Rosie’s father, Walter Maine, had been wounded in the war and had lost a leg. When he and Enid Harris from Fleethaven Point had married some six years earlier, Kate had been their bridesmaid, and the newly married couple had made their home in the two small rooms above the smithy where Walter worked.




    ‘Oh yes.’ The bright curls bobbed as Rosie nodded vigorously in answer to Jonathan’s question. ‘But there bain’t room there for all us lot now, Mester.’




    Kate saw the slow smile on her stepfather’s face, and despite her unhappiness at missing Danny, she wanted to smile too. She well knew the cramped conditions the Maine family lived in, even though they had brought it upon themselves by having so many children. But it would be nice to have little Rosie living nearer.




    ‘You tell your dad and mam that if they want to borrow the horses and a wagon to move, they’d be most welcome.’




    The child’s pink cheeks shone and her pretty mouth stretched wide in a grin. ‘Thanks, Mester, I will,’ and as the trap pulled up outside the school gate, Rosie jumped down and was gone, running into the playground.




    ‘She’s like a little whirlwind,’ Jonathan murmured, and Kate smiled thinly in return.




    ‘Bye, Dad. See you tonight.’




    ‘Kate?’ The soft tone made her look back at him. ‘Be careful coming home tonight.’ He paused, as if knowing that what he felt obliged to say would cause her more pain, ‘You – you’ll be on your own when you leave Rosie at the smithy.’




    Kate closed her eyes against the tears and swallowed the lump in her throat. Not trusting herself to speak, she nodded, turned and ran into the playground without looking back.




    All through the long morning, Kate’s glance kept wandering to the place where Danny used to sit, now occupied by a fat, spotty-faced boy. It gave her a shock every time she glanced across, half-expecting, half-hoping to see Danny, to see instead the ugly boy sitting at Danny’s desk. She didn’t want anyone else sitting in the place that had been Danny’s. She would have preferred it to remain empty rather than that anyone else should sit there. At playtime she sat morosely in the corner of the playground, refusing to join in any of the games, dreading the end of afternoon school when she must face the long walk home alone.




    When the bell clanged for the end of the school day, Rosie skipped and hopped at her side, keeping Kate company as far as the smithy, chattering incessantly. Kate made no reply and finally the younger child looked up and said, ‘Kate, a’ya cross with me?’




    ‘’Course not.’




    ‘Then what’s the matter?’




    ‘Nothing.’




    ‘Yes, there is.’ Rosie danced lightly around Kate. ‘You bin in trouble at school?’




    ‘No.’




    Silence.




    They had reached the blacksmith’s, Rosie’s home, but the child grasped Kate’s hand and tugged at it insistently. ‘What, then?’




    The pent-up emotion of the last few days and the loneliness of this day burst out. ‘I dun’t want to go away to school. I dun’t even want to go on going to school. I want to work – like Danny. I want to be with Danny.’




    She saw Rosie’s eyes widen and her mouth open, but Kate snatched her hand away and ran, leaving the child standing in the lane staring after her.




    Kate ran and ran until she came to the lane alongside the dunes, but instead of following it, she scrambled up the slope, catching hold of the tough, spiky marram grass, and down the other side. Across the flat marsh, jumping the creeks, frightening a skylark into the air to defend its territory against her pounding feet, until she crested the rise of the easterly dunes and came to the beach. Her heart was pounding as she gulped air, her lungs bursting, but still she forced herself onwards, across the soft, dry sand until she came to the water’s edge where she sank down, sobbing and breathless. She pulled her knees up to her chest, wrapped her arms around her legs and buried her face against her skirt.




    The incoming tide came closer, receded and then crept closer still, its waves probing with gentle frothy edges until she became aware of its coldness soaking through her skirts. Sudden anger spurted and she smacked the flat of her palm on the encroaching water, sending a shower of salt water over herself. ‘I won’t be sent away. I won’t go – I won’t!’ Now the tears that she had kept locked inside all day long spilled over.




    The sea retreated but came again; a stronger, bigger wave catching her unawares so that she lost her balance and fell backwards into the shallows. Soaked to her skin, Kate scrambled to her feet. Sobbing, the sea-water squelching in her shoes, she began to run.




    ‘Why, lovey, you’re wet through!’ Beth Eland reached out with gentle hands and pulled Kate into her warm kitchen. ‘Whatever happened? Did ya fall in a creek?’




    Kate sniffled and shook her head as she allowed herself to be led towards the rickety wooden chair set before the glowing range. A log settled in the grate sending up a welcoming shower of sparks.




    Kate hesitated before she sat down, glancing up at Danny’s mother. As if reading the girl’s thoughts, the woman smiled gently and said, ‘Go on, Mester Eland won’t mind you sitting in his chair this once. Now, off with these wet things.’




    Mrs Eland slipped the shawl off her own shoulders and wrapped it round Kate. ‘I’ll rinse ya pinny out and hang it on the line, else that mud’ll stain it. Eh, dearie me, even ya shimmy’s wet through.’




    She took Kate’s salt-stained clothes to the deep white sink under the window and worked the handle of the pump. Water splashed into the sink.




    ‘I dun’t know how I’m to get these dry in time for you to go home, Katie,’ Mrs Eland murmured worriedly, taking an enamel jug from a shelf of pots and pans running along one wall and coming back to the range to ladle hot water from the side boiler.




    Kate, her teeth chattering, held out her hands to the log fire, and wriggled her toes into the worn peg rug that covered the hearth. She felt the woman’s anxious glance on her.




    ‘Eh, ya shivering. I’ll just get these clothes in to steep and I’ll make you some hot milk with a spoon of honey in it.’




    Kate nodded and sniffled. She was still unable to speak.




    After her drenching in the sea, she had run along the beach. Sobbing and breathless, she had climbed the easterly dunes, crossed the marsh and come to the Point, deliberately avoiding going anywhere near her own home.




    Danny, she must find Danny.




    Now she lifted her tear-streaked face, her long hair straggling down her cheeks, to look up at his mother. ‘Where’s Danny?’ she asked.




    Mrs Eland bent over her as she gave Kate a steaming mug of milk and honey. ‘There now, drink this. It’ll warm ya. Danny? Why, he’s not home from work yet.’




    Kate wrapped her cold hands round the mug and sipped the hot liquid. ‘How long will he be?’




    The woman stood looking down at her, her brown eyes full of concern and something else Kate could not quite understand. There was more than just sympathy for her bedraggled state; there was a sadness in Beth Eland’s eyes. ‘Katie, ya’ll have to forget our Danny now and make new friends at school. Ya going to a new school soon, aren’t ya?’




    The child’s green eyes flashed with renewed vigour. Her mouth was set in a line of rebellion. ‘I dun’t want to go. I won’t go!’




    Mrs Eland sighed heavily. ‘If it’s what yar mam wants . . .’




    Kate gazed up appealingly at the older woman. ‘Couldn’t you speak to me mam? Mebbe she’d listen to you . . .’




    ‘No!’ Beth Eland’s sudden sharpness startled Kate and the mug she held wobbled, splashing hot milk on to her bare leg. The woman’s eyes softened, but there was still a deep-rooted pain in their depths. ‘Yar mam and me dun’t talk to each other, child. Ya know we don’t. Not since – not for a long time.’




    She turned her back on Kate and went back to the sink, plunging her hands deep into the water and wringing out Kate’s dress and pinafore, twisting the fabric in her grasp with a pent-up anger.




    ‘But . . .’ Kate began and then fell silent. Mrs Eland’s back was rigid; it was obvious that further pleas would be fruitless. ‘Where on earth have you been?’




    Kate faced her mother’s anger squarely. Inwardly she was trembling but she clenched her jaw stubbornly, her bottom lip pouting.




    The tirade continued. ‘We’ve been worried sick. Your father’s been up and down that lane three times searching for you, right as far as the school. He even knocked on the school-house door to ask the headmistress . . .’




    Kate’s insides quivered afresh. That would mean more trouble at school in the morning. She lifted her chin defiantly. ‘I got me clothes soaked and I – I . . .’ She hesitated but there was no point in lying. Her mother was sure to find out the truth. Mrs Eland wouldn’t tell her, but Grannie Harris very well might.




    When Danny’s mother had rinsed her clothes and hung them outside in the wind to dry she had come back into the cottage and stood before Kate once more. Her eyes were gentle and concerned again; the sudden, unusual hostility of a few moments before gone as swiftly as it had come.




    ‘You ought to be going home, Katie. Yar mam will be worried.’




    Kate had looked away, staring into the flames. ‘I dun’t reckon she’ll miss me, not now she’s got the babby.’




    She felt the soft sigh on her cheek and was surprised to feel the touch of the woman’s lips brushing briefly against her forehead. ‘Oh, Katie love,’ Beth Eland murmured and then, more briskly, ‘I’ll just nip next door. Mebbe Grannie Harris has some old clothes her girls have grown out of . . .’




    A few moments later Mrs Eland returned with her arms full of an odd assortment of clothing. Panting slightly, she dumped the bundle on her kitchen table and for a moment the anxious look in her brown eyes was lifted as she laughed. ‘Eh, Katie, Grannie Harris is such a hoarder. I reckon some of these clothes are Enid’s!’ Enid was Grannie Harris’s daughter and Rosie’s mother. Kate knew the garments must be years old!




    Mrs Eland held up a shapeless dress. ‘It’s a bit big, but it might fit you. Fancy her keeping it all this time . . .’




    They giggled together when Kate, a few moments later, stood before Mrs Eland, the long dress flapping around her ankles, the waistline somewhere around her slim, girlish hips. The older woman put her hand to her mouth as if to stifle her laughter. ‘It looks dreadful, Kate, but it’ll have to do. Ya can borrow my shawl and a pair of woollen stockings. You’ll look like a scarecrow, but at least it’ll get you home . . .’




    The laughter faded for they both knew what awaited Kate then.




    And now she was standing before her mother’s wrath.




    ‘I am waiting for an answer, Missy.’




    ‘I – came home on the beach and fell in the sea. I went to the Point.’




    Her mother’s frown deepened and some instinct made the girl bend the truth a little and omit mentioning Danny’s mother. ‘Grannie Harris lent me these clothes,’ she finished, praying fervently that neither Mrs Eland nor even Danny would bring her own clothes back to Brumbys’ Farm when they were dry.




    ‘Ya’ll get ya’sen to bed this minute and no tea or supper.’




    ‘But Mam . . .’




    ‘I dun’t know what I’m going to do with you, Kate Hilton. You’ve grown so wilful and disobedient, ya’ll be the death of me. Mebbe your new school will mek you toe the line.’








  



    

       

    




    Four




    ‘Kate? Kate, are you asleep?’




    It was her stepfather whispering from the doorway. Kate lifted her head from under the bedclothes. ‘No, I’m not asleep, Dad.’




    The door creaked as he pushed it wider open and stepped down the one step into her bedroom. He was carrying a glass of milk and a plate with a wedge of crusty bread spread thickly with fresh butter.




    In the dimness of her bedroom – it was dusk outside her window now – he smiled down at her. ‘Your mother’s busy outside with the milking. Don’t you tell her I’ve brought you this, will you?’




    Kate sat up and reached for the milk eagerly. Crying had dried her mouth and left a salty taste on her lips.




    ‘I’m sorry,’ she said between gulps, ‘you – went looking – for me.’




    He sat down on the bed, holding the plate ready for her. ‘You should have come straight home, Kate. I told you this morning. It was the first time you’ve had to walk all that way on your own . . .’




    As his words reminded her, fresh tears started.




    ‘We were worried, that’s all.’ His tone was firm, making her understand that she had been thoughtless, but he stroked the hair back from her forehead with a gentle gesture that took the sting from his reproach.




    ‘Me mam’s not really going to send me away to school, is she?’ Kate asked, her green eyes wide and appealing. She struggled inwardly, wanting to ask if it was because of the new baby. But Lilian was his child – and she wasn’t. Even though this gentle, kind man was as good to her as any real father could have been, Kate thought, still she was not his child.




    She bit deeply into the thick bread and butter and filled her mouth to stop it speaking.




    He sighed and stroked her hair again. ‘You’re growing up, Kate. You’re almost a woman and – and your mother’s worried about you spending so much time with – with – well – boys.’




    She saw him hesitate and thought that perhaps he was embarrassed to touch upon delicate, feminine matters.




    A mischievous grin quirked at her mouth even through her recent tears. ‘Me mam has told me about the birds and the bees. I mean, I know I mustn’t let boys do to me what the old boar does to the sow when he visits.’




    Her grin widened at his shocked gasp. ‘Kate!’




    ‘Oh, I’ve often watched,’ she said airily, wiping the crumbs from her mouth with the back of her hand.




    ‘You shouldn’t talk like that. It’s not the sort of talk for young girls . . .’




    He paused and she saw he was staring at her through the gloom. ‘What?’ she prompted.




    He sighed and she felt the waft of his breath on her face. ‘Maybe,’ he said slowly, thoughtfully, ‘that’s what your mother means. You need to learn to be more – more ladylike.’




    Kate gave a snort of laughter and then clapped her hand over her mouth to stifle the noise. ‘Me? Ladylike?’ The thought was so comical that for a moment it drove away her tears.




    ‘Your mother’s only trying to do what’s best for you.’ Her stepfather patted her hand, picked up the empty plate and glass and stood up. ‘I’ll see what I can do, Kate. But I can’t promise to make her change her mind, you know that, don’t you?’




    ‘Yes, Dad. But if you’d try.’




    ‘I’ll try,’ he agreed, but she knew that was as much as he was able to promise.




    There was one thing about her mother, Kate was obliged to acknowledge, she didn’t bear malice and stay angry for days on end. The next morning when Kate appeared at the breakfast table, washed, dressed and ready for school, Esther Godfrey greeted her daughter with a smile and planted a kiss on her forehead. ‘Ya lunch box is ready on the side there. Dun’t forget it. D’ya want more milk on ya porridge?’




    ‘No thanks, Mam.’




    Kate sat at the kitchen table and ate while her mother picked up the baby from the cradle in the corner, sat in the Windsor chair by the fire in the range and opened her blouse front. The baby nuzzled greedily and began to suck loudly. Deliberately, Kate concentrated on her porridge.




    ‘Shall ya come to church with me on Sunday, Katie? It’s time I was churched after having Lilian. Ya Dad’ll mind her for once.’




    Eagerly, Kate said, ‘Ooh yes, Mam. I’d like that.’




    She was rewarded with one of Esther’s radiant smiles. ‘That’s settled, then.’




    Happily, Kate finished her breakfast. On Sunday, for a few precious hours, she would have her mother all to herself.




    She didn’t see Danny again until Morning Service on the Sunday. He was sitting in his usual place beside his mother on the opposite side of the church. Kate, being first in the pew and landing up against the white-washed wall, knelt on the hassock and covered her face with her hands. Slowly she spread her fingers a fraction and peeped between them to study Danny’s bent head. Although he was dressed in his Sunday best suit, the collar of his white shirt stiffly starched, his face looked thinner than just a week ago and there were dark shadows under his eyes.




    All local children worked from an early age – it was the way of all their lives – but Kate guessed that Danny’s first full week as a working man had been tough and exhausting. It was written on his young face.




    As the congregation stood to leave at the end of the service, Kate shifted from one foot to the other impatiently.




    ‘Stand still, Kate, and stop jiffling. I’ve to see the vicar about our Lilian’s christening,’ her mother whispered. ‘Just be patient, will ya?’ Behind her mother’s back, Kate pouted. Now she would not be able to catch Danny before he left with his mother to walk the two miles home.




    The vicar greeted Esther Godfrey warmly and patted Kate on the head with annoying condescension. ‘So, Mrs Godfrey, you want to bring your little one to be baptized.’




    ‘We thought between harvests, Vicar. About the end of July.’




    ‘Mmm, yes, yes, I think we could fit you in after Morning Service. Shall we say the last Sunday in July?’




    Kate watched her mother nod agreement, shake the vicar’s hand and walk swiftly down the path to their pony and trap.




    Kate skipped beside her. ‘Walk properly, Kate. You’re no longer a child.’




    Kate sighed, but obeyed.




    It was a fine, warm morning and once on the coast road the pony trotted smartly, the breeze lifting his silky mane.




    ‘There’s Danny – and Mrs Eland. Can’t we give them a ride home, Mam?’ Kate shouted above the noise of the wheels. The only reply her mother made was to slap the reins to make the pony go even faster. Esther Godfrey stared straight ahead, not even glancing down as they passed the pair.




    Kate saw Mrs Eland and Danny step on to the grass verge to allow the trap to pass. Danny looked up at Kate, grinned and waved, but Mrs Eland – just like Kate’s mother – stared stonily ahead and made no acknowledgement that the trap had even passed near them.




    The day Kate had so looked forward to had ended in disappointment.




    ‘We’re moving to the Point on Saturday.’ Rosie’s cherubic face was one broad grin as she clambered up into the trap for her daily ride to school with Kate the following morning. ‘We’re coming to live in the end cottage.’ She flung herself against Kate. ‘Won’t we have fun? I’ll be able to come and play every day and help you on the farm, c’lecting eggs and feedin’ the hens, won’t I? Do say ya’ll let me, Katie?’




    Kate could not prevent tears filling her eyes.




    ‘What’s the matter? Dun’t you want me to come and live near you?’ The merry smile died and Rosie’s lower lip quivered.




    Swiftly, Kate hugged the younger child tightly. “Course I do. But – but I might not be there mesen.’ She glanced at her stepfather. The indulgent smile that had curved his gentle mouth when the excited Rosie had climbed into the trap faded. He looked away and flicked the reins to make the pony walk on.




    ‘What d’ya mean?’ The little girl was mystified.




    ‘Me mam might be sending me away to school. I’ll only be here in the holidays.’




    Rosie blinked rapidly. ‘You – you mean you won’t come home at night?’




    Kate, unable to speak, shook her head.




    Rosie, sitting beside her, snuggled closer and took Kate’s hand in her small one. She patted it and then held it tightly for the rest of journey to the school. Neither of them spoke again. Not even Rosie could think of anything to say.




    Moving day for the Maine family caused great excitement for everyone who lived at the Point.




    The Godfreys lent their farm wagon and the two horses – Boxer and Bonnie – to pull it. Jonathan Godfrey drove it to the smithy, helped Walter Maine to load all their belongings and then, with the high load wobbling precariously, drove back along the coast road towards the Point. Later in the afternoon Kate went with her mother in the pony and trap to fetch the rest of the Maine family.




    ‘Enid, you look done in,’ Kate heard her mother say in a voice that forbade any argument. ‘Ya’ll come back to the farm and rest awhile and let the others unload and settle things in. Kate can look after the bairns.’




    ‘But, Mam, I want to . . .’ Kate began, but a look from her mother quelled her protest.




    It was Saturday afternoon and Danny might be home early from work. She had thought that helping the Maines to move would give her an excuse to go to the Point. Now she had to stay at home and play with Rosie and her two younger brothers.




    ‘I’m three months gone, Esther,’ Enid was saying quietly to Kate’s mother.




    Esther clicked her tongue against her teeth in an expression of exasperation. ‘Well, your Walter might have lost his leg in the war, Enid, but he certainly didn’t lose owt else, did he?’




    Enid snorted with laughter and clapped her hand over her mouth. For a moment the tiredness left her eyes as the two women exchanged a joke that the children could not share.




    ‘You’re having ’em a mite too fast for your health, Enid. You’re thinner than ya used to be.’




    ‘I reckon it’s livin’ in the town,’ Enid murmured. ‘I’ve never really liked it above the smithy. The smell of the forge never leaves the place.’




    At Enid’s words Kate could almost hear the sizzling of the iron and smell the burning hoof as Walter shod a horse.




    ‘Well, you’re moving back to the Point not a moment too soon to my idea, and ya’ll have ya mam nearby to keep an eye on ya.’




    ‘She can’t wait to have a brood of little ones running around again.’




    Kate watched moodily as the two women smiled at each other.




    ‘Take them into the front garden, Kate,’ her mother ordered as she drew the trap to a halt in the yard of Brumbys’ Farm. ‘But keep them away from the pond at the side of the house, mind.’




    It was early evening before Kate took the three children down the lane and over the Hump to the Point. The youngest boy had to be carried and was asleep against Kate’s shoulder by the time they arrived at the cottages. His brother dragged his feet with tiredness, but Rosie seemed to have boundless energy, running ahead of them to stand on top of the Hump shouting back, ‘Come on, oh, do come on,’ then running down the other side of the bank and across the grass towards her new home.




    Georgie and Peter Harris were lifting the last heavy box from the cart.




    ‘Now then, our Rosie. Ya’ve a little bedroom all to ya’sen. Come and see.’




    Rosie squealed with delight, clapped her hands and ran into the cottage.




    Georgie grinned at Kate. ‘’Tis only like a big cupboard, but she’ll love it.’




    Kate smiled.




    ‘’Spect ya’ve had ya hands full with these three all day,’ George continued as Enid came out to collect the boys from Kate.




    ‘Thanks ever so for having ’em, Kate,’ she said. ‘I dun’t know what we’d have done with them under us feet all day.’




    Kate opened her mouth to reply but Rosie appeared in the doorway. ‘Come and see my bedroom, Katie, it’s . . .’ she paused as her darting eyes caught sight of something beyond Kate and her rosebud mouth shaped itself into an ‘oh’ of surprise. ‘Look, look,’ she pointed. ‘There’s Danny.’




    Kate turned to follow the line of Rosie’s pointing finger to see Danny free-wheeling down the steep incline of the Hump on a bicycle, his legs sticking straight out on either side. He came rocketing on to the grass, hit a bump and promptly fell off, legs, arms and bicycle all in a heap.




    The two girls gave cries of alarm and ran towards him, while Georgie and Peter just stood and laughed.




    Kate pulled the huge bicycle away while Rosie squatted down beside Danny. He lay on the grass, his eyes closed, not moving.




    ‘He’s not dead, is he?’ Rosie whispered.




    ‘Don’t be daft, Rosie, he’s pretending.’ But a cold sliver of fear made her say sharply, ‘Danny!’




    Still he did not move. Kate flung the bicycle down again, dropped to her knees and bent over him. She took hold of his hand and chafed it. As she bent closer, Danny jerked his head up and planted a kiss on her cheek. Startled, Kate fell backwards, but Rosie shrieked with laughter. ‘He kissed you! He kissed you!’




    Rosie jumped up and began to pull at his arm. ‘Get up, Danny. I want a piggy-back.’




    Danny gave an exaggerated groan, but winked at Kate. ‘Children!’




    He made a big performance of rising, holding his back as if it pained him and bending double. Rosie giggled. ‘You’re p’tending, like Katie ses. You’re p’tending.’




    Danny’s brown eyes were full of mischief. ‘Come on then, up you get.’ Obligingly, he bent down so that the little girl could climb on to his back, her chubby arms tight around his neck.




    Danny galloped towards the cottages with Rosie bouncing up and down on his back and shrieking with laughter, leaving Kate to pick up his bicycle and wheel it after them.




    The Sunday morning of Lilian’s christening was fine and bright, but breezy. Scudding clouds made the sunlight fitful, sending shadows running across the fields of waving corn.




    ‘We’ll have tea out on the front lawn,’ her mother decided. ‘Kate, help yar dad fetch the trestle tables from the Grange. Squire said I could borrow them. Then when you come back, you must get changed and ready for church. Jonathan, are your folks going straight to the church?’




    Orders and questions came in quick succession from Esther Godfrey’s lips, scarcely allowing time for any reply. ‘When we get back from church, Kate, I want you to help me carry all the food out into the garden.’ Her mother seemed to have been baking during the whole of the previous week and now mountains of pasties and tarts, cakes and plum bread stood ready in the pantry. ‘Oh, I do hope it dun’t rain,’ Esther added, glancing anxiously at the sky.




    ‘Danny says it’s going to be fine all day.’




    Her mother’s green eyes flashed. ‘When did you see him? I told you not to go to the Point . . .’




    ‘I don’t, Mam, honest,’ Kate said reasonably, trying to pacify her mother’s quick temper. It wasn’t much use going there anyway, now he was working, but she kept these thoughts to herself. ‘Have you asked the folks from the Point to the christening?’




    ‘The Harrises and the Maines.’




    Kate looked up at her mother. ‘Not Danny and his mother and father?’ As soon as she had let the words slip from her lips, Kate could have bitten off the end of her tongue.




    ‘We dun’t have owt to do wi’ them.’




    ‘You mean you and Mrs Eland dun’t speak. Everyone else does. Dad sees mester in the pub and me an’ Danny . . .’




    ‘Aye, you and Danny, you and Danny! That’s all I seem to have heard for years.’




    ‘Why dun’t you like him now? You used to – to . . .’ Kate hesitated. Vague memories, elusive and fleeting, were nudging at her mind. ‘You used to make him welcome. When me real dad . . .’




    ‘Stop it! You hear me? I dun’t want to speak of him. ‘Specially not today.’




    ‘Why, Mam? Just tell me why?’




    Suddenly, Esther Godfrey seemed weary. She sighed and turned away, more in sadness than in anger now. ‘Dun’t ask me, Katie love, please dun’t ask me. Ya wouldn’t like the answer.’








  



    

       

    




    Five




    ‘I’m going with me grandad,’ Kate announced firmly and slipped her hand through Will Benson’s arm.




    ‘Ya grandad’s riding in the trap with me and the baby, Grannie Harris, Enid and Walter,’ Esther said. ‘It’s all arranged. The rest of you will have to walk to the church.’




    ‘What about Rosie? She can’t walk all that way.’




    ‘Enid’s bairns aren’t coming to the church, but they’ll come here after.’




    ‘Who’s looking after them?’ But Kate knew the answer almost before she asked the question.




    ‘The Elands,’ was her mother’s terse reply.




    That meant Rosie would be with Danny. Her two best friends and she could not be with them. I’d rather be playing with them, Kate thought morosely, than going to the christening of a squealing infant!




    When the whole party arrived at the church porch, two women were waiting there.




    ‘Jonathan! My dear boy.’ The older one of the two women stretched out her arms and enveloped him.




    ‘Hello, Mother.’




    Kate watched as her stepfather succumbed to the woman’s rapturous hug and then he turned to the younger woman and kissed her on the cheek. ‘Hello, Peggy. How are you, love?’




    Jonathan Godfrey’s tone, always gentle and kindly, had an even deeper note of tenderness when he spoke to his sister, so that Kate stared at the tall, slim woman with interest.




    Introductions were made all round.




    ‘I’m so sorry your father couldn’t come, Jonathan,’ Mrs Godfrey was saying. ‘He has a wretched cold and it’s settled on his chest. He’s cough, cough, cough . . .’ She cast her eyes skywards in a gesture of resignation. ‘He keeps me awake half the night, too,’ she added, but she was smiling as she said it and there was no rancour in her tone.




    The party moved into the church and sat at the back near the font while Morning Service continued. Lilian whimpered and grizzled all the way through and when it came to the point of the christening where the vicar splashed water on to her forehead, the baby set up a loud wail that embarrassed Kate. She wished she could rush out of the church. Instead she shrank towards her grandfather, leaning against his arm, to be rewarded by him smiling down at her. Although baby Lilian was as much his grandchild as she was, Kate did not feel her place in Will Benson’s affections had been usurped by the new arrival.




    ‘Come on, me little lass,’ Will whispered as the party emerged from the church and everyone gathered around Esther and the baby, ‘let us slip away. We’ll walk back home on the beach, shall we?’




    ‘Oh yes, Grandad,’ Kate agreed eagerly, then her expression sobered as she looked down at his polished boots. ‘But won’t the sand spoil ya boots?’




    Will Benson chuckled, ‘Mebbe, mebbe so. But they’ll shine up again with a bit of elbow grease. Come on, lass, afore an argy-bargy about who’s ridin’ in the trap starts.’




    For Kate it was the best time of the whole day, her walk on the beach with her grandfather.




    As they walked at the water’s edge towards home, she could see two figures in the distance. As they drew closer, Kate could see Danny digging in the sand, while Rosie, barefoot, skipped and danced around him. She saw the child run towards the sea and then heard Rosie shriek with delight, as the waves rushed up the beach towards her. ‘Ooh, it’s cold. It’s freezin’!’ The little girl hopped about on the sand, but seconds later she was dancing towards the water once more, daring it to catch her again.




    Danny lifted his face to watch Rosie’s antics, an affectionate smile curving his mouth. He caught sight of Kate and his smile broadened. He straightened up and waved to her.




    Poised on her toes, Kate said, ‘Grandad, I’m just off to see Danny and Rosie.’




    To her surprise, her grandfather frowned. ‘I dun’t think you ought to, lass. Ya mam . . .’




    ‘I’ll not be a minute, Grandad, honest. You go on and I’ll catch you up afore you get home. You know how fast I can run.’




    The old man laughed. ‘Aye well – all right, but dun’t be long, mind?’




    But already Kate was running towards her friends.




    ‘Kate! Kate!’ Rosie squealed with delight. ‘Danny’s building me a sand-castle. Look – with a moat an’ all. When the sea comes in, it’ll go all round it. In’t he clever?’




    ‘Why don’t you collect some shells to decorate the sides of the castle, Rosie?’ Kate suggested, exchanging a glance with Danny. She had lost count of the number of sand-castles they had built together, digging deep moats and adding shells as windows and doors and turrets. Then standing and watching as the sea slowly demolished their efforts.




    As Rosie began to collect stones and shells, Kate said, ‘I can’t stay. I’ve got to help with the guests.’

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
MARGARET
DICKINSON

= KA ‘“.§
{ i






OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





