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For dear Jayne, so brave, steadfast and faithful, with a heart that embraced the world. Your passing has left such a hole in so many lives, but we’re the richer for having known you.


And remembering my little Alfie, loved and treasured beyond words and so special to his mum.
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The Storm Child


The storm child came at the break of dawn


and eased my aching heart,


speaking words of love and hope


she soothed my troubled soul.


Arms outstretched, she beckoned me


to the promise yet to come,


a time when joy and strength would flow


and peace and faith be mine.


I believed the storm child that winter’s morn,


I believed the day would come


when tears and grief would be no more


and light would flood my world.


She left me then, her purpose done,


although I begged her stay,


that ethereal child from another time


beyond life’s mortal plain.


But still I think of her sweet smile,


of her beauty and her grace,


and long to see her once again, my child,


my love, my life.


Anon.









PART ONE


The Arrival


1921









Chapter One


Sophia Maliana lifted her head to look up into the whirling snowflakes and knew she couldn’t go on. She had long since lost all feeling in her frozen feet and now she was falling as much as she was walking. The blizzard had taken the last ounce of her strength and she couldn’t fight it any longer.


She’d just toppled headlong into a drift at the side of the lonely country lane she had been following since daybreak and it was now twilight, the snowstorm that had gathered pace since mid-morning showing no sign of easing. Drawing her knees as far towards her chest as her swollen stomach permitted, she put her arms round them and closed her eyes. She had to rest.


The sides of the five-foot drift had fallen in on her to some extent, and with visibility practically non-existent, the keenest pair of eyes wouldn’t have noticed the snow-covered mound. Too weak and spent to resist the deep blanket of exhaustion she felt into semi-consciousness, vaguely aware of the wind howling and the snow falling but too numb in mind and body to move. She was comfortable and for the first time in days she didn’t feel chilled to the bone – strange that . . .


Released from the necessity of willing her body to take the next step and the next, her mind floated back to the night of the party at the big house. They had all been so excited, the rest of the staff and her, for it wasn’t every day the son and heir got engaged. The preparations for the celebrations had begun weeks before, the huge, fifteen-bedroomed country residence of the Right Honourable Charles Richmond and his lady wife and their two sons having been cleaned from top to bottom, with new curtains and carpets throughout downstairs, although, as the sixteen-strong indoor staff had agreed amongst themselves, it hadn’t been necessary.


The enormous hall at the back of the house which overlooked the manicured gardens had been cleared of its furniture so the dancing could take place in there, and in the drawing room and dining room everything had been rearranged to allow the guests to eat and drink from the tables lining the walls. Hothouse flowers from Mr Weatherburn’s glasshouses in the grounds had been displayed in magnificent arrangements, perfuming the air, and although Mr Weatherburn, the chief gardener, had mourned the stripping of his precious blooms en masse, the result had been breathtaking.


She had been happy that night. Tired, because she and the other upstairs housemaid had been commandeered to join the three downstairs ones who, along with the footmen, had been kept busy scurrying here and there seeing to the guests under the watchful eyes of the butler and housekeeper. But it had been worth it to see the beautiful dresses and glittering jewellery of the female guests, and the men in all their finery. The house had been filled with music and light and gaiety and had taken on a fairy-tale magic.


It had been well after two o’clock in the morning when the party finished and the guests dispersed, those who were staying overnight disappearing upstairs to their suites and the rest taking their leave in the multitude of motor cars and carriages outside. Almost immediately the long row of bells in the kitchen had started tinkling as the guests demanded attention. Hot water for the hip baths in each suite; refills for the stone hot-water bottles which had been placed in beds earlier that evening; hot chocolate for the ladies and brandy for the men, and so on.


The Richmonds were unusually considerate employers and rarely called on their staff after dinner in the evenings apart from Lord Richmond’s valet and his wife’s lady’s maid, but that night the footmen and the maids were sent hurrying hither and thither. She had been sent to a suite at the end of a long corridor in the west wing with a tray holding a cup of hot chocolate, dainty iced biscuits and a glass of brandy for the occupants. She had knocked at the door, and when a voice had bidden her come in, she had nearly dropped the tray as a middle-aged man in a state of undress casually told her to put it on a side table, slurring his words as he spoke.


She had placed the tray where he said, bobbing a curtsy as she had straightened and turned to face him.


‘Pretty little thing, aren’t you.’ He had moved to stand between her and the door, and as she’d smiled nervously, he’d added, ‘Doesn’t look as though my wife will want her chocolate, she’s dead to the world,’ waving his hand across the room to the big double bed where the sound of genteel snores could be heard. When he had reached out a hand and pushed her into the dressing room behind her, shutting the door as he had followed, she had been too surprised to react for a moment, and then as she realized what he was about, she’d opened her mouth to scream only for him to grab her and put his hand over it. He’d been a big man and broad with it, and at five foot and slender as a reed she’d had no chance to prevent what had followed. The rape had been short and brutal, her muffled protestations against the iron hand clamped over her mouth and her struggling both futile.


When he’d expended himself, he’d dragged her back into the bedroom, obscenely unbuttoned and still with his hand smothering her sobs, reaching for some coins scattered on the dressing table. ‘Here.’ He had fumbled for the pocket of her uniform and thrust the money inside. ‘Our little secret, eh? That’s a good girl.’ And with that he had pulled her across the room and shoved her outside into the dark corridor, shutting the door. She had stood shaking and crying quietly, unable to take in the enormity of what had just occurred, the pain and smarting between her legs proof it was real.


She’d reached the end of the corridor and was on her way downstairs to tell Mrs Finnigan, the housekeeper, what he had done to her when Beattie, the other upstairs maid, met her. ‘What’s up? You bin crying?’


Still in shock she had mumbled what had happened and that she had to see Mrs Finnigan, but Beattie, two years older and wiser to the ways of the gentry, had shook her head.


‘You do that an’ you’ll be out on your ear afore you can say “Jack be nimble”,’ she’d whispered darkly. ‘It’ll be your word against his and guess who they’ll believe? He’ll either say you’re making it up an’ you pinched the money when he wasn’t looking, or that you offered yourself to him on a plate and bein’ in his cups he was tempted. Either way, your reputation will be ruined. That’s Colonel Hewitt and his wife in that room and they’re great friends of the family.’ She had put her hand on Sophia’s arm, her voice matter-of-fact but not unkind as she’d added, ‘It’s done now, lass, and if nowt else it’ll teach you to be more careful in the future. I’ve met the odd beggar like him and bringing your knee up where it hurts always works for me. Come on, Mrs Finnigan said we could go to bed once we’d taken the trays and everything’ll seem better in the morning.’


She had taken Beattie’s advice but for the rest of that night had lain awake in the women servants’ quarters beyond the kitchen and scullery and dairy, crying softly and in pain from his handling of her. And the next morning nothing had seemed better.


Deep in the drift, she was sheltered from the bitter north-east wind that gusted above and sent the snowflakes whirling in a frenzied dance, her breathing slowing as she fell more deeply asleep. Now she was transported back to the life she’d endured before the big house, to the miserable existence in the workhouse.


She had been six years old when she had entered its austere surroundings after the death of her Italian parents. They had died from cholera in a record heatwave that had swept the country shortly after the three of them had arrived in Newcastle from Italy, making her a homeless orphan. Only vague memories of her place of birth remained, but they were ones of warmth and sweet scents and dazzlingly bright colours, of her mother’s laughing face and her papa throwing her up into the air and catching her in his strong arms. The workhouse couldn’t have been more different. The dingy, drab, soulless confines of the grim Victorian building had terrified her from the moment she had walked through its doors, and when she had been undressed and bathed and her long hair examined for fleas and lice, she had sobbed the whole time, her cries increasing when one of the officers had shaved off her thick brown ringlets and dressed her in workhouse clothes.


Sophia moved restlessly in her sleep, terrified by the path her subconscious was leading her down. The master and mistress had been harsh and tyrannical, and their officers had followed suit. Beatings had been commonplace, and the discipline room, a small square windowless structure, had been feared by every child, even if they had never had cause to enter it. At seven years old the girls and boys attended the nearby council school, sticking out like sore thumbs in their paupers’ uniforms and being segregated from the other children where possible, for the local mothers didn’t want their offspring associating with ‘workhouse vermin’.


A memory surfaced in Sophia’s sleep-drugged mind, and now she moaned softly. Eleanor Todd had been a bully, a big fair-haired girl with rosy red cheeks and small beady eyes, and she had always been accompanied by her small band of devoted followers. Sophia had been frightened of her and she had let it show which had been a big mistake. The persecution had been relentless but she’d endured it silently until one day, when Eleanor had deliberately tripped her up and she’d landed in a sticky patch of mud in the school playground, her fighting spirit had been aroused. The group of girls had been laughing as she had struggled to her feet, and when Eleanor had further compounded the victimization by calling her filthy workhouse scum and spitting in her face, she had seen red. She’d had no chance of winning – Eleanor had been twice her size and strong and well fed into the bargain – but her first punch had taken the other girl by surprise and made her nose bleed. After that it had been a blur but she did remember the pain as Eleanor had knocked her to the ground and started kicking her in the stomach again and again.


For a moment, as the terrible pain caused her to cry out, Sophia thought she was still in the playground with Eleanor and her cronies, her mouth stretching as she became aware this was no dream. She was lying in the snow and the pain in her stomach meant the baby was coming. Groaning, she heaved herself to her knees, fully awake now from the stupor that would have taken her life within a very short while, and that of her unborn child.


As the contraction began to ease she was tempted to lie down again but no, she had to find shelter, she told herself, whimpering as she stood up and brushed the snow from her clothes. But where? She had no idea where she was. It had been over a week since Mrs Finnigan had become aware of her condition. Up until then, lacing herself tightly into the closely fitting, corset-like undergarment Beattie had helped her make had concealed her changing shape. But once rumbled, it had been as Beattie had forecast. The butler and Mrs Finnigan had called her wicked for daring to accuse one of the Richmonds’ guests of forcing her, suggesting instead she had dallied with a lad and got herself in the family way. Despite her protestations, and even Beattie standing up for her and stating what she had seen on the night of the party, she’d been turned out of the house within the hour even though she had nowhere to go. Mrs Finnigan had told her to get herself to the workhouse where she belonged and that was that. They’d washed their hands of her.


The night was icy and the cold had seeped through her damp clothes and chilled her to the bone, but she slowly pulled herself up on to the lane and began walking again, only to double over as the next pain hit. It was too early at seven months for the child to be born, she knew that, but these pains could only mean one thing. She drew in a long breath and straightened up a little, testing her body, and once again began to walk, still bent slightly to the side.


How long it was before she saw the farmhouse and the barns and other buildings clustered in a small valley she didn’t know, but now the contractions were coming more frequently. Turning off the road into the farm track which was knee deep in snow and bordered by drystone walls she stumbled on, but it was a while before she reached the first barn. With no thought in her head but that of being able to lie down out of the wind and snow, she pulled at the door, managing to open it enough to squeeze in. She saw immediately the building was used to store hay. Walking fully into the fragrant surroundings and past stacked bales she made for an area where a heap of loose hay was lying and sank down into it.


Beattie, who seemed to know everything about anything, had told her that labour started with griping type pains which gradually got more frequent and stronger, but this wasn’t like that. The pains had started suddenly and fiercely and seemed to be tearing her insides apart. Now she didn’t care if she lived or died as long as the agony eased because she couldn’t bear it.


She must have fallen asleep for a minute or two until the pain shot through her again, forcing her into wakefulness. In spite of the cold she was sweating and as the contraction peaked she cried out, writhing in the hay. Was she going to die? Here, alone? The baby too? But perhaps that would be for the best, better than the workhouse at least. When she’d made the decision not to make her way there in the last few days, she’d faced the fact that she might be imposing a death sentence on the two of them.


Now the pains were tumbling one on top of the other, causing her to scream and moan without ceasing, and she was quite unaware of the sound of hobnailed boots or the be-whiskered face staring down at her muttering, ‘What the dickens?’


Kenneth Redfern had been born at Cowslip Farm, as had generations of Redferns before him, and when his father had died some years previously he had inherited the lot, having no siblings and his mother having passed away when he was a young boy. He was a dour, tough individual and would have stated on oath that nothing surprised him, but the sight in front of him this night had caused his mouth to fall into a gape and sent his bushy eyebrows up into his hair. A young lass, little more than a child by the look of her, having a bairn of her own in his barn? Where the hell had she come from and in the middle of the worst storm of the winter thus far? And then, as the girl let out a piercing cry, her body arching and heaving as her legs bent and fell wide apart, he turned on his heel and practically ran out of the barn back to the farmhouse for his wife.


Elsie Redfern was sitting in her rocking chair in the huge farmhouse kitchen with her feet resting on the fender of the range when her husband burst in. He startled her so much she gave a little scream, causing the baby at her breast to lose his hold on her engorged nipple and let out an indignant squawk of protest. He was Elsie’s fourth child and a disappointment to her in as much as he was another boy; his brothers, Robin who was two years of age and twins Edwin and Larry who were five, being stocky, somewhat unaffectionate replicas of their father. She had been praying and hoping for a girl for the nine months of her pregnancy, a little lassie who she could teach to cook and sew and who would be company for her when the boys were older and working with their father on the farm. But just days ago her time had come and out had popped another little lad. Her husband, who seemed to look on his ability to produce male heirs as proof of his virility, had been unable to hide his satisfaction, but she had cried bitter tears, even while chastising herself for being ungrateful that another healthy little boy had been given to them. He’d patted her on the shoulder, declaring that males populated the Redfern line and there hadn’t been a girl child for generations, which had been of no comfort whatsoever. When she had stated this in no uncertain terms he’d retired in a huff, and the last few days had been a little frosty on both sides.


‘Ken, for goodness’ sake—’


Her words of admonishment were cut short as he gabbled, ‘There’s a lass in the hay barn an’ she’s on her time.’


‘On her time?’


‘Aye, a little lass an’ she’s having a bairn.’


‘I know what on her time means but there can’t be a woman in there, where’s she come from?’ Nevertheless, she put the baby in his crib by the side of her chair where he immediately began to make his feelings known about having his meal curtailed. Standing up, she said, ‘Are you sure?’


‘Am I sure? Damn it, woman, what do you take me for? I know a lass when I see one and this one’s having a bairn as we speak.’


Because of the weather Elsie hadn’t put her nose out of the door since having the new baby. They had been snowed in for a couple of weeks and she had delivered the child herself with Kenneth following her instructions about hot water and boiling the scissors and a clothes peg for little James’s umbilical cord after she’d cut it. The other three had been delivered by the local midwife but as she lived in a village some miles hence, and James had got himself born with some urgency in under two hours from start to finish, there had been no point in Kenneth trying to fetch her. Elsie had little time for the woman anyway, considering her something of an old soak as she always arrived at the farm smelling of gin no matter what time of the day or night.


Pulling on her coat and stout boots and still only half-believing what her husband had told her, Elsie followed him to the barn, hearing the girl before she saw her.


In the last little while Sophia had had the urge to push, and now, as she gave a long piercing scream, her knees up and wide apart, it was clear to Elsie the baby was about to be born. Turning to Kenneth, she said, ‘Get some towels and boil a kettle quick, go on,’ pushing him as she spoke, although he needed no encouragement to escape the scene in front of him.


‘Dear oh dear, dear oh dear . . .’ Elsie was muttering to herself as she knelt down in the hay, and as the child beside her – for she was little more than that, Elsie thought – opened her eyes and looked at her, she said softly, ‘It’s all right, it’s all right, hinny, you’re safe now.’


The girl groaned horribly, heaving as her body arched again, her skirt and coat tumbled back about her thighs, and Elsie just had time to pull her bloodstained knickers down before the head of the baby was born in a gush of blood and fluid. Feeling that something was terribly wrong, because her own births hadn’t been like this, Elsie kept up a steady soothing, ‘Come on, come on, that’s it, it’s nearly born now and then the pain will stop,’ as the girl rested for a moment, her legs shaking, before pushing again and expelling the baby straight into Elsie’s waiting hands.


The tiny body was limp and still, and through instinct rather than knowledge, Elsie manoeuvred it over her knees and began rubbing the little back with the head hanging down and its arms flopped either side of her leg. Suddenly there was a choking sound between a cry and a gasp, and then a stronger cry as the baby took breath. Thanking God, and wondering where Kenneth was with the towels, Elsie placed the baby on the chest of its young mother and then took off her own coat and lay it on top of them both.


The girl seemed to have collapsed now the child was born, but as the baby gave another cry, she opened her eyes and her arms feebly came up to cradle it as her gaze met Elsie’s.


‘You’ve got a little lassie, hinny,’ Elsie said softly, but even as she spoke, she wondered if the little mite’s next breath would be its last. It was so tiny and fragile, nothing like her hefty lads when they’d been born. Even the twins had been more solid and chunkier.


‘A –’ the whisper was so faint Elsie had to bend closer to hear – ‘a girl?’


‘Aye, lass. You’ve got a daughter.’


‘Her – her name’s G–’ A long shuddering breath followed before Sophia could say, ‘Gina. After my mama.’


‘Right you are, hinny.’


Kenneth came clomping back in the next moment, cursing as a scalding drop of water from the big black kettle in his hand dropped on to his skin. He was carrying clean towels in which he’d wrapped the scissors and a clothes peg, and when Elsie said, ‘You’ve scalded these?’ he nodded, his eyes wide as he took in the baby lying on its mother’s chest.


Sophia lay perfectly still as Elsie separated mother and child before wrapping the infant in a towel and handing her up to her husband. ‘I’ll clean you up a bit, lass, and then we’ll get you indoors in the warm.’


There was no answer. Sophia was as white as bleached linen and her eyes were closed. Kenneth said uncertainly, ‘Elsie?’ as he nodded to the pool of blood that was seeping out from beneath the thick pile of hay and inching over the barn’s dusty dirty floor.


‘Hinny?’ Alarmed, Elsie shook the girl’s shoulder and when there was no response, said loudly, ‘Lass, lass, open your eyes. Come on now.’


‘Is she breathing?’


Elsie didn’t answer him but she undid some buttons on Sophia’s blouse and pressed her ear against her skin. After some thirty seconds or so, she raised her head, looking at her husband with horrified eyes. ‘I don’t think she is, Ken. Here, give me the babby and you listen.’


‘I’m not doing that.’ He actually took a step backwards. ‘All this blood, she’s haemorrhaged, like that cow a few years back. You can’t do nowt when that happens.’


‘She’s not a cow, Ken.’ Elsie’s voice was sharp. ‘We’ve got to do something. She’s only a bairn herself. I doubt she’s more than fourteen or fifteen. Give me the babby.’


Swearing under his breath, Kenneth passed her the child and then knelt down, taking care to avoid the pool of red. After a few moments he said quietly, ‘She’s not breathing, lass. She’s gone.’ Standing up, he shook his head. ‘Did she say her name or where she’s come from?’


‘Just – just that she wanted the babby named Gina after her own mam.’ Elsie stared at him. ‘The poor lass.’


She might be a poor lass but ten to one she was no better than she should be, Kenneth thought. Nice lassies didn’t tramp the roads in this weather with their belly full unless their kith and kin had turned them out as a result of their shenanigans. Grimly, he said, ‘You can’t do owt here, lass, and you shouldn’t be standing in the cold not long having had our James. Come on, come back to the house.’ So saying, he picked up Elsie’s coat and put it round his wife’s shoulders, peering at the baby in her cocoon of towelling as he added, ‘That’ll be joining its mam afore the night’s out by the look of it.’


It was at moments like this that she wondered why she had ever married him. Her voice a growl, Elsie said, ‘That’s a horrible thing to say.’


‘Why? Best thing that could happen to it. It’ll have no life as a bastard with no mam or da, will it.’


‘She’s a little lass, not an it, and I’ll thank you to keep your opinions to yourself.’


‘All right, all right, keep your hair on. I was only saying.’


‘Well, don’t say.’ Elsie paused. ‘I’ll take the littl’un into the house but what are you going to do with her poor mam? You can’t leave her like that, Ken. Not with the rats.’ The hay barn and grain store and other outbuildings had their fair number of rats and mice, and although the farm cats kept them down to some extent, the smell of blood would bring them skulking about.


‘I’ll sort it out. Go in the warm.’


Elsie plodded back to the farmhouse, James’s cries greeting her as she opened the kitchen door. The baby was red in the face and clearly furious at having his feed interrupted, but she ignored him for the moment. Putting the bundle in her arms down on Kenneth’s big armchair which was close to the range, she quickly heated some water in a pan, her kettle still being in the barn, and tipped it into the enamelled bowl she used as a baby bath. Praying the tiny infant was still alive, she picked up the cocoon of towelling and was rewarded with a pair of milky grey eyes looking at her.


‘That’s it, that’s a good lass,’ she crooned softly, unwrapping the baby from the towels whereupon she immediately began to grizzle. ‘You’re just going to have a clean-up and then we’ll find somewhere nice and warm for you, all right, my pet?’


Tiny arms flailed as Elsie placed the baby in the warm water and she began to cry in earnest, but within moments Elsie had her clean of the blood and pasty-looking matter that had clung to her skin and downy black hair, wrapping her in one of James’s blankets once she had finished and rocking her as the cries began to subside.


Looking down into the small face, Elsie wondered if the child was too premature to be able to feed in the normal way, but as there was only one way to find out she sat down in her rocking chair opposite Kenneth’s armchair and put the baby to the breast. There was a great deal of frantic snuffling and squirming, the small mouth blindly searching, but then Elsie felt the baby latch on to her and begin to suck. ‘Thank God, thank God.’ It meant the child had a chance if she could take some nourishment. Feeling quite weepy, Elsie made sure her flesh didn’t cover the minute nose and continued to thank God that the baby seemed to know what she was doing. She only suckled for a few moments but she was definitely swallowing, and once Elsie couldn’t persuade her to take any more, she walked across to the bread oven at the side of the range. This was always warm as the range was on day and night, and as Elsie felt inside she nodded to herself. This would keep the bairn warmer than she could.


Reaching for the largest of her earthenware jugs, she tilted it on its side and thrust it into the oven to warm up, before lifting the still-screaming James out of the crib Kenneth had made when she was expecting the twins, and placing the tiny girl in his place. Once James had been fed, the enormous jug in the oven was warm enough for her to slide the little girl, still wrapped in the blanket, into what had become a heated cocoon.


It was the best she could do, she told herself, standing and staring into the oven’s depths. It was up to the bairn now, but if the child’s persevering and taking some milk was anything to go by, she was a fighter in spite of her outward shell of tiny helpless limbs and underdeveloped body. Gina. Elsie’s face softened into something resembling a smile in spite of her anxiety. It was a bonny name. Gina Redfern . . .


And it was at that moment the idea took form.









Chapter Two


‘I want to keep her.’


‘What do you mean, you want to keep her?’


It was Christmas Day and Gina was two weeks old. Since her arrival at the farm, Elsie had fed her every hour day and night, catching naps in her rocking chair when possible if she wasn’t seeing to James and her other sons or attending to her household chores as well as working in the dairy.


The snow hadn’t let up for more than a few hours now and again, and they had been cut off from the outside world for some weeks, but they were used to times like this in the harsh northern winters. The farm was self-sufficient and they had everything they needed.


They had just finished Christmas dinner and the older three boys were playing with the wooden fort and little lead soldiers that had been their Christmas present in the farm’s sitting room across the hall from the kitchen, while Elsie and Kenneth sat drinking a glass of home-made blackberry wine at the kitchen table. It was Kenneth’s third glass, and Elsie had waited until her husband was mellow before she had broached what was in her heart.


‘Just that, I want to keep her. We’re all she’s got.’


Kenneth had straightened in his chair, his eyes narrowing. ‘Don’t be daft, woman. You can’t keep someone else’s bairn. Once I’m able, I’m taking her into Hexham and the authorities can try and trace her kith and kin.’


‘How?’ Elsie too had sat upright. ‘You tell me how. We don’t know her mam’s name or where she came from, nothing about her at all except she was on the road in the midst of winter. If she had family they’d clearly thrown her out, you know that. So they wouldn’t take the babby in, her being born on the wrong side of the blanket, even if they could be traced which would be impossible. The bairn’ll end up in the workhouse nursery, that’s what’ll happen.’


‘You don’t know that.’


‘Aye, I do, and so do you an’ all.’


Kenneth stared at his wife. This was exactly what he had been afraid of from the moment he had walked into the kitchen that first night to see Elsie in her rocking chair with the baby at her breast. He’d had a gruelling couple of hours moving the body of the girl to the farm’s cold store, a concrete structure his father had made which was partly underground and used to store cuts of meat and other produce in the summer, and then hauling out every scrap of hay that had blood on it and burning the lot in the yard. He’d then washed the floor of the barn where the girl had lain, scrubbing it with bleach once it was clean. Until he could get into the town and report what had happened and get someone to come and collect the body, the girl would have to remain in the cold store, there was nothing else for it, but at least it was freezing in there this weather and no rodents could get in.


Trying to keep his patience, because he could see Elsie was het up, he said, ‘You’re not thinking clearly, lass, now then. I know you’ve taken to the little mite –’ feeding the baby had been a big mistake in his book because what woman wouldn’t have maternal feelings in such circumstances? – ‘but she’s not ours and there’s the end of it. How would you explain her suddenly making an appearance for one thing, and what about her mam lying in my cold store?’


‘I’ve thought of that.’


‘Elsie—’


‘No, listen.’ There was a light in her eyes now and her voice was quick and eager. ‘I’ve just had James and we could say Gina’s his twin. It’d explain her being so small. You often get one twin bigger than the other – our Larry was a sight heavier than Edwin, now wasn’t he?’


‘Not that much.’


‘Well, a boy and a girl is different to two boys or two girls. As for that poor lass, the way I see it we’ve got two options. We can either bury her somewhere in the fields once the winter’s over and the ground’s soft, or . . .’


As Elsie paused, Kenneth, who was staring at his wife as though she had taken leave of her senses, said, ‘Or?’


‘We can let the river take her now. They do burials at sea, don’t they, so to my mind that’d be no different. When the body turns up somewhere they’d think the lass just fell into the river and drowned. It happens, especially when the weather’s so bad. Look at that farmhand who worked at Stone Farm. He fell into the river, didn’t he? They found him miles downstream.’


‘He was in his cups after a drinking bout at the Swan and Duck,’ Kenneth began, and then shook his head. ‘Why am I even discussing this? The lass needs a decent Christian burial and the child passing over to the authorities.’


‘She won’t get a decent burial, not in the circumstances. The best they’d do is a pauper’s grave.’ Elsie’s voice was low but grim when she continued, ‘And this is all about the bairn for me. I’m not letting her go to the workhouse nursery, Ken. I tell you straight, I’m not. It’d break my heart. She’s as much mine as our four.’


If Elsie had spoken the truth here, she would have said that the baby girl felt more hers than her lads ever had. She had prayed for a daughter even before the twins were born and with each son the longing had grown. Kenneth was an unemotional, taciturn man. What she had seen as quiet strength in their courting days, she’d soon come to realize was more an ingrained coldness once they were wed. And their sons, bless them, seemed to be cut from the same cloth. Of course, it was too soon to know with James, but certainly the other three were undemonstrative, sober little lads. The farm was relatively isolated and she hadn’t understood how much that would affect her until it was too late. Having been brought up in a village with umpteen brothers and sisters and a close community where everyone knew the ins and outs of their neighbours, she had begun to crave female company. Kenneth’s two farmhands came from the nearest small hamlet and in her seven years of marriage she had never met their wives and families or visited the place, although she had been hoping that when the twins started school at the nearest village with a schoolhouse a few miles away, things would change.


Kenneth drained his glass and poured himself another, feeling he needed it. He had been up since half-past five that morning, milking his cows in the whitewashed cowshed by the light of his old faithful storm lantern while the farm cats waited patiently for their ration before he went indoors for his breakfast. With the snow so thick and unrelenting and with ten-foot drifts in parts, his farmhands hadn’t been able to make it through to the farm for a while, and so seeing to the cows, the pigs in their sty, the hens in their coops and the hundred and one other jobs about the farm was all down to him and he was dog tired. Tired and irritable. He’d come in for his Christmas dinner an hour ago, looking forward to a good meal, a nice drink to toast the Christ child and putting his feet up for a bit before he went out again, and now Elsie had started on about the bairn.


Holding on to his temper by the skin of his teeth, he said flatly, ‘Whether you like it or not, she’s not ours though, is she, and that’s the bottom line. See sense, woman. Where would the world be if folk went round snatching any bairn they took a fancy to? You’ve got four healthy lads, be content with that.’


Elsie said nothing for a moment. Bending slightly forward, she glared at him and when she did speak Kenneth thought the voice that came through her tight lips was hardly recognizable. Slowly and steadily, she said, ‘She’s mine and she’s staying and if you don’t back me in this I’ll never forgive you. I prayed to God for a daughter and He gave me what you can’t. I’ve given her life just as much as her mam did – she’d have died within the first few hours without me feeding her – and this was meant to be. I’ve given you your lads and I’m glad for you, but she is mine.’


Kenneth’s mouth fell open slightly. Since his marriage he had congratulated himself many times on his choice of wife. Elsie was a hard worker and a good breeder – four sons in seven years of marriage was a feather in his cap and one he was proud of. Moreover, she was a grand cook, kept the farmhouse and dairy as clean as a new pin and wasn’t one for idle chatter or fancies. But this . . . Stuttering slightly, he made one last effort: ‘It – it’s not right, lass, you must see that? And wh-what if someone finds out? Us keeping the bairn as our own would make folk think something dodgy went on. They might even say we did away with the mother. We could go down the line for it.’


‘No one will find out. The lads have accepted her being here with no questions, same as they did James, and we tell them the same as we do everyone else, that she’s ours and James’s twin sister.’


‘And what happens when Frank and Walt get through and come back to work? The ground’s frozen solid. I can’t bury her, for crying out loud. What if they find a body in the cold store?’


‘So let the river take her like I said.’


He could hardly believe that his wife, his respectable God-fearing wife, was suggesting such a thing. ‘You’re condemning her to an unconsecrated grave if the body’s found or decaying slowly on the bottom somewhere if she gets caught in weeds.’


‘The body is just an outward shell, Ken. Wherever her soul is, it’s not with her body and she’d want me to do my best for her child. My conscience is at peace.’


Their eyes held for a moment or two before his gaze dropped away. He was in no doubt she meant every word she said, including the fact that she would never forgive him if he defied her in this. Her whole being had been geared to the tiny infant over the last two weeks and despite the odds stacked against her she had pulled the little lass away from the very brink of death. His mistake had been in not taking the infant and her dead mother to the authorities that first night, but how could he have done? The roads had been blocked and his horse and cart wouldn’t have got more than a few yards.


He lifted his glass and threw the last of the wine down his throat. ‘This is wrong, lass.’ He’d work his fingers to the bone for Elsie and his lads, but taking in the flyblow of a lass who had clearly been caught out in sin stuck in his craw. ‘But if your mind’s made up, so be it.’


And then she surprised him by doing something she had never done throughout their courting days or seven years of marriage. Springing up, she came to him where he was sitting, settling herself on his lap and putting her arms round his neck as she kissed him full on the lips.


‘Thank you,’ she said softly. ‘It’s meant to be, I know it is, and you won’t regret it, Ken.’


He was too taken aback to do more than nod. She gave him another swift kiss and then, as James began to grizzle in his crib, got up and deftly changed the baby’s nappy before settling herself in her rocking chair and putting him to the breast. Kenneth watched her feed his son who made the odd loud slurping noise, and after a few moments his gaze wandered to the open door of the bread oven and the cocoon in the massive jug.


How Elsie had got through the last couple of weeks with virtually no sleep he didn’t know, but although she must be exhausted he hadn’t heard a word of complaint, neither had she been short with the lads or him. She was a good woman. He nodded mentally to the thought. Which made what she was proposing even more astonishing, because whatever way you looked at it, it wasn’t right.


His big Christmas dinner, the warmth of the kitchen, and not least the wine he’d consumed which was strong with a kick like a mule, caused his heavy lids to close. It was quiet in the kitchen, just the ticking clock on the mantelpiece and James’s snuffles and snorts breaking the silence. Faint chatter and laughing filtered through from the sitting room where the older lads were playing, and Kenneth’s head began to droop. Within moments he was snoring.


James having guzzled his fill, Elsie placed the now-sleeping baby in his crib and then eased Gina out of her nest. Until now, the infant had done little more than feed and sleep, and every time Elsie changed her nappy or held her she marvelled how tiny but perfect she was, as light as a feather compared to James. This time as she held her, a pair of round bright eyes peered over the top of the blanket the baby was wrapped in, causing Elsie to smile as she whispered, ‘Oh, so we’re awake, are we? That’s good, me bairn.’


The baby still had her moments of struggling to latch on to the breast, but today tiny lips closed firmly round the nipple and began softly pulling. Every time this happened, Elsie sent up a quick prayer of thanks. God had given her a daughter. Not in the way she had expected but that didn’t matter; didn’t the good Book say that His thoughts were not our thoughts, and His ways not ours? she told herself. Gina was hers. She would keep the name the poor lass had wanted, that was only proper, but in every other respect the little girl was her daughter, and now Ken was in agreement, the future would pan out.


She glanced across at her husband, and in that moment she loved him more than she ever had or would ever do again.









Chapter Three


It was a beautiful soft evening in early August. The day had been one of intense heat with deep-blue skies and no breeze, but had mellowed in the last hours into a perfect summer twilight.


Gina was five years old, and the day had begun badly and continued in the same vein. It being the summer holidays there had been no school, and she and the lads had spent most of the day helping their parents about the farm, she with her mam in the farmhouse and dairy, and the four lads accompanying their father and the farmhands in their numerous jobs.


Even before breakfast, she’d fallen foul of her da. She and James had been having one of their arguments, and her father had clipped her round the ear but not James, causing her to protest indignantly whereupon he’d cuffed her again. The slaps hadn’t been hard – it had been the unfairness which had made her cheek him. Or at least he’d said she’d cheeked him, Gina thought now as she hung out of the window of her little bedroom and gazed across the farmyard to the faint shimmer of fields of corn in the distance. As she’d said to her mam later, she had only been saying that James should have got the same treatment her da had meted out to her.


Gina sighed heavily. And then later that morning her da had had to be watching when she’d dropped the basketful of eggs she’d collected from the hen coops. She’d been watching the skylarks whirling and diving in the thermals high above and had tripped as she’d entered the farmyard, sprawling headlong on the cobbles. He’d hollered at her, ignoring the state of her bruised bleeding knees. And yes, she had cheeked him that time, Gina admitted to herself, but she didn’t care. He was always going on at her for the slightest thing.


A bat shot silently past the window, flying so fast her eyes couldn’t follow it, and then more joined it as they hawked for insects in the dying light. She watched, entranced, and suddenly the world was an amazing place again, full of wonder and beauty and a joy that made her hug herself in awe. Lots of things could cause her to feel this way: a glorious sunset when the sky ran red and gold and purple; the dew hanging on the delicate tapestry of spiderwebs in the hedgerow; a field of poppies dancing in the sunlight; the list was endless. She had learned not to express these feelings to the rest of the family, though. Her da called her doolally and said she was a penny short of a sixpence, and her brothers teased her, but it was because of her mam that she kept quiet. Her mam always looked worried and kind of sad if she spoke her thoughts out loud at these times, and because she loved her mam more than anyone in the world she didn’t want to upset her.


This last thought caused Gina to bite down on her bottom lip. She’d upset her mam tonight, even though it hadn’t really been her fault – it had been her da again. After tea the lads had said they were going to paddle and splash about in the brook that ran through Bluebell Wood, and she had automatically made to join them, thrilled with the idea of cooling her legs and feet after the endless hot day. And then her da had forbidden her to go, citing her smashing of the eggs and then cheeking him as his reason.


Gina now shut her eyes as she relived the scene that had followed, which had ended with her da dragging her upstairs to her room and throwing her in, whereupon he had locked the door as he had left her screaming and sobbing, red marks on her arms where he’d manhandled her. She hated her da, she did, she hated him, she told herself vehemently. She’d said this once to Edwin and Larry after some to-do or other, and Larry had ponderously replied that she was sinning and breaking one of the Ten Commandments that said you had to honour your father and mother, and when in answer to this she had turned her back on the twins and lifted her short skirt and thrust her bottom out at them, Edwin had said she was wicked and would go to hell.


Gina gave another deep sigh. She would have loved to go to the brook with James and the others. Although it was nearly dark it was still really warm outside, and her room was hot and sticky. She would never be able to sleep. When she and James had started school in January, after their fifth birthday, and she had told the new friends she’d made about her life at the farm, they’d said she was lucky to have a bedroom all to herself. They had to share with at least two or three siblings, and her best friend, Daisy May, had to top-and-tail with four sisters. She hadn’t said any more but deep inside she’d felt they were the lucky ones. She would have liked to have a sister to talk to and play with and would gladly have shared her bedroom, small though it was, being the box room. And because it was only just big enough to fit her bed and a chest of drawers in, on nights like this it got unbearably stuffy.


The lads had long since returned from their little jaunt and the rest of the household were asleep, but in her mind’s eye she could see the brook and hear the water tumbling over the smooth pebbles and rocks and smell the earthy scent of the wood.


As the last of the daylight faded the moon came out in all its splendour, casting its silvery light over the landscape below and surrounded by a myriad of twinkling stars. Gina stretched like a small kitten and suddenly the idea of staying indoors one more minute wasn’t to be borne. She was in her nightie and she didn’t bother to get dressed, pulling on her sandals before opening the window as wide as it would go and climbing on to the sill. Thick, sweetly scented wisteria covered the walls at the back of the farmhouse where her room was situated, its ancient trunk as sturdy as a small tree in parts. She had considered this means of escape before when her father had locked her in for some misdemeanour or other but had never quite drummed up enough courage to try.


Her heart pounding fit to burst, she edged out of the window backwards, her feet probing for footholds as she held on to the windowsill. It was much easier than she had imagined. With the heady scent of the flowers in her nostrils she descended to the ground like a small monkey, delighted with herself. Once on the ground, she stood for a minute as her heart slowed and resumed its normal pattern. Her da would go mad if he caught her. The thought had the power to turn her stomach over and then she brushed it away. He wouldn’t catch her. She’d have a splash about in the stream and get nice and cool and then she’d be able to sleep.


There was an occasional hoot from an owl as she made her way to Bluebell Wood about a half-mile from the farm. The moonlit night was bright in places and black and shadowed in others but this didn’t worry her. She had never been frightened of the dark, unlike James who wouldn’t go to sleep unless he had a candle burning in the bedroom he shared with Robin. She shook her head at the thought of her brother, making her dark curls bounce. He was such a baby sometimes, she told herself without a thread of malice but rather a maternal kind of affection. Although they were the same age, she had played the protective role of an older big sister for as long as she could remember, both of them accepting that she was the leader in any games they played and that at school in the playground she would fight James’s battles as well as her own, in spite of him being a head taller than her.


On reaching the wood she spent a blissful hour paddling in the crystal-clear brook before retiring to the grassy bank covered in wild flowers and letting the warm air dry her. The contrast to her hot little box of a room made her in no hurry to retrace her steps, and after a while she lay back in the scented grass, her eyelids heavy and her small limbs relaxing. She’d have to start back in a few minutes but oh, this was so nice.


It was her name being called in the distance that brought her wide awake. For a moment she couldn’t recall where she was and then as the events of the previous night came to her she gave an ‘Oh!’ of dismay and jumped to her feet. Early-morning sunlight was streaming through the trees, and as she heard her name again she realized the cat was well and truly amongst the pigeons. Pulling on her sandals she fairly flew back the way she had come the night before, exiting the wood as fast as she could and following the lane beyond to the stile which led into the first of the farm’s cornfields, the pastureland where the cattle grazed being on the north side of the farm. The corn was high and ready for harvest, reaching to the top of her head, but as she stood on the stile she could see her mother and one of the twins in the distance and heard her name again.


She yelled back as loudly as she could, waving her arms for good measure before losing her balance and falling in a heap on the ground, whereupon she picked herself up and ran along the narrow track between the hedgerow and the beginning of the crop. Her heart hammering, she covered the distance between them in moments, and as she came in sight it was her brother who yelled, ‘What have you been up to this time?’


Her normal response to this might have been, ‘That’s for me to know and you to find out,’ because she considered the twins unbearably bossy and pompous, but the look on her mother’s face checked any retort.


As she reached them, she said quickly, ‘I’m sorry, Mam, I’m really sorry.’


Elsie was panting – her round little body didn’t take kindly to dashing about but since she’d gone into Gina’s room first thing and found it empty and the bed not slept in, she’d been running around like a chicken with its head cut off. The last twenty minutes or so had been the worst of her life as she’d imagined all sorts of things. Her hand pressed to her heaving bosom, she said, ‘Where have you been? And the truth, mind.’


Hurt that her mother could suggest she’d tell anything but the truth, Gina said again, ‘I’m sorry, Mam, but I was so hot last night and I couldn’t get to sleep so I thought I’d have a paddle in the stream, that’s all.’


‘That’s all?’ Edwin’s voice verged on a shriek but Elsie waved her son to silence.


‘I must have fallen asleep on the bank, I didn’t mean to. I was going to climb back inside last night . . .’ Her voice trailed away. She had never seen her mam so angry.


‘You climbed out of the window.’ It was a statement, not a question, but Gina nodded anyway. ‘How often have you done that before?’


‘Never.’ It was immediate and carried the ring of truth.


Elsie nodded slowly and again raised her hand to stop Edwin who had made an exclamation of disbelief, and now she spoke the thought that had been at the front of her mind ever since she had unlocked Gina’s bedroom door that morning and seen the open window. ‘You could have brained yourself if you’d fallen. You know that, don’t you?’


‘I never fall.’


That was true enough, the child had the agility of a small monkey, Elsie told herself wryly. It was James who had fallen out of the apple tree following her lead last summer and broken his arm. ‘Be that as it may, there’s always a first time, and how do you think I’d have felt if I’d have found you hurt or worse this morning? It was bad enough finding you gone and being worried to death.’


‘Oh, Mam, I’m sorry.’ Gina flung herself at her mother, clutching her round the waist as she buried her head in the folds of her apron. ‘I am, I’m sorry.’


There had been the catch of tears in the child’s voice and now Elsie gathered her close, lifting her up and into her embrace. When a pair of thin little arms went round her neck and she was kissed over and over again, she hugged Gina to her as she said, ‘Promise me you’ll never do that again, hinny. Promise me,’ but even as she said it she was thinking this whole episode was Kenneth’s fault. Locking the bairn in like that last night and forbidding her to go to the stream with the others; that was cruel. Where Gina was concerned he was cruel. He had never taken to the child, that was the thing. Gina’s elusive endearingness had never touched him. And she was such a pretty little girl with her dark brown curls and bright cornflower-blue eyes, in spite of being a proper tomboy. But it was the lass’s spirit that caught him on the raw. He had no idea how to handle her, and because he couldn’t control what he saw as her defiance against his authority it brought out the dark side of him.


Her thoughts caused her to turn to Edwin and say, ‘Run back and tell your da and brothers we’ve found her, and I’m dealing with it. Your da can get on seeing to the cows before breakfast.’


Edwin stared at his mother. He was fully aware of the hidden message in her words to his father, but if she imagined she could turn his da’s wrath away from Gina by saying she’d deal with his imp of a sister herself, she had another think coming. And he could understand his da in part, to be fair. The things that Gina got up to were enough to make your hair curl, like this latest escapade.


His gaze dropped to the small figure in his mother’s arms and there was an element of grudging admiration in his eyes. He and his brothers would no more have thought of climbing out of a top-floor window and shinning down to the ground than flying. But that was Gina all over. He remembered one evening a few weeks ago when he’d had the toothache and crept downstairs to find his mam. It had been late and his parents had thought they were alone. They’d been talking softly but intensely and he knew they were arguing, but something his da had said then had stuck in his mind since, not so much because of the words but because of his mother’s reaction.


‘She’s a damn cuckoo in the nest, that’s what she is,’ his da had growled, and his mam had gone for him so vehemently he wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d belted him one. It had been then he had noticed Gina sitting on the landing, her hand to her mouth, and he’d known she’d heard every word by her white face and the tears running down her cheeks. He’d gestured for her to go back to her room before he’d made his presence known to the two in the kitchen – he didn’t want her getting in more trouble for eavesdropping – and his mam had made him a warm drink and put oil of cloves on the offending tooth. He’d thought since about what his da had said and the fact that although James was Gina’s twin, the two of them were nothing alike, not in looks or nature or anything. Gina didn’t resemble any of them. His mam always maintained that Gina looked like her own mam, but as his maternal grandmother had died before any of them were born he had no way of knowing if that was true or just wishful thinking on his mother’s part. He knew his mam had thought the world of her mother – she often said their grandmother had been the finest woman to draw breath – and his mam thought the world of Gina too, that was for sure.


There was no rancour in this observation, it was just how things were. He knew his mother loved him and his brothers but Gina was her favourite, with her being a little lassie and all, and perhaps the way his da was always going on at his sister had contributed to his mother’s feelings?


‘Go on then, go and tell your da. I don’t want him rampaging over here.’


His mother’s voice brought him out of his reflections and he nodded before reaching out and tweaking his sister’s curls as he muttered, ‘Behave yourself at breakfast and don’t cheek him, it’ll only make things worse. Just say you’re sorry and then keep quiet.’


Gina turned and reached out an arm, pulling him close for a moment as she pressed her cheek to his before burying her face in her mother’s neck again. It took Edwin aback, not an uncommon occurrence where his sister was concerned. She could aggravate him and Larry like no one else could with all her antics and her air of superiority and refusal to accept their seniority, and then she’d go and do something like this show of affection and – as Larry had put it once – cut the ground from under your feet.


He shook his head at his mother, bringing a smile to her face as she said for the third time, ‘Go and tell him she’s found.’ She understood her son’s bafflement. Gina was like a bright exotic bird in the midst of a flock of ordinary pigeons. Even she, who adored her bairn beyond words, didn’t know what the child was going to do next. But she and the lads loved their little bird.


Edwin was some distance away before she set Gina on her feet. Bending, she cupped the small chin in her hand and brought the little girl’s eyes to hers. ‘Your da’s going to be very angry, you know that, don’t you? Like Edwin said, I want you to say you’re sorry and nothing else. No answering back, hinny. I mean it.’


Gina nodded, her bottom lip trembling. ‘I didn’t mean to fall asleep, Mam.’


She never did mean to do the things she did that had Kenneth ranting and raving. But no, that wasn’t fair, Elsie told herself as she straightened. He’d never given the bairn a chance, that was the truth of it. From day one he’d been determined to be proved right that taking the child in was a mistake. Even if Gina had been a model daughter in his eyes, it would have been the same. For the first twelve months or so she’d thanked God every day that the bairn’s mam’s body had never been found, certainly not to their knowledge, anyway. She’d imagined that everything in the future would be hunky-dory. She hadn’t realized then that Kenneth had an obsessional dislike of the infant. Any disagreement they had always had Gina at the core of it.


As she took the child’s hand in hers, they began to walk back to the farmhouse. Everything about Gina was different to the lads; she was as bright as a button and even at five and a half could read better than Edwin and Larry. And she loved that her bairn was the way she was, she did, but it constantly served to remind Kenneth that she wasn’t his flesh and blood. Unconsciously her free hand touched the swell of her belly under her linen apron. And now there was another babby on the way, something she could have done without although she wouldn’t say that to Kenneth. She’d gone so long without falling for another bairn that she’d assumed, foolishly it appeared, that her childbearing days were over and she had been glad.


Once in the farmhouse, Gina went quietly about her morning task of setting the kitchen table for breakfast. Elsie placed the big pan of porridge that had been soaking overnight on the range, and then put more than a dozen thick rashers of bacon in her black frying pan. The lads were helping their father with the morning milking, and once that was finished they would carry two big pails of foaming milk through to the dairy between them, ready for Elsie to make her cream and cheese and butter. This routine never varied winter or summer, but both Elsie and Gina knew today was different. They were waiting for the sword of Damocles to fall, and although this sword might not be hanging by a hair it was just as stomach-curdling.


Elsie glanced across at the child who was the light of her life. For once there was none of Gina’s chatter or humming as she went about her duties, and although Elsie knew the bairn had been naughty, she couldn’t bring herself to upbraid her further, mainly because she felt the whole incident could have been avoided if her husband hadn’t dealt so harshly with the child the night before. When Gina asked in a small voice, ‘Shall I slice the loaves, Mam?’ she smiled at her as she said, ‘Aye, pet, an’ go careful with that breadknife,’ as she brought two crusty loaves from the batch she’d baked the day before to the table.


By the time Kenneth and his sons came into the house the breakfast was ready and waiting as it was every morning. On hearing their approach, Gina had moved close to her mother. She always brought the bowls of porridge to the table once the menfolk had washed their hands in the scullery, but today she didn’t look up as her father walked through from the small room. He sat down in the big chair with carved arms at the head of the table, but it wasn’t until the four lads had taken their seats that he said, ‘What’s she doing down here?’ to his wife although his gaze was fixed on the small figure at her side.


Warning herself to go careful as her temper rose at his tone, Elsie began ladling the porridge into bowls with her back to the room as she said, ‘If you mean Gina, she’s helping me with the breakfast same as always.’


‘I want her upstairs now.’


Elsie turned and looked at him. He was even angrier than he’d been earlier that morning when they’d discovered Gina had gone. His whiskered face was a turkey red and his eyes were like bullets. Quietly she said, ‘Gina’s no use to me upstairs, I need her down here,’ before handing Gina a bowl and saying, ‘Take that to your da, hinny, and be careful not to spill it.’


Gina kept her eyes on the bowl in her hands as she walked to the table, and as she placed it in front of Kenneth, she whispered, ‘I’m sorry, Da.’


‘Sorry? I doubt that but you will be, m’girl. You can bank on that. And look at me when I’m speaking to you.’


She raised her eyes to the big hairy face. This man’s treatment of her over the five years of her life had engendered a whole host of feelings, ranging from hurt and resentment to fear and humiliation, but it had only been in the last few months that she had come to hate him. Before this, if anyone had asked, she would have said that she loved him because he was her da and that’s what you did. She had accepted that he treated her differently to the lads in the unquestioning way small children have, but since starting school after Christmas and seeing the way some of her school friends’ fathers were with their daughters, it had dawned on her that her da didn’t like her. She had never been swung up on to his shoulders or given a hug or kissed, but as he didn’t do that with her brothers either the physical manifestations of his attitude weren’t what hurt her. But her friends’ fathers never looked at them in the cold nasty way her da looked at her, as though he wished she was somewhere far away, neither did they snap and snarl at the slightest thing or recoil from their bairn’s touch. She’d realized it wasn’t because she was a girl that her father treated her the way he did. It was because she was her.


She had fought against the realization at first, crying herself to sleep at nights and praying to God every morning that that day would be different, but after a little while her natural fighting spirit had reared its head. Her da might not like her and only love the lads, but she didn’t like him either, she’d told herself painfully. And her mam loved her, that was all that mattered. And it had been from that point that she had stopped trying to win his affection, something that she’d done without being aware of it from when she could toddle. The inevitable consequences of this had been confrontation after confrontation in the last months, because even when she knew she should keep quiet she’d found herself unable to.


Gina was small for her age and Kenneth was a big man in height and width, but as they stared at each other what he read in the child’s face transfigured her in his mind’s eye. The lads had always respected his authority as head of the family and with that respect there was an element of fear which didn’t displease him, but this creature was something else entirely. When he looked back at the years before she’d arrived at the farm they had taken on a utopian quality but now everything was wrong.


He glared at her, and it made his blood boil when she stared back unblinkingly, a reflection of the deep loathing he felt for her showing on her own face. ‘How often have you been off gallivanting who knows where when the rest of us are asleep in our beds, eh?’


‘I haven’t. Done it before, I mean.’


‘Don’t lie to me.’


‘She’s not lying.’ Elsie had come to the table with two bowls of porridge which she placed in front of the twins. ‘Gina, fetch your and James’s porridge and let’s all get on with our breakfast.’ She turned Gina and pushed her in front of her as she spoke, and once she had given the child the bowls she picked up her own and Robin’s.


Kenneth stared at his wife and then growled, ‘The hell she’s not lying. She pulls the wool over your eyes, woman, and always has done, but not me. I told her to stay in her room and she defied me. Are you condoning that?’


‘Of course not.’ Elsie had to nudge Gina forward to take her place at the table beside James. ‘She went too far. She understands that and she is sorry.’


‘Sorry, my backside. Well, you can make the usual excuses for her but it won’t wash this time, I’m telling you.’


‘Eat your breakfast, Ken.’ Elsie raised her head and husband and wife exchanged glances, his full of frustrated fury and hers holding a different kind of anger, the quality of which checked his next words. He glared at her, his rage mixed with bitterness and indignation that yet again he was being put in the wrong. That little madam had wilfully disobeyed him and caused a right panic and hullabaloo, and yet it was as clear as the nose on his wife’s face that she was blaming him for this.


Standing up so suddenly that his chair skidded on the stone flags and tipped over, he grabbed his bowl of porridge and threw it against the wall where it shattered into several pieces. ‘To hell with you,’ he ground out through clenched teeth, grabbing his cloth cap and stomping out into the yard.


The children sat in a frozen silence staring at their mother, but Elsie made no response other than to say calmly, ‘Eat your porridge before it gets cold. The eggs and bacon are nearly ready.’


White-faced, each of them obediently picked up their spoons and began their breakfast.
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