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      Lillian Beckwith

    


    Lillian Comber wrote fiction and non-fiction for both adults and children under the pseudonym Lillian Beckwith. She is best known for her series of comic novels based on her time living on a croft in the Scottish Hebrides.


    Beckwith was born in Ellesmere Port, Cheshire, in 1916, where her father ran a grocery shop. The shop provided the background for her memoir About My Father’s Business, a child’s eye view of a 1920s family. She moved to the Isle of Skye with her husband in 1942, and began writing fiction after moving to the Isle of Man with her family twenty years later. She also completed a cookery book, Secrets from a Crofter’s Kitchen (Arrow, 1976).


    Since her death, Beckwith’s novel A Shine of Rainbows has been made into a film starring Aidan Quinn and Connie Nielsen, which in 2009 won ‘Best Feature’ awards at the Heartland and Chicago Children’s Film Festivals.


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    Closing the door of the house gently so as not to wake the children Ruth followed her sister-in-law out to the parked brake. At the garden gate the two women paused, their gaze venerating the lingering radiance of a sunset which still enriched the waters of the bay. After a moment of awed silence Ruth observed, “Aren’t we fortunate, Jeannie? I mean being able to see the glorious sunsets we get here; the sky almost pulsing with colour and yet the sea so hushed and tranquil. You know there are times when the sheer splendour of a sunset like there’s been this evening seems to wrench at my senses and sort of coerce them into an even deeper appreciation of my luck in living here, despite the disadvantages.”


    “You mean despite the disadvantages of being so vulnerable to isolation and virtually crippled by strikes on the mainland over which our government has no Jurisdiction whatsoever?” Jeannie retorted bitterly. “The shipping strike was bad enough but a general strike that affects all transport is just too much to endure. Oh,” she tutted; “I’m sorry I’m letting myself get worked up,” she apologized. “Yes, of course I do agree it’s a lovely island and the sunsets, when we can see them, can be truly spectacular. And no, I wouldn’t want to live anywhere else,” she conceded. “But for people like me who are dependent on livestock for our income, shortage of feeding stuffs soon leads to shortage of the ready.” She sighed. “If only more of the island’s mills were still operating we could be reasonably self-sufficient but it’s too late to moan about that.”


    Ruth regarded her sister-in-law gravely. “You’re not short of the ready, are you, Jeannie?” she asked. “You know Dave and I would …”


    “Nothing like that yet anyway but I do resent not having enough food to do the poultry really well. They’re not just my living, they’re my pride.”


    “I’ve not heard you complain before, Jeannie,” Ruth said. “Are you truly beginning to run short of supplies? You did say when the strike started you were well stocked up.”


    “I was then but I didn’t think it was going to develop into a general strike on the mainland or that it would last so long. No one did, did they? We’ve suffered from strikes of one sort or another before but never to the extent when vital supplies ran out. Things weren’t so bad while our own fishing boats were able to bring in a trickle of supplies, but now they’re facing so much aggro from the strikers picketing the ports they’re refusing to go across.”


    “Oh, Jeannie, I’ve been so selfish,” Ruth exclaimed penitently. “You’ve been keeping us so well supplied with butter and eggs and cheese and vegetables we’ve hardly noticed the shortages, so surely there must be something we can do for you in return?”


    “Nothing really, I think,” answered Jeannie. “You already give me whatever household scraps you have.”


    “I could persuade the neighbours to save their scraps for you and I could collect them whenever I could get some petrol,” Ruth volunteered.


    “That would help a little, I dare say,” Jeannie acknowledged. She frowned. “I opened the last of the sacks of grain yesterday and there’s no more where that came from. Not until the next harvest, or until this strike’s over and we can import supplies again. With this present spell of good weather the cows are getting plenty of grass so there’s more than enough milk for the calves. They can do without extras like calf nuts but I’ve already had to cut down on the poultry food. If I have to cut down any more they’ll respond by laying fewer eggs and that means less for market.” Her expression became set. “There’s a rumour now that the government may have to reduce even the priority petrol ration and if that happens I’ll maybe not have enough to run the brake which will make it impossible to get my eggs to the retailers. At least I suppose that will solve one problem,” she ended with cynical abruptness.


    “And pose another,” Ruth pointed out.


    “It would mean plenty of chicken dinners.” Jeannie’s tone was trenchant.


    “I do wish I could do more to help,” Ruth said worriedly, but a moment later her expression brightened. “I know!” she burst out. “The last message I had from Dave was that Moonwind’s refit was nearing completion. He could be home within a few days. Now if I can get a message to him in time I’ll ask him to load Moonwind with as many sacks of grain as he can get and bring it down for you.”


    “Even if you can get a message to him is it likely there’s grain available?” Jeannie asked doubtfully.


    “Dave said there doesn’t seem to be much in the way of shortages locally. Not up there where he is. I’m sure he’d find a way of getting hold of some supplies.”


    “Is there a chance of getting in touch with him?” Jeannie still sounded dubious.


    “I can usually manage to get our coast-guard to get a signal through to him fairly quickly,” Ruth said. “I don’t think he’s at home at the moment but I can pop a note through his letter box this evening so he’ll see it as soon as he gets back. If I mark it ‘Urgent’ he’ll attend to it as soon as he can.”


    “Gosh! That would be simply splendid,” Jeannie enthused. “I shall sleep easier tonight just for knowing there’s a possibility.” Getting into the brake she settled herself in the driving seat. “Aren’t you well placed, living just across the road from the coastguard?” she remarked.


    “In more ways than one,” Ruth agreed warmly. “He’s such a nice man and the children are very fond of him. He’s Uncle Guardie to them.”


    Jeannie closed the door of the brake and switched on the engine.


    “Well, once again thank you for coming to help celebrate Susan’s birthday,” Ruth said. “It’s been wonderful having you with us.”


    “I’ve enjoyed it enormously,” Jeannie assured her. “I’ve had a super day and I would have hated to miss a moment of it.”


    “The children do so love having you come to see us and Susan’s birthday picnic wouldn’t have gone with nearly such a swing if you hadn’t been with us. You’re such a good organizer.”


    “Call me ‘bossy’ and you’ll be nearer the truth,” refuted Jeannie lightly.


    “Whatever you like to call it, it’s something the children respond to eagerly,” Ruth insisted. “I only wish I’d been blessed with a stronger streak of it.”


    Jeannie glanced at Ruth affectionately.


    “Oh, you’ve got what it takes,” she comforted. “It’s just that you’re still feeling run down after your illness. You’ll be fit again soon enough and bouncing with verve and energy.”


    “I certainly hope so,” Ruth said.


    “Of course you will,” Jeannie maintained firmly. “See you next week then, petrol and poultry permitting. But seriously, Ruth, if you do feel the least bit ropey don’t hesitate to give me a ring. I can always come and give you a hand.”


    “Not on your meagre petrol ration,” Ruth reminded her.


    “I’ve still got my old bike, thank goodness!” Jeannie retorted.


    “It’s good of you but you’ve more than enough to do at your own place without having my frailties on your mind,” Ruth countered. “I shall be perfectly all right. Simon and Heather have been especially helpful since Dave left and Susan’s been trying hard to be very grown-up.”


    “Maybe so, but I promised my big brother I’d do my best to keep an eye on you while he was away, so please say you’ll give me a ring if I can help.” They smiled at each other understanding.


    “I’ll do that certainly,” granted Ruth.


    Jeannie let in the clutch but Ruth raised a restraining hand. “Jeannie, I must say again how good it was of you to give Susan Gruntly Finny for her birthday. As you know she’s been captivated by him ever since she first discovered him sitting on the window seat in your bedroom but now she’s got him for her very own it’s easy to see she’s ecstatic.”


    Jeannie turned in her seat and switched off the engine. “You truly think so?” she questioned with evident relief. “You’re sure she wasn’t a bit disappointed that she wasn’t given a brand new teddy bear?” she pressed, and, reassured by Ruth’s emphatic headshake, she went on, “I did try to get her a new one but the strike has hit the toy shops particularly hard. They’re almost denuded of stock and all I was offered was a teddy that was pink and perfumed.”


    The two women grimaced at each other.


    “I can assure you Susan is absolutely delighted,” Ruth asserted.


    “Well, yes, she did seem pleased, didn’t she?” admitted Jeannie with a faint blush of embarrassment. “I have to admit I was more than a little doubtful about including Gruntly among her presents, but since choice was so limited I thought I’d try tarting him up with a bit more stuffing and a pair of jeans and a cap to cover the worst of the wear and then I’d see what she thought of him. I was worried she might reject him as a birthday present no matter how much she’d thought of him previously and honestly, Ruth, I was so touched when I saw how eager she was to claim him.”


    “And she’s hardly let go of him since,” Ruth was quick to point out. “No, Jeannie, don’t think for a minute you could have given Susan a more wanted present. You noticed she didn’t pay much attention to the other presents you gave her today,” she added a little contritely. “She will come to be interested in them soon enough, I’m sure, but just at the moment she’s totally besotted with Gruntly Finny. I think I can see why too. There’s no doubt he’s really a very huggable bear.”


    “I’m rather glad now I didn’t take the ring out of his ear,” Jeannie said. “I did debate with myself whether or not I should.”


    “Oh, I’m so glad you left it,” Ruth approved. “It made him instantly recognizable to Susan despite his new rig-out.” She paused. “Wasn’t it Dave who put the ring in Gruntly’s ear?” she asked. “I seem to remember his telling me something about it.”


    “You’re quite right,” Jeannie confirmed. “It was the first time we went out in Dad’s new boat and of course I wouldn’t leave Gruntly Finny behind. Dave said then that if Gruntly was to become a sailor bear he ought to wear an ear-ring because all good sailor bears wore ear-rings to bring them luck. Of course anything my big brother told me I never questioned, so we raided Mum’s knick-knack box and found this old curtain ring which Dave fixed so firmly to Gruntly’s ear that there it’s stayed. Not that I minded; I thought it made him look even more handsome.” Jeannie chuckled reminiscently. “What memories that brings,” she added in an undertone. “It will no doubt sound pretty daft to you but I don’t think I ever outgrew my childhood affection for Gruntly Finny.” Her mouth curved into a wistful smile. “I suppose the fact that he’s still extant makes that obvious. Oh, of course there were times when I was past childhood and in my teens that I forgot all about him but I was always pleased to rediscover him. Mum coaxed but I wouldn’t be persuaded to part with him. I remember once, I must have been nearly eighteen, discovering Gruntly at the bottom of my wardrobe amidst a pile of cast-off clothing destined for the local jumble sale. He looked so forlorn I was stricken with remorse and I actually cried, even at that age. I tied him to a cushion and sat him on a chair in my bedroom so he’d never be lost again, and there he stayed until I married Jim and we moved into the cottage.” She permitted herself a wan smile. “Jim used to tease me a little at first about hanging on to Gruntly but we both knew that we were hoping it wouldn’t be too long before he’d be claimed by a new owner.” Her voice trembled.


    “It doesn’t sound at all daft to me,” Ruth assured her. “It sounds perfectly natural. My own teddy bear was cuddled to disintegration, more or less,” she confessed ruefully. “Kids do seem to let teddy bears burrow into their affections, don’t they? More so than any other toys, I mean.”


    “Mmm,” Jeannie agreed. “But I can’t help being intrigued by Susan’s delight at being given my old teddy bear for a birthday present when normally she would have been expecting something brand new.”


    “But that’s the point,” Ruth reasoned. “It’s because he was your bear when you were a little girl that makes him appeal so strongly to Susan. I think she’s come to regard him as a grown-up bear that she can trust and confide in. Gruntly isn’t just a strange new bear from a toyshop which anyone could have had. He’s Gruntly Finny and very special. Almost a collateral if you see what I’m trying to explain. I’m certain she’s going to cling to him as devotedly as you did,” she added.


    “Bless her!” said Jeannie tenderly. “She really is a little darling.” After a moment’s reflection she added, “I adore all three of them naturally but Susan seems to have an extra little touch of winsomeness that tends to reach out and coil itself around one’s affections. I suppose it’s because she’s the youngest.” For a moment her fingers gripped the steering wheel. “I’d have wanted one of mine to be like her.” Her voice trailed to a low murmur.


    “Tell me,” Ruth hastened to interpose, “how come he’s Gruntly Finny? It sounds so upper crust, one would expect it to be hyphenated,” she observed lightly.


    “Oh, that’s easily accounted for,” Jeannie elucidated with a grin. “Gruntly was given to me by my Uncle Finlay, so to begin with I called him Finny, the nearest I could get to saying Finlay then. When I found he gave a fascinating growl every time I pressed his tummy he became Growly Finny. Eventually, after what I suppose was a surfeit of tummy squeezing his growl petered into a short grunt and then it was Dave who began calling him Gruntly Finny and thereafter the name stuck.”


    “So that’s it,” Ruth accepted. “But I shall have to try and coax Susan not to make him grunt too much when Tansy’s around, shan’t I, old girl?” she said, looking fondly at the shaggy terrier standing beside her. “Poor Tansy seemed to think she was being threatened. I was quite startled at the way she reacted to it, because as you know yourself she’s normally such a docile lady, aren’t you, old girl?” Tansy acknowledged the question with a wag of her tail.


    “I expect she’ll quickly get used to being grunted at,” said Jeannie, re-starting the engine. “But I really must get back now or the polecats will be slaughtering my chickens. Cheerio then, and I shall hope to see you next week.”


    “Petrol permitting,” Ruth reminded her.


    “I shall be okay. I was lucky today. I managed to get my full quota at the garage this morning so, barring crises, I should be able to cope until my next allocation is due.”


    “I miss not being able to use the car more than everything else,” Ruth grumbled. “But Dave may be back by the end of next week and I’m hoping he’ll bring some fuel. I’m keeping my fingers crossed for that to happen,” she shouted above the noise of the engine.


    “I’ll join you in that,” declared Jeannie, holding up her crossed fingers. “Bye then.”


    Ruth watched the brake until it had turned out on to the main road. She heard its surge of speed steady and then recede into the distance. Dear, brave Jeannie, she mused as she went back into the house. Jeannie who was invariably kind and caring; so ready to offer help when help was needed; so competent, so popular and yet so tragically lonely.


    Three years previously Jeannie had been a euphorically happy young wife, sharing enthusiastically her husband Jim’s ambition to transform the small neglected hill farm they had bought into the totally organic holding they were convinced would prove to be their most rewarding approach to the farming life. The idea of keeping battery hens had offended them as indeed had the intensive rearing of any animals. On their farm no sucking calf would be torn from its distraught mother; there would be no chemical fertilizers used on the land. Their vision had been idealistic, but they were young and strong and their shared idealism had given them the courage to pursue their goal regardless of the friendly inducements and the often satirical advice offered by their more practical neighbours. Together they had worked hard and cheerfully, exulting in each small success until the day, only twelve months after they had embarked on their planned venture, Jim had been killed in a freak accident. In seconds Jeannie’s happy world had been shattered. Devastated by grief she had lost the child she had begun to suspect was forming in her womb, but like an automaton she had carried on with the daily work of the farm, her stricken eyes and dull responses evincing the only clues to her suffering. To her anxious family it had seemed too long a time before they could discern any sign of her recovering from the tragedy, but eventually they had come to perceive traces of a return of resoluteness in her manner, and had been able to comfort themselves that in battling through her ordeal she had been stirred to undertake alone the task of fulfilling the dream she and her beloved husband had once shared.


    Back in the house Ruth closed the door carefully. She ached for sleep but first she had to write a brief note for the coastguard and pop it into his letter box. That done, she waited only to lock up, settle Tansy into her basket and check that the kettle was full ready for morning, before she mounted the stairs to her own bedroom, pausing only to take a swift precautionary peep into each child’s room as she passed.


    In the gentle warmth of the June night the children were sleeping peacefully, cheeks flushed, tendrils of hair clinging to moist brows, young bodies spent after the absorbing activities of the day. On their beds the thin coverlets lay pushed to their feet half concealing cherished toys unwittingly released from sleep-slackened fingers.


    Simon, eight years old and the eldest of her children, occupied one of the two double rooms. It was typically a boy’s room, the mint-green walls serving as a random gallery for the pinned and pasted pictures of boats and cars and planes, while the floor space between the foot of his bed and the window was ringed by a car-racing track.


    Heather, aged six, had the single room across the landing, and here the pale blue walls were profusely decorated with pictures of beguiling kittens and puppies, of horses and birds and wildlife. The deeper blue ceiling was studded with foil stars so she could pretend, as she drifted into sleep, that she was seeing the night sky beyond the open flap of a tent, the desire to become a Brownie having lodged in her mind since the day she had been taken by Brown Owl to watch the exploits of the local pack.


    Susan, whose fourth birthday they had been celebrating that day, was in the small room which adjoined that of her parents and here a colourful frieze of nursery rhyme characters was the borderline between the spruce cream paint above and the pale blue paint below, now besmirched with a miscellany of chalk daubs and scribbles. On the pillow beside Susan’s head Gruntly Finny lay with her little finger still hooked in his ear-ring. A gentie smile hovered around Ruth’s lips. She had so much to be grateful for. In her own room she drew the curtains across the window, slipped into her nightdress and, after giving her hair only two of the customary fifty strokes of the brush, she slid under the bedcover and began to murmur her ritual thanks to her Maker, but sleep overwhelmed her before she had come to the end of her first prayer.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    When the first muffled noises rumbled over the moonlit Port, Ruth stirred grudgingly. Her mind, thick with sleep, registered the sound only as distant thunder and, willing it to skirt the island as thunderstorms so often did, she allowed herself to relax into light slumber, confident she would waken at the first whimper of distress from the children.


    At the third and distinctly louder rumble. Heather, always the lightest sleeper of the children, shot into wakefulness. First groping for the comfort of her toy penguin, she then pulled the cord of the light switch that hung above her bed. Tumbling out of bed she ran swiftly across the landing to Simon’s room. “Simon!” Her whisper was harsh and urgent, and when he did not wake instantly she tapped him smartly on the head with her penguin. “Simon, please wake up quickly. I can hear thunder and I think I saw lightning. I’m frightened and I want to know if you think it’s near enough to wake Mummy.”


    At any other time Heather would have rushed straight to her mother with her fear, but it was not long since Mummy had been poorly and Daddy, who was a fisherman, had talked seriously to the children before he’d had to take his fishing boat Moonwind up to Grandpa’s boatyard in the north of Scotland for her annual refit. He’d stressed that though Mummy was no longer poorly she still needed rest, and he urged them to try not to waken her at night unless they were sure they had a very special reason for doing so. The children had been anxious to heed his appeal to them and now Heather, unsure whether an approaching thunderstorm could be considered a good enough excuse for waking Mummy, wanted her brother’s support.


    Simon struggled from sleep. “No!” he decided, after Heather had repeated her question. “At any rate not until I hear if it’s a bad one.”


    Like a growl of defiance the rumbling became ominously closer. Heather’s taut little body began to shiver uncontrollably. “Can I get into your bed with you, then? Just for a little minute?” she pleaded and, without waiting for Simon’s reply, scrambled in beside him.


    “Oh, all right.” Simon tried to sound testy. Because Daddy had explained to him all about thunderstorms and how and why they happened, Simon had convinced himself that there was no need to be afraid of them, but it was a conviction that did not necessarily work without the presence of an adult to witness his lack of fear.


    Through the thin summery curtains light filtered vaguely. “Is it moonlight or is it going to be morning soon?” Heather asked. “Shall I switch on your light?” She had already pulled the switch before she had finished her question. “There’s a smell like dirty smoke,” she went on to complain. “It’s coming in through your window and it’s making me want to cough.”


    Simon sat up and sniffed several times. “Yes, I can smell it too,” he agreed. “Yuk!” He too grimaced. “It’s strong! Someone must have set a chimney on fire and the smoke’s coming this way.”


    “Close your window!” Heather ordered in a tone that was made peremptory by fear.


    “You can close it if you want to,” countered Simon, sliding down on to the pillow.


    “It’s your window so you should close it,” argued Heather. “Anyway,” she confessed. “I’m too scared.”


    “Oh, all right.” Simon was still determined to sound unconcerned. As he sped across the floor he tripped over his racing track and pulled up short against the window sill. Pulling the curtains aside to get at the latch he gave a gasp of astonishment. “Hi, Heather! Come and look!” he exclaimed excitedly. “There’s a huge ginormous fire down near the harbour. Gosh!” His excitement changed to awe.


    Heather needed no second bidding. Quickly she joined him and together they watched with fascinated horror the flares of flame and torrents of sparks twisting and soaring into the darkness above the smoke-shrouded buildings. “I think we ought to wake Mummy now,” Heather was beginning to say, when there came a brilliant flash followed by an ear-shattering explosion that seemed to them to bounce against the house and leave it shuddering from the impact. Simultaneously the bedside lamp went out. With reckless leaps the children were back on Simon’s bed, clinging together in panic and screaming for their Mummy.


    “It’s all right, my darlings.” Ruth was already hurrying into the room and beaming her pocket torch towards the bed.


    “Mummy! It’s thundering and lightning and the house shook,” the mingled voices of the two children gabbled excitedly. As they were speaking a shrill wail of sleepy terror came from Susan’s room.


    “Coming, darling!” Ruth called over her shoulder. To Simon and Heather she said with hasty calm, “Yes, I heard it but it’s only thunder and it’ll pass over in a while. You two put on your dressing gowns while I get Susan, then we’ll all go downstairs and stay in the kitchen until it’s all over.” She sped quickly into Susan’s room but Heather was hard on her heels, pulling at her dressing gown and impeding her progress.


    “Mummy! Mummy! Please don’t leave us alone,” she implored. “I’m awful, awful frightened.”


    “Of course I’m not leaving you alone, except to get Susan. She’s frightened too, so come on.” She took Heather’s hand. “You hold the torch, Heather, so we can see what we’re doing,” she instructed. Lifting the now loudly wailing Susan, Ruth held her close, murmuring pacifyingly as she carried her across the landing where Simon waited anxiously. “Now, Heather, where’s your dressing gown?”


    “It’s in my bedroom,” Heather said. “I didn’t have time to put it on when I ran to Simon’s room.”


    “Come along then.” Ruth ushered Heather in front of her. Simon, already in his dressing gown, followed.


    “There’s a ginormous fire down by the harbour,” he told Ruth. “Look!” He pulled back the landing window curtains and the children heard her sharp intake of breath as she saw the fierce glow in the tormented sky. “Perhaps the lightning has struck the power station and that’s what’s made all the lights go out,” Simon suggested.


    “More likely to have been a pylon, I should think,” Ruth said. “Pylons do get struck quite often, I believe.” Simon let the curtain drop back. “Anyway, it’s far away enough from here so we have no need to worry. The fire brigade will soon have it under control.” She strove to keep her voice calm but their fear had already infected her.


    “I haven’t heard the fire buzzer go off yet,” Simon observed. “You’d think it would have, wouldn’t you?”


    “Maybe,” she began, but her voice checked abruptly and they all stiffened as, into the teetering silence, the fire siren howled its belated warning. The moment it had subsided there began a hasty and erratic ringing of the church’s single bell, which in turn ceased abruptly as if bidden to silence by the recognizably familiar thuds of the lifeboat maroon. An icy hand seemed to clutch at Ruth’s stomach. The fire siren she should have expected to hear; the maroon obviously indicated some peril at sea (though not her husband, thank God!); but the ringing of the church bell at such a hour sounded so uncanny she could think of no rational explanation.


    The baffled silence was broken by Simon. “Mummy,” he asked tensely, “why is the church bell ringing in the middle of the night?”


    Ruth tried to answer him but her voice was trapped in her throat.


    “Perhaps it’s because it’s such a bad thunderstorm,” Heather supplied tentatively. “And perhaps the vicar thinks everyone will be frightened so he’s ringing the bell to remind them that God will look after them and keep them safe.”


    “Yes, that’s very likely the reason,” Ruth managed to say, feeling curiously grateful for the child’s naïve interpretation.


    For the sake of the children she knew she must strive to achieve some semblance of calm, despite her shuddering nerves and despite her growing certainty that they were being threatened by something far more sinister than a thunderstorm. She tried to grasp the import of the disparate warnings, for warnings she was now convinced they must be. What menaced them? The Bomb? The thought thrust itself to the front of her mind. No! Please God! Not the Bomb! They had been led to believe there would be no precursor should that come, she reminded herself with a grisly sense of relief. Could there have been a big explosion at the gasworks? Or at the generating station? Either could have set off some sort of chain reaction which could account for the fires and explosions. Or could they be the result of some natural phenomenon not hitherto experienced in this part of the world? An earthquake possibly? Didn’t earthquakes begin with the noise of rumbling before they climaxed? Fears mounted so easily in the dark that the barest possibilities loomed like probabilities. She tried to combat them by thinking of the calm reasoning voice of her husband. Oh, if only Dave was here, she yearned.


    “Are we ready to go down then, now?” Simon wanted to know.


    “Just a moment while I think,” she bade him, closing her eyes briefly while she tried to concentrate her thoughts. “We could do with a better torch than this one,” she decided. “It might be some time before the electricity’s restored and this little one of mine won’t last long.”


    “I’ve got the big torch Daddy gave me for Christmas,” Simon cut in eagerly. “It’s in my toy cupboard.”


    “Are the batteries good?” Ruth asked.


    “They should be.” Simon sounded fairly confident. “It’s not all that long ago I got new batteries for it and I’ve hardly used it since.”


    Ruth hoped he was right. “Let’s go and get it,” she said, shepherding them back into Simon’s room.


    Heather tried to push in front, exclaiming, “I can find it quickly. I know where it is.”


    “No, Heather.” Her brother elbowed her roughly out of his way. “It’s my torch and it’s my toy cupboard and if you know what’s in it you must have been sneaking,” he accused,


    “I was not sneaking! I saw it when you were showing me your new tractor, remember!” Heather’s voice was a blend of sulkiness and outrage.


    Their bickering acted on Ruth’s raw nerves like an abrasive but she made herself bite back the sharp remonstrance that sprang to her lips. As the cupboard door was opened there came a clattering of toys on the floor and she was aware of Simon groping about among them. There followed a satisfied “Hurrah!” and the next moment the full beam of the torch was shining directly into Ruth’s eyes.
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