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Chapter 1


31 May 1940


Edward Riley buried himself deeper in the shelter of the sand dunes, the sound of aircraft flying low with the rat-tat of their guns making him duck his head and hold onto his British Army edition helmet. The whole of the British Expeditionary Forces were caught like rats in a barrel. He turned onto his back, reloaded his trusty rifle and aimed at the oncoming soldiers who were after his hide.


In front of him were the burning ruins of Dunkirk, bombed and in flames, riddled with Germans. Either side of him were dead and dying men, their moans heard over the attack of enemy machine-gun fire. Behind him was the sea, his only escape – but on the beaches, tanks and armoured vehicles lay ablaze, with hundreds of soldiers lying forsaken as the tide lapped against their motionless bodies. The only way out was to make a run for it down to one of the many jetties, which looked alive with a crawl of green-uniformed soldier-like caterpillars desperate to get into one of the small boats for home. The Germans were playing games with them as Messerschmitts flew low and precise over the undefended troops. They were trapped, and they’d be lucky if any of them survived the onslaught.


‘Shit!’ Edward swore as he aimed his gun and fired at an oncoming German who had found him hiding in the dunes. He pulled the trigger back, but it was locked and wouldn’t move as the tall, blond man stood above him, eyes filled with hatred.


The German hesitated for just a moment before lifting his gun with the bayonet attached and thrusting it down, hard, into Edward. Then he moved on to seek more prey, certain that his enemy would not survive, even though his eyes were still open and he was still breathing.


Edward was numb with pain. Blood soaked his uniform and he could feel that his battle with life was nearly over. Slowly he reached into his inside pocket and pulled out a picture of the girl he loved, Sally Fothergill. She was fading in front of his eyes as he kissed the picture and whispered, ‘I’m sorry, Sal. I’ll be coming home in a box, if I’m lucky enough to be found at all. But I love you. I always will.’


He closed his eyes and thought about the times they’d walked together on summer days next to the river Dee, down Dentdale. How they had kissed while lying together in the sweet green grass. He thought of his mother and father back home. His mother would be cooking at the stove in the stone-flagged kitchen, as she always was, and his father would be striding out across the rough pastureland and home fields to check on the new spring lambs. Edward could smell the clear Dales air and hear the birds singing in the orchard’s apple trees. He closed his eyes and felt his lifeblood seeping away as he slipped into sleep. He was going home, home to his Sally, back to the dale that he loved.


‘Father, Father, come here – look, look, it’s our Edward! He’s home, I swear he’s home! I’ve just seen him standing down there by the field gate in his uniform and he’s looking up here. I swear he is, Burt.’


It was a quiet Sunday morning in the dale, and Maggie Riley had just stood up after putting a pie in the side oven. As she took off her pinny and gazed down the farm track, she thought for a moment that she must be going mad. ‘He was there . . . I was sure he was there,’ she murmured. Burt, her husband, came to her side, and together they peered out of the doorway of Rayside farmhouse.


‘There’s no one there, Mother, you’re imagining things. I can’t hear or see anything, only the sheep bleating.’ Burt put his arm round his wife’s waist. ‘He’d have written to tell us if he were coming home. You’re only seeing what you want to see, my owd lass.’


‘He was there, I tell you. Something bad has happened and he’s come home. I saw him with my own eyes . . .’ Maggie felt tears coming and dropped into her chair beside the fire, sobbing into her pinny.


‘Now, Mother, don’t take on. It would be a shadow, that’s all. There’s low cloud today and you’ve seen what you wanted to see. Our Edward is in France and he’ll be just grand. He’s kept his head down, and if I know him, the bloody Jerries will be taking a pasting. He knows how to handle himself. He’ll be right as rain.’


Burt got back to his chair and his newspaper, shaking his head in dismay. For just a moment he had hoped Maggie might be right, and disappointment was written all over his face as he watched her dry her tears.


‘I did see him, Burt. He was there, as large as life,’ Maggie said. She could feel herself trembling. ‘He’s in danger, or worse still. You know I have the gift – I sense things, always have.’


‘And you know what I think of that. Superstitious rubbish. How long’s dinner? My stomach thinks my throat’s been cut,’ Burt said. He didn’t want to show his concern, although in the back of his mind he knew his wife’s sightings and feelings were often right. ‘He’ll be all right, lass. He’ll be all right.’


Later, they heard a knock at the door, Maggie knew what was waiting for them. She opened it in her apron, saw the post lad with a telegram in his hand and tried to smile at him. Young Norman Thwaite was only doing his job, but lately he had delivered far too much bad news to the households of the dale.


‘Thank you, lad. Here’s a threepence for your bother. It’s not the best of jobs you have, and you’ll not be made welcome at many a door with this news,’ Maggie said as she took the envelope from his hand.


‘That’s kind, but you haven’t read it, and really I shouldn’t take any money,’ Norman replied as they exchanged money and telegram.


‘I don’t need to read it, lad. I know what it says. Now, God bless you, and don’t you get involved in this war. Keep safe and work for your father on that farm of his, whether you want to or not.’ Looking at the young lad of thirteen reminded Maggie of her Edward at that age, innocent and full of life.


She turned back into the low-ceilinged farmhouse and passed the envelope across for Burt to open. ‘Here. I told you,’ she said, lifting her apron to her eyes as she began to sob again.


Burt pulled strongly on his pipe as he opened the telegram, concentrating on the words that no parent ever wants to read.


‘It says here that he’s missing in action. It doesn’t mention he’s dead, Mother. He might still be alive. You saw in the headlines of the paper that the evacuation of Dunkirk was chaotic. We don’t even know he was there. He could be anywhere over there, and hopefully safe, no matter what this telegram says!’ Burt put his arm round his wife as she wept.


‘No, Burt, he’s left us. I know he has. The newspapers and radio aren’t telling us how bad it really is. They’re making a lot of how they got the soldiers out of Dunkirk, but they aren’t saying how many casualties there are. We’ve lost our lad and there’s nothing we can do about it.’


‘You don’t know that, Mother,’ Burt said. He looked out of the farmhouse window.


‘The lass he was courting will need to be told,’ Maggie said after a moment. ‘It’s no good her loving a ghost like I will. She’s young. She’ll find another if she has sense.’ She looked hard at Burt. He could take on the task of breaking the lass’s heart.


‘I’ll go and see ’em at Daleside in the morning. I suppose they’ll have to know he’s missing; I won’t have it he’s dead, though, Maggie. I’ll show them this letter and then it’s up to the lass what she does.’


Burt sat back down in his chair, knowing full well that he was grasping at straws. He’d heard the broadcasts and seen the papers. It had been chaos on the beaches of Dunkirk. Their lad could be lying dead on the beach, or floating in the sea. Or could it be that he was injured and hadn’t been recognized? Or was Burt only fooling himself?


The Fothergill family sat around their kitchen table. Bob and Sally had just returned from checking on their lambing sheep, and Ivy had just put two cups of tea down in front of them when there was a knock on the kitchen door.


‘Anybody home?’ Burt Riley called. He’d hoped they wouldn’t be, but the door was slightly ajar, and he peered in to see Bob Fothergill with his feet under the table. A glance at the kitchen showed that this was a true Dales home: the kitchen table and chairs stood in the centre of a flagged floor, and there was a dresser adorned with china and baking implements. It was a little spartan, but spotless.


‘Aye, come on in, Burt,’ Bob greeted him as the tall, ageing man stepped into the kitchen. ‘You’ll have a brew with us and a piece of bannock?’ He pushed a plate loaded with rounds of shortcrust pastry filled with currants across to Burt and nodded at Ivy to make their visitor a drink.


‘Nay, I’ll not stop. It’s not good news I bring, and I’ll have to get back to my Maggie.’ Burt looked at Sally, who sat quietly with her head bowed. The families didn’t know each other well and he’d only met her a time or two, but he could see why his lad had thought a lot of her. ‘Now, I know, lass, that you were courting my lad.’


The words cut into Sally’s heart. Were – what did he mean by that? she thought, looking up to meet Burt’s eyes. Edward had always talked about his father with respect and love. Sally felt her mother come and stand behind her, placing both hands on her shoulders.


‘We had a bit of bad news yesterday. There was a telegram to say that our lad Edward is missing in action. He must have been somewhere in France, and now they don’t know where he’s at.’ Burt lowered his head for a moment, then went on, ‘At least they don’t say dead, lass. There’s hope he’s just lost.’ Then he looked at Ivy and Bob. ‘My wife is broken-hearted. She swore she saw him coming up home just before the telegram arrived, but it wasn’t him. I don’t know what to make of it all.’ He turned his gaze back to Sally and saw that tears were rolling down her cheeks. ‘I’m sorry, lass. I know he thought – thinks a lot of you. There’s so much confusion, from what I can gather. He could be fine, so don’t despair.’


‘I’m sorry. I can’t help it – I thought a great deal of him, too, and I know that’s the news you get when the soldiers are usually dead. Truth is, I love him, and I don’t know how to feel.’ Sally looked up at her mother before rising from the table, pushing her chair back and heading for the open kitchen door. ‘I’m sorry. I need to be on my own.’


‘Nay, stay here, Sally – stay, and we’ll be here for you,’ Bob said, trying to take her by the arm.


‘Let her be, Father. She’ll need to be on her own. She always needs time to herself to sort her feelings and her head out,’ Ivy said as she watched their tearful daughter turn and flee. Ivy knew that Sally was fearing the worst. She turned back to Burt. ‘Aye, I’m sorry, Burt, for you and Maggie. Is that all the news that they gave you? Our lass loved your lad. I could have seen them getting wed if he’d returned.’


‘Yes, that’s all. We don’t know if he’s alive or dead, or where he’s at. Neither will your lass. It would happen have been better if we’d heard he was killed, in some ways. At least we could mourn and put him to rest. No doubt we’ll get to know one way or another before long.’ Burt sighed. ‘It’s the not knowing. I’ll have to get back to my Maggie, and you’ll need to see that your lass is all right. I know my lad wouldn’t want her upset if he could help it.’


Bob stood up and, unusually for him, patted Burt’s shoulder and then embraced him.


‘He was a good lad, was Edward. We would have been proud to have him in the family. There’s too many been lost in this war already.’ Bob stood back. ‘He might turn up like a bad penny yet, so don’t give up hope.’


‘Nay, I can’t help but think the worst, just like your lass does.’ Burt straightened his shoulders. ‘What I wouldn’t do for him if he turned up on our doorstep. I should never have made him go and work at the coalyard – he should have stopped and farmed at home. He would never have been called up then. It’s my fault that he’s dead, or missing.’


‘Don’t be hard on yourself, Burt. It’s this bloody Hitler’s fault – aye, and our government for getting involved. You don’t see them standing on the front line with guns in their hands, do you?’


They made their way outside to where Burt’s old farm horse stood waiting for him. ‘I’ll let you know if I hear anything more,’ he said as he mounted. ‘You take care of yourselves. And tell that lass of yours she’s welcome at Rayside any time she’s up the top end of the dale. Edward would have wanted it that way.’ He nudged the horse’s sides to urge it towards home. He had broken the bad news to the Fothergill family; now they would have to support their daughter and hope for any bit of news of Edward that they could get.


Sally curled up at the back of the hayloft, weeping. Her heart ached. Where was her precious Edward? She didn’t think she could face a future without him. They had made so many plans for his return from the war – a farm of their own, and hopefully a family.


She closed her eyes, seeing his face, and whispered his name. The scattered hay around her reminded her of the harvest that had been under way when he was last here, when they’d walked so happily together, hand in hand. Now she felt there was no purpose in her life. Please let Edward be found. Don’t let him be dead. Please, God, don’t let him be dead . . . As she dissolved into tears again, she heard her mother’s voice calling up to her from the barn.


‘Sally, come on, my love,’ Ivy shouted up to the hayloft. She knew this was one of the places Sally always went when she wanted to be alone. ‘Don’t take on so. He might be all right; he might come back to you yet without a scratch on that bonny face of his.’


‘He won’t, Mam. I know he won’t. He’s dead, lying somewhere on that beach, forgotten and all on his own.’ Sally could hardly get the words out through her sobs.




‘He might not be. You’ve got to have faith, Sally. He could just as well walk up the farm track tomorrow, God willing.’ Ivy took hold of the loft ladder, wondering whether she could manage to climb up and comfort her daughter. She was afraid of heights.


‘Just leave me, Mam. No amount of words will bring him back. I know I’ve lost him, no matter how I try to look on the bright side. I’ve not had a letter from him for weeks, so I know that he’s gone.’ Sally took a deep breath. ‘I’ll come back in soon. I need to have a cry and be on my own.’


‘All right, Sal, but we’re here for you. You know that we love you, don’t you?’ After a moment, Ivy let go of the ladder and turned away. Above her, in the hayloft, there was silence.









Chapter 2


26 May 1944


Bob Fothergill stood at the gate of his main hay meadow. It had been a wet, cold spring and the grass had only just started growing, but now, as he leaned on the wooden panels, he knew that the summer sun would soon be warming the earth and haytime would be with them before long. This year he would still be using his horse and cart. By next year he hoped to own a tractor – unless, of course, he decided to move house and home.


Bob’s one desire, all through his adult life, had been to own his own farm, but no matter how much he saved it had always been out of his reach. He lifted his cap up from his head slightly and sighed. Perhaps he should take the War Ag up on their offer of free labour this summer, take one of the Italian prisoners of war to help with the harvest. They were based at Sedbergh, and early each morning an army wagon dropped them off at various farms up the dale. It was a way for them to help out and earn their keep while being imprisoned in the country. Bob certainly had enough work on, and as long as the Italian was decent enough, he would treat him right.


Brian Harper, the Fothergills’ next-door neighbour, had had one working for him these last six months and talked highly of him. The Italians were only like their own lads, after all – drawn into a war they didn’t want to fight. They had been used by their ruling dictator, just like Hitler. Benito Mussolini had led his people towards disaster and war with his empty promises of a better life, only to lose half of them on the battlefield. Bob had decided a long time ago that war was for fools who followed like sheep; however, he was not complaining, as he’d benefited financially despite the hard times and many heartbreaking moments.


‘Did you not hear me, Father? I’ve been calling out the front door at you for a good five minutes.’ Ivy came to her husband’s side and put a hand on his arm. ‘Dinner’s out, going cold if you don’t hurry up. Just a fried egg sandwich, but it’s better than many are having to eat nowadays.’


‘Nowt wrong with that. I’m glad the hens are laying well. They bring in a good income now. I was just thinking, we’re not doing so badly, my lass.’ Bob turned to look at his hard-working wife and decided he’d put his suggestion to her. ‘I was wondering whether we should happen to take advantage of free help with one of those Italians this summer. Our Ben will be about, but he’s more interested in helping down at the garage when he’s not at school, and it’s hard work for Sally and yourself. They might as well earn their keep and make our lives a bit easier.’




‘Oh, Father, I don’t know. Can we trust them? Will he speak English? And what would I feed him? I’m not buying in anything special for him – he’d have to make do with what we eat.’ Ivy tugged on his arm as she spoke, trying to get him to come in.


‘He’d not be a guest. He’d be like a farm man, and he’d get fed whatever we give him, no need to make owt special. They’re all low-risk prisoners at Sedbergh, Brian says, and all they want is to eventually go home. But they’re good workers. And all talk good English because they’ve been here a while now. I’ll have a think about it,’ Bob said as they crossed the dry farmyard, the scent of chickweed filling the air as it was crushed beneath their boots. ‘Is our Sally home yet?’


‘No, she said she’d be late back from work at Middleton’s shop. She’s going to call in on Mrs Mounsey, give her condolences after seeing her Harry was lost in Belgium last week.’ Ivy made for the kettle as they entered the low-beamed farmhouse, and Bob sat down at the table.


‘Aye, another lad lost. At least it sounds as if we’re winning now. Them Nazis are having a taste of their own medicine, the Russians are holding their own, and although a lot of lives have been lost both there and at Monte Cassino, I can see that there’s some hope this war will be won at last. I bloody well hope so – I don’t want our lad being enlisted. Thank heavens he’s still too young,’ Bob said as he looked at the cold fried egg sandwich that was his dinner. They seemed to live on eggs and bacon nowadays. Better than nowt, he thought as he lifted it up to his mouth.


‘Well, I’m just glad we don’t live in London or any other big city,’ Ivy said as she sat down opposite him. ‘I don’t know how they can sleep of a night, the poor devils – being bombed to within an inch of their lives, and their homes and loved ones destroyed. I know we’ve had our fair share, but nothing like them.’ She looked at her husband. ‘Sally never talks about Edward any more, have you noticed? I doubt he’s going to come back, although they never did find his body.’


‘Aye, I think we’ll never know what’s happened to him. Sally needs to move on and live her life, although I dislike saying it. She’s too bonny to be an old maid.’ Bob sat back in his chair and looked out at the sunshine falling across the dale.


‘She still cries of a night for him. I hear her,’ Ivy sighed. ‘That young Mason lad keeps asking about her. I wish he’d pluck up courage and ask her out to a dance or something.’


‘Aye, well – someone will turn up and hopefully replace Edward. You can only love a ghost for so long. Stop worrying about her, Mother, she’s all right. I’d have been lost without her this lambing time. She’s better than any fella, but don’t tell her that. She knows every sheep we have just by looking at them. It’s a skill, is that.’


‘Not so long ago, you were wanting Ben to be the farmer. I’m glad you can see now that he’s clever enough with his hands to make a living that way. Bill Morphet says there’s a job waiting for him at his garage in Sedbergh when he leaves school this summer. At least it’s only two miles down the road, and he’ll pay him well, I bet. More than he would earn being a farmer any day.’ Ivy smiled. Her husband had mellowed of late; he was making good money, and the long-held hope of a farm of his own was nearly within his grasp. Another few years and hopefully, with a bit of luck, they would make their dream come true. They had scraped and saved every last penny, but now, when they visited Martin’s Bank in Sedbergh, they could hold their heads up high as the clerk took their paying-in book and checked their balance.


‘I’d still like him to work at home, but he’s making money hand over fist, tinkering and mending things for folk. That pile of old pushbikes keeps growing, and he keeps doing them up and selling them to the soldiers in the army camps and the guards at the prisoner-of-war camp. Two or three of those sold and he’s got brass in his pocket. I’ll give him his due, he’s a canny devil.’


‘Takes after his father, then, doesn’t he? You like your money a bit too much sometimes. I often wonder how you get away with some of the things you get up to,’ Ivy laughed.


‘That’s because I keep them in authority looked after. A salmon lifted out of the beck and a joint of lamb keeps Sergeant Taylor more than happy, and long may it remain so. Best to keep ’em close.’ Bob winked.


‘You are an old rogue, Bob Fothergill. Lord knows why I married you,’ Ivy said fondly. She glanced up as Sally passed by the window. ‘Aye up, Sally’s back. I’ll make her some dinner.’


‘Well, that’s the eggs delivered,’ Sally said as she came in. ‘Mrs Middleton will take another two dozen for the shop if you’ve got them next week. And if Ben has shot any rabbits, she’ll take two or three of them – only for customers she trusts,’ she added, taking her place at the table with a glance at her father.


‘She’ll be lucky with the rabbits. Ben must have shot every one for miles around, although they breed fast. He’s been making a small fortune with taking them up to Dent station and hanging them up for the train drivers to pay for and sell in Leeds. Takes after his father, does that lad.’ Bob grinned as Ivy gave him a dark look. She could remember a time when he’d despaired at his son’s lack of interest in farming.


‘How’s Dora Mounsey? Did you call and see her?’ Ivy said, placing a cup of tea in front of Sally along with some bread and cheese.


‘Broken-hearted. He was only eighteen, Mam. I really can’t understand why anyone would want to fight in this war. But I never said that to Mrs Mounsey, because I know he chose to join up.’ Sally bit into her cheese and bread. The four-mile walk into Dent and back had sharpened her appetite, and she’d hoped her mother would bring some cake out from the pantry – or, even better, a piece of apple pasty. But she was to be disappointed, as Ivy sat down at the table without offering her anything else. Sugar was in short supply these days. So Sally ate every mouthful of her dinner and was grateful for it.


‘Are you coming with me to check the sheep when you’ve finished your drink? That old ewe we’ve been waiting for has finally lambed this morning. She’s only gone and had triplets. I might have to take one off her and mother it onto a mother with a single lamb.’ Bob stood up, reaching for his walking stick.


‘Last one to lamb, thank heavens. The next thing will be clipping and haytime,’ Sally smiled. ‘The grass is growing fast now it’s warmed up. It was a pleasure to walk back from Dent – all the hedges are in full blossom and the cow parsley is really shooting up. You’d not know there was a war raging if you forgot about it for a moment.’ She picked up her mug and quickly finished her tea. They’d been waiting a long time for that old ewe to lamb; she was long in the tooth. Neither of them had really expected her to survive the harsh Dales winter, let alone lamb again.


‘Your father’s just said the same. I had to go and get him from leaning over the meadow gate, his dinner was going cold. He’s talking of taking on a prisoner of war to help this summer. What do you think?’ Ivy asked as she cleared the table.


‘No, Father, you can’t do that!’ Sally looked shocked. ‘They’re the ones that have killed our men. Why should we have them on our farm? Please don’t even think of it, for my sake.’ She felt her stomach churn at the thought of someone she classed as an enemy sitting opposite her at the kitchen table or working alongside her. ‘You wouldn’t. He could be the one who killed my Edward!’


‘They’re mostly all Italians that are held in Sedbergh, and most of them have been vetted by the authorities,’ Bob explained. ‘They were just in the wrong place at the wrong time, and they’re no danger to any of us. Brian Harper next door says he’s never had workers like them. I thought we might as well take advantage, especially as I’m still working part-time for Jim Mattinson. He’d help you a lot, Sally. And he would’ve had nowt at all to do with Edward losing his life,’ he added more sharply. Even if it was only an idea for now, he wouldn’t be told what to do by the women of his house.


‘Oh, I should have known it had something to do with Brian Harper. I saw you two talking at the bottom of the lane this morning.’ Ivy looked between her husband and daughter, hands on her hips. ‘I think I might be with Sally on this one. You don’t know anything about them, Father. They could have done anything and we wouldn’t know.’


‘I don’t care how much he’d help, Father. I wouldn’t want anything to do with him. We’ll manage without anybody. Ben leaves school this summer – he’ll be about part of the time and he can help.’ Sally pushed back her chair and went to the doorway, stopping there to wait for her father. The warmth of the May sunshine was welcome. It had been a long, dreary spring, and they were all glad that summer was on its way. But to think she might have to spend it working with the enemy . . . that would weigh heavily on her mind. Still, she knew that no matter how she felt about it, her father would have his way.


Bob strode out across the yard with his stick, heading towards the fields that joined to the fellside, which was kept from encroaching on the pastureland by age-old drystone walls. Sally walked beside him. They hadn’t exchanged a word since leaving the house.


Sally liked being with her father, but when his head was set on something she disagreed with, she couldn’t be bothered to talk. Both she and her mother knew that if Bob had decided on a plan, he would not be deterred from putting it into action. Bloody Brian Harper – he was always coming up with ideas and flaunting new contraptions to all the neighbours. He’d been the first up the dale with a tractor and now he was taking on prisoners of war. He always had to be first with everything and influence her father with his ideas.




‘Tha’s quiet, lass,’ Bob said eventually. ‘I only mentioned an Italian because it makes sense. We may as well use the foreign buggers as have them lazing about, being looked after for nothing. If we just got the one, he could help rake and scale the hay and do a bit of walling, as well as help with shearing. The jobs that you’re not strong enough for, and the ones I keep saying I’ll turn my hand to when I have the time. Working for Jim Mattinson three days a week doesn’t give me much time for home, and you help in the shop nowadays. So he would come in handy.’


‘You must do what you want, but I’ll not make him welcome. They’re all the same if they have gone to war. They are all responsible for Edward being missing, or perhaps dead.’ Sally felt a stab of pain as she spoke the words.


‘Aye, but they’re all probably just like Edward was – not wanting to fight, but being made to by their leaders. Everybody’s in the same boat, Sal. Anyway, I haven’t made up my mind yet. I’d have to look into it. It was only a thought.’ Bob stopped at the gate leading into the pasture where the newly lambed sheep were. ‘See there? She’s over there, the old devil. Look at her, proud as punch with her triplets.’ He pointed his walking stick at a sheep with three lambs, their coats still yellow with afterbirth. ‘They all look to be feeding all right, and their tails are wagging. Perhaps she’ll manage them all. We’ll keep an eye on her and see how she fares.’


‘I hope she does manage. It would be a shame to have to take one from her.’


They watched the three lambs go underneath their mother for milk. As if knowing what Bob was thinking, the ewe raised her head to look at her audience and stamped her foot defiantly: a warning that her babies were not to be interfered with.


‘There you go; she’s made her feelings known to you,’ Sally said, smiling at her father.


‘It seems all my women are stubborn and are always telling me that I’m wrong. But we will see. Time always comes out on top, no matter what. Now, are you off back to help your mother? I’m going to put a top-stone back on the wall in the bottom meadow. I noticed one off when I was down there earlier, while your mother said I was wasting my time looking over the gate. Then I’m going to muck the pig hulls out. You can give me a hand with that if you want?’ Bob turned to leave his daughter watching the sheep and lambs.


‘I’ll come and help you with the pig hulls, but first I’m going for a walk up the fellside. It looks so bonny, it’s absolutely covered with bluebells and is such a beautiful hue. I’ll pick Mam a bunch and just have five minutes to myself, Father, if that’s all right?’


‘Aye, you do that, my lass. It’s always good to be up a fellside to make peace with yourself. Better than going to any church. Or so I tell your mother, when she’s lecturing me to attend because she’s decided we need a bit of religion.’ Bob took a firmer hold of his walking stick and started to head towards the gap in the wall that needed attention. He’d leave his daughter to her own thoughts. Perhaps she would come around to his way of thinking about taking on a POW after all; it would benefit them all.


Sally gazed up into the blue sky. Far above, she could see the trail of fumes left by an aeroplane. Unlike further down the country, the Dales very rarely saw aircraft of any sort. There were no factories or industrial sites to bomb; the only times they’d been spotted had been during return bombing raids over on the west coast, or when a squadron from York or Leeds had been put into action. Otherwise it was relatively quiet and all in Dentdale were thankful for that, as was she.


She made her way up the side of the fell to sit on her favourite large stone, where she did most of her thinking. Earlier, she had sat and tried to comfort Mrs Mounsey, who had found it hard to put into words the pain Sally knew she was feeling. There had been fewer local men killed in this war, unlike the Great War, but their losses were still enough to envelop the dale with sadness.


She looked down and across to Brian Harper’s farm. His daughter Marjorie, Sally’s best friend, had lived there until just before the war broke out, before she fell pregnant. These days Sally hardly heard from her, bar a letter now and then. Marjorie was living in Liverpool and for a while she had been working in a nightclub. Brian had washed his hands of her and her unfaithful mother when both had left him, and now he put all his time into farming and the land. Of course, it had to have been Brian who’d given her father the idea of taking on a POW. He was always having these ideas!


How could her father even think of it, when Edward was missing and other local lads had given their lives to fight the enemy? Had he no idea how Sally would feel about someone like that working on the farm? There wasn’t a day went by that she didn’t think of Edward. Her heart still hurt, and she still wondered whether he was alive and lost somewhere in Europe; or, like so many, dead and unburied.


Sally exhaled and closed her eyes, concentrating on the warmth of the sun. She leaned back on her hands and breathed in the fell’s aroma of peat and wild thyme mixed with moss: the smell of home and contentment. Her head was filled with thoughts, of Edward, of her family, and the coming months when she would be busy in the shop and on the farm. Her mother kept encouraging her to join this group or that organization, to find a friend her own age, but Sally wasn’t bothered. She was quite content with farm life.


She looked at the verdant green of the new bracken on the fellside and the patches of vivid blue where the bluebells were growing. That was what she had come for – a bunch of bluebells for the kitchen table. Nothing nicer to make her mother smile and to feel that summer was on its way. No doubt, whatever her father decided about the POW, she would have to go along with; but not without letting him know exactly how she felt. She climbed down from the rock and made her way to the brightest patch of blue along the fellside.











Chapter 3


‘Oak Bob Day, the 29th of May, if we don’t get a holiday, we’ll all run away,’ Ben chanted as he left the house and made his way across the yard to his workshop, which was in an old hen hut behind the barn.


The May bank holiday had arrived – Ben would soon have two days off school, and he couldn’t wait. Two days where he was free to do whatever he wanted, and that was to fix and mend bicycles. Many people in the dale had need of them, especially now that petrol rationing had hit home. Ben had found a quick way to bring welcome funds into the family coffers and it was something he enjoyed doing. He sold the bicycles to local folk, soldiers and the guards of the POW camp who cycled back and forth up the dale, to and from work and to the pubs. It was a much-needed service and it was everything he had dreamed of, bringing in money as well as showing his father that there were other ways to make a living besides farming.


Come summer he would be free of school, and then he had a job already promised at Morphet’s garage down in Sedbergh. Bill Morphet had been quick to realize that Ben was a canny lad with a spanner and would be a boon to his ever-growing garage once the war had ended – and end it would, eventually.


Ben whistled as he sized up his latest acquisition, an old sit-up-and-beg bicycle. It had no gears but it was a good basic model. Once he’d oiled the chain, given it a lick of black paint and put new brake blocks onto it, it should sell. He looked around the hut at the shelves full of paint, oil, jam jars filled with nuts and screws, spare tyres, wheel spokes and puncture repair kits – which everyone had started to ask him for, now they knew that he would fix their punctures for a minimum fee. He was in his element. Farming was not for him; he would leave that to Sally. She was the one who looked after the stock and discussed the farm with their father. Ben would never be like her. His heart wasn’t in the seasons like hers was – he was more excited about an oily rag than the first spring lamb. In that way, he was aware that he was a disappointment to both of his parents. It ought to be a lad who was the farmer of the family, and well he knew it, he thought, as he started to unscrew the front wheel. He would strip the cycle down to its basic frame, ready to be painted and then dried outside in the spring sunshine.


‘Eh up, Ben. Is this your latest? It’s a bit of a wreck,’ George Mason said as he put his head round the shed door to see his best friend at work. ‘I’ve just been delivering some milk to Pratt’s. D’you fancy going fishing this evening? I hear there’s a right big trout in the pool at Ibby Peril. Just needs catching, and we’re the ones to do it.’ He grinned. ‘We’ll have to keep out the way of the beck-watcher, else he’ll have our guts for garters.’


‘My father will kill me if we get collared by the beck-watcher. But yes, I might join you. Mam would like a nice fish or two, and I need to get into her good books. I need to borrow her big dish to fill with water to test for any holes in this bike’s inner tube. She always plays hell with me because she knows when it goes missing it’s here with me, but it is better than a bucket.’


‘Lord, Ben, you don’t half know how to live life dangerously. Your mam never has a bad word for anyone, from what I’ve seen of her.’ George pulled his cap down over his head.


Ben grinned. ‘You’ve not seen her in a bad mood. She is lethal with a wet tea-towel. One quick flick and you don’t half yelp, if she catches you in the right place.’


‘She’ll still not be as bad as my father. He’s always taking his belt off to me. He’s nobody to stop him, that’s the problem, since my mam died. And my brother being a prisoner in Burma isn’t helping, as he’s always worrying about him.’


‘Have you heard from him lately? Is he still building that railway? It must be hell working in a steaming hot jungle. At least them Italians down in Sedbergh are better looked after than your poor brother.’


‘Anybody’s better looked after than the soldiers being held in Burma – the conditions are terrible. Scotchergill Farm have just taken on an Italian. He’s been helping with the lambing. He seems all right. Can only just talk English, though.’ George leaned against the shed, in no hurry to get home to an abusive father.


‘My father’s talking of taking an Italian on but our Sally isn’t for letting him. She’s a stubborn one, but so’s he. She’ll not win.’


‘I can’t blame her for not wanting one of them on the farm. My father won’t have one. But then again, he doesn’t need one; he’s got me as his slave. Is Sally all right? Didn’t see her when I came into the yard,’ George added casually. He tried not to show his feelings for his best friend’s sister, especially as she was far too old for him. But she was so beautiful in his eyes.


‘She’s all right. Always moaning about something and playing hell with me when more bikes come to be mended. I can never do anything right in her eyes. Nobody can, since Edward went missing. He’s more than bloody missing – I’d say he’s dead now, and she needs to look for another fella,’ Ben said callously. He was beginning to wish George would get himself home so that he could get on with mending the bike. ‘I’ll see you tonight, George. Meet you at Nelly Bridge when it’s just falling dusk. I need to crack on now so I’ve got this finished before we go back to school on Wednesday. With a bit of luck I’ll have it sold by next weekend, if I put it down the bottom of the lane.’


‘Aye, all right, I can see you’re busy. See you about nine, then. Fetch a lamp and a net and I’ll bring the rest.’ George turned and headed back down the lane to where his horse was grazing in the hedgerow with the cart still attached. He and Ben would catch the big trout that nobody else had been able to, if he had his way tonight.


Ben shook his head as he watched his friend depart. George was a good lad, and Ben felt sorry for him. His father had always been a bully but he’d become even worse since George’s mother was found dead in their bed. She had taken her own life by drinking rat poison; she’d been that fed up of life with her lazy, cruel husband, who never did a day’s work even though they had their own farm. George always looked as if he’d just fallen out of bed. His shoes had holes in, and he wore other folks’ cast-offs. He got fed where he could whenever folk took pity on him. But he was a true, good-hearted friend, and that was what mattered to Ben. Bending over the bicycle, he swore at a nut that had rusted tight on the back wheel. It would take all his strength to loosen it.


‘And where do you think you’re off to at this time of night?’ Bob looked up from his newspaper as he sat beside the fire Ivy had just lit for the evening.


‘I promised George Mason I’d do a spot of fishing with him. I know it’s late, but they bite better when it’s going dark,’ Ben said, hoping this explanation would satisfy his father.


‘You must think I was born yesterday, lad. You’re going in darkness so that Duckie Wildman the beck-watcher doesn’t catch you. If he does, don’t think I’ll be coming to bail you out.’ Bob puffed on his pipe and looked sternly at his son. He knew exactly where Ben was going: there had been plenty of talk among local lads, and even grown men, about the big trout in Ibby Peril pool further up the dale. So far it had evaded capture, and anyone who managed to get hold of it would have reason to be proud. ‘You’ll not get that big bugger in Ibby. He’s too clever for the likes of you two,’ Bob added, watching as Ben took the torch from under the sink and picked up his fishing rod.


‘We’ll see. Somebody’ll have to catch him. George is a good hand at fishing – if anybody can do it, he can. I’ll not be long,’ Ben said, heading for the door. He wanted to get out of the house before his mother came downstairs and Sally returned from taking a last look in at the lambs.


‘Aye, well, mind what you’re doing. It’s a full moon – Duckie will be able to see what you’re getting up to. Stay low and out of sight. He knows everything that goes on up there. Take care.’


Bob folded his newspaper as the door closed behind Ben. It didn’t seem five minutes since he was Ben’s age himself, and the lure of a big fish in the deepest dub up Cowgill would have had him sneaking out of the house at night. Nowadays, he just caught the odd fish when he had time – at least, until the salmon started jumping in autumn. Then there was added income to be made, providing he avoided the dreaded Duckie Wildman. Duckie patrolled that particular part of the beck for the landowner; it was private fishing only in that part of the Dee and he guarded it with his life. Salmon was a delicacy, used by many a poacher to barter with the local coppers and judges when it came to petty crime.


Ben cycled up the dale, his fishing rod balanced on his bike and the torch in his pocket. Not that he’d be wanting that, he thought, glancing up at the dimming sky. As his father had said, there was a full moon just starting to appear over the dark mountain of Whernside. It was a perfect night for a bit of poaching or fishing, just as long as he and George didn’t get caught.




Dent was quiet as he cycled through the cobbled streets. Lights were just going on in the houses and the pub sounded full of men, enjoying a pint ahead of the bank holiday and discussing their lambing season. The sooner he was out of the village – or town, as the locals called it – the better. He’d put the local copper behind him and there’d be no one about on the road up to Cowgill. He put his head down and cycled faster, the church clock chiming nine as he crossed the church bridge and made his way up towards Nelly Bridge. He would leave his bicycle there and join George down in the river at Ibby Peril, the deep pool where locals claimed a witch lived within the depths. Ben wasn’t bothered about the witch; his mind was on the trout waiting there for them to catch. And catch it they would, even if they had to sit on the bank until dawn.


‘Where’ve you been? I’ve been waiting,’ George greeted him in a low voice. ‘Hide your bike in the trees, don’t leave it by the bridge. Billy Haygarth sometimes crosses here of a night and he’ll know what we’re about if he spots it. You don’t want word getting back to Duckie.’ He watched as Ben hid the bike in thick foliage before joining him on the bridge. ‘Leave your rods there and all. You’ll not be needing them, not the way I’m going to catch that big bugger. It doesn’t take bait.’
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