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For Gabrielle, who put up such a brave fight for so long. Reunited with Joe and Hannah in that place where death is just a memory and tears are no more.


 


And dear Yoke, an amazing mother and beautiful person. No words could convey what you’ve gone through and with such courage and strength. We pray every day that the God of Ages will be your comfort and peace until you’re all together again.










PART ONE



The Escape


1900










Chapter One



‘So what are you going to do tonight then? You coming with us or what? The Michaelmas Fair’s only here once a year, Moll.’


Molly McKenzie looked at the group of girls, her big blue eyes fastening on the one who’d spoken, her best friend, Fanny Howard. Softly, she said, ‘You know I want to, it isn’t that. It’s – it’s him.’


The others knew who Molly meant. Him, her da, Josiah McKenzie. Molly was terrified of him, everyone was. A tall, muscled man with thick black hair and hard eyes the colour of pewter, Josiah was well known for his quick temper and penchant for settling even the mildest of disputes with his fists. No one, not even the blacksmith in the next village who was a huge man with hands the size of cannonballs, got into an argument with Josiah. At harvest time, when all the farmworkers for miles got together in a gang and made a contract with each farmer to be paid a lump sum based on an agreed price per acre, rather than the usual weekly wage, it was an accepted fact that Josiah acted as the gaffer. There was an innate viciousness about him, something primal that made every man, woman and child anxious not to cross him.


Fanny, her voice scarcely above a whisper, drew closer to Molly. ‘He wouldn’t know, lass. I heard me da telling me mam that now the harvest’s in, Farmer Roach has invited all the men to the farm for a drink an’ bite to eat tonight. Me mam’s right put out. She thinks the women and bairns should’ve been invited too. I mean, we do our bit same as the men, don’t we?’ she added, raising her voice as she included the other girls.


Everyone nodded. For eight to nine months of the year every available woman and child was pressed into service alongside the men in the fields, working on the local farms scattered on the outskirts of Newcastle and Gateshead and Sunderland. On the whole, whether the farms were large or small, there were few cottages attached to them. The farmers relied on labour from the villages and hamlets that stretched along the country lanes and highways.


Up at earliest dawn, whole families would make their way to their designated farm in all weathers where they would divide into groups, the men to their work and the women and children to theirs. A few women and older girls would be fortunate enough to be taken on in the dairy on the larger farms under the instruction of the farmer’s wife, but most would work in the fields. Pulling weeds, lifting potatoes and other crops, topping beets, hoeing, stone picking, clod beating, turning hay or whatever the season demanded would be their lot. Most of the work involved continual stooping or kneeling on damp soil, and from a toddler Molly could remember regularly getting soaked to the waist when hand-weeding a standing crop of corn. In the winter they left home in the dark and returned in the dark, six days a week. When work was available, that was.


Fanny, her voice low, went on, ‘Me mam says that farmers like old Roach think more of their dogs and horses than they do the women and bairns who work their fields. Scum to them, we are.’


The group nodded in silent agreement. They knew it to be true, but it was dangerous to voice such sentiments. The farmers had the whip hand. Every penny they earned was needed at home to supplement the wages of the menfolk, and it could mean the difference between food being on the table or going hungry.


At eleven years of age, Molly and Fanny were the oldest in the little group of friends, the youngest being Bertha, a red-cheeked child of seven who had a continually dripping nose. None of them could read or write, but then, no one in their hamlet of ten cottages situated a few miles west of Ryton could. Schools were attended by farmers’ children and those who didn’t live hand to mouth. This was never questioned. It was how things were.


‘So . . .’ Fanny returned to the matter in hand. ‘You’d be home afore your da gets back, lass. Me mam says they’ll all be drinking and making merry till the early hours if there’s free beer going.’


Mrs Howard might be right but what if she wasn’t? Molly asked herself. Everyone was scared of her da but no one knew what he was really capable of, not even her brothers. Only she and her mam. The thought pressed down in her chest like a heavy weight, making the secret harder to bear. Her mam had warned her she could never speak of it or her da would be taken away and they’d end up in the workhouse, but sometimes she felt she would rather that than keeping silent.


It had been eighteen months since the night when Kitty, her sister, had broken down and told their parents she had fallen for a bairn, and her only fourteen and without a steady lad. She had heard Kitty climb out of the pallet bed they’d shared – their two brothers sleeping in a similar one on the other side of the room – and then go downstairs. Curious as to what was the matter, she had crept to the top of the steep ladder that separated the upstairs of the house from the downstairs and listened to what was being said. Their parents hadn’t yet retired to their double bed to one side of the kitchen but had been sitting in front of the range. She had heard her sister tell them that she had been taken advantage of by one of the vagabonds who tramped the countryside and that he had forced her.


Kitty had cried, saying she had been too frightened and ashamed about what had happened to tell anyone, but now, some months later, she knew she wouldn’t be able to hide her changing shape much longer. Their mother had sworn and carried on, but strangely Molly had heard nothing from their da.


From her vantage point at the top of the ladder she’d watched him put on his cap and jacket, still without saying a word. After he’d handed Kitty her coat they had walked off into the darkness. That had been the last time she had seen her sister. She had sat shivering and waiting for what had seemed like hours, and then her da had walked in. Alone.


She hadn’t caught what he’d first said to her mam, but when her mam had let out a cry it had startled her so much she’d nearly pitched head first down the ladder. Then his voice, grim and cold, had filtered up to her. ‘Be quiet, woman, you’ll wake the others – and remember she’s got what she deserved. You didn’t think I was going to stand by and let her drag my name through the mud, did you? They’d all be at it behind me back, Stan and the rest. I can hear ’em now. Josiah McKenzie, him that likes to play the gaffer and he can’t even stop his own daughter whoring.’


‘But she said she was forced—’


‘I know what she said and I don’t care, all right? Whether she was forced or not don’t matter, the end result is the same. She’s got a bellyful. I’ve got enough on my plate without feeding some bloke’s flyblow. Now here’s what we’re going to say . . .’


Terrified, she’d crept back to bed without hearing any more, pulling the thin blankets over her and curling into a little ball, missing the warmth of Kitty’s body. Her da had hurt her sister. He’d done something bad, she knew he had.


The next morning when she and her brothers had gone down for breakfast, her da had told them that Kitty had run off in the night. He’d been out looking for her this morning, he’d added, but she’d gone. She had said nothing but when she had been in the fields with her mother she’d whispered what she’d heard the night before. Her mam had rounded on her and told her to shut her mouth, threatening her with the prospect of the workhouse if she said a word to anyone. ‘Kitty ran off in the night,’ she’d hissed. ‘You say different an’ your da’ll skin you alive, you hear?’


Her parents had spread the rumour that Kitty had been hankering for the bright lights of Newcastle, but she knew that wasn’t true. Kitty would never have willingly left home. Her sister had always been timid and wouldn’t say boo to a goose. It had been over nine months before the body of a female had been found in thick woodland near Hendon-on-the-Wall. Animals had been at it and there wasn’t much left, but according to what folk said there was still some long brown hair attached to the skull. Kitty had had long brown hair. She hadn’t said anything to her mother – there was no point – but she’d been unable to eat anything for days without being sick.


‘Moll?’ Fanny’s voice brought her out of the darkness. ‘Say you’ll come tonight. Your da never lets you do anything and you won’t get a chance for a bit of fun for ages. They’ll have shuggy boats an’ coconut shies an’ hoopla an’ everything, and the music’s grand. No one’d say anything to your da if they see you, they all know what he’s like. Go on, please.’


She wanted to, so much. And it was true what Fanny said – since Kitty had gone she wasn’t allowed any freedom. These days she couldn’t even go for a walk with Fanny and her other friends after Sunday school in the next village like she had used to. She had been forced to miss the Sunday school picnic in the summer, an event everyone looked forward to all year, and when Mrs Howard had knocked on the door and said to her da that she would keep an eye on her if he’d let her go and deliver her home safely, he’d sent Fanny’s mam away with a flea in her ear. And yet Fred and Caleb could do anything they wanted. She could understand that to some extent where Fred was concerned – he was thirteen, after all – but Caleb was only nine years old.


The feeling of being hard done by, which had been growing steadily for months, brought a spark of recklessness with it. Molly looked into Fanny’s small bright eyes and nodded. ‘All right, I’ll come.’


Fanny gave a squeal of pleasure. She was a replica of her mother, being stout and round-faced with a wide smile and rather forceful personality, but she had a deep affection for Molly and Molly for her. In the early days of Kitty’s disappearance Molly had relied heavily on her friend. Kitty had always been more of a mother to her than a sister – their mam had little maternal affection to spare – and even now she still missed her badly.


The six girls were working together in Moat Piece, which was one of Farmer Roach’s fields, and they were busy hoeing the ground. The rural naming of fields went hand in hand with an intimate knowledge of the local terrain, fed by a continuing presence in one place of generation upon generation of country folk.


The field names often gave a clue to the field’s history – Fishpond, Cuckoo’s Clump, Lark Hill, Bee Meadow – and Moat Piece was no exception as it was surrounded by a narrow boggy ditch. One name was as good as another to most of the workers; what really mattered about the field in which they happened to be working was whether it was comparatively sheltered. In some of the more open ones the wind would hurtle through, driving the rain into clothes in minutes. It was better if the soil was easily workable too; sometimes it could be of back-breaking heaviness or so bound together that a ploughshare could scarcely get through it.


Moat Piece was one of the more exposed fields and could be a miserable place in the depths of winter but today, although cold, an autumn sun was shining and it made the work pleasant enough. Now that the harvest had been gathered in and the corn was safely in the stack or barns, more mundane jobs could be done again, but already it was the end of September and soon the weather would change. Molly and the others knew they had to work while they could. Winter, when unemployment for the women and children for three or four months was the great bugbear, often meant empty bellies. The men usually found work of some kind but as the most they could earn was eleven or twelve shillings a week, the loss of the few shillings the women and children brought in was sorely missed. Josiah McKenzie was normally first in line for any jobs going. Besides sheer muscular strength, Molly’s father had much dexterity and knowledge of how each of the many operations of farm work should be done – even if it was only how to pull turnips and lay them out in such a way that their tops could be cut off more easily. The farmers knew they could rely on him too; Josiah got things done and if he had to tread on his fellow man to do so, it didn’t worry him.


‘Are you going to tell your mam you’re coming with us?’ said Fanny, straightening her aching back and pushing her hair out of her eyes.


Molly looked across to where her mother and a couple of other women were working at the far end of the field. It had only been after Kitty had gone that she had realized she didn’t like her mam. Her mam had never bothered with her and Kitty – she only ever had time for the lads – but it wasn’t that so much that had caused the resentment and dislike to fester, or the clips round the ear her mam dished out for the slightest misdemeanour. It was the knowledge that whatever her da said or did, her mam was on his side, and him doing away with her sister was proof of it. Her mam had carried on as though Kitty had never existed. Sometimes when she was lying awake on her pallet bed with the lads snoring on the other side of the room, she could hear her mam and da talking and now and again her mam would laugh, a silly girlish giggle. It always caused her stomach to knot. How could her mam do that when she knew what her da had done?


Molly looked at Fanny, and her voice was flat when she said, ‘No, I shan’t tell me mam owt.’


Fanny nodded. She would never say it out loud because Mrs McKenzie was Molly’s mam, after all, but she didn’t like her friend’s mother. Mrs McKenzie had a way of looking at you that made you think you’d got a dirty nose or something. She had said that once to her own mam, and her mam had said that Mrs McKenzie had a lot to put up with being married to Josiah McKenzie, but her da had been listening and he had shaken his head. ‘Birds of a feather there,’ he’d said soberly. ‘Birds of a feather, lass, an’ no mistake.’


Fanny kept her voice low when she said, ‘Shall I wait for you at Whistler’s Corner after dinner then? There’s a bunch of us meeting there. How are you going to get away without your mam knowing, though?’


Molly thought for a moment. ‘I’ll go to bed and then climb out of the window.’ Their small stone cottage was built against a sharply rising bank on one side and when the window was open you could virtually climb up on the sill and step out onto the bank. The bank was covered in briars and thorn bushes, but she would manage.


‘What about your Fred and Caleb? Would they tell on you?’


‘Fred’s going to the fair with his pals and he’s taking Caleb with him, so they won’t be there.’


‘What if they see you at the fair, though?’


‘They wouldn’t say anything to me da.’ She wasn’t as close to her brothers as she had been to Kitty, but the three of them were united against their father.


‘Me da said he’s going to give me some pennies for the fair and I’ll share them with you,’ Fanny promised. She knew Molly’s parents never gave her so much as a farthing to spend on herself.


Molly smiled gratefully. ‘Ta, thanks.’


‘An’ we can buy some jujubes or a bag of gingerbread to eat on the way home,’ said Fanny, warming to the theme. ‘Some of us did that last year and it was lovely.’


‘There’s toffee apples an’ cinder taffy an’ roasted chestnuts an’ all,’ piped up one of the other girls, a little too loudly for Fanny’s liking.


‘Shut up, Clara,’ she said crossly. ‘Molly’s mam’ll hear. You’ve got a voice like a foghorn. And don’t forget Molly coming is a secret, all of you, all right?’ She glared round the small group and they all nodded.


A thick autumn twilight had been gathering pace as the girls talked, and now, as their mothers called, they joined the group of women and children who had gathered to walk home, some to the hamlet and the rest to the nearest village a couple of miles beyond. Everyone was tired after a long day in the fields, but tonight a faint sense of excitement pervaded the air. They only had fairs come to the area twice a year – one was at Easter, but the Michaelmas Fair was much larger and grander. These two events were the highlight of the year, along with the Sunday school picnic in July.


When they reached the hamlet, those who lived there called goodbye to the villagers who walked on. On the whole, the dwellings in the village were vastly superior to those in the hamlet; most of the cottages had two rooms downstairs and two up, and quite a few even had a wash house next to the privy at the end of the garden. Those who had enough room kept a pig and chickens and had a fenced-off area where they grew their own vegetables. The well in the centre of the village provided pure, clear drinking water, and there was a small general shop and a public house, the Croaking Frog.


In the hamlet, everyone had to fetch their water from the stream which ran a hundred yards behind their dwellings, and the small bit of ground near each cottage hardly deserved the grand name of a garden, although vegetables were grown in the hard, unforgiving earth. None of the cottages had an oven, merely an open fire which served for warmth and cooking. Vegetables and meat, such as rabbits and pigeons caught in the fields, were boiled in big black pots hanging from a hook in the ceiling over the flames, and sometimes dumplings in small homemade bags would be added to the mix. In the winter a lot of ‘sparrowing’ was done. The men in the hamlet took the nets that their womenfolk had made and captured the small birds by beating the hedges in the dark evenings. Of food that had to be bought for cash, bread was far the most important. A two-pound loaf from the village shop cost two pennies; milk and butter and cheese could be purchased too, but no one in the hamlet could afford butter. Lard, made from pigs, was much cheaper, as was skimmed milk, a big crockful of which could be obtained for a ha’penny. In the spring, birds’ eggs were stolen from nests and taken home, but occasionally at other times eggs were bought from the nearby village from cottagers who had hens.


Molly couldn’t remember a time when she hadn’t gone to bed hungry, and now, as she entered the cottage in the hamlet with her mother, Ada McKenzie said, ‘It’ll only be us an’ the lads eating. Your da and the other men are going to Farmer Roach’s straight from the fields for supper.’


Pretending this was news to her, Molly said, ‘Why?’


‘’Cause the harvest’s in,’ her mother said shortly.


From her mother’s sharp tone, Molly suspected she was as put out as Fanny’s mam about the matter, but she said nothing more. When her mother was in a mood about something or other it didn’t take much for her to lash out and give her daughter a stinging slap across the side of the head which sometimes made her ear ache for days.


She went about the evening routine quietly, pouring some water from the bucket by the door into a tin basin, washing her hands with the slab of blue-veined soap which never lathered and leaving the basin on the stool for the lads to use when they came in. She then placed four bowls, spoons and mugs on the rough wooden table and poured more water from the bucket into a large jug which she put in the centre. As she finished doing this her two brothers walked in, and immediately her mother’s persona changed as she turned from stirring the rabbit stew and smiled at them, saying, ‘There you are. Wash your hands an’ come and sit down, lads.’


Once her sons were seated, Ada dished out the stew into the four bowls before cutting up the remains of a stale loaf and placing a large chunk beside each of the boys’ bowls and her own. She didn’t offer one to Molly and Molly hadn’t expected her to. Her mother had always seen to it that she and Josiah and the lads were fed first. From babyhood, Molly and Kitty had got used to going without.


Once the simple meal was over, Fred looked at his mother. ‘Me an’ Caleb’ll be off now.’ And then he surprised Molly by adding, ‘We can take Molly with us, Mam. I’ll see she comes to no harm.’


For a moment Molly’s hope soared. This would solve her having to sneak out.


‘All the bairns are going to the fair,’ Fred continued, ‘and—’


‘No.’ Ada’s voice brooked no argument. ‘It’s getting dark already and you know your da wouldn’t allow it. If he came home before you brought her back there’d be hell to pay.’


Fred cast a glance at his sister as if to say, Well, I tried, before pulling Caleb to his feet. ‘I’ll bring you back a taffy apple,’ he promised Molly, surprising her further. ‘All right?’


She smiled at him and nodded, warmed by the unusual show of brotherly thoughtfulness.


Once the lads had gone Molly washed the dishes and emptied the basin outside, before fetching more wood for the fire from the stack of kindling and logs stored under the tin-roofed lean-to next to the wall of the cottage. She put some to one side of the brick hearth and then swept the stone-flagged floor. That done, she picked up the empty bucket and made her way along the narrow path at the back of the cottages to the stream.


She stood for a moment in the soft darkness. A bird trilled briefly in the hedgerow bordering one side of the stream and in the distance a fox barked harshly. Although the day had been cold the sunshine had brought out the rich smell of vegetation and she sniffed appreciatively. Now the sun had set there was a definite bite to the air which announced that winter was round the corner. It always came early in the north, which ensured everyone made the most of the late summer days.


The enormity of what she proposed to do swept over her and she shivered. Sneaking out to accompany Fanny and the others to the fair was daring, but her mam and da would never know, she reassured herself in the next moment. Farmer Roach brewed his own beer, umpteen gallons a year in old rum puncheons, which he dished out to the labourers working at his farm with their lunchtime meal. It was one of the perks on the Roach farm, and the reason men vied with each other to work there. The beer would be flowing freely tonight for sure and, according to what folk said, it was potent stuff. The men would make a night of it and she would be home long before her da returned. Aye, it would be all right, she told herself again, even as her stomach turned over at her temerity.


Once back at the cottage she said goodnight to her mother, who was sitting in front of the fire, half-asleep in one of the two tattered armchairs the room boasted. Neither Molly nor her siblings had ever sat in them; it was an unspoken rule that they were purely for their parents’ use.


Once she had climbed the ladder to the upstairs room, she opened the window as far as it would go and climbed onto the sill. That was easy enough, but a mass of briars protruded over the edge of the bank and by the time she had climbed out she had scratches everywhere. Trying to ignore the smarting pain, she established a firm footing and then silently made her way along the back of the cottage, only climbing down to the ground when she was some distance away. She stood in the lane, panting and smoothing her dress and smock before detangling her long hair, which had got caught in the thorns.


She had done it, she thought with a dart of excitement and fear, and she’d worry about getting back in when she had to. She just hoped Fanny and the others were waiting for her at their meeting place or else all this would have been for nothing. She would never dare to try and find the fair on her own.


She needn’t have worried. As she neared Whistler’s Corner, Fanny came running to meet her, her round face alight. ‘I told the others you’d come,’ her friend said as she reached her. ‘Clara said you’d chicken out but I said you wouldn’t. An’ me da’s given me six pennies. Here—’ She thrust three into Molly’s scratched and bloodied fingers. ‘We’re gonna have a grand time, lass. You wait and see.’










Chapter Two



Molly stared in silent awe at the scene in front of her. Naphtha lamps spluttered and flared, and candles flickered wildly on the fronts of the larger amusements – the swing boats, merry-go-round with its gaily painted horses, shooting galleries, hoopla and boxing rink among others – and smaller lights glimmered along the stalls selling toys and sweets and ornaments. Booths were illuminated with thousands of tiny glittering lamps, sapphire and amber, emerald and ruby, arranged in the form of crowns, stars and feathers. It all made for a rich kaleidoscopic array of changing colours that threw their glamour over the men, women and children milling about. Pleasure-seekers from the villages and hamlets for miles around had come to the Michaelmas Fair, and the noise from the crowd along with the thudding steam organs was deafening to ears normally tuned to the quiet of the countryside.


‘Grand, isn’t it,’ said Fanny, as proud as if she had orchestrated the whole event herself. ‘I told you, didn’t I? Come on, we’ll walk round for a bit and see everything first.’ She thrust her arm through Molly’s and they set off with the other girls trailing behind them.


They hadn’t gone far when they came across Mrs Howard and another woman from the hamlet, both of whom stared at Molly in surprise. ‘Is your mam here, Molly?’ Sarah Howard glanced around. She was aware of the way Molly was treated by her parents – Fanny was often very vocal about the matter – and she was amazed they’d allowed her out for the evening.


It was Fanny who said, ‘Her mam an’ da don’t know she’s here. Don’t let on, will you?’


Sarah looked at the child she always thought of as ‘that poor bairn’. Molly was as pretty as a picture with her sandy gold hair and great big blue eyes, but her little face was always so sad, and no wonder with Josiah McKenzie as her father. ‘Me lips are sealed, hinny,’ she said with a smile. ‘An’ I’ll make sure the word’s out for no one else to say owt either, all right? Now off you go and enjoy yourselves. It’ll be a while before the fair’s here again.’


The two girls walked on together – the others had disappeared off somewhere while they had been talking to Fanny’s mother – and Molly drank in the sights and sounds and smells of the fairground. The odour of burning coal mixed with hot oil and steam, along with the delicious smells of baked potatoes and roasted chestnuts, was heady, and she felt as though she had stepped into an enchanted world. Everyone was happy and smiling, the cares of the day forgotten. It was wonderful, magical.


After buying a cone of gingerbread each, they wandered to the back of the fair where the quaint ornate living wagons stood. Horses were grazing and there were several dogs tied to the wagons. They didn’t venture too close – it was darker here and the horses were huge brutes – but as Molly gazed at the little houses on wheels she found herself wishing that she was a child of the fair folk. Travelling from place to place and not working in the fields from dawn to dusk must be lovely, she thought wistfully, and to live in one of the beautifully painted wagons would be heaven on earth after their dark, dingy cottage. Anywhere would be better than home, if it came to it.


The thought wasn’t a new one but in the next moment she brushed it aside; she wasn’t going to let anything spoil this evening, she told herself as they strolled back towards the lights and clamour. After a ride on the swing boats and then the merry-go-round, they bought a toffee apple each and sat eating them on the steps of one of the rides.


She had a ha’penny left and decided to spend it on the hoopla before she went home; it was getting late and she was growing increasingly worried about climbing back in the window now the first thrill of the fair had lessened.


She and Fanny paid their ha’pennies and received three rings apiece, and on her third throw she was beside herself with excitement when the hoop landed over a little cloth doll clad in a gingham dress and tiny pinafore. Her delight was so transparent that the elderly stallholder grinned at her as he handed her the doll, saying his wife made most of the items and she’d be pleased to know one of her creations had given such pleasure.


Molly held the doll close to her thin chest as they walked away; she had never had a toy before and couldn’t believe her luck. She would have to hide it from her mam and da but that was all right; her da never climbed the ladder to the room above, and her mam hadn’t for the last few years since they were old enough to change the straw in their mattresses themselves and wash their thin blankets a couple of times a year in the stream. She would call the doll Daisy, she decided, and she could sleep with her each night. Already she loved her more than anything in the world.


After a few minutes she and Fanny joined Fanny’s mam, who had marshalled the rest of her brood together and was preparing to leave the fair. They walked home singing hymns they’d learned in Sunday school and laughing and talking, and although the night had turned decidedly nippy, no one noticed the cold. Molly was glowing with happiness, a blissful happiness she would have thought herself incapable of before this night. And then, when she was only a couple of hundred yards from the hamlet, her name thundered on the air, cutting through the jollity like a knife through warm butter.


‘Molly!’


She froze in fright. She had been completely unaware of Josiah coming up behind them – they all had been – but now as she turned to face her father she thought he looked like the Devil himself. He walked up to them, his face contorted with blazing anger, and as she shuddered and trembled, Sarah Howard, aiming to try and defuse things, said brightly, ‘Josiah, we didn’t see you there. Had a good time at Roach’s, have you?’


He didn’t answer her, his eyes emitting a black light as he kept them on Molly’s white face. ‘Where have you been?’


She couldn’t speak through the fear strangling her, and it was Sarah who said, ‘I took a few of the bairns to the fair, that’s all, just for a short while.’


When he turned his gaze upon Sarah, stout and solid as she was, she took a step backwards, her children moving with her. As she said afterwards to her husband, ‘It was Old Nick himself standing there, I swear it.’


Josiah’s gaze returned to his daughter and he took her arm, his fingers like steel as he gripped her and pulled her towards their cottage. Sarah shouted something after them but he ignored her, flinging open the door of the cottage with enough force to cause Ada to leap out of her chair with her hand to her chest. ‘Josiah, you scared me to death. Whatever’s—’ And then Ada’s voice stopped abruptly as she took in Molly at his side.


‘Did you know about this?’ Josiah flung his daughter across the room so she went sprawling and landed in a heap on the floor. ‘That damn Howard woman taking her to the fair?’


‘What?’ Ada didn’t have to protest; it was clear she was flabbergasted. ‘Of course not, I’d never have let her. She went to bed same as usual.’


‘Only she didn’t, did she?’ He cursed, a foul spate of words as he walked to the small cowering figure and pulled her up by the hair. ‘You dare to defy me, m’girl? Cut from the same cloth as your whoring sister but I’m damned if I’ll be made a monkey of again. What’s that?’ He wrenched the small cloth doll out of her hand. ‘Who gave you this? A lad? Answer me.’


‘I – I—’ Molly was shaking from head to foot, such terror gripping her that she could barely speak. ‘I won it.’


‘You won it? Don’t give me that. Where did you get the money to win anything? It’s a lad, isn’t it, and I daresay that Howard scum egged you on an’ all. What’s his name? One of the Woodrow boys or Hogarth’s eldest?’ He turned to Ada. ‘Bert Hogarth was telling me just the other day he’d caught his eldest lad with a lass – likely he was taking one at me on the quiet.’ He swung back to Molly. ‘Was it you? Were you the lass he was talking about?’


‘No, no, I swear it. Fa-Fanny gave me half her pennies.’


‘She’s too young to go with a lad,’ Ada began, only to snap her mouth shut as her husband glared at her.


‘They’re never too young if they’re made that way but it’s not happening twice.’ He ripped the head off the doll, tearing the rest of it to pieces and flinging the shreds into Molly’s face. Pulling the belt out of his trousers, he snarled, ‘Come here.’


Molly couldn’t move. She’d felt the back of his hand many times but he’d never taken the belt to her before. She stared at him, her face white and her eyes huge, tears running down her cheeks. ‘I’m sorry, Da, I’m sorry,’ she gabbled. ‘I’ll never do it again—’ And then she screamed as he grabbed her.


‘No, you damn well won’t, I’ll make sure of that. I’m going to teach you a lesson you’ll never forget, m’girl.’


The first slash of the belt brought her screaming again, causing Josiah to swear and curse. He dragged her across the room as she struggled wildly, reaching for a piece of the old towelling they used to dry their hands, stuffing it in her mouth as a gag and tying the ends behind her head. Molly was demented with terror, attempting to lash out with her arms and legs, but her efforts were as futile as a baby sparrow’s in the jaws of a cat. He flung her to the floor, leaning over to bring the belt lashing down with all his strength over and over again.


Her screams muffled by the gag, Molly tried to crawl away but he followed her. After a minute or so she couldn’t do anything, such was the pain, but curl herself into a ball that jerked as the belt hit her small thin body.


That Josiah had lost control was clear to Ada, and but for her hanging on to his arm and shouting, ‘No more, no more, she’s had enough and you’ll go down the line if she dies,’ he would have killed her.


As it was, his wife’s frantic voice got through to him, and his arm falling to his side he stood panting, before turning to Ada and growling, ‘How did she go without you knowing, anyway?’


‘I put me feet up after dinner and had a nap. She must have crept down then. I thought she was still in bed. I got the shock of my life when I saw her with you just now.’


‘That damn Howard woman was in on it, encouraging her to defy me. I’ll see me day with her and her brood, you see if I don’t.’


‘I know, I know.’ Aiming to placate him, Ada said, ‘Come on, lad, you’re done in and no wonder. Come an’ sit down.’


‘If I hadn’t come back early because of that tooth that’s been giving me gyp for days I might not have seen her. How many other times has she skedaddled without us knowing? I’ll find out and when I do—’


‘All right, but not now. I’ll get her upstairs and you sit and take the weight off, lad. There’s a drop of oil of cloves in the cupboard for that tooth, I’ll get it in a minute.’


Molly could hear the sound of voices above her head but she couldn’t distinguish what they were saying beyond the agony slicing through her. It made her nauseous, and when her mother tried to move her she vomited over the floor.


‘Filthy little slut.’ Josiah plumped down in one of the armchairs. ‘Get her to clean that up.’


Ada made no comment. She could see Molly was in a bad way. All she wanted to do was to get her daughter out of Josiah’s sight. Her voice low and harsh, she muttered, ‘Get to bed, you hear me?’ but she had to lift the child to her feet and then support her when Molly practically fainted away. Manhandling the slight form to the ladder, she managed to heave her up into the room above, although they both nearly plummeted to the ground a few times.


Once in the dark room she shoved her daughter onto the pallet bed. ‘You’ve brought this on yourself. You know that, don’t you? You must have known what he’d be like if he caught you. What on earth possessed you, girl? Was it the Howards like he said? Did they persuade you?’


Molly couldn’t speak. She felt as though she was dying and she would welcome death if it stopped the pain.


Ada stood for a few moments more. She could barely make out Molly’s shape on the pallet bed but she could hear her ragged breathing. It invoked no pity, merely rage that Molly had caused such trouble and upset Josiah.


Provoking him like that, she thought angrily. It always brought out Josiah’s worst side if his authority was challenged, everyone knew that. She’d have a word with Sarah Howard tomorrow and give her a piece of her mind.


Not for the first time, Ada reflected on how much better their life would have been if they’d had no bairns, like Ralph and Flora Todd who lived at the end of the row of cottages. Flora was always bemoaning her lot but Ada had no sympathy for the woman. If it had been just her and Josiah all their days, she would have been as happy as a bug in a rug.


Of the many pregnancies she’d endured, only seven babies had been born alive and just four of them had survived past their first birthday. This was not uncommon in the hamlet. Womenfolk spent such long hard hours in the fields in all weathers, resulting in many miscarriages or stillbirths, and small babies who often died from sheer neglect and cold. Earning a wage was the important thing, everything else came second to that. Some mothers seemed to take the deaths of their bairns hard, but not Ada. Josiah was her world.


She had fallen for him the moment she had set eyes on him as a girl of fifteen when her family, Romany Gypsies, had passed through the hamlet to meet up with others of their kind for a wedding a short distance away. Unbeknown to her parents she had met with Josiah every day for a week, and after the celebrations had finished and the family had travelled on, she had run away and made her way back to the hamlet and her love. She’d known that her father would never give his blessing to a marriage with a man outside their clan and culture, but she was determined to have Josiah. They had been wed within a month. He was all she had ever wanted and still did. Josiah’s parents and younger brother had died from the fever the year before she’d met him, and so it was just the two of them in the cottage before the first baby had come along. That time had been the happiest of her life.


Ada came out of her reverie as Molly moaned softly. Children spoiled things, she thought irritably, especially daughters. Kitty had forced Josiah’s hand and made him do something that could have put him in danger with the law, and here was Molly following in her sister’s footsteps. Lads were different, more independent and less clingy. Bending down, she hissed, ‘Stop that noise or you’ll feel the back of my hand, m’girl. You’ve caused enough trouble the night, so think on and let this be a lesson to you.’


There was no answer from the small figure at her feet and after a few moments Ada turned and climbed carefully down the ladder into the room below. Josiah was still sitting in the armchair in front of the range and she walked over to him, putting her arms round him and kissing the top of his head. It still thrilled her that this big strong taciturn man that everyone else was frightened of was hers.


‘I’ll get that oil of cloves, my love,’ she said softly, running her fingers through his thick hair before she moved away.










Chapter Three



Through the fog of burning pain, Molly was vaguely aware of her brothers coming home some time later and going to bed. If she moved so much as a muscle the pain became unbearable and so she lay absolutely still on one side, her knees drawn up and the corner of a blanket stuffed in her mouth to stop her whimpering.


A year ago it had been the talk of the area when a farmer some miles away had gone berserk after finding his wife carrying on with one of his labourers. He’d flayed her to the point of death and there had been a big outcry about it, Molly thought feverishly. She’d heard her mam and da talking about it and her mam had gone on about what the woman must have suffered and how terrible it was, but she hadn’t tried to stop her da tonight. How could her mam care about this woman she didn’t even know, and yet not her own daughter?


Scalding tears were running down her face now and she gulped deep in her throat. Her mam was as bad as her da; no, worse, because mothers were supposed to be the ones who loved their bairns more, weren’t they? Fanny’s mam did. She wished her parents were dead and she could go and live with Fanny, and she wasn’t going to say sorry to God for thinking it even if it was a sin.


The long hours crept by in a haze of pain and tears and fitful catnaps, and her mind began to play tricks on her. One minute she thought she was back in the kitchen and her da was thrashing her again, and another time she imagined some of the boys from the village were prodding her with spear-shaped sticks. Then she was at the fair but with Kitty this time, and she clung to her sister and asked her where she’d been and if she could come and live with her, and Kitty kissed and hugged her back and said she was dead but Molly could be with her if she liked, all she had to do was to die.


When the pale light of morning filtered into the room, she heard Fred and Caleb begin to stir. It took all of her strength to move slowly and turn onto her hip, but the effort made her dizzy and nauseous and she knew she wasn’t going to be able to get up. The lads pulled on their shirts and trousers over the vests and long johns they slept in, and took the couple of steps to her pallet bed, looking down at her.


‘Hey, Molly, sleepyhead.’ Fred’s voice was jocular. ‘I brought you the toffee apple like I promised. Here, take it.’ And then his voice changed. ‘What’s the matter? You bad or something?’


In a cracked and hoarse whisper, she murmured, ‘Da – Da took his belt to me.’


‘Da took his belt to you?’ Fred kneeled down beside her and now his gaze took in her sickly white face and the criss-cross of dark-blue weals on her legs and arms. There was no sign of blood but the weals were standing out like engorged veins ready to burst. Silently he lifted her dress and saw that the small thin back was similar to her arms and legs, and he could just see a weal that started at the top of her ear across her cheek to her mouth.


Caleb whispered, ‘What did you do, Moll?’ only to have his older brother turn on him and mutter fiercely, ‘Whatever she did, it doesn’t deserve this. He’s mad. I’ve told you afore, he’s stark staring mad.’


Weakly, Molly murmured, ‘I went to the fair with Fanny and her mam.’


‘You did?’ There was a touch of admiration in Fred’s voice. ‘What about Mam? Did she know?’


‘No. I climbed out of our window when Mam thought I was in bed. Da caught me when I came home.’ Her face screwed up with pain as she spoke, her breath catching in her throat as she whispered, ‘I’m feelin’ bad, Fred. So bad. I – I can’t go to the fields today.’


Fred reached out and squeezed her hand, saying softly, ‘Course you can’t. I’ll tell ’em, don’t worry.’ He stood up and looked at Caleb, who stared back at his brother with frightened eyes. Walking across to the pallet bed he and Caleb shared, he dragged their thin blankets into a heap and then brought them across to Molly, covering her gently. ‘You’re frozen, lass, an’ that won’t help. You try an’ get some sleep now, all right?’


Molly heard her brothers clamber down the ladder and then Fred saying something she couldn’t catch. The next moment her father’s voice came loud and angry: ‘In bed, be damned. I’ll go up there and drag her down if I have to.’


‘She’s bad, Da.’ Fred’s voice had risen. ‘Real bad.’


‘Don’t take that tone with me, m’boy, unless you want some of the same.’


‘Let me go and see.’ Ada was attempting to pour oil on troubled waters, and the next minute she had climbed up into the bedroom. ‘Your da wants you downstairs,’ she began, pulling back the blankets, but then Molly heard her give a little gasp. Opening her eyes, Molly saw her mother staring down at her with an expression of concern. That this concern wasn’t for her daughter became apparent in the next moment when Ada muttered, ‘Look what you made him do, you wicked girl. Your da could get into trouble for this and then where would we be? You stay where you are for today and I’ll see to you when I get back tonight.’


She was burning all over and so thirsty it even outdid the pain for a moment when she whispered, ‘Can – can I have a drink, Mam, please?’


Ada flung the blankets back over her daughter, clicking her tongue irritably. She would have liked nothing more than to shake her till her teeth rattled. ‘You’ve been trouble since the day you were born,’ she hissed. ‘Like your sister. And you’ll end up like her, you mark my words.’


Descending the ladder, she saw her sons sitting at the table with their breakfast untouched. Josiah was eating his porridge which was stiff with salt, the way he liked it. Walking across to the table, she filled a mug with water and turned towards the ladder, only to stop in her tracks when Josiah growled, ‘And what the hell do you think you’re doing?’


‘She’s thirsty.’


‘Am I hearing right? I want her down here, now.’


‘She can’t, Joe, not today. She’s bad, real bad like Fred said. She’ll need a bit of time.’


Josiah narrowed his eyes. He’d heard the unspoken message in his wife’s voice and knew he’d be in trouble if the child snuffed it. After a moment, he said slowly, ‘If she wants to eat or drink she’ll come down for it or do without. Have I made myself clear?’


Ada nodded. She knew better than to argue.


‘Now you sit an’ eat.’ His gaze took in his sons, who were motionless. ‘You two an’ all.’


They ate in silence after that and once finished, prepared to leave the house. Fred was longing to take Molly a drink and see how she was, but he knew better than to antagonize his father further. Nevertheless his features were tight with the anger he was feeling. If it weren’t for Caleb he’d have taken to the road a long time ago, he told himself as he stepped into the cold morning. A frost had settled during the night, signalling that summer was well and truly over. Once Caleb was a bit older they could disappear together and make their lives elsewhere, like Kitty had done. He didn’t blame his sister for running away except that Kitty’s going had left Molly to bear the brunt of their mother’s temper and now, apparently, their da’s. Maybe he could take Molly with him too – anything was better than leaving her here.


His thoughts continued to centre on Molly as he and Caleb followed in their parents’ footsteps to the farm where they all were working. His sister had looked so small and wretched. For two pins he’d turn round and go back but . . . His eyes fastened on his father and he felt the bile of shame in his throat. He hated his fear of the man who’d sired him but the self-loathing wasn’t enough to make him do what he knew was right. And so he kept on walking.


It was a full hour after everyone had left before Molly dragged herself into a sitting position on the edge of the pallet, and all the time she was thinking, I feel bad, I feel bad, oh, I feel so bad. But painful though it was to move, her thirst had become a torment. She sat for a while and then stood up shakily, feeling weak and dizzy.


Somehow she climbed down the ladder without going head first. The room below was cold but rivulets of sweat poured off her and she felt sick as she clung on to the ladder for some minutes before she could stagger across to the kitchen table. There was a half-full jug of water standing among the remains of the breakfast dishes but even though her thirst was agonizing she had to steady herself for some moments. Lifting the jug made her groan as her bruised flesh protested, but it was worth it to gulp the water and soothe her parched throat.


She drank it all, and only then did she sink down on one of the benches either side of the table, laying her head on her arms on the scrubbed wood of the table. She dozed for a short while and then the empty trembling in her stomach forced her across to the cooking pot hanging from its hook over the embers of the fire. There were the scrapings of the porridge inside and she ate every morsel, even though it was black and burned.


Her heart beating against her chest like a wounded bird, she then did the unthinkable and collapsed into one of the armchairs. How long she slept she didn’t know, but when she came to, the food and water had given her a semblance of strength. Through the dirty window she could see sunshine and it drew her to the door of the cottage.


After she had opened it she stood breathing in the fresh air and listening to the birds chirping. It was cold but still a beautiful day, she thought, the sunshine touching her face with a modicum of warmth. Suddenly she knew exactly what she was going to do.


She clung on to the door, the pain from her wounds radiating fiery shivers all over her body but knowing that this was her chance, a chance to escape her father. If she didn’t go now she might never get another opportunity. She didn’t know where she would make for or what she would do when she got there, but that didn’t matter right now. The important thing was getting far away from him. If she stayed, one day her da would kill her like he had killed Kitty. She felt it in her bones, and her mother wouldn’t stop him. He’d be waiting for her to defy him again and whether his grievance would be real or imagined, the end result would be the same.


And she wanted to live. She looked up into the clear blue sky, shutting her eyes so that the sun made colours against her closed lids. She didn’t want to be found dead in a wood, half-eaten by animals with only her hair bearing evidence that she had once been alive and breathing. Kitty, oh, Kitty.


She stepped back into the cottage and shut the door, looking at the steep ladder as though it was an insurmountable obstacle. But she had to climb it – her few belongings were in the bedroom. Her body pulsing with pain, she took the rungs one at a time, resting between each one and the next. Once in the grubby room, which was always gloomy even on the brightest summer day, she glanced about her.


The lads’ pallet bed and her own were the only substantial items the room held. There were a few nails hammered into the wall for hanging clothes, and each of them had an old orange box in which they kept underwear and any possessions. Besides the clothes she was wearing, she owned one Sunday dress and smock and a coat, which she now pulled on over her working-day clothes as it would save her carrying them. All her orange box contained was underwear, a small Bible she’d been presented with at Sunday school and a hairbrush, and she made a bundle of these with one of the thin brown blankets from the bed.


Once she had climbed back down the ladder and was standing in the kitchen she felt as exhausted as if she had run miles, her heart thudding hard against her chest. She wanted nothing more than to lie down and sleep, but she knew she mustn’t give in to the weakness. Time was ticking by and she had to be well gone before her da came home. She had brought Fred’s toffee apple from the bedroom and now she walked to the kitchen cupboard and opened it. Besides the ingredients for the stew her mother was intending to cook for the evening meal, and a few other basic essentials like oats and barley and salt, it held a number of small apples the lads had scrumped from a farmer’s orchard along with some blackberries they’d gathered from the hedgerows, a bowl of dripping, a lump of cheese and a fruit pudding her mother must have boiled the evening before which was still wrapped in its pudding cloth. Adding a couple of the apples, the cheese and the pudding to the toffee apple in the bundle, Molly felt her stomach turn over. Her mam would skin her alive for taking the food but then she wasn’t going to catch her, and she needed something to eat if she was taking to the road. She had to get as far away from here as she could and stay hidden as much as possible for the next few days. She’d make her way eastwards, towards the coast, keeping to the fields and country lanes and skirting any villages and towns.


She was amazed both at the clearness of her mind and at her temerity. Her body was bruised and battered and very tired, but her head was clear and working, motivated by the knowledge that what her father had done once he would have no compunction about doing again. It would be easy to give up and resign herself to her fate but she wasn’t going to. Had Kitty fought him? The question wasn’t a new one and now, bitterly, she told herself, ‘Why ask the road you know?’ Kitty wouldn’t have resisted; her sister had been sweet and gentle and malleable, always thinking the best of folk. She would have gone to her death trustingly.


Hot tears stung her eyes and she brushed them away almost impatiently. She wasn’t half as nice as Kitty had been, she knew that, because some of the thoughts she had about her mam and da were wicked. And what was even more wicked was that she didn’t feel any remorse about them.


A small shred of material caught her eye, and as she bent to pick it up off the floor she realized it was part of the little doll she had won at the fair and had owned for such a short time. A surge of emotion brought a lump to her throat and tears pricking at the backs of her eyes, but in the next moment, after swallowing hard and blinking, she straightened her narrow shoulders. She wasn’t going to think about Daisy, she told herself fiercely, not now. That could come later when she was away from here and safe. No more tears, she had to be strong.


There was no one about as she left the cottage; everyone would be working in the fields on such a bonny day. As she shut the door on the dwelling she’d lived in for eleven years, her bundle of bits and pieces tied on her back so it left her hands free, she felt nothing but an urgent need to get away.


Every bone and muscle in her body ached and her head was thudding. She had never felt less like walking in her life but walk she must, she told herself grimly, as she followed the country lane in the direction of the village before turning off along a narrow dirt track between two fields that would take her deeper into the countryside. The hedgerows were high at the side of the path and birds flitted here and there, tweeting and calling to each other. Elderberries hung loosely down in parts, touched by the same light which pricked the fruits of bryony and dotted rosehips, and tangles of blackberry brambles revealed their bounty. Normally she would have stopped and picked them – she was always hungry – but today she walked on, concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other. She was already desperately tired.


The day had warmed up and all the frost was gone, and with the extra clothes she’d put on she didn’t feel cold. Shallow sparkles of sunlight glanced through the trees bordering the shaded path she was following and she had been walking for some time when she caught sight of a black-and-white flash of wing as a magpie dropped to the ground, cocking its tail as it landed.


She froze, remembering the stories about the bird she’d heard from childhood. It was supposed to be an evil omen if you saw just one because the creature was associated with Satan for not wearing full mourning at the time of Christ’s crucifixion. According to the old timers, the magpie held two drops of the Devil’s blood hidden under its tongue. Everyone she knew would spit over their right shoulder whenever they encountered the bird to avert misfortune. It wasn’t uncommon to see a cross carved into the trunk of a tree in which magpies nested as this would force the bird to flee. And now one had come to find her, she thought, panic-stricken.


She remained still, staring at the bird which was intent on eating a large worm it had found, and when in the next instant it was joined by a second magpie she breathed a sigh of relief. Two of them meant happiness, a case of evil cancelling out evil. It was all right. She stood watching the birds squabbling and jabbering over their meal before they flew off and then sank down onto the ground. She had to rest for a while.


How long she slept she didn’t know, but when she next opened her eyes twilight had fallen. She was so stiff that she cried out in pain as she stumbled to her feet, retrieving her bundle and tying it on her back again.


It was chilly now and she could smell frost in the air. Suddenly the world seemed less friendly than it had when the sun was shining and even through her layers she was cold. She couldn’t spend the night out in the open. She had to find some kind of shelter, she thought, shivering as the loud, shrill shriek of a barn owl sounded in the distance.


A slip of a harvest moon hung in the darkening sky, and as she forced herself to walk onwards she stumbled now and again in the thick shadows. She had only gone about a hundred yards when the path petered out and she saw a ramshackle gate set in a drystone wall. Beyond it stretched the stubble of a wheat field which no doubt the farmer would be ploughing soon, and after climbing over the gate she continued walking, feeling much more exposed and wary in the open field. She didn’t think the farmer or any of his labourers would be about at this time of night now the light had all but gone, but nevertheless she kept her eyes peeled. The field was massive, but after a minute or two she could just make out the dark shape of a building at the edge of it. She stopped, wondering if it was a farmhouse. She didn’t want to be seen but at the same time she did need to find somewhere to sleep. Getting closer, though, she saw that the building was an ancient barn. As she approached it, the owl she’d heard earlier emerged in a ghostly-white flash, making her jump.


Telling herself not to be silly, she entered the ruined building. The old floor was still strewn with hay, and hedge bindweed had pushed its wiry tendrils between the barn’s wooden planks. In one corner stood a forsaken haycart, its rotting ash and elm panels falling apart. Some of the rafters were missing but others were holding, and although she knew she’d be sharing a bed with mice and shrews and perhaps even rats, she pulled bundles of hay together and then sat down, undoing her bundle and fetching out the fruit pudding her mother had made. She ate half of it, along with a chunk of cheese, and then wrapped the remains tightly in the blanket, fearing rodents would come and nibble. She was very thirsty – the first thing she would have to do tomorrow was to find water, she decided – but for now all she wanted was to sleep again. She’d never felt so tired, not even after a summer’s day in the fields when it wasn’t unusual to be expected to work for fourteen hours or more with just a couple of breaks for a quick snack.


Settling herself down on the bed of hay, Molly used her bundle as a pillow, partly to protect her food from unwelcome visitors. She fell asleep immediately. When she next opened her eyes it was morning and it took her a moment to recall where she was. Attempting to move proved even more painful than the day before and after she’d risen to her feet she had to stand for a full minute, gulping air in an effort to quell the nausea. Her sore bruised flesh screamed at her to lie down again but stronger was the desire to put more distance between herself and the hamlet. Shakily, the tears streaming down her face, she smoothed her clothes and tied the bundle to her back once more.


Outside, the risen sun had yet to sweep the dew of dawn from the grass and a chill stabbed the fresh autumn air. Mist lingered, rolling across the harvest stubble, and a number of wood pigeons rose flapping into the sky as she left the barn. In the bright light she realized the old barn was situated on the brow of an incline. Far in the distance and little more than the size of doll’s houses were a cluster of buildings which she took to be the farmhouse and newer barns and outbuildings.


Molly turned, walking across the field to the thick hedgerow, where she struggled through a gap. She found herself in a meadow thick with grass and the blooms of ox-eye daisies, and at the bottom of a fairly steep hill she could see a stream glinting in the sunshine. On reaching it she discovered that the water was crystal clear; cupping her hands, she drank her fill. Never had water tasted sweeter.


Any frost that might have settled had long since melted and she sat by the stream for some time, knowing she ought to be making tracks but soaking up the peacefulness of her surroundings. After a while she ate an apple and the last of the cheese and drank some more water. It was only when the sun was high in a blue sky that she began walking, shot through with pain but driven on by the fear of her da finding her.


She was sorry to have left Fanny, she thought as she plodded on. Fred and Caleb too. It would be lovely if Fanny were here with her now. Everything would be an adventure then. But Fanny was happy at home with her mam and da and she would never have left them to come with her. Fred and Caleb had each other too, but she had no one now that Kitty was gone.


She stumbled, her bruised legs making it difficult to walk. When she fell over it wasn’t the jolt to her sore flesh that brought the tears but an enormous feeling of aloneness. She sat and had a good cry and then picked herself up and continued walking eastwards, telling herself not to think any more but just to keep going. That was all she had to do.










Chapter Four



By the third day the food was gone. Progress had been slow. Molly found she couldn’t walk far before she had to take a rest and more often than not she fell asleep as soon as she sat down. Every part of her body hurt. The second and third nights had been spent sleeping under hedgerows, but at least the dry weather had held, though it was cold. Then, on the morning of the fourth day, she was awoken to drops of rain and dark clouds raging across a dull charcoal sky. Before long she was wet through and the temperature had dropped; in the space of a few hours it felt as though winter had declared itself.


She reached the outskirts of Newcastle in the afternoon, skirting round the town and keeping to lanes and byways to avoid coming into contact with folk. That night she slept in her sodden clothes huddled inside a dilapidated, leaky hut on an allotment, and the next morning began walking again before it was light, munching on an old turnip she had found in a corner of the shack.


It was another two nights of sleeping rough before she reached North Shields. By then she had developed a racking cough and a fever and was walking in a daze most of the time, barely aware of her surroundings but knowing she had to keep moving. She had lost the contents of the blanket at some point, probably when she had slept with it over her for a little protection and had then forgotten to pick up her belongings when she’d begun walking again. Now she pulled it round her as a shawl, although it offered scant protection from the raw wind.


No one glanced twice at the small thin figure walking through the wet streets. Fishing from the River Tyne, and North Shields in particular, had been taking place for hundreds of years, and in that time the sight of unkempt ragamuffins and waifs hadn’t raised an eyebrow – there were too many of them. The town originated on a narrow strip of land alongside the river because of the steep bank that hemmed it in, but as it eventually became overcrowded, buildings were erected above the old and insanitary dwellings alongside the river. Businessmen and shipowners occupied the new town, whereas working people remained in the lower part. The two areas were connected by a labyrinth of stairs and passageways with a public house at every corner, and in the lower section the occupants waged a constant war against disease, dirt and poverty. Nevertheless, it was a close-knit community with its own rules and customs, and many fishermen’s families had lived in the same cottages for generations. Mining might be a dangerous occupation, but for seamen and fishermen the chances of death were twice as high. The North Sea was not known for its clemency and it could be a vicious and capricious adversary, loath to give up its bounty easily.


OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






			Cover



			Title page



			Dedication page



			Contents



		PART ONE: The Escape, 1900



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five









		PART TWO: The Next Beginning, 1904



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten









		PART THREE: The Metamorphosis, 1909



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen









		PART FOUR: The Real Miss Molly McKenzie, 1914



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Chapter Twenty-Two









		PART FIVE: Friends and Enemies, 1915



		Chapter Twenty-Three



		Chapter Twenty-Four



		Chapter Twenty-Five



		Chapter Twenty-Six



		Chapter Twenty-Seven



		Chapter Twenty-Eight



		Chapter Twenty-Nine









		Epilogue, 1965



		Dancing in the Moonlight



		Beyond the Veil of Tears



		The Colours of Love



		Snowflakes in the Wind



		A Winter Love Song



		Beneath a Frosty Moon



		One Snowy Night



		The Storm Child



		The Winter Rose



			About the Author



			By Rita Bradshaw



			Copyright page











Guide





			Cover



			Title page



			Contents













		iii



		v



		vi



		vii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		433



		434



		435



		436



		437



		438



		439



		440



		441



		442



		443



		444



		445



		446



		447



		448



		449



		450



		451



		452



		453



		454



		455



		456



		457



		458



		459



		460



		461



		462



		463



		464



		465



		466



		467



		468



		469



		470



		471



		i



		ii



		iv











OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE TOP TEN BESTSELLER

Believing in
Tomorrow

...Escaping her past





