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Annie stood gripping her bicycle and staring wide-eyed at the tall, auburn-haired boy leaning nonchalantly across his saddle.

‘What did Cathleen Davidson tell you?’ she asked.

‘Well, if I tell you you’ll jump down my throat.’

‘No I won’t.’ Without taking her eyes from his she flicked her head from side to side, throwing the long silvery plaits over her shoulders.

‘Your hair’s marvellous,’ he said.

‘What did Cathleen say about me?’ Annie asked again, a nervous tremor passing over her face.

‘Well, if I tell you, will you promise to go with me?’

‘Go with you? Oh, I can’t.’ Annie stared at him, aghast. ‘You’re nearly sixteen. And . . . and there’s Cathleen.’

‘Oh, very well.’ He shrugged his shoulders and ran his hand through his wavy hair.

‘Yes I will. All right, then, Brian.’ The words came with a rush.

‘Well . . .’ His eyes moving over her face, from the fringe above the wide green eyes to the large, curving mouth, Brian was savouring the effect of his coming words: ‘Well, she said your mother and stepfather aren’t really married.’

‘What!’ This was new; she hadn’t expected to hear this.

‘That’s what she said.’

‘Oh, the wicked thing. They are married; I was there when they were married. It was the day after New Year’s Day, nearly four months ago.’

‘Were you really there?’

‘Yes, I was!’ she said with emphasis.

‘Well, don’t get so mad, you asked me to tell you. She said it wasn’t a real marriage because you are Catholics, and it was in a registry office, and the priest said that in the sight of God and all Catholics they are living in sin. That’s what she said.’

‘Oh, she’s wicked . . . wicked, wicked! They are married. What else did she say?’ Annie demanded, her eyes wide.

‘She said . . . Oh, it doesn’t matter.’

‘It does! It does! What did she say?’ There was the urgency of self-torture in her voice; she knew quite well what Cathleen had said, but she must hear it aloud.

‘Well, it doesn’t matter two hoots to me, you know, but she said you hadn’t got a da either. She said Kate – your mother – had never been married.’


Annie had never ridden so hard in her life, and when she reached the gate to the wood the perspiration was running down her face. When Brian had attempted to ride with her she had pushed him so hard that he saved himself from falling only by dismounting, and she had pedalled away like a wild thing.

Inside the gate and out of sight of the road, she flung her cycle on to the grass and ran, stumbling and crying, along the path through the wood . . . Oh, Cathleen Davidson, you wicked, wicked thing! Oh, how could you tell Brian! That’s why some of the girls in the convent school had cut her. And everybody would know now. The nuns would know . . . Sister Ann . . . Sister Ann would know. Oh, Cathleen Davidson, I hate you! I don’t care if it is a sin, I do hate her. And Mam is married, she is! . . . Why does Rodney like Cathleen? He can’t like her, she’s so wicked. Oh, if only Mam and Rodney had been married in a Catholic church, if only Mam would become a Catholic again! Oh, sweet Lady, make her a Catholic again and be married in the Catholic Church so they’ll not be able to say that about her.

All the agony she had so recently experienced returned; the feeling of knowing she was a girl without a father weighed on her once more. For years she had prayed she would have a da like Rodney, and now, by marrying Kate, he was her da; but somehow, it would seem, it didn’t alter the fact that she was still a girl without a real father. Nobody round here knew that Kate hadn’t been married before. But four miles away, in Jarrow, they knew. Here was another world, a world of lovely houses and beautiful furniture, of grand meals and new clothes and . . . the convent. And now it was spoilt.

She started to run blindly on again, crying as she went: ‘Oh, Cathleen Davidson, I wish you were dead. I do, I do. I don’t care if it is a sin . . . Eeh! yes I do. Well, she’s wicked and she’s spoilt everything.’

Ever since Rodney married Kate, Cathleen had been horrible. She said Annie had taken her uncle away from her. But Rodney wasn’t Cathleen’s uncle, he was merely her father’s friend. Perhaps she had done this latest injury because her father had told Rodney not to buy her any more expensive presents; he said she was being spoilt and had come to look upon them as her right. Annie had pricked up her ears when she heard Kate and Rodney discussing this: she had felt glad and sorry at the same time, for Cathleen’s brother, Michael Davidson, would have to come under the same ban, and Michael was nice.

For the moment she wished she were back in Jarrow, in the fifteen streets, among the dreariness and poverty she had grown up in and knew so well; it didn’t seem to matter so much there who your father was. You lived so close to your next-door neighbours that you could hear the words of their fighting and laughter through the walls, and you could keep no secrets; yet out here, in these extensive grounds where you couldn’t even see your nearest neighbour’s house, it seemed imperative to bury the stigma of your birth. Up to four months ago she had known this area only as the place where the swanks lived, but now Shields seemed far removed, and Jarrow . . . oh, Jarrow was another world away. Yet at this moment she longed to be back in those familiar surroundings.

She went stumbling on, sniffing, blinded by her tears. Dazedly she felt she must find some place to hide and have her cry out, for she mustn’t go into the house like this; Mam would ask too many questions.

Leaving the path, she zigzagged through the trees at the back of the house. If she went deep enough into the wood she would skirt the place Rodney was having cleared so that he might build his clinic for sick children: Mr Macbane might be there, and she was afraid of Mr Macbane. He helped around the grounds in his spare time and lived in the cottage by the woods, cycling past the house every morning on his way to the pit. Rodney liked Mr Macbane; he said he was a character, though he could well understand how sharp a thorn he had been in the previous owner’s side. But Annie felt she would never like him.

Her jumbled thinking and mental pain seemed suddenly to be transferred to the physical as she felt her legs wrenched from beneath her, and a voice yelled, ‘Look out there!’ She was thrown into the air, and she turned a somersault before hitting the ground.

When she opened her eyes the trees were swimming all about her, and as they steadied she found herself looking up into the angry face of a young man.

‘I . . . I fell,’ she murmured.

‘You should look where you’re going,’ he said sharply. ‘Running like a mad thing!’ Then, more gently, he asked, ‘Are you hurt?’

‘No; I don’t think so.’ She got up slowly and brushed the dry leaves from her clothes. ‘I tripped over something.’

He made no answer, but turned from her and busied himself tightening a rope which was strung from an iron stake in the ground to a tree some distance away. Feeling a little sick and dizzy, Annie stood watching him and wondering whether he noticed she had been crying and that her face was all wet. She supposed he hadn’t. She hadn’t seen him before, but she knew who he was. He was Mr Macbane’s son whom Kate and Rodney had been talking about last night; they didn’t know Mr Macbane had a son until he had said, ‘Me lad’s comin’ home. Can you set him on with me, part-time, clearing the wood?’ The Macbanes seemed to be forever working: Mr Macbane worked at the pit and between times cleared the wood, and still made time to tend a vegetable garden – there were no flowers in the Macbanes’ garden – and Mrs Macbane went out each day to work in the village. And now this mysterious son had been pressed into work too.

She noticed he was very thin and that when he bent down his lank, black hair drooped over his forehead, and that although his face was thin his head was large . . .

Before her startled eyes, she saw it swelling until it blotted out the sky. The next she knew was that his hand was on the back of her head, which was being pressed between her knees.

‘Take a deep breath,’ he said, pulling her up straight again.

She tried, but found it impossible.

‘Here, here,’ he exclaimed; ‘pull yourself together!’

Oh, he’s snappy, just like his father, she thought. Then she fell down, down into the earth, to the sound of his voice pleading, ‘Great Scott! Don’t pass out; pull yourself together!’

As she came round she realized she was being carried. She blinked slowly at the face close to her own, and when she felt his arms sag she became panicky, thinking: He’s too thin, he can’t carry me.

He hitched her closer up against him, and she closed her eyes as the blackness threatened to engulf her again.

They were out of the wood now and crossing the little wooden bridge over the stream. She knew this, for faintly she heard the loose plank go plop, plop! She wanted to be sick, and wondered if she should ask him to stop so that she could be sick over the side of the bridge.

She didn’t remember passing through the orchard, or through the belt of firs, but she knew they had reached the greenhouses below the cypress hedge which bordered the side lawn when she heard Steve’s startled exclamation, ‘God! What’s happened?’

With relief she felt his big arms go round her and his broad chest pillow her head. She liked Steve: he was big and safe, and he let her sit next to him in the car and put her hands on the steering wheel and pretend she was driving it. She was borne swiftly and smoothly to the house.

There was a clamour of voices about her. Summy was saying, ‘Is she killed? Oh, the bairn!’ Summy was nice; she made lovely cream sponges with icing and nuts on the top . . . There was Rodney’s voice, crying, ‘What on earth’s happened?’ Oh, her beloved Rodney’s voice! That was a nice word, ‘beloved’. She had only learnt it in the past few months . . . beloved, darling, dearest, all lovely words; the house seemed full of them. Rodney was always calling, ‘Where are you, darling?’ and Kate would answer, ‘Here, dearest.’ Those were Kate’s hands on her now, moving swiftly, tenderly over her. The comfort of being near Mam – she was putting one of Annie’s lovely nighties on her. Now Rodney was saying, ‘Don’t worry, darling, it’s just slight concussion.’ She wondered vaguely what concussion was, but whatever it was Rodney would cure it, for he was a doctor.

The bed was warm and soft; she seemed to be adrift in it. Vaguely she was conscious of Kate and Rodney looking down on her. They would be standing close together and his good arm would be around her. He had two arms, but one of them wasn’t much good since he had been wounded in France in 1917. It was the same with his legs: he had two of them, but one wasn’t much good either. In fact, there wasn’t any foot on that one. The first time she had seen the leg without the foot she had felt ill. One day she ran into their bedroom, and there was Kate helping to strap on the stiff boot to the leg that seemed to end in a post above the ankle. She had run out without speaking, and it was a long time before she could look at the trouser leg and forget what it hid.

Rodney’s voice came to her, saying, ‘I think I’ll phone Peter. There’s nothing wrong, but I’d like him to have a look at her anyway.’

For a moment, the name of Cathleen’s father brought back with a painful leap the reason for her running, but she was suddenly too tired even to hate Cathleen. As she sank away, she was wishing vaguely that Rodney had never lived with the Davidsons for a year after he came back from the war, for then Cathleen wouldn’t have such a claim on him.


How long had she been asleep? Annie didn’t know, but it was night when she awoke. She opened her eyes slowly, to see Kate sitting by the shaded bedside lamp. Her face was half turned away and her eyes were downcast; she was reading. Still feeling too tired to speak, Annie lay watching her. Kate was wearing her rose-coloured dressing-gown which seemed to draw lights from her burnished brown hair. The skin of her cheek looked warm and creamy. Even in worn-out and threadbare clothes Kate had always appeared beautiful to Annie, but now, in the clothes that Rodney showered on her, she had taken on a beauty that Annie would never have believed possible. At times, Annie found herself watching Kate as if she were a new person, for the clothes gave her an air that was unfamiliar. She had need of Kate’s arms about her, and to hear her voice and to see the kindness in her eyes, to be convinced that the wonderful clothes had made no difference. Years ago, when Kate worked at the Tolmaches’ house, they had bought her a new set of clothes every Christmas. But they weren’t like the clothes she wore now. These made her look . . . well . . . oh, she didn’t know the word for that look, and anyway she still felt too tired to bother.

To the side of her, the door opened softly, and she closed her eyes: she didn’t want to talk, or to be given anything to drink; all she wanted was to go to sleep again.

Rodney said, ‘Come on, my love, you’re not sitting here any longer. She’s perfectly all right; she’ll sleep until morning.’

Kate’s answer vaguely puzzled Annie. She said, ‘I’ve keyed myself up all day to tell her, and now this had to happen.’

Annie heard the merest whisper of a kiss, and smiled faintly to herself. It was no embarrassment to her to know that Mam and Rodney were kissing; rather, she experienced a feeling of joy for Kate, for she still remembered the long, long years after Kate had to leave the Tolmaches’ to go home to look after her mother, who was sick, when her days were filled with work and washing and living in dread of her terrible father. The thought of her grandfather, although safely dead these two years and more, still had the power to make Annie shiver.

She was on the very border of sleep when further whispered words of Rodney’s dragged her back, filling her with sharp envy and resentment. She listened, her body becoming stiff. Mam’s words no longer puzzled her, but they were like arrows piercing her mind: Mam was going to have a baby. They were wondering if Annie would like it, how she would take the news. Rodney was saying, ‘Once she knows, she’ll love it. It’s better to tell her sooner than later.’ Would she love it? How could she love it? For it would have a father: it would have Rodney for a real father. Oh, why hadn’t Kate married Rodney years ago, before she was born, then all these years she wouldn’t have dreaded with that sickening shame the words ‘Annie Hannigan’s got no da!’


On the fifth day of being in bed Annie felt quite well enough to be up, but Rodney’s orders were that she was to stay there for a week. For the first two days it had been nice to lie still in a strange, untroubled state of mind, while Cathleen seemed no more real than a witch in a fairy story. As for the knowledge of the coming baby, strange even to herself was the fact that from the very morning after she had learnt of its existence, she liked the idea. But gradually the pain caused by Cathleen’s treachery returned. Maybe it was not so poignant, but it was still a pain. And it stabbed anew when Kate, who was sitting by the window, said quietly, ‘Who were you running away from, dear, when you fell? We found your bicycle just inside the wood gate.’

Annie answered haltingly, ‘I wasn’t running away from anyone, Mam.’

‘But you had been crying such a lot. Your face was so swollen.’

Annie lay watching, through the bed rails, the fire dancing merrily. She still watched it when Kate came and sat on the bed and took her hand. ‘Was it Brian Stannard?’

‘No. No, not really.’

‘Then who was it? Cathleen? Was it Cathleen Davidson? Did she say something to you?’

Annie stared at her. ‘How do you know, Mam? Why do you ask?’

Kate smiled quietly down on her. ‘Because Cathleen doesn’t like either you or me, my dear. I’ve been waiting for some time for something like this to happen.’

Annie felt her body sink inches into the bed with a feeling of relief. It was like being in the deep end of the pool and knowing there was a good swimmer beside you.

‘What did she say? Tell me, dear, and you won’t feel it half so much. Was it something about me?’

Mam made things so easy; she seemed to simplify everything. Annie no longer felt alone against Cathleen, but she could tell her mother only part of what Cathleen had said. ‘Cathleen . . . she told someone that you . . . well, she said you and Rodney aren’t really married, because you weren’t married in a Catholic church.’

It was evident to Annie that, like her, Kate had expected to hear something different, because for a moment she simply stared in surprise. Then she asked, ‘Was that all?’

It wasn’t all. But Annie could never put into words anything touching on the subject that, in her mind, took the form of a triangle, with Kate at one point, a man without a face at a second, and a formless thing labelled ‘Shame’ at the third.

This triangle had come into being on a Christmas Eve morning years ago when, realising she hadn’t a father, she had decided to give herself one and picked on the doctor to fill this position.

She had told her best friend, Rosie Mullen, and Rosie had told Cissy Luck, and Cissy Luck had told her mother, and Mrs Luck had baited Kate in the street . . . That was a terrible Christmas Eve! No, she could never speak of this thing to Kate.

Kate was saying, ‘You see, dear, Cathleen is very fond of Rodney, and she blames us for taking him away from her. So you must try and take no notice of the things she says, because it would upset Rodney if he thought there was bad feeling between you. You understand?’

‘Yes, Mam.’

‘After all, it is we who have Rodney, isn’t it?’

‘Oh yes, yes!’ Annie snuggled down in the bed. Yes, they had Rodney. He was theirs now and for ever; he wasn’t just ‘the doctor’ any more, he belonged to them. Kate was Mrs Prince, no matter what Cathleen said. Oh, if only she was called Annie Prince instead of Annie Hannigan! But she would always be Annie Hannigan, nothing could alter that. Yet when she married her name would be altered, wouldn’t it? Yes, of course, when she was married. How soon could she get married, and who would she marry? Oh no, not Brian; she didn’t even want to be his girl, even if she had promised . . .

‘There then,’ said Kate, bending and kissing her; ‘let nothing worry you. Just think of the nice long Easter holiday you have. And remember, Cathleen will be leaving the convent for the art school one of these days, and then you won’t be troubled with her. And when she and her family come later, treat her as if nothing has happened, will you?’

‘Yes, Mam.’

‘And we’ll say nothing to Rodney about this, will we? I mean, not being married in the Catholic Church; it would only upset him.’

Kate went out of the room, but did not immediately go downstairs. In her own room across the landing, she stood by the window, biting her lip . . . That little cat! To say such a thing! She had thought Annie was about to tell her that Cathleen was taunting her with not having a father; it was just the kind of thing she would do. But to say she and Rodney were not married because the ceremony was not performed in a Catholic church was preposterous. Wasn’t all the strife this subject aroused finished with yet?

She could hear again the old arguments, and Peggy Davidson saying, ‘But Rodney, you can’t ask Kate to be married in a registry office, she’s a Catholic.’

She had tried to explain her changed views to both Peggy and Peter.

‘But you don’t attend any other church, do you?’ Peggy said.

‘No.’

‘Well, then, you are still a Catholic. You know you’re still a Catholic at heart, Kate, you know you are!’

No amount of talking had convinced Peggy that Kate was not still a Catholic at heart; that was the very spot where she was not a Catholic. But in her happiness Kate had allowed herself to be persuaded, and a dispensation was asked of the bishop for, Rodney not being a Catholic, this had to be granted before a mixed marriage could be solemnised in church.

It was not until she saw the revolt in Rodney, when he realised that the part required of him by the dispensation was the signing away of the spiritual liberty of any children of the marriage, that Kate knew she could not ask this of him; nor did she want it for herself. So they were married in a registry office.

Father Bailey fought to the last to make her see reason, as he put it. And he told her he was frankly amazed that she could be so unrelenting in her attitude towards the Church, yet quite willing to promise him she would do nothing to prevent Annie from remaining a Catholic. When she agreed with Annie’s desire to attend the convent her decision made him scratch his head in bewilderment.

Kate had said, ‘It may be the wrong religion for me, but I think it’s the right one for Annie; we are not all made alike, father: we are individuals. She is happy in it, I never was; she loves the pageantry and the feeling of one large family, I never did. From an early age I rebelled against it. I cannot distribute my love or affection. I have found it must be all on one thing or person, or nothing. I must go direct to the source, so to speak, for I have found that intermediaries create a sense of frustration in me. And the Church is so full of intermediaries. But Annie seems to draw comfort and peace from them, and I’ll never do anything, I promise you, to shatter that feeling. Although I sent her to a Protestant school when she was young, I never interfered with her going to church, and now she’s set her heart on going to the convent I’ll do nothing against it.’

Looking back on that conversation with Father Bailey, Kate felt the old sense of foreboding returning. Why was one not allowed to work out one’s own salvation? Life had been hard enough, God knew, without having to fight the old battles over again. If she had chosen the wrong way, then she alone would suffer for it, for in making her choice she had not influenced Annie.

As she went downstairs she heard three hoots of a car horn from outside, and unconsciously she straightened her back and gave a lift to her chin. Mrs Summers was already at the front door, and the first person Kate saw was Cathleen. She had run up the path ahead of her mother and Michael.

Giving Kate a long stare that could have been insolent, she said, ‘Hello. Where’s Uncle Rodney?’

Before Kate could reply Cathleen ran past her on her way to the study. And as Kate went down the path to meet Peggy Davidson, she realised it would take a lot of self-control to prevent Cathleen from seeing just how much she annoyed her.
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They were all sitting round Annie’s bed, and the Easter gifts had been exchanged. But no real presents, as Cathleen thought of them. She was perched now on Rodney’s knee, with one arm round his neck, a favourite position of hers when subjecting him to teasing. From time to time she would turn his face to her and say, ‘Hello, pet. Know me?’ and wait for his eyes to twinkle and to hear him say, ‘You minx!’ or ‘You little devil!’ She used all the tricks she knew, for she was aware of Annie watching her. She was also aware that on the chest of drawers there were two large boxes, loosely covered with tissue paper. These were most likely presents Uncle Rodney had bought Annie. She wondered why he was so long in giving her hers . . . He had bought that Kate a beautiful new wireless, while they at home still had stupid old earphones. Everything at home was shabby. And look at this place Uncle Rodney had bought! Twelve rooms with beautiful furniture, and all the ground floor covered in the same thick red carpet, and the paint all white and egg-shell blue. And that Kate had a room just for herself, a rest room. Huh! a rest room for her, when she’d lived all her life in the fifteen streets! And look at her standing there with another new dress on, a yellow one, all soft and full.

She jerked her head, tossing her short black hair about her face in attractive disorder, and her dark, luminous eyes flashed around the room from one occupant to another.

She made her brother aware of her scorn as he sat looking adoringly at Annie; she put her own mother on tenterhooks, guessing what she would do next. As for Annie, that rabbit, she knew how to manage her. She thought, with satisfying glee, how she had already fixed her in a number of quarters. Her gaze came back to Kate and her feeling guided her in her desire to annoy this woman who now had all Rodney’s attention. She turned to Rodney, pulling his head close to hers, and whispered in his ear.

Rodney listened; then with the slightest touch of sharpness said, ‘Come! Don’t be a silly girl.’

‘Cathleen!’ Peggy cut in, ‘behave yourself.’ It was as if she had been waiting ready to chastise her, so sharp was the exclamation following on Rodney’s words. She was now ill at ease, and said to Kate, ‘Do you think Steve will turn the car for me, Kate? I’m hopeless at turning it in that narrow lane, and we’ll have to be getting back.’

Kate was saying, ‘Certainly, Peggy. I’ll go down and tell him,’ when the sound of a kiss made them all turn towards Rodney and Cathleen.

Her arms wound tightly round Rodney’s neck, Cathleen was kissing him full on the lips. And when, with an embarrassed laugh, he attempted to loosen her arms, she snuggled closer to him.

It was Peggy who pulled her to her feet, saying angrily, ‘Behave yourself, girl!’ Cathleen’s rejoinder was a deep, impish laugh.

The room became very uncomfortable. Michael was standing up, looking furiously at Cathleen. ‘Why don’t you do something with her, Mother?’ he exclaimed.

His mother turned her baffled gaze from one to the other. She looked helpless, and said to no one in particular, ‘I don’t know what things are coming to.’

Kate felt that she must get out of the room at once, and she was glad of the excuse to go and find Steve. The feeling within her was not one of annoyance with a girl of fourteen, it was as if she were combating the personality of a grown woman. She suddenly felt that Cathleen, in some strange way, was threatening the happiness of them all.

Not finding Steve in the garage, she asked Mrs Summers where he was.

‘I think he’s in his room, ma’am. But if you’re going down for him you’d better put your coat on – that wind’s enough to cut you in two.’ Kate slipped a coat over her shoulders and ran down the garden to the summer-house that had been converted into a bed-sitting-room for the chauffeur.

Her knock on the door was answered immediately. ‘Steve,’ she began, ‘would you mind turning Mrs Davidson’s car for her? I’m sorry to trouble you, but even with your expert tuition I don’t think I’m capable of it yet.’

‘Why certainly; I’ll come right now.’ He threw the book he had been reading back into the room, closed the door behind him and buttoned his coat as he walked beside her up the garden.

She said again, ‘I’m sorry to disturb you, Steve, just when you’re having a little time to yourself; we always seem to be needing you at odd hours. If it isn’t the generator it’s the boiler, and if it’s not that it’s—’ A terrific gust of wind whirled her coat over her head and muffled the rest of her words.

His big hands clumsily coming to her aid, Steve said, ‘That’s what I’m here for, ma’am; I’m only too glad to be of use . . . I think you’d better put the coat on, this wind will tear it away.’ He held the coat while she struggled into it. Then they went on again up the path.

They were almost in front of Rodney’s study window when Kate noticed Cathleen standing there. Her eyes, dark and deep, were staring unblinking at them, and they looked full of curiosity; they held some quality that Kate could find no word to define. She’s like the embodiment of a witch, she thought, a very old witch in a young body. With a startling certainty, she knew that this girl would have to be fought. She would have to fight both for herself and for Annie, and do it subtly if she wished to succeed.

With a word, she left Steve and walked directly to the french window of the study, opened it and went into the room. She closed the window with slow deliberation, and as she took off her coat she smiled down on Cathleen, who now stood by the side of the window, still staring at her. ‘It’s frightfully windy,’ Kate remarked with a calmness she was far from feeling, for she had a great desire to slap that look from the dark, piquant face.

Cathleen made no rejoinder, merely continued to regard Kate coolly, and Kate’s pose of calmness was slipping under this silence and unblinking stare when the door opened and Rodney came in, saying, ‘Ah, there you are, darling. Is Steve seeing to the car?’

‘Yes, dear; he’s doing it now.’

Rodney turned to Cathleen. ‘This is where you are, is it, you little imp? Your mother wants you to say goodbye to Annie; they’re ready to go.’

Cathleen’s demeanour had changed with the opening of the door. ‘All right, Uncle Rodney, I’m going now,’ she said, in a small-childish voice. She stood for a second smiling engagingly up at him, then ran from the room.

Rodney turned to Kate, taking her hand lovingly into his: ‘She’s a little monkey. Did you ever see anything like that exhibition up there? That was for Annie’s benefit, don’t you think? But there’s really no harm in her. She’s an attractive little thing in her way. You can’t help liking her, can you?’ Without waiting for a reply he went on, ‘But she’s not a bit like Peggy or Peter. Have you noticed that? I wonder who she does take after.’

I wonder, said Kate to herself. Aloud she said, ‘I must go and see them off.’

‘Here.’ He pulled her towards him. ‘What on earth’s the matter, darling? Are you upset? Did she upset you?’

‘No, of course not.’

‘Sure?’ He looked at her anxiously.

‘Yes.’

‘That’s all right then. For the moment you looked . . . Oh, come here.’ He buried his face in her hair. ‘Darling, you’re lovely; you look like the picture of spring in that dress. It’s odd, you know,’ he whispered: ‘I like people to come, but I long for them to go so that I can have you to myself again. You get more beautiful every day.’

‘They’ll be coming in a minute.’

‘Just one more.’

‘Darling, the door’s open!’

‘What odds?’ With his one arm he held her tightly to him: ‘Do you love me?’

‘Mmm . . .’

‘How much?’

‘I’ll tell you later.’ Laughing, she disengaged herself gently from his arm and went swiftly into the hall, only to pull up sharply, for there she saw Cathleen making hurriedly for the stairs, and knew that she had been listening and watching them through the crack between the door and the jamb.

As she slowly mounted the stairs behind Cathleen, she was assailed by a feeling of weariness, which blotted out the joy of a moment ago. Why should there be the necessity to fight this child, or anyone else? All her life she’d had to fight, first one thing, then another: poverty, shame, fear, drink, and things which could not be put into words. When she and Rodney had at long last come together she’d thought her fighting days were over, but now this girl seemed to be overshadowing her life, and Annie’s too. Perhaps, though, it was only the psychological effect of carrying a child that was making her magnify Cathleen’s actions and turn them from acts of petty jealousy to the deeds of a dark power. Yes, perhaps that was it.

She followed Cathleen into the bedroom and was able to smile on her with greater serenity. This puzzled Cathleen not a little, but did nothing to minimise the rage that was tearing through her: they were going home, and she hadn’t received a thing! Not even a small present – you couldn’t call a clarty Easter egg a present. And Uncle Rodney kissing that Kate like that! And the chauffeur had put his arms about her. It was all right to pretend it was windy; she did that herself when she wanted the boys to touch her. She’d watch that man whenever she got the chance. She would watch them both.
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This was the fourth day Annie had come down to the wood to see the young man and to thank him for carrying her home. She knew he worked here in the grounds for part of the day, and there was always evidence of fresh work having been done, but she had not seen him. But today there he was, hacking away at the undergrowth.

On sighting him she started to run, but pulled herself up; she didn’t want to fall again – he’d think she was doing it on purpose. She called, ‘Hello!’ and he straightened up and watched her coming towards him.

‘I’ve been looking for you for the last three days,’ she said. ‘I wanted to thank you for bringing . . .’ she didn’t like to use the word ‘carrying’, ‘bringing me home,’ she ended.

‘Are you better?’ His voice sounded cold.

‘Oh yes, thank you.’

‘That’s all right then.’

He turned once more to his hacking, and she stood with her hands behind her, watching him. She moved the toe of her shoe and made little ridges in the dark leaf-mould. Then she asked tentatively, ‘What’s your name?’

After a moment he replied, ‘Terence.’

‘Oh. Terence . . . it’s a nice name. Mine’s Annie,’ she said. ‘Wasn’t it lucky, when I fell, we were only two days from breaking up. I should have hated being off school. I go to a convent school.’ And she wondered why she was telling him this; he would think she was silly. And wasn’t he stern? He looked as though he never smiled. She tried to imagine how he would look if he were to smile. He must be old, very old, eighteen or twenty.

She realised, as she watched him, that she felt sorry for him; he had to work when he was evidently on holiday. And he was so thin. Perhaps he didn’t get enough to eat. That must be it; he didn’t get enough to eat, poor thing, because his mother had to go out to work. She would be tactful, like Kate; she could say she was going to have her tea in the wood, and he could have some with her. As a lead-up to this, she said, ‘Are you on holiday?’

He gave a little sigh and replied flatly, ‘Yes.’

‘Where do you work?’

He made no answer.

‘Haven’t you a job?’

‘Yes.’

‘Where, then?’

He hesitated, hunched his shoulders, then said, ‘I’m going to Oxford to work.’

‘Oh.’ It wasn’t Newcastle, or Whitley Bay, or any place she knew. She remarked quite brightly, ‘I’m hungry. I’m going back to get my tea and bring it down here . . . Can I bring you some?’

‘No thank you.’

‘But aren’t you hungry?’

‘No.’

‘Wouldn’t you like . . . just a cup of tea and a cake?’

‘No!’ The word was heavy with finality.

‘But your mother goes out to work and you haven’t anyone to make your meals.’

She put her fingers to her lips as he turned and stared at her. His eyes were grey and cold and very like Mr Macbane’s.

She stumbled on, ‘You’re sweating, and it would do you good.’

‘Thank you; I don’t want any tea.’

‘But it wouldn’t be any trouble—’

‘I don’t want any! I’ve told you I don’t want any tea . . . Now run away!’

‘There’s no need to shout at me.’ Her lips trembled, and her eyes started to burn. She stood still, tensed for flight.

‘Well, you won’t take a telling.’

‘I was only thinking it . . . it might do you good.’

‘I don’t want doing good . . . Oh Lord,’ he broke off, ‘don’t start howling! What on earth’s up with you now?’

She hung her head and the tears streamed down her face. She made no sound, but stood shaking before him. He stared at her, his expression one of mingled surprise and horror. ‘Don’t! What have you got to cry for? Oh Lord!’ he repeated, throwing down the billhook with an exasperated movement.

She couldn’t tell him it was because she was sorry for him; he was so thin, and he wouldn’t let her be kind to him. She wanted to fly away, but she seemed condemned to stand before him for ever.

‘Don’t! Will you stop it! Here, stop it!’ he demanded, taking a step towards her. ‘What have you got to cry for anyway? A big girl like you, crying!’

She looked up at him, her face awash with tears which glistened like rain: ‘You’re so . . . so snappy,’ she sobbed.

He stared blankly at her.

‘Just because I . . . I asked you to have some tea.’ She groped for her handkerchief, but couldn’t find it. ‘I’ve lost my hankie now,’ she finished pathetically, gathering her tears on the tip of her tongue.

His face slowly softened, and his voice and eyes held the slightest hint of laughter as he said, ‘Here, use this.’ He brought an extraordinarily white handkerchief from his back pocket and handed it to her. As she wiped her eyes, he said quietly, ‘I’ll have some tea.’

She gazed up at him, smiling through her tears. ‘Oh, will you? All right then, I’ll bring it down.’

‘But only after you’ve had yours in the house,’ he added; ‘it’s too cold for you to sit about down here.’

‘Yes. All right then.’ She thrust the handkerchief at him and dashed away, running and leaping through the trees. Oh, she was glad he had told her to have her tea indoors, for, now she came to think of it, Mam might not let her have it outside, because it was still very cold. And now she need only ask for some tea for him.

Twenty minutes later she was walking carefully back through the wood carrying a basket with a covered jug tucked in the middle. It had not been as easy getting the tea as she had imagined, for Summy had said, ‘It’s no use taking him tea; Steve went and asked him to have a cup the other day, and he wouldn’t.’ And Kate had added to this, ‘Rodney told him to come up and have his dinner here, but he refused.’

Annie had not explained the scene that preceded the acceptance of her offer, but simply repeated, ‘Well, I asked him, and he said yes, he’d have some.’

She put the basket on a log on the cleared ground and called into the thicket, ‘I’ve brought it.’

She arranged the tea things first one way, then another. And when he stood beside her, she said, ‘There!’ with the air of a conjuror, then added, ‘There’s a hard-boiled egg and bread and butter, and a piece of pie, and a bit of cream sponge with nuts on. You’ll like the cream sponge . . . I love it.’

He stood looking at the array in silence, then half turned as if to say something to her. But instead he stood staring down into her smiling face. Then, sitting down abruptly by the log, he began to eat.

When she took a seat on a nearby log and sat watching him in silence, he moved his hand quickly over his face as if to smooth away some expression. Annie thought he was about to laugh, but no, his face remained blank.

He was finishing the piece of pie when his father walked into the clearing. He stood up awkwardly, dusting his hands. Mr Macbane’s grizzled eyebrows twitched as he looked in surprise at the remains of the meal. ‘Yer not paid t’do that,’ he said.

‘They sent it down,’ his son answered quietly.

‘Yer should have told ’em.’

‘I did.’

‘Well, come on now an’ make up for lost time.’

‘What about the cream sponge!’ cried Annie. ‘It’s lovely, and—’

‘You eat the bit cake yerself,’ said Mr Macbane, not unkindly; ‘the lad’s got work to do.’

‘But I get plenty, Mr Macbane.’

‘Well, d’you think he’s starvin’?’ Mr Macbane’s eyebrows seemed to link at the top of his nose. ‘His mother’s a fine cook!’

‘I . . . I didn’t mean . . .’ began Annie.

‘Hold on,’ said the young man aside to his father. Then he bundled the crockery into the basket, which he handed to Annie, saying, ‘I enjoyed it very much . . . Thanks . . . and thank your mother.’

As she walked away she heard the young man say, ‘You would have had her howling in a minute, she cries easily. I had to take the tea to stop her from howling.’

Oh, she thought indignantly, I don’t cry easily! Oh, that isn’t fair. I was crying the other day because of what Cathleen said, and you made me cry because you snapped, and I was sorry for you because you’re so thin . . . I’ll tell you about it tomorrow. Yes, I will.


The following morning there was evidence that the young man had already finished his work before Annie could manage to get down to the wood: a fresh bonfire was smouldering in the clearing. She was disappointed, for she wanted to make it quite clear to him that she didn’t cry easily.

But her disappointment was quickly forgotten when Kate said, ‘Would you like to go to the Mullens’ for me, dear?’ This meant a trip to the fifteen streets, and the pleasure of carrying nice things for the Mullens to eat, and she would see Rosie if she was home from her job.

She was in the kitchen helping Kate to pack the basket when Rodney came in from the garden. He was evidently excited. ‘I say, darling. What do you think I’ve just learnt?’ he said.

‘What?’ Kate smiled warmly at him across the table.

‘I can’t believe it,’ he went on, ‘but Steve has just told me that Macbane’s son is going up to Oxford.’

Kate stopped her packing. ‘Oxford? You don’t mean to a college?’

‘Yes, St Joseph’s.’

‘Well, how marvellous! How wonderful!’

‘But fancy the old man not saying a word about it; Steve heard them talking in the village pub last night. Apparently the young fellow has won an open scholarship. It seems he was good at most things, but quite brilliant at maths. He’s going up in October.’

‘Oxford!’ repeated Kate. She suddenly thought of Bernard Tolmache; he had been a lecturer at Oxford. Dear, dear Mr Bernard, who had shown her a new way of life. He had come into her kitchen and said, ‘Stop polishing silver, Kate, and come and polish your mind; it will glow brighter than silver.’ And he certainly had polished her mind with the books he lent her and his conversation. She had never been to Oxford, but from him she had glimpsed a little of its magic. And now that boy down in the cottage was going there. ‘That’s why they all work so hard then,’ she said to Rodney.

‘Oh, my dear, what they work for will scarcely keep him in clothes and fares. He must be getting a grant of some sort besides his scholarship. But fancy that dour old devil not saying a word about it!’

‘Oxford,’ said Kate again. ‘It seems like a fairy tale. Oh, I am so glad for him. But what a terrific struggle they must have had to get him this far.’

‘You know,’ said Rodney, ‘I admire that old boy.’

‘And the young one,’ put in Kate.

‘Yes, and certainly the young one.’

‘And not forgetting the mother; she must have slaved for years with this in view. What an honour for them! But why haven’t we seen him before, if he’s still at school?’

‘Apparently to be near the school he stays with an aunt in Newcastle,’ said Rodney.

Annie stood looking from one to the other. Yes, she thought, he said he was going to work in Oxford. Oxford to her was linked with another name, Cambridge. They didn’t appear as towns in her mind, but as remote islands, where people who were different went and learnt to talk swanky . . . Would he talk swanky? He didn’t talk swanky now. Yet he didn’t talk like his father either, did he? But he was so thin, and his clothes looked old. Perhaps he kept old ones just to work in . . . And they said he was clever at maths. Oh, and she had told him he was snappy!

She remained behind in the kitchen while Kate and Rodney went out, still talking . . . Was he a gentleman now, because he was going to Oxford? Could he be a gentleman when his father worked down the pit? And did gentlemen clear woods? Well, Rodney worked in the greenhouses, and he was a gentleman. She was disappointed Terence was going to this Oxford; it stopped her feeling sorry for him, somehow. And she couldn’t ask him to have any more tea now.

When Mrs Summers bustled in, Annie said, ‘You know Mr Macbane’s son, Summy? Well, he’s going to Oxford.’

‘Oxford? You must be mistaken, hinny . . . That lad!’

‘He is. Steve told Rod . . . The doctor.’

‘Well! he doesn’t look as if he’s got that much gumption.’

‘He’s very clever, and has passed a lot of exams.’

‘Well, well! And his mother doing daily for Mrs Tawnley in the village. Ah!’ Mrs Summers stopped in the process of loading a tray. ‘Now I suppose that’s why he refused to come up and have a cup of tea when Steve asked him. Feeling too big for his boots. You know the saying, hinny, “Put the Devil on horseback and he’ll ride to . . .” Well, he’ll ride somewhere,’ she finished, ‘and likely break his neck in getting there. His sort of get-ups generally do.’


Annie got out of the tram at Westoe Fountain and took another for Tyne Dock. The ride was a transition between two worlds. What green there was appeared darker; even the spring flowers and trees in the park all seemed to have a film over them: they weren’t so new-looking as those about her new home. Nearing Tyne Dock, the houses became flatter and branched off in narrow streets from the main road. The tram ran down the bank, and as it passed the Catholic church Annie bowed her head reverently. It would have been nice to ‘pay a visit’, but the basket was too heavy to carry far. On past the station, then into Tyne Dock proper the tram rocked, past Bede Street, with Bob’s, the pawnshop, seeming to reflect its black depths into the street. The glint of the brass balls caught her eye, and she remembered having to go there one time when Kate had a dreadful cold and her grandmother was lying upstairs dying. She was too young to pawn things, so paid a woman threepence to do it for her. Bob was kind, but it did not lessen the feeling of shame, and she crept out of the place by the back way, and so into the street, where the dock men were lined up on the other side of the road against the railings. They always watched everybody coming and going, and as she walked past them towards the dock gates she remembered thinking that this was why Kate walked into Shields to the pawn, rather than pass under the stares of these men. But now there would never be any more Bob’s for Kate, or her . . . never, never.

Down the dock bank, past the line of public houses, and then the tram stopped opposite the high stone wall, with the iron bolts that went clank! clank! when the dock horses, which were stabled on the other side, moved.

As she got down, she saw the Jarrow tram disappearing through the first arch. She walked over to the corner opposite the dock gates and set the basket down near the railings. Then she stood watching the assortment of nationalities going in and out of the gates. She felt a strange stir of excitement within her. It was a long time since she had stood at the dock gates; she generally went swiftly past them in Rodney’s car now . . . That was nice, but this was nice too: a sort of coming back to something that belonged to her.

A little boy was standing near her, his hands behind him gripping the iron railings which surrounded the dock offices. He let himself fall forward, then pulled himself back in a swinging movement. He smiled at her, and Annie smiled back, and she wondered where she had seen him before. His hair, in loose ringlets round his head, was jet black and shining like ebony, and his skin was pale and clear. He had large blue eyes that looked sad. ‘Are you waiting for the tram?’ she asked him.

‘No, for me ma; she’s across there.’ He motioned with his head to the line of public houses. ‘I’ve got a penny,’ he said, opening his palm and showing the penny pressed into the flesh by the iron railings.

‘Oh, you’re rich,’ she said. ‘Here’s another. Now what will you buy?’

‘Pork dip, or pie and peas,’ he answered.

A man who was standing near, with a whippet on a lead, said, ‘Aye, that’s reet, look after yer belly, son. The Earl here likes his belly, and his drink.’ He bent and patted the dog. ‘Watch,’ he said, and pulling a bottle from his pocket he poured some spirit down the dog’s throat. The dog shivered and its bones could clearly be seen rippling under its skin.

The little boy laughed, but Annie didn’t; she didn’t like those dogs. She remembered going with Rosie one Saturday afternoon to the rabbit coursing at East Jarrow. The poor little rabbits had been kept in boxes and let out for the dogs to chase. When the gun went off she tumbled down the bank and fell into a ditch full of water. She was sick, and did not go again.

The little boy left the railings, crying, ‘Here’s me ma!’ and ran straight into the road towards two women and a man who were coming across. One of the women, who looked enormous, even at a distance, clipped his head and shouted at him, and he turned and ran back to the pavement again.

Annie stared at the approaching woman, and felt her eyes widening in surprise. It was her cousin Connie – well, Kate’s cousin Connie from Jarrow, who always smelt of scent, nasty scent. She hadn’t seen her for years. Connie often used to visit their house when they lived in the fifteen streets, but after she married Pat Fawcett she came no more . . . Why hadn’t she? Annie never found out, but she knew it was something to do with Pat, because Kate had been going to marry Pat. Pat was killed in France during the war, and now Connie was a widow, and oh, wasn’t she fat! Could she be the boy’s mother? Annie stared at the child again. Now she knew why she thought she had seen him before. He looked exactly like Pat, except that his face wasn’t red.

The man and the women stood on the kerb, and it was evident they were drunk. The man kept leaning towards Connie, emphasising each word he was saying with a pat of his hand on her enormous breasts. Connie would throw back her head and laugh, and Annie was fascinated by the size of the cavity, all grey and wet, behind the blackened teeth. Annie stood behind the man with the whippet, for she didn’t want Connie to see her; she was ashamed of her being drunk. If she hadn’t been drunk, she would have spoken to her, for she liked the little boy. She could see him now, pulling at his mother’s skirt. And she heard Connie say, ‘Blast yer! What is it, eh? Who give yer a penny?’

The boy pointed, and the man with the whippet moved aside to speak to two iron ore men who had just come out of the docks, and Annie found herself looking into Connie’s bloodshot eyes. A terror filled her. She felt a fluttering in her stomach; it was light and seemed full of wings. Her legs, too, became weak under her, and she could not have turned and run away even if she had not had the basket to carry.
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