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To my grandson, Ben, I hope you never have to endure the hardship of going to war and never need to know the loss it brings. Love, Nanna.










Chapter 1



Dent, North Yorkshire, December 1938


Sally stood next to her mother, cold and ready for home, but she knew better than to say so as they both walked down the steep hillside of the graveyard to her grandparents’ graves. Her long brown hair was damp and her winter coat barely kept her warm, and she shivered as they reached the graves. 


Ivy Fothergill, still a good-looking woman for her age, looked down at the graves of her long-dead parents. Even though it had been more than ten years since her father had died, she still missed them both. She wiped back a tear and then smiled at her daughter Sally and put her arm around her, kindness showing in her blue eyes – the eyes that she had inherited from her grandmother, and which also reminded her every day of her loving mother.


‘I bet you can hardly remember both of them, but they thought the world of you. Now what they would make of our Ben is another matter.’ Ivy smiled and looked up to the ancient church doorway, where her youngest child, aged ten, was jumping up and down just outside the porch, without a care in the world. His blond hair was tousled and in a mess, while his mackintosh belt hung down, getting dragged carelessly on the ground.


‘I can remember my granddad – he always had a bit of spice in his pocket for me. But I can barely remember my gran,’ fifteen-year-old Sally said as she bent down and straightened the home-made holly wreaths they had laid on the two graves, to remember their loved ones at Christmas. Then she stepped back and sighed from the boredom of having to visit the gravesides yet again. 


‘Well, she was a good woman, and I wish she was still with us. You don’t realize until it’s too late that your mother is your best friend, and how much you’ll miss her when she has gone. I could do with her now, that’s for sure.’ Ivy lifted her head and looked around the churchyard, which was filled with both her own and her husband Bob’s family, and remembered happier times spent visiting family in the dale when life was easier. It was a churchyard filled with memories of better days, when things seemed not as hard and every day was warm and full of love. 


‘You’ve got me, Mam,’ Sally chirped up, putting her arm through her mother’s. ‘As long as we have no more of those wreaths to make. My fingers are sore from bending chicken-wire and clipping holly to put into them. Look, my hands are fairly scratched.’ She held them out and showed her mother the scratches on her hands from handling the prickly holly, which they had placed on six close relations’ graves throughout the churchyard. 


‘That’ll soon mend, and it’s a small price to pay to show the love we have for our family, which is no longer with us at Christmas. My hands are just the same, and so will the hands of half the Dales folks be, looking at the number of wreaths around this churchyard.’ Ivy glanced skywards. ‘Look, you are getting a thank-you from heaven.’ As she lifted her face up to the grey skies overhead, the first flake of winter fell down upon them. ‘A white Christmas will be nice, as long as everybody gets to where they want to be, and folk have enough food in; otherwise it’ll be a bind.’


‘I knew it was cold – I’ve been cold all day. But I do so hope it is going to snow a lot, as I love Christmas when there is snow on the ground and we can go sledging.’ Sally smiled and thought of pulling her father’s home-made sledge up to one of the highest hills on their small farm and holding on for dear life, as it slid and bounced over the rough pastureland, eventually coming to a halt or throwing her into the icy snow; there she would lie, laughing, until the cold nearly made her cry and her clothes were sodden.


‘Don’t you think you are getting a bit too old for sledging? It’s time you acted more of a lady. You’ll be sixteen in June, and perhaps it’s time to act no longer like the tomboy you are.’


‘It’s only sledging, Mam. Besides, I’ll only be going with our Ben, and nobody else will see me,’ Sally moaned. ‘If I could wear trousers, like our Ben and my dad, it would make a difference. I hate skirts and dresses – I can’t even ride our old horse without showing all my knickers when I climb on its back.’


‘Sally Fothergill, watch what you’re saying and stop moaning. You know your father would have a fit, seeing his li’l lass wearing a man’s trousers. Now let’s be away. What Ben is doing, jumping up and down on that gravestone, I don’t know! I’ll have to give him a clip round the ear for not showing any respect to the dead.’


Ivy picked up her empty shopping basket and walked up the steep hillside of the churchyard to see what her son was doing, with Sally following her. 


‘Ben, stop that now. It’s somebody’s grave you are jumping on. Let them rest in peace.’ She looked down at the flat stone, which was inscribed with the name of the person lying below it, and shook her head as Ben wiped his running nose on his sleeve. 


‘It’s only the grave of the Dent vampire, Mam. I’m making sure he’s dead. I don’t want him creeping about at night and frightening us all.’ Ben grinned and then pulled a scary face at Sally.


‘That’s a load of rubbish. I’m sure poor old George Hodgson, who’s buried under there, harmed nobody. He was probably a lonely old man who folk made up tales about. Anyway, he was buried in 1751, so I think he is now well and truly dead,’ Ivy said and grabbed Ben’s hand. 


‘No, it’s right, Mam, you know it is. Even my father has told me that once they had buried him, folk saw him wandering the streets at night, even though he was dead. And he came back as a black hare. That’s why he was buried again underneath the church path, for good churchgoers to walk over him; and then a stake was put through him and his coffin to hold him in place. Look, you can see where the stake went in.’ Ben pointed to the metal end of the stake, which did indeed go through the gravestone and into the ground below.


‘You are full of rubbish, our Ben. There’s no such thing as vampires. You are supposed to be behaving yourself, else Father Christmas won’t come. And he’ll be hearing you telling tales.’ Sally stuck her tongue out at her brother.


‘It’s right, I tell you. Mam knows, but she won’t say ’cause she thinks I’ll be frightened. I’nt that right, Mam?’ Ben pulled on his mother’s arm and looked up at her. 


‘Whisht now, Ben. I’ve enough on trying to remember what I want from the shop before we walk home, without you twittering on. I know Dinsdale’s have delivered their order, but I’ve forgotten your Uncle Stanley’s Kendal Twist, and I need some more plain flour. I’m glad Christmas only comes once a year. What with Stanley coming to stay, and your father trying to make a bit more money by raising turkeys to sell to the neighbours at Christmas, I’m jiggered.’


‘Last time for plucking them tonight, Mam. Then it is mine and Ben’s favourite day, delivering them up and down the dale with you and Father in Mattinson’s van,’ Sally said as they walked out of the churchyard and closed the wrought-iron gate, which creaked with age behind them. Then they walked on along the cobbled streets of Dent. 


‘Aye, if Jim Mattinson has let your father borrow it. We’ll never get them all delivered by horse and cart, if he hasn’t. Your father hasn’t been able to say no to supplying half the dale with their Christmas dinner, not realizing the work that goes into it and quite how busy we women are at this time of year. All he thinks about is making enough money so that he can buy his own farm and stop lining old Turner’s pocket with our rent. Your father can be so stubborn at times.’


Ivy took Ben’s hand before he ran off to gaze in Dinsdale’s shop window, which was filled with everything he had ever wished for, for Christmas. 


‘You can look, our Ben, but what you get in your stocking this year might not be what you want. Times are hard, my lad,’ Ivy said as she let go of his hand and then watched Ben run across the street to Dinsdale’s and place his nose as close to the window glass as he possibly could. She lifted her basket over her arm and looked at both her children. She didn’t want them to come into the shop with her, as Father Christmas had one or two bits to be collected yet and she didn’t want them to see the exchange. ‘You stay here, you two, until I’ve done my shopping. I’ll not be long.’ She left both Sally and Ben gazing through the window at the Christmas displays.


The low whitewashed shop was a treasure trove of Christmas gifts, the two windows on either side of the main door being filled with toys and games and decorated with sprigs of red-berried holly, inviting people to gaze at what they could buy, if they had the money. Ben stared at the jigsaws and annuals, but most of all at the models of wagons and cars, which he knew he would never receive in his Christmas pillowcase. How he wished for the model of the Lancaster bomber that stood centre-stage in the Christmas display, with a price tag that was about a month’s wage from his father’s part-time job with Jim Mattinson. Ben knew it could never be his. Meanwhile Sally stared at the part of the window that for Christmas was displaying manicure sets, powder compacts, handkerchiefs and the item that she wanted most in her life: a pair of nylon stockings. How she longed for a pair of nylons to keep up with her friend, Marjorie Harper, who wanted for nothing. 


‘I really, really would love that Lancaster bomber, our Sally, and I’ve been so good this year – I’ve done all the jobs I’ve been asked to do, and I’ve washed behind my ears, just like my mam told me to.’ Ben sighed and cupped his face in his hands and pressed his nose against the window. 


‘That’s for well-off boys. Mam and Dad can’t afford that. Whatever you get, be grateful for, as some children won’t get anything,’ Sally replied, her eyes lingering on a small silver compact and the pair of nylon stockings; she knew that they too would not be in her Christmas pillowcase at the end of her bed. 


‘It’s not fair. Jimmy Banks at the vicarage and they at Whernside Manor get all sorts, and they don’t behave at all. Well, not as well as me,’ Ben wailed. 


‘Aye, but their parents are wealthy – that’s the difference,’ Sally said as she noticed Mrs Dinsdale reach over into the shop window and take out a box of Rowntree’s Dairy Box, and then go to the side Ben was looking at and take out the copy of The Boy’s Own Annual from under his nose. 


‘Oh, bugger, The Boy’s Own Annual has gone now, and I really wanted that.’ Ben pulled a face. 


‘Don’t swear – remember, you’ve to behave.’ Sally smiled. Her mother was always hopeless at keeping surprises at Christmas, but Ben still had to learn that she was Mrs Christmas. 


They both looked up as the shop bell rang and out walked Mrs Banks from the vicarage, who smiled at both of them and carried her parcels of shopping off down the street. 


‘I bet Jimmy has even got the annual I wanted. He gets everything, and I always get nowt,’ Ben said sulkily and folded his arms as he turned his back to the shop. The snow came down more steadily now. 


‘You never know – he might not have. You’ll have to wait and see; you can always read it with Jimmy anyway. I wish Mam would hurry up. I’m frozen and we need to get home before this snow gets any worse.’ Sally had no sooner finished her words than Dinsdale’s shop doorbell went and their mam stepped out. 


‘Aye, Mrs Dinsdale likes to yack, and I think Jimmy’s mother was buying half the shop up. They’ll certainly not be going without over Christmas. Perhaps she and the vicar should practise what he preaches and show a bit of charity,’ Ivy said and pulled her coat collar up. 


‘Yes, I bet it was her who bought the annual I wanted. Jimmy always gets what he wants.’ Ben put his hands in his pockets and kicked a stone down the street as his mother winked at Sally and put a finger to her lips. 


‘Never mind, my love, you might be lucky and Father Christmas might have heard your wishes.’ Ivy quickened her step. There was a lot to do once they all returned home, and she hoped that the snow coming down would only give the dale a light dusting, else her and Bob’s plans would be thrown completely out of kilter. And some families would have no bird on their Christmas table, if they were unable to deliver them because of the weather. 


The two-mile walk home was cold and seemed much longer than it actually was. They finally turned the bend and saw their home in sight. 


‘Now, that’s a relief – at least your father’s got the van.’ Ivy sighed as she walked up the rutted track to the farmhouse they called home and spotted the top of the black Morris van, which had been borrowed from fellow farmer Jim Mattinson. 


‘Good, as we would have been frozen sitting in the back of the cart delivering the turkeys. But I’d still have gone, as it is what makes Christmas. Everyone makes us so welcome,’ Sally said. She smiled as Ben ran up the path home, heading for the outhouse where the sledge was kept. There was not enough snow yet, but she knew he’d be hunting it out and waxing the runners to make the sledge run faster for when there was. Both of them loved the first snowfall and sledging with their friends in the neighbouring fields, although this year she should be helping her mother, rather than playing like a child with her brother.


‘Yes, well, I want you to help me and your father tonight, and let’s hope this snow doesn’t settle. You can bag up the feathers and perhaps clean a turkey or two, once your father and I have killed and plucked them.’ Ivy walked quickly into the farmyard and entered the ancient farmhouse’s porch, stamping her suede boots free of snow and opening the door into the kitchen. 


Sally screwed up her nose; she hated cleaning the turkeys, pulling the innards out and washing the carcass in the freezing-cold water of the dairy. The stench turned her stomach, and more often than not she retched so much that her father got mad with her. ‘Do I have to, Mam? Can’t I do something else for you in the kitchen? Anything but help with the turkeys!’


‘You listen to your mother – it’s all hands on deck tonight. We have ten of the bloody things to pluck and prepare, before we can set off delivering them in the morning,’ Bob Fothergill said sharply from the darkening recess, where he sat in his favourite chair waiting for Ivy to return and make him a cup of tea, before he went out on the final killing spree in the shed that held the fattening turkeys.


Sally said nothing. She knew that what her father said was law, and that she had no option but to help with the turkey cull – smell or no smell. 


‘How long have you been back, Father? I must say I was relieved when I saw the van outside, as the thought of going out and about, delivering turkeys in this weather, on the back of the cart was not that appealing.’ Ivy pulled the kettle onto the backed-up embers of the coal fire and filled the teapot with loose tea, knowing that Bob would not have made himself a drink.


‘Nobbut half an hour,’ Bob said and lit his pipe, filling the room with the smell of tobacco. ‘And, aye, Jim says we can have the van all day tomorrow, and I said I’d drop it off back at his house on Christmas Eve. That is, if I can. It looks like we might be in for a bit of snow, and then we will have to deliver the birds by horse and cart. The van would never get up to Hill Top and the Masons, and they’ve ordered the fattest bird we have.’


‘I hope the snow stops. Once your brother is here and we have delivered everything, and my order from Dinsdale’s has arrived, it can come all it likes. Until then, it had better hold back, no matter how much our Ben wants snow to go sledging on.’ Ivy stood with her hands on her hips. ‘Sally, put those potatoes that I peeled onto the stove. Once your father has had his brew, he’ll be off to milk the cow; then we’ll have some supper, and then we’ll make a start on them turkeys. Lord, I will be glad when they are all done and dusted. Don’t you get any more of these daft ideas about how to make money fast, Father. The turkeys have been nowt but work – work I could do without at this time of the year,’ Ivy scolded him as she placed a mug of tea in front of her husband and tied her apron round her waist. 


‘You’ll not be talking like that when we see how much brass we’ve made, and when you’re putting it into the bank and can look at that miserable bank manager’s face full-on. I’m not going to be renting this farm forever; I want my own, not just for me, but for all of us. I reckon nowt to renting. We will never have any money, paying leeches like our landlord,’ Bob growled and took a quick sip of his tea. 


‘Aye, well, we’ll see, but right now I could do without the work. I’ve our own Christmas to see to, and your Stanley makes work: the spare beds to be aired and extra stuff to be bought for his stay, and that’s on top of all the comings and goings with the neighbours.’ Ivy was flustered; there were so many things to remember in the run-up to Christmas, along with her normal jobs, that she felt a little swamped. 


‘It will all get done, so stop your wittering, woman. Our Sally is starting to be a grand help for you. Make more use of her.’ Bob noticed the scowl on Sally’s face as she put the peeled potatoes on the Belling stove top, which was the one luxury in the farmhouse kitchen. ‘She could perhaps find herself a bit of a job next year – that would bring in a bit more brass.’


‘Sally helps me about here; there’s no need for her to find a job. She also, may I remind you, does a lot for you when you are out working for Jim Mattinson. You’ll not be saying that when it’s lambing and she’s out in those fields, looking after our sheep when you haven’t got the time,’ Ivy said in defence of their daughter, who would never be forgiven by Bob for not being born a boy. 


‘Aye, well, Ben will soon be grown and then he’ll be a grand help. Where is he anyway?’ Bob stood up and pulled on his jerkin after finishing his tea. 


‘He’s outside, looking for his sledge; he’ll be wanting to go sledging.’ Sally hoped that her brother had disappeared up the fields before her father nabbed him to help with something or other. 


‘Well, if he isn’t, he can come with me and fodder the cow while I milk her. Have you checked for eggs today? The hens seem to have knocked off laying because of the cold weather. Perhaps it’s time for some fresh’uns this spring,’ Bob replied, making for the kitchen door. 


‘I picked up six – that wasn’t so bad.’ Sally pulled her coat back on, for her job of feeding the dog before the last hour of daylight. 


‘That means the other six of them aren’t laying. We’ll have one for dinner, come the New Year, Mother,’ Bob said and went out, leaving the door ajar, for Sally to follow him into the grey December evening and the now bitter cold.


‘It’s stopped snowing,’ Sally commented, hurrying to keep up with her father as he walked across the farmyard. 


‘Aye, but it’s going to freeze.’ Bob looked up at the sky. ‘The stars are out tonight, so it’s a good job I’ve wrapped up all the water pipes with lagging, else we would have problems. There’s nowt worse than burst water pipes and trying to keep all the stock watered.’ He opened the shippon door and walked across to the one shorthorn cow that kept the family, and a few of the neighbours, in milk. ‘Where is that lad of mine? He’s never here when I need him,’ Bob moaned as he watched Sally go to the provin house, the place where they kept the dry feed for the animals, to get some Euveka maize flakes to give to the dog. 


‘I can feed Daisy before I feed my dog,’ Sally said, turning back towards her father. She liked the warmth of the shippon and the smell of the summer hay, which was kept in the adjoining barn to feed both the cow and the sheep through the winter. In fact she loved helping her father, but he never thought of her as the farmer in the family and never encouraged her, unless it was out of necessity.


‘Aye, go on then, you’ll manage that. But don’t forget the dog, and then you’d better get back home and help your mother.’ Bob picked up the milk pail and milking stool and sat down at the side of the roan-coloured cow, stroking her back as he did so and rubbing his hands together to warm them, before squatting down on the stool; he started to pull on each teat, slowly and steadily, as he had done since he was a boy. 


Sally pushed past the ancient worm-eaten posts of the shippon and entered the barn, filling her arms with the dry green meadow hay that had been mown during the warm days of summer. The farm cat stretched and looked at her as she disturbed him from his slumbers on a pile of hay that acted as his bed, and the resident barn owl blinked and rotated its head, then decided to go back to sleep, recognizing her as no threat in the refuge of the old barn. She repeated the act four times, placing the hay in the byre in front of the cow, as her father carried on milking without saying a word. She then went back out into the cold and to the provin house, half-filling a bucket with the yellow maize flakes. She smiled as she saw Ben coming through the field gate, pulling his sledge along the frozen ground. 


‘You’ve not tried sledging on this scattering of snow, have you? I thought you were going to wax the runners?’ Sally said, with the metal bucket clanking at the side of her leg. 


‘I thought I’d get out of the way of my father, once I knew he was home, as he’d only find a job for me to do.’ Ben placed the sledge on the end of its runners against the side of the house. ‘I hate farming. When I grow up, there’s no way I’m going to be a farmer,’ he mumbled. 


‘You’ll change once you’re older – it’s in our blood, Ben, our family has always been farmers,’ Sally said as she opened the kitchen door and stood in the doorway, knowing that her mother would come with the boiling kettle and a wooden spoon to mix the maize concoction with whatever scraps were left for Spot, the sheepdog, who was kept in an old wooden kennel out in the farmyard.


‘Never, our Sally. I want to be a pilot or a wagon driver, not a boring farmer.’ Ben stomped past his mother as she poured boiling water into the mix and shouted at him to take his boots off, and wash his hands, before sitting at the table for his supper.


‘Tell your father not to be long. The tatties are ready and the bacon frying, and as soon as we have eaten up, we’ll see to them turkeys,’ Ivy said, watching as Sally walked across the yard, with the steam escaping into the cold night air, and tipped the bucket out into the dog bowl for the grateful sheepdog to have for her supper, after patting her for a second or two. 


‘Mother says come straight away for your supper,’ Sally commented as Ben watched their dad feed the cat, which had awakened from his slumbers, as usual, at the smell of fresh milk and in the knowledge that a warm saucer was always there for him, once the cow had been milked. 


‘Aye, I’ll come in a while. I’ll just swill down the shippon floor and then get the worst bit done and pull the necks of the poor bloody birds. It isn’t something I enjoy, but it’s got to be done.’ Bob leaned on the yard brush and looked at his daughter. ‘Get yourself inside and then you won’t hear the commotion and won’t see me doing it.’


Sally nodded. She had no intention of stopping and watching her father massacre the poor birds, which were awaiting their fate in the stone shed next to the barn. She walked into the kitchen and washed her hands at the stone sink, then sat down at the table across from Ben and tried not to think about what her father was doing. 


‘Look, our Sally. I’m going to make an Indian headdress with this cardboard and some elastic. Save me the best turkey feathers when you are helping Mam and Father,’ Ben said with excitement and put his hand on a box of wax crayons, ready to colour his headdress once supper had been eaten and the turkeys were being plucked. 


‘Grand – you’ll look grand, I’m sure. Who are you going to be: Big Chief Sitting Bull or Crazy Horse?’ Sally asked with little interest, as her mother placed a plate of bacon, mashed potato and fried egg in front of her, then moaned about Bob’s supper having to be kept warm as she sat down at the table between them both. 


‘Neither. I’m going to be Big Chief Ben, and I’m going to make a bow and arrow tomorrow after we come back from delivering the turkeys,’ Ben said and tucked into his supper, grinning. 


‘You’ll be going straight to bed. It’ll be late by the time we get back, and the following night you’ll be sharing your room with your Uncle Stanley and you’ll be too excited to sleep, with it being Christmas Eve. So it will be an early night for you, my lad.’


‘Oh, Mam, I’m not sharing with Uncle Stanley, am I? He makes such a noise in the night – he frightens me,’ Ben moaned.


‘He can’t help it, Ben love, he’s still got shell-shock from being in the trenches. Besides, he’ll not harm you; he’s only dreaming. Now whisht, your father’s here and he’ll not have a bad word said about Stanley.’ Ivy rose from her seat and placed Bob’s supper on the table. ‘Is the deed done?’ she asked quietly. 


‘Aye, it’s done. And I’ve lit the paraffin lamps in the shed, so we can see what we’re doing. It’ll not take long.’ Bob picked up his knife and fork. 


Sally looked down at her supper, and at the blood on her father’s hands. Suddenly she had lost her appetite; she only hoped she would be able to forget what she was about to do when she sat down to her Christmas dinner, and wouldn’t remember every individual turkey that she had fed over the last six months. Perhaps Ben was right not to wish to be a farmer, because sometimes it was a cruel choice of work. 










Chapter 2



‘Stop arguing, you two, and sit still,’ Ivy said sharply as she turned her head to Sally and Ben, who were sitting on either side of the back of the van on the wheel arches. 


The van was filled with freshly plucked, trussed and cleaned turkeys, all with a ticket around their legs with the exact weight printed upon it and wrapped in greaseproof paper, awaiting delivery to the Fothergills’ friends and relations. Ben and Sally were both excited, because they knew that with each delivery they would be made welcome and would hopefully receive a small Christmas present from each house they visited.


‘If you don’t stop annoying one another, you can get out here at Green Cottage and walk back home,’ Ivy went on, as Ben kicked his sister’s leg and she screamed. 


‘Whisht, else I’ll take my belt to the both of you,’ Bob said as he pulled in at the side of the road next to the small white cottage that was home to the elderly couple of Mr and Mrs Jackson, who were the first to have their Christmas dinner delivered. ‘You behave, do you hear? Mind your manners and watch what you say – none of your cheek from either of you.’


Bob put the handbrake on and opened his door, then pushed back his driving seat to let Ben and Sally out into the cold winter’s air. Both of them were pushing and jostling to be the first out of the back of the van. They looked at one another and waited for their parents as they made sure they had the right turkey for the right house, then stood outside after knocking on the small, green-painted porch door and waited for an answer from within. 


‘Don’t stand outside, you lot. Come on in, there’s a good fire in the hearth and a drink waiting for you all.’ Dick Jackson, smoking his pipe and with slippers on his feet, came and answered the door. ‘Now then, Ivy, you’ll have a drop of sherry for Christmas and I needn’t ask you twice, Bob – a drop of the good stuff for me and you?’ 


Bob, Ivy, Ben and Sally walked past him into the small front room, which was warmed by a blazing coal fire that highlighted the tinsel hanging on the small Christmas tree in the corner. 


‘I see you’ve got your tree up, Betty? I haven’t got round to putting ours up yet, what with all these turkeys to get ready.’ Ivy sighed and smiled, looking up as Mrs Jackson passed her a small glass with a hunting scene upon it, half-filled with sherry.


‘Only put it up yesterday, Ivy. I was late, in all honesty, and I’ve still my cake to decorate. But I can offer you a mince pie. Now, what will you two have to drink?’ Betty glanced at Ben and Sally. ‘A drink of ginger cordial or blackcurrant? After all, it is Christmas, so you are allowed a treat.’ Betty looked at Sally as she made her choice.


‘Blackcurrant, please, for both of us,’ Sally replied. It was the only time of year when they were ever offered the treat of cordial, and both had been looking forward to it all week. 


‘Aren’t you two both growing up? It doesn’t seem five minutes since you were born, and here you both are, growing up so fast. You are quite a young lady nowadays, Sally. And, Ben, I bet you are a good help for your father,’ Betty said as she passed them both a drink, in the glasses from the sideboard that were obviously waiting for Christmas visitors, with its array of glasses and bottles of drink. 


‘Nay, he doesn’t show much interest in farming, Betty,’ Bob said as he followed Dick, after carrying the turkey into the kitchen. ‘I’m hoping he’ll change, because that’s what he’ll have to do when he leaves school.’


Ben bowed his head and Sally nudged him, hoping to keep her brother quiet and for him not to say anything in return. 


‘It’s a grand turkey, Mother. We can feed half the dale or still be eating at it until the New Year. It’s a good job our lad and his family are coming for Christmas,’ Dick replied, seeing Ben blush and knowing that Bob would not be happy that his only lad was no farmer. 


‘It’s grand that you’ve decided to keep breeding turkeys and deliver to us all again this year,’ Betty said. ‘I hope you’ll be doing it again next year, because you can have our order already – God willing that we are still here then. The world’s in a bit of a way with itself, and I’ve never known everything so dear. I’ve got to say I’m worried, especially when it comes to our lad.’ She poked the fire to bring more life into it. 


‘It’s not that we’ve to worry about – it’s these other bloody countries that are rattling their sabres,’ said Dick. ‘Japan’s all to hell, and that bloody Hitler is making bother in his own country, throwing out the Jews and bullying Austria into becoming part of Germany. That bloody Chamberlain has even let him get away with taking part of Czechoslovakia, and he’ll not stop there.’ Dick lifted up that morning’s newspaper and put it down in front of Bob. 


‘Aye, well, it hopefully won’t affect us up Dentdale. They can fall out all they like abroad, as long as they leave us alone and keep us out of it. We’ve only just got over the last war – we don’t want another.’ Bob glanced across at Ivy, hoping that she would soon drink her sherry, as he didn’t want to become embroiled in politics, and he knew Dick would talk about the world’s affairs for as long as he was there to listen. 


Ivy knew what he meant and quickly swigged her sherry back, and looked at Sally and Ben sitting quietly on the sofa. ‘Drink up, you two. We’ve a lot more houses to visit yet, and your father wants to get back in good time to attend the dominoes drive in The Sun tonight. And we have the tree to decorate before visitors start coming.’ Ivy then turned to Betty. ‘We’ve Stanley coming to stay over Christmas; you can’t let him stay on his own, poor man.’


‘You are a good soul, Ivy. Poor Stanley, he’s never been the same since he came back from the war. He does well, though, given that he was in such a state when he came back from the front. However, he wasn’t the only one, that’s the pity.’ Betty stood up and took Sally and Ben’s empty glasses and then walked through to the kitchen, returning with two small parcels in her hands. ‘Now, don’t you open them till Christmas. It’s only a bit of something to put under the tree.’


Ben’s eyes lit up as he saw the small present that was pressed into his hand, followed by a sloppy kiss, which he could have done without. 


‘Thank you, Mrs Jackson. We promise not to open them until Christmas Day, don’t we, Ben?’ Sally urged Ben to say thank you, and to stop shaking the parcel and examining it to guess what was in it. 


‘Yes, yes, we do, thank you,’ Ben said as his father pushed him towards the door. 


‘We’d like to stay longer, but it’s going to be a long day, as you are the first of many,’ Ivy said and smiled at Betty. ‘Have a grand day with your lad – it’s a time for families at Christmas, and I bet you’ll be glad to see him and his family. Is he still down in Norfolk and flying for the RAF?’ 


‘Aye, he is. He’s flying some new plane, from what I hear. I never thought my lad would be a pilot, but that’s what he is. I miss him, though. I wish he was here, and then I could make a fuss of my grandchildren.’ Betty sighed and looked at Ben as he climbed into the van with Sally. ‘It doesn’t seem five minutes since our lad was that age. You don’t realize how fast they grow up.’


‘Not fast enough, in that one’s case – he runs me ragged some days.’ Ivy smiled. ‘Have a good Christmas,’ she continued as she climbed into the front of the van. 


‘Bob, see you at the dominoes match tonight in The Sun?’ Dick asked quickly as Bob started the engine and was about to close the van’s door. 


‘Aye, if I get finished in time. It’s the highlight of the year, the doms match. I’ll see you there for a pint or two of Christmas cheer, all being well. No rogueing, mind. We’ll play a good game and give everybody a run for their money.’ Bob grinned and closed the van door. The dominoes match was the highlight of Christmas for him: a night with good friends and a gill or two, and hopefully a prize for winning a game of bones. 


‘I hope you don’t come back as drunk as you did last year – you could hardly stand up when you came home,’ Ivy said, with a hint of annoyance in her voice, as they drove away to their next delivery.


‘Whisht, woman, it’s nobbut Christmas once a year, and surely I’m allowed one night of enjoyment. Besides, I always win something that comes in handy. Last year it was a tin of biscuits – they were a right luxury,’ Bob retorted. He turned the van round in a gateway to make his way further up the dale towards the village of Dent. 


‘If you keep getting offered a glass of whisky, like Dick offered you, you’ll not need any more tonight. My head feels light with sherry at eleven in the morning. I’ll not have another, else I’ll get nothing done when we get home.’ Ivy turned round to look at Ben peeling back the red-and-gold wrapping on his present. ‘Leave it; it’ll give you something to look forward to, in case Father Christmas doesn’t come. From what I can see, he might be a bit worse for wear by Christmas Eve.’


‘What do you mean, Mam?’ Ben said and looked at Sally, who just grinned at her parents. 


‘I mean he’ll be tired, after delivering all those presents. He might not make it as far as Dent – not without help anyway,’ Ivy said, then winked at Sally. 


‘He better blinking well do so. I’ve never been as good as I have been this year,’ Ben exclaimed. 


‘Aye, well, you’ll have to wait and see. Now, where’s the next delivery to, Mother?’ Bob said. ‘The sooner we get home, the sooner I can take this van back to Jim Mattinson and then we can all concentrate on Christmas.’ He kept his eye on the road as he turned up the hill onto the road to Gawthrop, knowing full well that the next delivery was at a farm called Dillicar, where they would all be made welcome again, as with all the drops that day. 


‘I’ll be glad when we are back home and I can look after my own family, instead of making sure everyone else is right for Christmas. Next year, Bob Fothergill, there will be no turkey-rearing if I have my way,’ Ivy said and closed her eyes. Sometimes Bob pushed her a little too far in his pursuit of possessing his own farm. 


‘Lord, Father, if you had supped another glass of whisky we would never have made it home,’ Ivy lectured as Bob steered the van, rather erratically, into the yard at Daleside later on. ‘I don’t think you’ll be fit to go out again – you want to give the dominoes drive a miss tonight. You’ll not be able to count the spots, let alone know what’s already been played.’ 


As they came to a halt outside the farmhouse they all breathed a sigh of relief, as the last few miles since the final stop at Hill Top, where Bob had been given an extra-large drink, had been hair-raising. 


‘There’s nowt at all wrong with me, or my driving. You hold your noise and make sure my shirts are ironed, because I’m off out, no matter what you think,’ he retorted as his family spilled out of the van and said nothing, except for exchanging quick glances, knowing that it was better to keep quiet than catch Bob’s wrath after one too many drinks. 


‘It’s already ironed and hanging up behind the bedroom door. Don’t you forget you’ve to milk the cow, and you need some supper in you, if you will trail into Dent. Sally and me have enough to do, so don’t rely on her to help milk tonight – nor Ben. He’s to tidy his bedroom before your Stanley comes, and he’ll want to decorate the tree this evening with Sally and me. It’s a good job you brought it home the other day, else we’d have nowt to put up.’ Ivy was cross with her husband; sometimes he could be so selfish. She was always scrimping and saving, never spending a penny that she shouldn’t, but tonight Bob would think nothing of paying for a round or two in the local pub while he played dominoes with his mates. 


Sally looked at Ben as he struggled to carry all the presents they had been given, some of them wrapped and others hand-me-downs from children who had outgrown their use; and, best of all, a new brass threepenny bit or two to spend on sweets once Christmas had finished. She helped him carry the items through into the kitchen, and they both knew to make themselves scarce as they walked straight through to the main living room, out of the way of the argument that they knew was brewing.


‘You could have said no to Matt Mason – you’d had more than your fill by the time we got to Hill Top. You could have killed us on the way back; you’re not used to driving that van. What if we’d crashed? You would have been the first to moan at paying the bill to get Jim Mattinson’s van mended,’ Ivy growled as she saw to the coal fire and stirred the backed-up coals into life, before putting the kettle on to boil. 


‘I’m as right as rain, woman, so stop your moaning. I’ll have a brew and then I’ll get the milking done, have my supper and get out of your way. Then you’ll happen be happy. You can get on with your Christmas. I don’t know why you make such a fuss anyway – it’s only another day,’ Bob mumbled. ‘You are never bloody happy.’


‘Happen I’m never happy because this life is all about you. What if I’d like a night out with my friends, like I used to do before we were wed?’ Ivy said and reached for the tea caddy from above the fire. 


‘Don’t be stupid, woman. You are wed, and married women don’t go to the pub. Now you are just being awkward. Forget brewing me a tea. I’ll go and do the milking now, and you needn’t bother with me any supper. There’s pie and peas at The Sun tonight – it’ll be better company there, and at least I’ll not be lectured. Once I’ve milked the cow, I’ll get changed and walk into Dent.’ Bob stood in the doorway, not bothering to enter the kitchen. He knew he was the worse for drink, but he’d not let Ivy get the better of him. Best to go and keep out of the way until he’d sobered up a little or, better still, until he could have another drink with his mates. 


‘Suit yourself. I’ll go and see to the decorations, which Ben and Sally can make until supper time. When you come back in and have had your supper, you’ll find a new carbolic soap next to the wash jug. You’ll have to take some hot water from the kettle, if you are having a shave. Mind you, don’t cut yourself when you’re looking at yourself in the mirror – I’d think you’ll be seeing two of yourself, the state you are in,’ Ivy said, with sarcasm heavy in her voice. 


Bob said nothing as he closed the kitchen door and walked out into the dimming light of the winter’s evening. He’d go and find an hour’s peace in the barn and shippon, where no wagging tongue would bother him. It wasn’t as if he drank that often; never usually through the day, and only on a Friday evening to be sociable and catch up with Dales news. Ivy didn’t know how good she had it; she got to visit Kendal twice a year on the bus, and the nearby market town of Sedbergh when he had business to do there. What more did she want? he thought, as he sought solace with his head resting on the side of the cow, while he mulled over his lot and tried to concentrate on the job of providing milk for the evening. 


Ivy sat down in the chair next to the fire and looked into it as she supped her tea. Her mother had warned her Bob Fothergill had a mind of his own, and that she would never have a penny to her name once she got married and had children. However, she had been too head-over-heels in love with him to listen to her mother, who she thought knew nothing of being young. Had she not seen how handsome Bob was, with his dark hair, standing six foot two, with the bluest of eyes and more ambition than any other farm lad in the dale? 


She wiped away a tear that was running down her cheek, remembering when her mother had bought her a winter coat and had commented that once family came along, Ivy wouldn’t be able to buy herself one, which she had scoffed at. How true those words were. In fact the coat her mother had bought her sixteen years ago was still being worn and had just been taken off, after her ride up the dale. She’d been young and foolish back then, swept off her feet by the handsome Bob; and then she found herself pregnant by him – the pregnancy being a disgrace to the family, if he hadn’t offered to marry her quickly. 


Ivy remembered that her father had not talked to her for weeks, which had broken her heart, as she loved her father and they had been so close until Bob entered her life. She remembered wondering why he hadn’t been able to see that she was ready to be a wife and have her own family, even though she was only seventeen. She realized now why both her parents had been disappointed in her; she could have done so much better than marrying a farm lad with no farm of his own. After all, Jim Booth had offered to walk her home from many a dance in Dent Memorial Hall, as well as Ted Brunskill, and both owned their own farms, but they didn’t have the looks or cheek of Bob Fothergill. 


Ivy took her handkerchief from her pocket and blew her nose, then wiped away her tear. It was no good thinking of what might have happened. She had two wonderful children and a hard-working husband and she should be thankful for that, she thought, as she got up from her chair and headed for the pantry, bringing back with her enough potatoes for the three of them; after peeling them and putting them on to boil, she returned to carve seven slices of bacon from the flitch of home-cured bacon that hung from a hook in the pantry’s ceiling. It was the family staple, as a pig was reared in the hull outside every year, and was slaughtered to keep them fed throughout the year. Along with the rabbits that both Bob and Ben caught, and the mutton they had to eat when Bob butchered a long-in-the-tooth sheep, that provided their main meals. With vegetables grown in the garden, and butter and milk from the family’s cow, they were nearly self-sufficient. 


However, as Ivy placed the rashers of bacon in the frying pan, she thought how lucky some of her friends were, who got treated to dinner in Metcalfe’s tearooms down in Sedbergh. The closest she got to that was when she was waiting for Bob, when he had done his dealings at the auction on a Friday. She’d sit with some of her friends in the outside, partly protected meeting place – which was nicknamed the Monkey House because the seats in the small alcove were surrounded by metal bars, making the people within look like caged chimps – as they watched well-off locals giving Metcalfe’s tea rooms their business. Occasionally Ivy would shop in there, especially at Christmas, for her spices and dried fruit, which Metcalfe’s also supplied; and she always loved the smell of the freshly ground roasted coffee that customers frequently bought. She wished she could have a drink of that, instead of cheap Camp coffee, a thick black liquid of chicory and coffee beans, with a picture of a soldier in uniform upon it and an Indian standing by his side, from the days of the Raj. That she only used to make coffee cake, as she didn’t enjoy the chicory that was the prominent taste and was nothing like real coffee.


Ivy stopped feeling sorry for herself as Sally walked in from the front room. Sally looked at her mother; she knew that sometimes she found life with her father hard. Words between them could often be heard through her bedroom wall, when Sally was trying her best to get to sleep. However, talking to her friend Marjorie, she had decided that it was not unusual for parents to argue. After all, making a living in the Dales was hard, and that was what her parents were usually arguing over. She smiled and tried to look unworried as she came into the kitchen. 


‘That’s the paper chains made, Mam. Where’s the drawing pins at? I’ll stand on the chairs and pin them up. Same as last year, do you think? From corner to corner of the room, meeting in the middle at the ceiling light?’ Sally asked. She watched her mother, knowing that the words said between her parents had been sharp and to the point. ‘My father has set his head on going out, hasn’t he, Mam? Although I’m glad, as he usually brings something home with him that he’s won from playing dominoes. A nice box of chocolates would be more than welcome.’ She hunted for drawing pins in the drawers of the oak dresser that stood along the back wall on the stone-flagged floor of the kitchen, while her mam pointed to where they could be found. 


‘Aye – and lines the landlord’s pocket. Father would have something to say if I did the same. I suppose I shouldn’t moan, as he isn’t the heaviest drinker in the Dales and it is Christmas,’ Ivy said as she turned the bacon in the pan, while it spat and shrank to half the size as the fat upon it melted. ‘Lay the table, our Sally, before you put the paper chains up, there’s a lass, and then after supper I’ll help decorate the tree. Has Ben blown the balloons up? He usually likes that job, even though he sometimes looks like he’s going to burst himself, with all the puffing he does. He can go and get some twigs of holly for the windowsills in the morning; it will keep him out from under our feet, as we will be busy all day. The holly tree up in the top field is laden with berries, so he’s not far to go.’ 


‘He likes that job, and it gets him out of our way, because I know you’ll be busy and will need my help,’ Sally replied, as she took the knives and forks for their evening meal out of an old stoneware jam jar that had doubled up its usage, after being emptied of the four pounds of damson jam it had once held. She started to set the table. 


‘Aye, I’m hoping you will make me the stuffing and the apple sauce in the morning, and then I’ve not that to worry about on Christmas Day. And perhaps you could ice the Christmas cake? Lord knows, I’m late with that job this year.’ Ivy reached for the potato masher and drained the potatoes, mashing them liberally with a knob of butter and a splash of the rich, creamy milk from the jug that Sally had placed on the table. 


Both women looked at one another as the kitchen door opened and Bob walked in. 


He placed a tin pail full of frothy new milk down by the sink. ‘There’s the house-milk, and the rest is in the kit for me to take to Pratt’s in the morning. Are there any spare eggs I need to take with me?’ Bob turned to his daughter. 


‘No, my mother will need them all over Christmas; the hens are not laying as well, with this cold weather,’ Sally said quietly as she placed the salt and pepper from over the fireplace onto the pine kitchen table, which was scrubbed clean by her mother every morning. And she watched as her father pulled out his chair at the head of the table and sat down, deciding now that he would be better with some supper inside him before going drinking. 


‘You are sure none are laying where they shouldn’t? We could do with an extra bob or two, especially now. Although why you make such a big fuss of Christmas, Ivy, I don’t know. It’s just another day. Waste of hard-earned money, if you ask me,’ Bob moaned as Ivy hastily laid another place and put the small amount of mashed potato onto his plate, as he sat in readiness for his supper, with his knife and fork in hand. ‘Pour some of that bacon fat over my tatties – don’t waste it woman,’ he growled, as Ivy finished frying the eggs and put the frying pan to one side. 


‘It’s fatty enough, without you adding more. Perhaps next year you’ll think of killing the pig a bit earlier and then the bacon’s a bit leaner,’ Ivy said, then yelled through for Ben to join them at the table for his supper. 


‘I’ll take mine and sit and eat it in the front room on my knee,’ Ben said quietly, knowing that his father would not agree, but wanting to keep on blowing up the balloons out of his father’s way. 


‘You will not – you’ll sit and eat your meal with us. Just like the family we are. The kitchen table’s here for eating on, and nowhere else is, do you hear me?’ Bob said crossly and stared at Ben, as he pulled up his chair to the table and sat with his head bowed.


Supper at the kitchen table was eaten in silence, as everyone knew better than to challenge Bob. Both children watched as he ate every mouthful and they hoped for a quick escape.


‘Have you two finished now?’ Ivy asked. ‘If you have, then pass me those plates and get yourselves into the front room and start to decorate the tree, while I wash up.’ She knew they wanted to get away from the atmosphere in the kitchen. ‘I’ll be in with you in a while. Leave the fairy for us all to put upon the top of the tree.’ She smiled and watched as both Sally and Ben left the table and went into the front room as quickly as they could.


‘Bob, you take the water that’s boiled in the kettle up with you for a wash, and then I know you are done and can be on your way. I’m going to put our turkey into the fireside oven for an hour or two while the fire is decent. I like to make sure it is well done – there’s nowt worse than blood running out, when you cut into it, and thinking that you are going to be poorly after eating it.’


Ivy walked into the pantry and reckoned to be busy organizing her shelves as she heard Bob’s chair getting pushed back, and the creak of the stair floorboards as he made his way up to his bedroom to wash and shave. She’d make herself busy until he had left the house. Tomorrow, when he had had his fill of drink and knew that he’d only half a day to work for Jim Mattinson, she hoped Bob would be in a better mood, else Christmas was going to have no joy in it. 


She looked at the turkey gazing at her from the slate bink of the pantry. She didn’t fancy eating it, but hopefully once it was cooked she’d forget the smell of its innards and what it had looked like when it arrived as a chick. She sympathized with Ben; he was the softer of her children, he took after her, and she’d have to make sure his spirit was not knocked out of him by Bob’s hard words. She knew that he loved both his children, but Bob could be hard and unforgiving; and no matter how he tried, if Ben was no farmer she knew that Bob would always hold it against him, no matter what. 


Ivy carried the turkey into the kitchen and placed it in the large roasting dish that was only used at Christmas; it had been a present from her aunty on her and Bob’s wedding day and was of good quality. It was cream enamel with dimples in the bottom, which were supposed to help tenderize the meat, with handles and a lid that had green piping around the edges. It was really heavy, and felt even heavier as she placed into it the turkey that would keep her family fed. Pulling up the loose skin on the bird and filling it with butter, she then covered the turkey with slices of cured bacon that she had sliced from the flitch. She placed the lid over the bird and carried it to the fireside oven. Soon the whole house would smell of roasting turkey as it cooked, long and slow. The Belling oven that she used for everyday cooking was not large enough to handle the Christmas bird, so Ivy was glad that there was still the Yorkshire range in her kitchen, which she often used especially for meat and milk puddings that took no watching. 


‘Right, I’m off. I’ll not be late – I’ve work in the morning and our Stanley will be landing, so it’ll be a few late nights over Christmas.’ Bob stood and put his trilby on his head. 


‘Right, see that you aren’t, and don’t get too drunk. And if there’s a box of chocolates in the raffle, choose them, although I’ve already got one box for our Sally, but Ben would like a box as well.’ Ivy straightened up from putting the turkey in the oven. Looking at Bob, she still saw the handsome man she had fallen in love with, standing washed and shaved, and dapper in a clean shirt and best breeches. His hair was starting to grey, but so was hers – life and children did that to you. 


‘Aye, I will. If there’s owt that I think might suit them, I’ll choose that. I’ve taken a pound out of the turkey money, and all the rest is in the tin box under the bed. We’ve made a pretty penny, lass. I know it’s been work for both of us, but it’s been worth it,’ Bob said as he made for the door. He hesitated for a minute and then turned. ‘I couldn’t do all this without you, Ivy. We will have our own farm one day. And I only got a bit drunk – if you think about it, it’ll have saved us money tonight. I’m not right bothered if I have a beer or two or not, this evening.’ 


‘I’m sure you’ll manage an odd’un. Now get yourself gone, as the codgers will be waiting for you, and I and the children have a tree to decorate.’ Ivy smiled; that was as close to an apology as Bob would get, and well she knew it. 


‘Aye, don’t wait up, but I know you will.’ Bob stepped out into the sharp winter’s air to the village of Dent and the warmth of The Sun inn, where he and his cronies would sit in the snug and play dominoes, and join in the raffle in the hope of winning something to make their Christmas more special. 
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