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  For my grandson, Zachary John




  ‘When I saw thee, I gave my heart away.’




  Longfellow
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  One




  LINCOLNSHIRE 1939




  Kathy pulled on her wellington boots and tied a headscarf over her blonde hair and under her chin with a quick, angry movement. She pulled open the back door of the farmhouse

  and, walking through it, slammed it behind her so that it shuddered on its hinges, the wood creaking in protest. Immediately, she regretted her action. Her mother deserved an extra few minutes in

  bed if anyone did. Especially after last night.




  Pale fingers of a frosty dawn crept across the yard as she marched, hands thrust into her pockets, across the cobbles towards the cowshed. The cows had already been fetched from the field and

  her father’s only greeting was, ‘You’re late.’




  ‘You call half past six on a winter’s morning “late”?’ Kathy snapped, her blue eyes bright with resentment.




  She banged the lower half of the byre door, making the cows move restlessly. Ben, their collie, ran to her, tail wagging, tongue lolling. She bent and gave him a friendly pat. She wouldn’t

  vent her ill temper on him.




  ‘Ya’d be able to get up in a morning if ya went to bed the same time as decent folk.’




  ‘I was home before midnight. And you’d no right to lock me out so that Mam had to come down and let me in.’




  ‘I lock up every night at ten. If you’re later than that, then I want to know. And I want to know why, an’ all.’




  ‘I went to the St Valentine’s dance in the village hall. You know that. I did – ’ her tone took on a sarcastic note – ‘ask permission.’




  ‘Aye, ya asked your mam because ya knew ya could wheedle your way around her. And don’t use that tone of voice with me, my girl, else—’




  ‘Else what?’ Her eyes sparked rebellion and her small, neat chin jutted with determination. Two pink spots that had nothing to do with the cold morning burned in her cheeks.

  ‘You’ll take your belt to me? I’m a bit old at nineteen.’




  Her father, shoulders permanently hunched, carried a bucket full of fresh, warm milk to the end of the cowshed. Pausing as he passed her, he thrust his gaunt, lined face close to hers.

  ‘You’re not of age until you’re one and twenty, and until then ya’ll do as I say or else . . .’




  She faced him squarely, but her voice was quiet as she said, ‘What, Dad? Just tell me what the “or else” is?’




  ‘Ya can pack ya bags and go,’ he growled. ‘I’ll not have a chit of a girl back-answering me in me own house.’




  ‘Very well, then,’ Kathy nodded calmly. ‘I’ll go. I’ll go this very day – if that’s what you want.’




  For a moment Jim Burton stared at his daughter. Then he gave a sarcastic, humourless laugh. ‘Oh aye. And where would ya go, eh?’




  ‘Lincoln,’ Kathy said promptly.




  ‘And what d’ya plan to do there, eh? Ain’t no cows in Lincoln. And that’s all you’re good for, girl.’




  Kathy nodded slowly. ‘Yes – yes, I have to admit you’re right there. But that’s down to you, isn’t it? Making me leave school the minute I was old enough. Setting

  me to work on the farm for no pay—’




  ‘Pay? What d’ya need paying for? Ya’ve everything you need.’




  ‘Need, maybe. Want – no.’




  ‘Who’s been putting fancy ideas in your head, girl?’ He eyed her keenly, his dark eyes narrowing. ‘Is it your mother?’




  Now Kathy laughed aloud. ‘Mam? Put ideas like that into my head? Don’t make me laugh. As if she’d dare, for a start.’




  Jim grunted. He was thoughtful for a moment, dismissing his idea as nonsense. The girl was right. His wife wouldn’t dare make any such suggestion. ‘Then it’s that chit of a

  Robinson girl. Flighty piece, she is.’




  Kathy hid a smile. Amy Robinson was the only real friend she had. And Jim wasn’t done yet. ‘No better than she should be, that girl.’ He’d seen Amy only the day before

  with a boy in the copse between his land and the Robinsons’ farm. ‘Up to no good they were, I’ll be bound.’ And after evening milking he’d marched across the fields to

  warn his neighbour that his daughter was going the right way to ‘get ’ersen into trouble, if you ask me’.




  For once, the mild Ted Robinson had been stung to retort, ‘Well, no one’s asking you, Jim Burton, and I’ll thank you to keep your opinions to ya’sen. I trust my daughter.

  She’ll come to no harm. What’s a kiss and a cuddle in the woods, eh? We’ve all been young once, haven’t we?’ Ted had paused then and eyed his irate neighbour.

  ‘Mind you, I have me doubts if you was ever young, Jim. Born old, I reckon you were.’




  ‘Oh, so that’s what you think, is it? Just because I’ve worked hard all me life and done me duty. Where’d me family’s farm have been by now, eh, if I hadn’t

  worked from the minute I was old enough?’




  Ted’s anger had died as swiftly as it had come. ‘Aye, I know, Jim, I know. You’ve not had it easy with your dad dying when he was fifty and you having to take on the farm so

  young. And then losing your poor mam only a few years later in that dreadful flu epidemic of ’eighteen, but—’ Ted Robinson had put his hand on the other man’s shoulder.

  ‘Look, Jim, I don’t want to fall out with you. We’ve known each other a long time, but if you’ll take my advice, you’ll ease up a bit on that lass of yourn. If you

  don’t allow the youngsters to have a bit of fun now and again, then they’ll take it anyway, whether you like it or not.’




  Jim had shaken off Ted’s friendly gesture. ‘And I’ll thank you not to interfere with the way I bring my daughter up. She’ll do as she’s told else

  she’ll feel the back o’ me hand. And sharpish.’ With that he had tramped back across the fields, his anger still simmering and bursting into rage when he found that Kathy had

  already gone out to a village dance.




  ‘What d’you let her go for?’ he’d thundered at his wife. ‘Did I say she could go? Did I?’




  ‘Well, no, Jim, but I th-thought it wouldn’t matter. Just this once. They always have a d-dance in the village hall the Friday night after Valentine’s Day . . .’ Edith

  Burton had stammered, her faded eyes fearful, her thin face creased into lines of perpetual anxiety. Although still only in her late thirties, the harsh life she was forced to lead had taken its

  toll. Her shoulders were rounded in a permanent state of submission and her hair was prematurely grey. Kathy was the only brightness in Edith’s cold and cheerless life. As a naïve

  nineteen-year-old girl, the youngest of five daughters of a hardworking farm labourer, marriage to Jim Burton, who’d inherited Thorpe Farm at the age of twenty, had seemed too good to be

  true. It was – as poor Edith had soon found out. She’d long ago realized she did not love her husband and she doubted now that he’d ever really loved her. She wondered if

  he’d ever known the real meaning of the word ‘love’. All he’d wanted, after the death of his mother, was a housekeeper and someone to give him an heir. He’d picked

  Edith, thirteen years his junior, thinking that she would be sufficiently strong for farm work and healthy enough to bear him a son. But after the birth of their daughter, Edith had been told she

  should have no more children. Jim Burton’s interest in her had ceased totally. Since that time, he’d treated her no better than he would a servant and while they still slept in the same

  room, in the same double bed for the sake of convention, all intimacy between them had ceased years ago.




  ‘Valentine’s! Sentimental rubbish! Don’t you let her out again without my permission, d’you hear?’




  ‘Yes, Jim,’ Edith had said meekly.




  Now, as Jim argued with his daughter in the cowshed, all his frustration and resentment surfaced again. Deep down, he envied his neighbour. Why couldn’t he have found himself a wife like

  Ted’s? Betty Robinson was, in Jim Burton’s eyes, the perfect farmer’s wife. She was a superb cook and a helpmate about the farm, while his own wife hardly lifted a finger to help

  him with the outside work. And it wasn’t as if she was even a good housewife. Edith was a poor cook. Some of the meals she had placed before him in the early days of their marriage had been

  scarcely edible. And she barely kept the house clean. Edith was not a bit like his dear, house-proud mother. Sarah Burton must be turning in her grave. Oh, he’d made a bad mistake in marrying

  Edith. He’d not realized she’d been spoiled and cosseted by her parents and older siblings. She’d never been taught how to keep house or to cook. And that wasn’t her only

  fault. She’d failed to give him a son like Betty Robinson had given her man. He remembered the surprise the whole village had felt at Maurice’s birth. No one had even known that

  Ted’s new wife had been expecting, until, all of a sudden, there was Betty proudly wheeling the little chap around the village in a huge black perambulator. It wasn’t until five years

  later that Amy Robinson had been born, only two months after Jim’s own daughter. And then, when the doctor told him the devastating news that it would be dangerous for Edith to have more

  children, the resentment had begun. Not bearing him a son had been Edith’s greatest failing in her husband’s eyes.




  Jim’s envy of the Robinsons made him critical. While part of him wanted to ally his daughter to that family by her marriage to Maurice, another devious and embittered part of him half

  hoped that one day Ted’s perfect life would be shattered. And now he knew how that might happen.




  ‘That lass – ’ he jabbed his forefinger towards Kathy as he spoke of her friend again now – ‘would do well to knuckle down and help her father on his farm, instead

  of acting like a whore with all and sundry. He’s too soft with her, but then, of course – ’ Kathy held her breath, knowing exactly what was coming next – ‘Ted

  Robinson’s got a son to help him.’ Jim turned away with a swift, angry movement, slopping milk over the edge of the bucket.




  Kathy’s gaze followed her father for a moment, feeling a mixture of emotions. Just now and again she could find it in her heart to feel sorry for him. His disappointment in being blessed

  – or in his eyes cursed – with only one child, and a daughter to boot, was understandable, she supposed. It was a frustration he’d never tried to conceal, and Kathy had been aware

  of it for as long as she could remember. It never occurred to her father that Thorpe Farm, which had been in his family for four generations, could pass to a woman.




  But Kathy’s feelings of compassion lasted only a moment and her own resentment surfaced again. Adopting the same sarcastic tone he’d used, she said with deceptive mildness, ‘I

  thought you liked the Robinson family. You’re always trying to marry me off to Morry to give you a grandson.’




  ‘Ya could do a lot worse,’ Jim growled.




  Yes, Kathy thought, I could. Morry Robinson was a nice lad but he had no ambition, no dreams to fulfil. He was perfectly content to work on his family’s farm for the rest of his life. He

  didn’t care if he never saw the world outside the farm gate. He even avoided trips to the local market town if he could. And as for visiting a city or – heaven forbid – London,

  well, he’d likely die of fright at the mere thought. Kathy smiled at the thought of Morry. She liked him. Of course she did. You couldn’t help but like Morry. Everyone did. He was plump

  and cuddly like a teddy bear, with big, soft brown eyes, reddish brown hair and a round face liberally covered with freckles. She’d danced with him last night, feeling his hand hot on her

  waist and returning his shy, lopsided smile with kindness. He was the sort of chap you couldn’t dislike, couldn’t be cruel to, but as for marriage, well now, that was something

  very different. She could see her life mapped out so clearly if she were to marry Morry. Years and years of working on a farm from dawn to dusk. Oh, she liked the Robinson family – loved

  them, really. Amy was her best friend – had been since school. Ted Robinson was a darling of a man and his plump and homely wife, Betty, always had a smile of welcome for anyone who called. A

  cup of tea and a sample of her latest batch of baking were always readily on offer. There were constant laughter and playful teasing in Betty’s kitchen and her energy was boundless. Just

  watching her made Kathy feel tired. The whole Robinson family, even Amy, was contented with their lot.




  But it was not the sort of life Kathy wanted for the next fifty or sixty years. Not what she dreamed of. And her father had got it wrong. It was not Amy who was the flighty one, it was her. It

  was Kathy who yearned for the bright lights, for excitement and to see a bit of the world. But now, for once, she wisely held her tongue. She said no more and went to the end of the byre to milk

  the cow in the end stall.




  ‘Now then, Buttercup,’ she greeted the animal cheerfully. ‘Let’s hope you’re in a good mood this morning.’ She patted the cow’s rump and then bent to

  her task.




  ‘Have you been putting ideas into her head? I wouldn’t put it past you,’ Jim growled as he sat down at the supper table, while his wife hovered at his side

  ready to place the plate of cold ham and pickles in front of him.




  Edith cast a frightened glance at her daughter and then looked back at her husband. ‘I – I don’t know what you mean, Jim.’




  ‘ “I don’t know what you mean, Jim,” ’ he mimicked in a high-pitched, whining tone.




  Kathy sat down on the far side of the table and picked up her knife and fork as she said calmly, ‘Dad threatened to turn me out, so I told him I’m going anyway.’




  Edith’s eyes widened in terror and she dropped the plate she was holding. It fell to the floor and broke into four pieces.




  Jim rose slowly to his feet and raised his hand as if to strike her. ‘Now look what you’ve done, you stupid, stupid woman.’




  Kathy was on her feet at once and launched herself between them. ‘Don’t you dare lay a finger on her,’ she blazed. ‘It’s only because of her that I’ve stayed

  this long.’




  Father and daughter glared at each other, but then, for once, Jim’s gaze was the first to fall away. Maybe he’d seen something – a new strength of resolve – in his

  daughter’s eyes. Perhaps he realized that if he pushed her just that little bit too far, she would carry out her threat. She would leave.




  What Jim did not realize – could never have believed it – was that Kathy had already made up her mind. Maybe not today, or tomorrow, but one day very soon, she really would go.




  





  Two




  ‘You coming to church this morning?’




  Amy Robinson’s merry face peered over the bottom half of the cowshed door. She leaned on the top of it and rested her chin on her arms to watch her friend finishing off the morning milking

  with Cowslip in the nearest stall. Amy’s dark brown eyes danced with mischief. The light dusting of freckles across her nose only accentuated her natural prettiness, but her light brown hair

  was as wild as ever. No matter what Amy did to try to tame her locks into a smooth, sleek style, the unruly curls escaped. Kathy glanced up, smiling. ‘Of course. Would I ever miss

  singing with the choir?’




  Amy threw back her head and laughed aloud. ‘Choir? You call that a choir? Old Mrs Pennyfeather warbling off key. Mr Jenkins growling at the back and three cheeky little brats trying to

  look angelic but actually dreaming up their next prank to play on poor old Miss Tong.’




  Miss Tong was the organist who was also the unofficial choirmaster – or ‘mistress’, Kathy supposed – until someone more proficient should apply for the post. But no one

  seemed to want the job and St Cuthbert’s motley choir struggled on to lead an ever-diminishing congregation at the Sunday services.




  ‘My darling girl – ’ Amy teased and adopted a lilting tone – ‘you’d have to go to Wales to hear a proper choir, look you, isn’t it?’ She mimicked

  the accent perfectly, for her maternal grandmother had been Welsh and Amy had spent a week’s holiday every summer on her granny’s farm in the heart of the Welsh countryside. Even now

  her face sobered and took on a dreamy, faraway look as if she were reliving those happy days.




  Pulling her friend back to the present, Kathy asked quietly, ‘And how do you think the choir would manage without me?’




  The question sounded arrogant and for a moment Amy blinked. It was so unlike her dearest friend to show even the faintest trace of conceit.




  ‘Oh, ’ark at ’er!’ she mocked. ‘God’s gift to St Cuthbert’s choir, a’ you?’




  Pink embarrassment tinged Kathy’s cheeks. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said swiftly. ‘I – I didn’t mean it to sound the way it came out . . .’




  Amy laughed. ‘I know you didn’t, you daft ’aporth.’ She pulled a comical face and gave an exaggerated sigh. ‘It pains me to admit it, but you have got the best

  voice of anyone, apart perhaps from little Charlie Oates. You wouldn’t think a little tyke like him could sing like an angel. Mind you, his voice’ll break. Yours won’t.

  You’ve got it for life. You’re a lucky devil, you know. Dad says my singing sounds like a frog croaking – and an injured one at that!’




  For a moment, Kathy’s mouth was a hard line. ‘Lucky, am I? Well, I’ll tell you something, Amy. I’d swap places with you any day of the week, voice or no voice.’




  Amy’s face sobered at once. ‘Aw, ducky, is your dad giving you a hard time about the other night?’




  Kathy bit down hard on her lower lip to still its sudden trembling. She didn’t normally give way to self-pitying tears, but the concern in her friend’s tone touched her.

  ‘It’s not only that. It’s – it’s – Oh, everything! The way he treats me. I’m nothing more to him than a servant. An unpaid one, an’ all.

  I’ve a good mind to up sticks and go!’’




  ‘But – but if you go away – ne’er mind the choir – what would your poor mam do without you?’




  Kathy sighed. ‘I know. I’ve only stayed this long because of her. Because he’ll take it out on her if I do leave.’




  ‘Does – does he – hit her?’




  Kathy bit her lip. ‘He did once. She dared to answer him back about something. I don’t know what. I was only ten and I wasn’t actually in the room when it happened. I – I

  heard it though. Through the bedroom wall. She had a black eye for weeks.’




  ‘Has he ever hit you?’




  Kathy laughed wryly. ‘Oh yes. With his belt. The last time was two years ago.’ Kathy smiled at the memory, but it was a bitter smile. ‘He hadn’t realized how strong

  I’d grown with working on the farm. And I snatched the belt from his hand and told him that if he ever tried it again, I’d go. I meant it. And he knew I did.’




  ‘But can you leave home? You’re not twenty-one for another two years.’




  ‘Well, he’d have a job to carry me back physically, wouldn’t he? And first,’ she added pointedly, ‘he’d have to find me.’




  No more was said, but Amy went home without the usual cheery smile on her face. ‘What’s up with you?’ her brother, Morry, greeted her. ‘Lost a shilling and found a

  farthing?’




  Tears started in Amy’s eyes.




  At once, Morry put his arm about her. ‘Hey, Sis, what’s the matter?’




  ‘Oh, Morry, it’s Kathy,’ Amy blurted out as the tears now trickled down her cheeks. ‘She – she’s talking about leaving home.’




  Morry’s round, gentle face was grim. ‘Well, I can’t say I blame her. Living with that ol’ devil. But where would she go?’




  Amy shook her head. ‘She didn’t say. I – I expect she doesn’t trust me. And – to be honest – I can’t blame her. You know what a blabbermouth I am. And

  if she does go, she doesn’t want him to be able to find her.’




  ‘Mm.’ For a moment, Morry was thoughtful. ‘I’ll have a word with her. See if there’s anything I – we can do.’




  Amy scrubbed away her tears and glanced up at her brother. ‘You could ask her to marry you.’




  Morry didn’t answer. He just smiled quietly.




  ‘Maurice, lad. Nice to see you. Come away in. I’ll get the missis to mek a cuppa. Or would you prefer a beer? And a piece of ’er currant cake.’ Jim

  Burton’s laugh was humourless, with more than a hint of cruelty in it. ‘Or mebbe you’d prefer to give that last one a miss, lad. My missis’s baking’s not a patch on

  your mam’s.’




  Morry gave a weak smile, not sure how to respond. Jim’s attitude towards his wife always made the young man feel uncomfortable. ‘No thanks, Mr Burton. I – er – just

  wondered if Kathy was about, that’s all. I – er – thought we could walk to church together.’




  He felt the older man’s eyes searching his face keenly. ‘Ah, yes, well now . . .’ Jim Burton’s mouth was stretched into an unaccustomed smile. ‘She’s getting

  ready. I’ll call her down.’




  ‘No need, Mr Burton. I’ll just wait. She’ll not be long. She’s never late for church.’ He stood awkwardly in the middle of the yard, twirling his cap through

  nervous, slightly sweaty hands.




  ‘Well, at least come into the kitchen, lad. It’s cold to be standing out here.’




  Reluctantly, Morry followed the man into the farmhouse kitchen. He’d much preferred to have waited out in the yard, however cold it was.




  ‘Maurice is here, Edith. Mek the lad a cuppa.’




  The thin, worried little woman hurried forward. She smiled at Morry, but the young man could see that though her smile for him was genuine, it did not touch her sad eyes. The thought sprang

  immediately to his mind: what would this nice little woman do if her daughter – her only child – left home? Maybe that was the way to touch Kathy’s heart if . . .




  ‘Hello, Maurice,’ Edith Burton was saying. ‘Come in. Sit down while I—’




  But at that moment there were footsteps on the stairs and Kathy burst into the kitchen. ‘I’ll have to go, Mam, I’m late—’ She stopped short. ‘Oh, hello,

  Morry. What are you doing here?’




  ‘He’s come to walk you to church,’ Jim Burton cut in and there was a warning note in his voice that said: Now, you be nice to this lad. He’s the one I want as my

  son-in-law.




  Kathy managed to quell the involuntary shudder that ran through her. She didn’t want Morry to sense her revulsion. He was a lovely lad, but – not for her. She loved him dearly, but

  only as she would have loved a brother. She could never – would never – see him as a husband. As a lover! But, smiling brightly, she crossed the red tiled floor and linked her arm

  through his. ‘Come on then, Morry. Best foot forward. You know the choir can’t start without me. Bye, Mam . . .’




  When they were a good distance down the lane from the farm, walking briskly both to keep warm and to arrive at the church on time – already the church bell was tolling through the frosty

  morning air – Morry could contain himself no longer.




  ‘Amy says you’re leaving.’




  Kathy sucked her tongue against her front teeth to make a tutting sound of exasperation. But it was a good-natured expression. She rolled her eyes heavenwards as she said, ‘Oh, that sister

  of yours! Can’t keep a secret for love nor money, can she?’




  ‘She was upset, Kathy. She was in tears.’




  At once, Kathy was contrite. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset her. It’s just – it’s just – oh, Morry, I’ve got to go. I can’t stand it any

  more.’




  The young man was silent, his dark eyes full of sorrow. ‘We don’t want you to go, Kathy. I don’t want you to go.’ He stopped suddenly and stepped in front of

  her, bringing her to an abrupt halt. He caught hold of her arms. ‘Kathy – please – don’t go. Stay. Stay and – and marry me.’




  Kathy’s mouth dropped open in a silent gasp. She stared at him with wide blue eyes. When, after a few seconds, she found her voice, the words came out all wrong.




  ‘What’s he said to you? What’s he promised you?’




  For a brief moment, puzzlement clouded Morry’s eyes, to be replaced, as understanding dawned, by hurt. ‘Oh, Kathy – how can you think that of me? Don’t you know how much

  I love you? Don’t you know I’ve always loved you? For as long as I can remember.’




  Now there were tears in Kathy’s eyes as she reached up and cupped his round face between her hands. ‘I’m sorry. I wouldn’t hurt you for the world. You’re a lovely,

  lovely man and I love you dearly – as a friend. But – but – Morry, I’m not in love with you. Not in that way. Not to marry you. I – I’m sorry, but I

  never could be.’




  His kind face was creased with disappointment, but, strangely, there was no surprise, no shock or disbelief in his expression. Instead he sighed heavily and nodded, ‘I – I thought as

  much, if I’m honest.’




  ‘And we’re always honest with each other, Morry, aren’t we?’ Kathy said softly. ‘We’re still friends, aren’t we?’




  Morry managed a weak, but genuine, smile. ‘Oh, yes, Kathy, I’ll always be your friend, no matter what.’ Catching hold of her hands and gripping them tightly, he held them close

  to his broad chest. ‘Whatever happens, Kathy, whatever you do, always remember that I’m your friend.’




  Kathy’s voice was husky as she whispered, ‘I will, Morry. I will.’




  It was not the ‘I will’ that Morry longed to hear her say, but it would have to do.




  With a sudden, old-fashioned gesture of courtesy that was way out of character, Morry raised her cold, chapped fingers to his lips and kissed them. ‘Good. And now we’d best start

  running. The bell’s stopped.’




  ‘So – did he ask you then?’




  ‘Ask me what?’ Kathy kept her voice calm but avoided meeting her father’s eyes as she ladled potatoes onto his plate.




  ‘To wed him, of course?’




  The spoon trembled a little in her hand as she felt her mother’s timorous glance. Kathy pulled in a deep breath and let it out slowly as she carried on serving both her mother and herself

  with vegetables.




  ‘Well?’ Jim Burton snapped. ‘Are you going to answer me, girl?’




  ‘He did ask me, yes.’




  ‘And?’




  ‘I – I refused.’




  ‘You – did – what?’




  A sudden calm settled over Kathy. Whatever her father might say – or do – no matter however much he ranted and raved, she knew her answer had been the right one. ‘I refused

  him,’ she repeated, but bit her lip as, out the corner of her eye, she saw her mother tremble and the colour drain from her face.




  ‘You refused him? Have you gone mad, girl?’ Jim Burton rose slowly to his feet, his dinner forgotten.




  Without warning, he raised his right arm and struck her on the left side of her face. Kathy dropped the dish she was holding. It smashed to the floor, spilling hot potatoes across the tiles. She

  stumbled and almost fell, but managed to regain her balance by clutching the edge of the table.




  ‘Jim—’ Edith pleaded, but he waved his hand in dismissal and the cowed woman shrank back into her chair and shrivelled into terrified silence.




  ‘Now you listen to me, girl—’ Jim wagged his forefinger into Kathy’s face. ‘You get yourself over to the Robinson place this minute and you go down on your knees if

  necessary and you beg him to forgive you and you ask him to take you back.’




  Kathy stared into her father’s eyes, seeing him – really seeing him – for the first time. Not any longer as her father, the man who, though strict and dominating, must be

  honoured and obeyed, but as the man he really was: cruel and self-centred, without an ounce of love or compassion in his embittered soul. Though the side of her face was stinging, she gritted her

  teeth and determined not to put her hand up to it. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing that he had hurt her. But the physical hurt was nothing compared to the ache in her

  heart.




  ‘You hear me. You’ll do as I say.’ It was a demand, not a request, and in that moment, Kathy’s heart hardened irrevocably as he added, ‘You’ll go to the

  Robinsons’ this very minute.’




  Briefly, she glanced down at her mother. ‘I’m sorry, Mam,’ Kathy said softly. ‘So sorry . . .’




  For a long moment, mother and daughter gazed at each other and then the girl saw the brief flicker of a smile on the older woman’s mouth. Edith gave an almost imperceptible little nod that

  told her daughter all she needed to know.




  ‘And so you should be,’ Jim growled. He sat down and picked up his knife and fork, confident that the matter was at an end, that now he would be obeyed.




  Kathy moved round the table and knelt beside her mother’s chair. Edith clasped her hand and leant forward to kiss the girl’s forehead. ‘God bless you,’ she whispered so

  low that Kathy only just caught the words that released her, words that sprang the trap wide open.




  She was free. Free to go, free to leave – and with her mother’s blessing.




  ‘You – you’ll be all right?’ Kathy whispered.




  They both knew she wouldn’t be – not really – but Edith patted her hand, managed to raise a smile and say, louder now, ‘Off you go, love. You go to the

  Robinsons’.’




  For a moment, Kathy leant her face against her mother’s bony shoulder and whispered, ‘I love you, Mam.’




  ‘I know, my darling, I know,’ the poor woman whispered back, ‘but off you go. It’s – it’s for the best.’




  With a final squeeze of her hand, Kathy rose and moved towards the door into the hall and the stairs. She glanced back just once. Her father was eating as if nothing had happened, his whole

  attention on the food in front of him, but her mother’s gaze followed her.




  Then Kathy turned and ran lightly upstairs to pack her battered suitcase.




  





  Three




  ‘Hello, lass.’ Ted Robinson greeted her with a wave and began to cross the yard towards her. He was a big man, tall with strong, broad shoulders and a

  weather-beaten face that crinkled with laughter lines. ‘Going on your holidays?’




  Kathy set the heavy suitcase down, straightened up and smiled at him as he neared her. ‘I’ve a favour to ask.’




  ‘Owt, lass, you know that.’




  ‘Could Morry take me to the station, please?’




  The Robinsons had a dilapidated old truck that carried anything from pigs bound for market to the huge Christmas tree that Ted brought home every year.




  ‘Of course he can. But – but where are you going?’




  Suddenly, the euphoria at her sudden freedom that had carried her this far faltered. ‘I – I don’t really know.’




  ‘Don’t know?’ For a moment Ted was puzzled. He moved closer, his gaze intent upon her face. ‘What’s been happening, lass? You’ve got a right old shiner coming

  up there.’ He frowned, already half guessing what had been going on in the Burtons’ unhappy household. He sighed and then said softly, ‘You leaving home?’




  Kathy bit her lip and nodded. Then she blurted out, ‘Morry asked me to marry him and – and I said no. I’m sorry, Mr Robinson, truly I am. He’ll make someone a wonderful

  husband, but – but . . .’




  ‘But not you, eh, lass?’




  She nodded.




  The big man sighed. ‘I’m sorry too. Me an’ the missis would’ve loved you as a daughter-in-law, but if you don’t love the lad . . .’ He searched her face for a

  glimmer of hope that she might – just might – change her mind. Not seeing it, he murmured, ‘Aye, well, marriage is tough enough at times when you are in love, ne’er mind

  when you’re not.’ He glanced at her again, an unspoken question in his eyes.




  She nodded slowly. ‘I know. I’ve seen the consequences at first hand. I don’t intend to make the same mistake. Not that I think Morry would be like that – like –

  like him, but . . .’




  Ted put his huge, work-callused hand on her shoulder and gave it a gentle, understanding squeeze. ‘Come along in,’ he said firmly, in a tone that brooked no argument. ‘And

  we’ll see what’s to do.’ He picked up her suitcase and walked towards the back door of the sprawling farmhouse, leaving Kathy to follow in his wake.




  ‘Mother,’ he shouted to his wife as he opened the back door. ‘We’ve got another for dinner. Set a place at the table, love.’




  Betty Robinson bustled forward tutting with disapproval as she saw the red mark on the side of Kathy’s face and the swelling already beginning around her eye. ‘Now, what’s that

  old devil been doing? You’re welcome to stay here as long as you want, cariad.’ Though Betty had been away from the valleys for many years, there was still a trace of the Celtic lilt in

  her voice. ‘Amy – Amy, come here.’




  It wasn’t Amy who came into the kitchen, but Morry, his smile of welcome fading when he saw the telltale mark on Kathy’s face. For a moment, his benign, kindly face creased into

  anger. ‘Dad – we should go over there. We can’t let him get away with this.’




  Before Ted Robinson could answer, Amy bounced into the room. ‘Kathy . . .’ she began and then halted, staring open-mouthed at her friend. ‘Wha. . .?’




  ‘You might well ask,’ Morry said grimly. ‘Been hitting her, that’s what he’s been doing.’




  ‘Now, now, let’s sit down and we’ll all have a bit of dinner together,’ Ted said. ‘You haven’t eaten, lass, have you?’




  Kathy shook her head. ‘No—’ She smiled faintly. ‘It ended up on the kitchen floor.’




  There was an awkward silence. No one knew quite what to say for a moment. Then Betty, ever motherly and sensible, said, ‘Amy, come and help me dish up. We’ll talk about it over

  dinner and decide what’s to be done.’




  They ate in silence for several moments, even though not one of them had much appetite. Each was busy with their own thoughts, working out in their own minds what to suggest. Ted and Betty

  Robinson were ready to offer the girl a home. Amy was planning much the same, eager to have her very best friend as a sister, and Morry was determined to repeat his proposal. But Kathy had made her

  mind up and when she laid her knife and fork side by side on the plate, she cleared her throat and forestalled all their schemes by saying, ‘I’ve made up my mind. I’m

  leaving.’




  The other four stared at her and then all seemed to speak at once.




  ‘Oh now, cariad, don’t be hasty . . .’




  ‘You can’t leave, Kathy. What’ll I do without you?’ Amy’s eyes filled with ready tears.




  ‘I meant what I said, Kathy . . .’




  ‘You stay here, lass. Stay with us for a bit. That’ll make the old bugger come to his senses.’




  ‘It’s very kind of you and I love you all for it, but I have to go. I – I’ve been thinking about it for some time anyway. The – the only thing that has kept me here

  this long is – is Mam.’ Her voice broke then and she covered her face with her hands. The Robinsons glanced at each other uncomfortably, lost for words now.




  Kathy pulled in a deep, steadying breath and raised her face, even managing to force a tremulous smile.‘But now Mam’s sort of – sort of given me her blessing. But it – it

  doesn’t make it any easier. I can’t bear to think what might happen to her left alone with him.’




  Betty touched Kathy’s arm with her plump, comforting hand. ‘She’ll want what’s best for you, cariad.’ For a moment, her fond glance rested on her own son and

  daughter. ‘Mothers always do. She’ll cope and – if not – then she’s always welcome to come here. We’d look after her.’




  ‘You’re very kind,’ Kathy murmured and her eyes filled with tears. ‘I – I don’t deserve it.’ She glanced apologetically at Morry.




  ‘We know all about Morry’s proposal,’ Betty said cheerfully. ‘And we’re sorry it’s not to be. But there it is. I wouldn’t want you saying

  “yes” to him just because you want to get away from home. I wouldn’t want you using him . . .’




  ‘Mother, please.’ Morry’s face reddened as he protested.




  ‘You know me, Morry. I always speak my mind. And Kathy should know that by now.’




  ‘I wouldn’t ever do that, Mrs Robinson. Not to anyone, and certainly not to Morry.’




  Betty nodded, her chins wobbling as she patted Kathy’s hand again. ‘I know, I know. Morry will find the right girl one day. We all wish it could be you, but like I say, if it’s

  not to be, then it’s not to be.’




  Now it was Morry who, still red-faced, cast a look of apology towards Kathy.




  Ted, tired of all the romantic nonsense, changed the subject to one of practicalities. ‘Where do you plan to go, lass?’




  ‘Lincoln.’




  They all stared at her for a moment and then, almost as if given a cue, they all laughed and relaxed.




  ‘Lincoln. Why, that’s nowt. Only a stone’s throw away, lass. Ya not really leaving us at all. I thought you meant you were off to Lunnan or somewhere. Oh, that’s all

  right then.’




  Amy clapped her hands. ‘I’ll be able to come and stay with you and we can go out on the town . . .’




  ‘Now, now, steady on, Amy. You hold your horses a bit,’ Betty said. She turned to Kathy. ‘Have you got somewhere to go to in Lincoln?’




  Kathy shook her head. ‘No. But I’ve got a little money saved up. Though how I’ve done it I don’t know myself, since Dad never paid me a proper wage.’ The unfairness

  of her life was a bitter taste in her mouth and, despite her anxiety over her mother, hardened her resolve.




  She was doing the right thing. She was sure she was.




  Betty glanced at her husband and voiced her thoughts aloud. ‘D’you think your sister would put her up for a bit? Just till she finds her feet?’




  Ted blinked. ‘Jemima? Ah, well now, I don’t know about that. Not the sort of place you’d want a young lass staying.’




  ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Betty was smiling mischievously. ‘Might do your Jemima the world of good to have a bright young thing like Kathy about the place. Might liven her up a

  bit.’




  Amy was giggling uncontrollably and even Morry was smiling. Only Ted looked unsure as he glanced at Kathy. He cleared his throat. ‘My sister is a spinster and lives alone in a little

  terraced house with just her cat for company. She does work, though. In one of the big stores in Lincoln. She – er – never married. She – er . . .’




  ‘Such a shame,’ Betty murmured as husband and wife exchanged a glance and Betty gave a tiny shake of her head. Ted fell silent, but Kathy had the distinct feeling that there was more

  to Aunt Jemima’s story than either of them were telling.




  ‘You can’t send her there,’ Amy spluttered. ‘She’ll have to be in bed by half past nine every night and she won’t be allowed any “followers”.

  How’s Kathy ever to meet anyone? Make friends?’




  ‘Well, like I say, it’s only till she finds her feet,’ Betty answered. ‘Till she gets a job and can afford a place of her own. Then she can find a nice little bed-sit

  somewhere.’




  Amy clapped her hands again. ‘And I can go and stay. What fun we’ll have, Kathy.’




  ‘Now, take your things upstairs. Amy’ll show you the spare room,’ Betty said, rising from the table. ‘You stay here the night and Morry can drive you into Lincoln in the

  morning. I’ll come with you and talk to Jemima. All right?’




  Kathy nodded. ‘You’re – you’re very kind.’




  ‘Think nothing of it, cariad. That’s what friends are for.’




  Ted stood up too and, as Kathy rose to follow Amy, she heard him say softly to his wife. ‘I’ve a mind to slip across to Jim’s and see how things are.’




  ‘Leave it for tonight, Jim,’ Betty whispered back.‘You might make things worse. Let’s get her safely out the way and then you can go and see how poor Edith is.’




  Kathy picked up her suitcase. The overheard conversation had eased her conscience and lightened her concern. The Robinsons would keep an eye on her mother, and now that she was to move in with a

  relative of theirs, Kathy would be able to hear if things were all right. The knowledge comforted her and assuaged her guilt – if only a little.




  Kathy lay awake half the night, going over and over in her mind the events that had led up to the drastic action she’d taken. She lay in the Robinsons’ spare bed,

  tense and anxious, expecting at any moment to hear a loud banging on their back door. She couldn’t imagine that her father would let her go easily. For one thing, he would have to pay someone

  to do the work on the farm she did for nothing. And that was the last thing he would do. At any moment she expected him to arrive at the Robinsons’ to drag her back, by her hair if

  necessary.




  Then another thought struck her. Perhaps he hadn’t realized she’d gone. She’d crept quietly out of the house while he was asleep in the battered armchair near the range.




  Only Kathy’s mother had seen her go, had held her close for a few brief moments and then given her a gentle push towards the door. ‘Go now. Quickly – before he wakes up,’

  Edith had whispered urgently.




  But nothing disturbed the stillness of the frosty night; the only sound was Ted Robinson’s noisy snoring in the next room. If her father did know, it was obvious now that he wasn’t

  going to chase after her. No doubt he thought she would come back of her own accord like a whipped dog, contrite and begging forgiveness.




  ‘Fat chance,’ Kathy murmured aloud in the darkness. She turned over and, at last, fell asleep.




  





  Four




  ‘Good heavens! Whatever brings you to my door this early on a Monday morning? Is something wrong, Betty? Is it Edward?’




  Kathy hid her smile at hearing the use of Ted Robinson’s full and formal Christian name.




  ‘No, no, Jemima cariad. We’re fine. But we’re early because we wanted to catch you before you went to work.’




  ‘Come in, do. You’re welcome any time of the day, Betty. It’s good to see you.’ As the tall, thin woman ushered them into the tiny terraced house, she was still firing

  questions. ‘How is Edward? And Amy? Is my goddaughter behaving herself? Hello, Maurice, my dear boy, how nice to see you.’ She proffered her gaunt cheek for Morry’s

  dutiful kiss.




  Then she turned her sharp grey eyes on Kathy. ‘And who is this?’




  ‘Kathy. Kathy Burton.’




  Strangely, the grey eyes showed no surprise, not even when they glanced down briefly and took in the suitcase. ‘Jim Burton’s girl?’




  When Betty nodded, Jemima’s only reply was a swift nod and a soft, ‘Ah.’




  It seemed the woman understood without another word of explanation, for she led the way from the back door through the scullery and into the living kitchen. Remains of her half-eaten breakfast

  lay on the table set against the wall, but she made no effort to return to it, saying instead, ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’




  ‘We mustn’t keep you, Jemima. You’ll be wanting to get to work.’




  Jemima glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece above the range that took up the centre of one wall.‘I’ve never been late in all the twenty years I’ve worked there,’ she

  said. ‘I don’t think they’re going to dismiss me for being a few minutes late this morning. Besides, Mr Kendall is a very understanding young man.’ She paused, sniffed, and

  seemed lost for a brief moment in her own thoughts. ‘Poor young feller has to be,’ she murmured. Then she shook herself and was brisk and businesslike once more. ‘Sit down, sit

  down all of you. Maurice, my dear, fetch another chair from the front room. And then you can tell me what this is about – though I think I can guess.’




  When they were all seated, Jemima sat down too, crossing her ankles neatly and folding her hands in her lap. She was dressed ready for work in a smart, navy blue two-piece costume that

  accentuated her slim figure. Her hair, once a bright auburn but now showing signs of grey here and there, was swept back from her face into a plaited coil at the nape of her neck, the plain style

  emphasizing the thinness of her face. Kathy guessed the woman must be in her late forties – like her brother and sister-in-law – but she looked older. There were tiny lines around her

  eyes and her mouth, but when she turned her clear, green eyes on Kathy and smiled, the severity left her face and Kathy could glimpse the pretty girl this woman must once have been.




  ‘Now, my dear,’ Jemima’s tone was surprisingly kind.‘Leaving home, are you?’




  Kathy could not prevent a little gasp of surprise and she glanced at Betty, who nodded encouragingly. ‘Tell Aunt Jemima – I mean, Miss Robinson—’




  Jemima waved her hand and said, ‘Oh, “Aunt Jemima” will do fine. I’m sure we can make room for an adopted niece.’ Her smile widened and her eyes actually twinkled

  for a brief moment. ‘I’m sure the names the girls at work call me are far less polite.’




  Kathy cleared her throat, suddenly nervous. Miss Robinson – Aunt Jemima – seemed kindly enough. There had been no note of disapproval in her tone, yet there was none of approval

  either. It had been a statement of fact that gave Kathy no real encouragement.




  ‘Yes, I – er – um – I want to come and live in the city. Find a job. Stand on my own feet.’




  Jemima’s disconcerting gaze eyed her steadily. ‘Why?’




  Kathy swallowed and gnawed at her lower lip. Then the words came in a rush, as if she could contain herself no longer. ‘Because – because I can’t stand it at home any more. My

  father treats me like a servant. I get my keep, as he calls it, but no wage . . .’ Now she met Jemima’s gaze steadily. ‘I want to stand on my own two feet. I want to see a bit of

  life.’




  ‘I see,’ Jemima said quietly. Slowly, the older woman turned her head towards her sister-in-law as she said softly, ‘It could be me thirty years ago, Betty, couldn’t

  it?’




  Betty nodded. ‘Yes, but things are worse for Kathy, Jemima. Your dad was strict, yes, but he was never cruel.’ She nodded towards Kathy. ‘See that black eye she’s

  getting? He did that to her. Now your dad never hit you. Not that I know of, anyway.’




  Jemima closed her eyes for a moment, as if lost in the past. When she opened them she sighed and murmured, ‘Only the once, Betty, only the once, but maybe he had good reason,

  eh?’




  Betty stared at her sister-in-law, but said nothing. Kathy looked at Morry, but he was studiously avoiding her glance. She guessed he knew what the two women were talking about, but no one was

  going to reveal a long-held family secret to her. Not even Morry.




  Briskly now, Jemima turned back to Kathy. ‘I know your father of old, my dear. Being neighbours, Edward and I, and your father, were all young together. I always thought him a cold fish

  even then and pitied any woman who was foolish enough to marry him. He came a-courting me once, but I sent him packing, I can tell you.’ Her eyes sparkled suddenly with mischief but then,

  almost as suddenly as it had appeared, the twinkle was gone. ‘But your poor mother.’ Jemima sighed. ‘I expect she was taken in by the thought of a young man owning his own

  farm.’ She gave a quick nod. ‘And, yes, it could have been a good life for any girl. Look at Betty here – I don’t think she’d change her life with the Queen of England

  . . .’




  Betty nodded and smiled her agreement.




  ‘And your father can be very charming,’ Jemima went on. ‘When he wants to be!’




  Kathy was on the point of arguing. She had never seen any ‘charm’ in her father, but then she stopped as she remembered how Jim always greeted Morry when he came to the farm. Oh yes,

  Jim Burton’s attitude could be very different when he wanted something from someone.




  ‘But I expect your poor mother rues the day she met Jim Burton,’ Jemima added grimly.




  For a moment – a very brief moment – Kathy almost felt moved to defend her father. Jemima’s bluntness was almost rude. But the words she might have spoken died on her lips.

  What Jemima Robinson was saying was absolutely true. Harsh though her words were, there was no denying the truth in them.




  ‘So, you want somewhere to stay in Lincoln, I take it?’




  ‘Only temporary, Jemima, just till she finds a job and can afford a place of her own. A little bed-sit or – or something,’ Betty finished lamely. She knew nothing of city life

  and couldn’t imagine anything worse than being cooped up in a tiny room in a little house in a row of houses with street after street just the same. Give her the wide open spaces of the

  countryside any day. Sandy Furze Farm and the tiny village of Abbeytoft were all Betty needed or wanted. But, though she couldn’t understand it herself, she could see that the lure of the

  busy streets and the bright lights were perhaps what the lonely Kathy Burton needed. She just hoped her Amy wouldn’t want to follow her friend.




  ‘You’re very welcome to stay – for a short while,’ Jemima said bluntly. ‘But you’ll have to try to fit in with me and my funny little ways. Taffy –

  that’s my cat – and I like our routine.’




  ‘Of course,’ Kathy said at once. ‘Just tell me what you want me to do and . . .’




  ‘Oh, I will, make no mistake about that.’ Jemima’s gaze scrutinized the girl once more. ‘And I might be able to help you find a job. There’s a vacancy at the

  department store where I work. I’ll talk to Miss Curtis – the head of the department – and to Mr Kendall.’




  ‘Oh, thank you. That’s – that’s very kind of you.’




  ‘Kindness has nothing to do with it,’ Jemima said, standing up as if giving a signal that it was time for Betty and Morry to leave and for her to go to work. ‘The sooner you

  have a job and can earn your own living, the sooner Taffy and I will have our house back to ourselves.’




  Kathy wasn’t sure but she thought she saw – just briefly – the fleeting sparkle of mischief in Jemima’s eyes.




  Her first encounter with the other occupant of the terraced house was more frightening than meeting Aunt Jemima.




  Taffy was a long-haired ginger tom, who padded silently about the house on huge white-tipped paws and glared balefully at the newcomer invading his territory. Their first confrontation happened

  in the scullery.




  Aunt Jemima, having shown her to the tiny spare bedroom and given her a key for the back door, had left for work. Betty and Morry had gone and now Kathy was alone in the house and wondering what

  she should do. After being used to working from dawn to dusk – and sometimes beyond – she didn’t know how to handle the hours that stretched emptily before her.




  Perhaps I should go into the city myself and see if I can find work, she mused. But she didn’t want to offend Aunt Jemima, who had promised to enquire about the vacancy at the large

  department store where she worked. So Kathy looked around the neat house to see if there was anything that needed doing. Then she spotted the breakfast things still left on the table. She carried

  the used crockery into the scullery to wash it. Standing at the deep white sink, she heard a snuffling and turned towards the round basket in the corner. The cat was stretching and yawning, showing

  sharp, white teeth and even sharper claws.




  ‘Hello, boy. You must be Taffy. My, you’re a beauty, aren’t you?’ Kathy squatted and held out her hand towards the cat, but he arched his back, his fur bristling, and

  spat at her. As his paw flicked out towards her, Kathy quickly pulled back her hand, narrowly missing receiving a deep scratch. ‘That’s not a very nice welcome, I must say. Mind you, I

  am a stranger in your home, so you’ve every right.’




  His green eyes sparked anger and he hissed at her again.




  ‘I’m not going to hurt you,’ she carried on, talking in a soft soothing tone, but she made no attempt to touch the animal again. ‘I’ve just come to stay here for a

  while.’ She stood up and turned back to the sink, half expecting that at any moment she might feel those vicious claws raking the back of her leg.




  After a moment, she risked a glance over her shoulder. The cat’s bright green gaze was weighing her up, it seemed. Kathy tried again. ‘I wonder how you get in and out while your

  mistress is out all day.’ She looked around. At the bottom of the back door there was a hole cut in the woodwork and covering it was a metal-hinged flap that swung backwards and forwards.

  ‘Oh, how clever,’ she murmured.




  Then she saw that the cat’s bowls – one for milk and one for food – were filled. ‘Seems you don’t need my help,’ she said as she dried the last plate and

  stowed it away in the cupboard.




  She turned and went back into the kitchen and sat down in an easy chair near the range. Beside the chair and set in the alcove near the range was a shelf of books. Kathy leaned forward and

  perused the titles, smiling as she saw one of her favourite books there. Pride and Prejudice. In her last year at school the class had begun to read it, but she’d been forced by her

  father to leave school as soon as she was old enough. She’d never had the chance to finish the story. There were few books around at Thorpe Farm. Her father considered them a waste of

  time.




  ‘Filling your head with such nonsense,’ had been his view if he ever caught her reading. ‘You’d be better doing something useful.’ And by the time she climbed the

  stairs at night to her bedroom – the only place where she had any privacy – she was usually so dog-tired that her eyelids drooped before she’d read even half a page.




  But now she’d time to spare. Carefully, she pulled the book from the shelf and opened it, her heart beating with a sudden excitement. She could read to her heart’s content. There was

  no one to stop her. From this moment on, she could do exactly what she pleased with her life.




  As she turned to the first page, the door into the scullery was pushed wider open and Taffy walked into the room. Kathy glanced up, watching him. He stood a moment, his green eyes staring at

  her. Then, with the easy grace of a big cat in the wild, he padded towards her, his gaze still holding hers. He sat down before her, still looking up at her, still assessing her. She could no

  longer read his expression; he was no longer spitting but neither did friendliness shine in his green eyes.




  ‘Ah,’ Kathy said aloud. ‘Am I sitting in your mistress’s chair? Is that it?’ She smiled. Did she imagine it or did the green eyes soften just a little? Without

  warning, the cat lifted his front paw, balanced himself for a moment on his hind legs and then launched himself towards her, landing on her lap and sending the book slithering to the floor. His

  face close to hers for a moment, her stared at her again. Kathy, pressing herself back into the chair, stared back. Then Taffy broke the gaze and turned three times in a tight circle, kneading her

  lap with his white-tipped paws. Kathy held her breath, waiting. At last he lay down with the curve of his spine towards her and began to wash his foreleg. To her amazement, Kathy heard the

  deep-throated rumble of a contented purr. Tentatively she touched the cat’s head and was rewarded by him pressing against her stroking fingers and purring even louder.




  Carefully Kathy reached down to retrieve her book and they settled down together. The cat yawned, stretched his front paw, then curled his head round and closed his eyes. Strangely comforted by

  the warm little body on her lap, Kathy turned back to her book.




  It wasn’t until she heard the rattle of the back door opening that Kathy realized just how the morning had flown by. Lost in the wonderful story of Mr and Mrs Bennett

  and their five daughters, she had not once moved from the chair. And Taffy still slumbered on her lap.




  Jemima stepped into the room and stopped, staring in surprise.




  ‘Well, I never,’ she exclaimed. ‘Now that’s something I never expected to see. Taffy’s usually most unfriendly with visitors.’ Jemima seemed impressed to see

  her pet sitting on Kathy’s knee.




  ‘He wasn’t at first. He spat at me and tried to scratch me, but I just ignored him and then he came and jumped up on to my knee of his own accord.’




  Jemima laughed. ‘That’s the best way to treat him. One thing Taffy can’t bear is to be ignored.’




  Kathy set her book down and put her hands beneath the cat’s hefty body to lift him off her knee. He woke with a start and leapt down, walking angrily towards the door, his ears flattened.

  The two women watched him as he stalked out and they heard the rattle of the flap in the back door.




  Kathy got up quickly. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said again.




  ‘I’d’ve done some housework for you, but I didn’t like to presume . . .’




  ‘No need,’ Jemima said crisply. ‘I don’t expect you to do that – at least not on your first day. Obviously, I shall expect you to keep your room clean . .

  .’




  ‘Of course,’ Kathy said swiftly. ‘And I’ll help elsewhere – that is, if you want me to.’




  ‘We’ll see,’ Jemima smiled.




  ‘I could have got you some lunch ready if I’d known you came home.’ Kathy was still apologetic.




  ‘I don’t normally, but I have some news for you. Mr Kendall, the manager, is willing to see you at three o’clock this afternoon. The vacant post is in the millinery department.

  Do you know anything about hats?’




  Kathy laughed wryly. ‘Not really. The only hat I possess is the one I always wear for church. And that’s an old one of my mother’s. Nineteen-twenties style!’




  Jemima grimaced. ‘Oh well, as long as you’re a willing learner.’ She glanced at the skirt and blouse that Kathy was wearing. Bluntly she said, ‘Have you anything better

  to wear than that?’




  Biting her lip, Kathy shook her head.




  ‘Mm.’ For a moment, Jemima was thoughtful. ‘You’re a little bit plumper than me . . .’ She chuckled suddenly, her thin face lighting up. For a brief moment it made

  her look so much younger. ‘But in all the right places, I must say. I have a costume that might just fit you.’ She glanced at her wristwatch. ‘You make us some sandwiches, Kathy,

  and I’ll run upstairs and sort one or two things out. You can try them all on when I’ve gone back to work.’




  While Kathy went into the scullery and found bread, butter, a joint of cooked ham and some cheese, Jemima ran lightly up the narrow staircase to her bedroom. As she prepared the snack, Kathy

  heard wardrobe doors opening and closing in the room above. Just as she placed a plate of the sandwiches on the table in the kitchen, she heard Jemima’s steps on the stairs.




  ‘I’ve laid out three suits for you and two blouses.’ She glanced down at Kathy’s feet. ‘Your shoes will have to do, but there’s polish under the sink in the

  scullery. Ah,’ she said, seeing the sandwiches. ‘This looks nice. Why is it,’ she added, sitting down, ‘that food always tastes so much nicer when someone else has prepared

  it? Even a few sandwiches.’




  ‘I’d offer to cook for you,’ Kathy said, sitting down too. ‘But I’ve never had much chance to learn. Father always wanted me to work outside. Poor Mam had to . .

  .’ Suddenly her throat was tight and she felt the prickle of tears behind her eyelids. But she pulled in a deep breath and steadied her voice. ‘Had to manage in the kitchen all by

  herself.’




  Pretending not to notice, Jemima said, ‘Your poor mother wasn’t cut out to be a farmer’s wife. It’s a hard life. A good life, mind you, but a hard one

  nevertheless.’




  ‘Do you know,’ Kathy said, surprised to hear herself saying it and almost ashamed to admit it, ‘I know very little about my parents’ life. They hardly ever talk about the

  past and if they do, well, it’s only my father grumbling how unfair life has been to him. The – the fact that he’s never had a son. He – he’s very jealous of your

  brother for having Morry to carry on the family farm.’




  There was a long pause before Jemima asked, ‘Is there anything between you and Maurice?’




  ‘No . . . I mean – my father would like there to be and I – er – Morry would too, but . . .’ Kathy felt her cheeks redden with embarrassment. Perhaps she had now

  offended Aunt Jemima by not being able to love her nephew, but the older woman’s only answer was her soft, understanding, ‘Ah.’




  





  Five




  Mr Kendall, the manager of the large department store on the High Street, was much younger than Kathy had expected. As she was ushered into his office by his secretary, Kathy

  almost gasped aloud in surprise. He looked to be in his late twenties. Young to hold such a position of authority, she thought.




  Jemima had explained a little as they’d eaten their lunch. ‘The Hammond family owns the store. Old Mr Hammond rarely comes in these days. He suffers cruelly with arthritis, so I

  understand. Mr James Hammond, his son and heir, comes in most days, but it’s Mr Kendall we see about the store the most. He’s – er – very actively involved,’ she

  added, sounding amused about something, though Kathy could not understand what.




  Now, as she stood before him, he rose, smiled at her and indicated a chair set in front of his desk for her to sit down. She noticed that he was very smartly dressed in a dark, pinstriped suit,

  gleaming white shirt and neat, sober tie. His short, black hair was sleek and shone in the pale winter sunlight from the window behind him. Though his face was in shadow, she could see the outline

  of a straight nose and a strong jawline. She couldn’t, at this moment, see the colour of his eyes or the shape of his mouth . . .




  ‘Please sit down, Miss Burton.’ His voice was deep, but friendly.




  Kathy perched nervously on the edge of the chair, gripping her handbag in front of her.




  He looked at her for a moment and now she could see that his eyes were a gentle brown. ‘Don’t be nervous,’ he said softly. ‘I’m not such an ogre.’




  Kathy smiled and relaxed a little. It wasn’t really him she was nervous about. It was just that this interview was so important to her. She badly wanted – needed – this job.

  And having to borrow clothes from a woman more than twice her age wasn’t exactly boosting her confidence!




  ‘Now,’ he rested his arms on the desk and leaned towards her. ‘I understand from Miss Robinson that you would very much like to work for us, but that you have no experience at

  all.’




  There was nothing else she could do except be absolutely frank. ‘No, I’m sorry. I haven’t. The only work I know is on a farm. My – my father’s farm. But – but

  I so want to do something else.’




  ‘I see,’ he said slowly. ‘And I presume you cannot furnish us with references?’




  Kathy shook her head and her heart began to sink, but hope surged again as he continued, ‘Well, in some ways your inexperience might be an advantage. We can train you from the start to our

  ways. You won’t come with any preconceived ideas. Ideas that we might not like.’ His smile broadened. ‘And because of Miss Robinson’s recommendation, I’m willing to

  give you a month’s trial and see how we go.’




  Kathy felt the colour rush into her face. ‘Oh, thank you. Thank you very much. I won’t let you down.’




  ‘No,’ Tony Kendall said softly. ‘No, I don’t think you will.’ He stared at her for a long time, taking in the long, blonde hair swept back from her face over her

  ears and falling in a shining cascade of curls to her shoulders. Her clear complexion was tanned from her time spent working out of doors in all weathers but her blue eyes were direct and honest.

  She was not the sort of girl they usually employed, and he’d only agreed to interview her as a favour to Miss Robinson, who’d worked for the store for more than twenty years. Jemima

  Robinson was a revered member of staff who had worked her way up over the years to be head of the ladies’ department. More recently, she’d been promoted to the position of supervisor of

  the whole of the first floor and was responsible for several departments, including mantles, outfitting – and hats! Under her keen eye were the heads of each department who, in turn, had

  several assistants and juniors below them. Miss Robinson was known to be strict with those under her, but fair. For her alone, Tony Kendall had been willing to give this girl a trial. But now that

  he saw Kathy Burton for himself, well, reason didn’t come into it!




  ‘I’ll hand you over to my secretary. She’ll fill out all the necessary paperwork and take you down to introduce you to the other girls in millinery.’ He rose and moved

  around the desk, opened the door and called to the woman sitting before a typewriter in the outer office. ‘Miss Foster, would you step in for a moment, please?’




  ‘Certainly, Mr Kendall . . .’




  ‘This is Miss Curtis.’ Half an hour later, Miss Foster was introducing her to the head of the millinery department and to the other girl who worked there, Stella

  Matthews.




  Miss Curtis was in her early thirties, Kathy surmised, slim with a flawless complexion, dark hair styled in the very latest fashion, and immaculately dressed. But her grey eyes were hard and

  cold as she looked Kathy up and down, a sneer turning down the corners of her mouth. ‘It’s unusual for Mr Kendall to employ someone without consulting his head of department.’ She

  gave a small sniff of disapproval both for his action and for the girl standing nervously before her. ‘Still, he’s the boss.’




  ‘Miss Burton is here on trial for a month,’ Miss Foster, an older, more kindly woman, put in. ‘She has no experience, but Mr Kendall sees that as an advantage. You can train

  her to your ways, Miss Curtis.’




  Muriel Curtis’s eyes widened and she turned towards the secretary. ‘No experience? None at all?’ She tutted with disapproval and murmured, ‘Whatever is he thinking

  of?’ As her glance flickered back towards Kathy, there was a shrewd, knowing look in her eyes. ‘Ah,’ she said softly. ‘Another of his fancy pieces, is she?’




  ‘Really, Miss Curtis,’ Emily Foster hissed angrily and, taking hold of the woman’s arm, she pulled Muriel a short distance away. But Kathy’s sharp ears still heard the

  rest of their conversation. ‘That is a most inappropriate remark. And, for your information, he had not seen the girl before today.’




  Muriel’s smile was humourless. ‘Oh really!’ Kathy felt the woman’s resentful gaze rest on her again. Grudgingly, she added, ‘But with a pretty face like hers, one

  look would be enough.’




  ‘Jealousy will get you nowhere, Muriel.’ Emily’s tone had softened and Kathy could detect a note of pity in it. Though her voice dropped even lower, she still heard enough of

  their conversation to understand. ‘Forget about him . . . He’s not worth it . . . not the first . . . won’t be the last.’




  Muriel’s whispered reply was even softer. ‘It wasn’t his fault . . . it was her.’




  Kathy tried to glance away, to make out she could not hear what was being said, but her gaze was held by the sight of Muriel’s sudden and obvious distress. For a brief moment, the young

  woman’s face crumpled and she seemed about to burst into tears. But then, with a supreme effort, Muriel pulled in a deep breath, straightened her back and lifted her head. ‘You’re

  quite right, Miss Foster,’ she said raising her voice deliberately. Obviously, she now intended Kathy to hear. ‘Any girl who gets involved with him had better watch out.’




  Emily Foster patted Muriel’s arm and then turned back to Kathy. ‘I’ll leave you with Miss Curtis. Perhaps she can begin your instruction today, if she has time. We shall expect

  you here by eight forty-five in the morning to start work. Good afternoon.’ She nodded and began to walk away.




  ‘G-good afternoon, Miss Foster, and – thank you,’ Kathy said, her nervousness making her stammer and blush like a gawky schoolgirl.
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