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‘The new series will be greeted with joy by the thousands of women who enjoy her books.’ Evening Mail, Barrow-in-Furness on Champion Street Market
‘You can’t put a price on Freda Lightfoot’s stories from Manchester’s 1950s Champion Street Market. They bubble with enough life and colour to brighten up the dreariest day and they have characters you can easily take to your heart.’
The Northern Echo.
‘Lightfoot clearly knows her Manchester well’
Historical Novel Society
‘Kitty Little is a charming novel encompassing the provincial theatre of the early 20th century, the horrors of warfare and timeless affairs of the heart.’
The West Briton
‘Another heartwarming tale from a master story-teller.’
Lancashire Evening Post on For All Our Tomorrows.
‘a compelling and fascinating tale’ Middlesborough Evening Gazette on The Favourite Child (In the top 20 of the Sunday Times hardback bestsellers)
‘She piles horror on horror - rape, torture, sexual humiliation, incest, suicide - but she keeps you reading!’ Jay Dixon on House of Angels.
‘This is a book I couldn’t put down . . . a great read!’
South Wales Evening Post on The Girl From Poorhouse Lane
‘a fascinating, richly detailed setting with a dramatic plot brimming with enough scandal, passion, and danger for a Jackie Collins’ novel.’
Booklist on Hostage Queen
‘A bombshell of an unsuspected secret rounds off a romantic saga narrated with pace and purpose and fuelled by conflict.’ The Keswick Reminder on The Bobbin Girls
‘paints a vivid picture of life on the fells during the war. Enhanced by fine historical detail and strong characterisation it is an endearing story...’
Westmorland Gazette on Luckpenny Land
‘An inspiring novel about accepting change and bravely facing the future.’
The Daily Telegraph on Ruby McBride
A Sneak Preview of Lakeland Lily
Also by Freda Lightfoot as ebooks
One of the pleasures of writing this book has been the many people I have met who have given so generously of their time and expertise. I express my gratitude to Eileen Thompson, Joyce Wilson and Pat Hogarth for information on bobbin making; Bill Hogarth and Stan Crabtree for coppicing; and Bill Grant for forestry. I also thank the Forestry Commission and the Friends of the Lake District for their assistance. Ellersgarth is a fictitious village in the Furness Woodlands, and Low Birk Mill, if it existed, might bear some resemblance to Spark Bridge, now closed, and Stott Park Bobbin Mill, now operated as a working museum by English Heritage.
Alena Townsen, a fiery tomboy from a large, happy family, wants nothing more than to spend the rest of her life with her childhood friend, Rob, the only son of James Hollinthwaite, a wealthy landowner. Hollinthwaite, however, has other ideas and when he forces the two to part Rob is sent away to school while Alena must start work in the local bobbin mill. Life is hard and her love for Rob severely tested. Torn between two men, her indecision is heightened by the knowledge of a tragic secret. Dolly Sutton has problems of a more intimate nature, while shy and unassuming, Sandra Myers finds herself an unlikely campaigner against Hollinthwaite’s destructive plans for the village when he ruthlessly sacks the man she loves.
The windows of the house were ablaze with light as the young girl dragged herself on leaden feet down the seemingly endless driveway, though she guessed her deathly tiredness made it seem longer than it actually was. The farm or manor house, whatever it may be, was by no means grand. Solid and square and grey in the evening light, there was a bare, unloved quality about it that chilled her. Yet since it was the first glimpse of civilisation she had seen for miles in this bleak Lakes country, she kept her eyes fixed on those lights like heavenly beacons and, gritting her teeth, plodded steadily onward.
The wind moaned through a thicket of trees, making the boughs creak and grind together as if they might at any moment tumble down upon her. Rain-soaked hair whipped like a lash against her frozen cheeks but she did not trouble to wipe it away. Once her hair would have borne a sheen as fine as that of her short silk dress; now it was tangled and dirty, uncombed for days, just as the dress was torn and spoiled. Even the thin wool coat that was meant to keep out the bitter cold did no such thing, since it too was soaking wet with mud or blood, or both. It had been bought not for any practical purpose but to conform to the vagaries of fashion. She had no thought now for such niceties.
Not that she had any right to complain. Men were dying in worse conditions on the battlefields of France; dying in a war not of their making. But then she hadn’t committed a sin against mankind either, only against society.
It occurred to her that the bewildering number of lights could indicate that the people within were entertaining guests; they might not take kindly to being interrupted by a bedraggled ragamuffin covered in mud, shivering on their doorstep in her sodden clothing. She should perhaps seek out the kitchen door or servants’ entrance, beg a bowl of hot water from a housekeeper or maid so she could wash before making her request. Mama would wish her at least to present herself well. The thought, coming so unexpectedly and automatically, made her almost laugh out loud, but then the pain gripped her again and she gasped, falling to her knees as it knotted her spine, straddled the swell of her stomach and dragged piercingly down into her groin.
She clutched at a nearby drystone wall, her finger nails breaking in the rough lichen. How much longer could she bear it? As the worst of the pain ebbed away, she pressed her heated brow against the iron-cold stone. Was this how death came, with red-hot pincers?
What if they - the people at this house - refused to give her shelter? They knew nothing of her and her troubles, so why should they agree? Where then would she go? How could she survive yet another night in this wild, empty country? Her time was near.
With the last dregs of her energy, the girl pulled herself upright and, redoubling her efforts, reached a low flight of stone steps that led up through a wide storm porch to a solid oak door. She doubted her ability to climb them, let alone reach the high polished brass knocker. Her feet slipped on the rough stone chippings and she half fell, half sank thankfully upon the lowest step with an agonised cry, as the pain sliced through her back bone once more with merciless precision.
His first sight of them brought the blood rushing to his head. He could actually hear it pounding in his ears.
The golden light of evening bathed their milk-white bodies in an almost ethereal glow. They had lit several candles on the shingle beside the tarn since it was both Hallowe’en and the boy’s birthday. The flickering flames were reflected a hundred times in the ripples of the water as they splashed and dived beneath the sheltering willow and alder trees. Their laughter drifted across to him on a wayward breeze, bounced back by the surrounding Lakeland mountains, and fear rose in his throat like bile.
A rope hung from a tree down into the water and the girl’s head came up beside it, shaking the sparkling water from the copper locks of her long hair. Then she dipped once more beneath the ripples, twisting her slender body up and over, again and again, like a young otter at play, or some kind of golden water sprite.
When she climbed out of the tam to run along the tree branch, as graceful and slender as a gazelle, he saw how the young breasts were already budding with promise, the swell of her hips and a small triangle of curled hair indicating the first signs of womanhood. She showed not the slightest sense of embarrassment at being naked before the boy, proving that this was not the first time they had swum together thus.
James Hollinthwaite lifted his hand from the rock he had been holding, and found it starred with blood.
What a blind fool he’d been! Why hadn’t he anticipated this? Done something about it.
Because, like a moth attracted to lamplight, he could not resist keeping her in his sight.
But then to be fair to himself, he’d thought of them still as children. Yet they were fourteen, with childhood almost gone. He stepped hack into the shadows, anxious not to be seen, knowing they should not have come to the tarn without supervision, that some ill could befall them if he didn’t send them off home at once. But he did nothing.
Hollinthwaite had never thought himself a coward in all his forty-five years he had faced many trials and tribulations, lived through a general strike and a World War, and met and dealt with them all in the certain knowledge that he was a man in control of his own destiny. He owned a profitable farm, a bobbin mill, and a large parcel of woodland which supplied all the timber it needed. He must be one of the biggest employers of labour in the valley, if not the whole Furness peninsular, thereby gaining himself a position of respect in the community.
He would survive this recent depression better than most. New York might crash and shares fall, but since he’d had the sense to put his money in land, which they’d never be making any more of, he’d do all right. Land would always go up in value, if one bided one’s time, and he had every intention of coming out of this financial crisis with his fortune not only intact, but increased.
He possessed a wife, beautiful and talented, if not so compliant as he would like her to be. Most important of all, he’d got himself a son.
But now, for the first time in his life, he felt matters were slipping out of his control, a state of affairs he abhorred.
Turning his gaze back to the two bathers, ignorant still of his presence, he was forced to admit their air of innocence. But how long did such innocence last? His thoughts grew darker, soured and curdled like bad milk in his mouth.
‘Catch me, Rob,’ she squealed, as once again she jumped into the water. Dragging his gaze back to the boy who ran close behind, reaching for her just a second too late, James saw for the first time, that his son too was near manhood, and the expression in the boy’s bright eyes as he leapt after her told all.
Blind anger erupted, raging through him like a summer storm. The pain of it spread through his chest and ran down his arms like fire. For a moment Hollinthwaite thought he might actually pass out. The urge to pull the heedless, ignorant boy from the water, cart him off home and thrash the life out of him, was almost overpowering. James clenched his two great fists, managing by dint of enormous will-power not to hammer them into the trunk of a nearby alder. He wanted to slap the wanton girl for this flagrant breach of convention, her lack of propriety and shamelessness. Instead he stood transfixed by her beauty, making not a sound as she skipped and ducked and ran between the flickering candles, leaping in and out of the water in a hectic game of tag. He became bewitched by the mounting excitement that flowed between these two young creatures who stood on the brink of adulthood. Sweetly innocent they may be as yet, but dear God, how long before this magical, breathless aura of gilded youth changed to something much less wholesome, far more potent, and a thousand times more dangerous?
Why did he hate her so? Because she was rebellious and undisciplined, or simply a burr beneath his skin that would not leave him alone? Already there had been times when she had looked at him with something like insolence in those damned fine eyes of hers. And she had a brain far too agile and knowing for a child’s.
Even as he fought the urge to bellow his fury at them, the girl raised her arms above her head and, lifting her hair from her neck in a languid gesture, let it tumble down loosely over her bare shoulders. It glowed like molten fire in the dying sunlight as she walked on sure feet along the tree branch. James heard her gurgle of laughter, saw that the simple action held the boy’s gaze spellbound; saw her raise herself high on her toes and dive cleanly into the pool, a perfect arc formed by a perfect lithe body. When she surfaced she was laughing, her lovely young face bright with joy - and something else. Knowledge. Power. The age-old wisdom of all beautiful women.
An urge to turn and run hit him for the first time in his life. His entire body began to tremble at what must inevitably happen next.
But he was wrong. The pair stood inches apart in the water, not moving, not touching, simply gazing at each other as if they had made a tremendous discovery. It seemed worse, somehow, than any fumbling adolescent caresses.
It was then that he made his decision.
Alena Townsen burst into the small kitchen like sunlight breaking through thick cloud. The woman standing hunched over the table turned at the sound of her running footsteps and, quickly pushing the letter she was reading into her pocket, lifted a face carefully smoothed clear of worry.
Her smallness was more than compensated for by an air of calm capability. Her hair was light brown, and though it bore a natural curl, was cut short and sensibly clipped back from a thin, delicate face. Her blue crossover pinny had been recently starched and pressed and she slid work-worn fingers over the fabric, as if smoothing it down, while checking that no sign of the paper peeped from the pocket.
‘Someone sounds in a hurry,’ she laughed. ‘You can’t be hungry after that tea you must have had?’
‘We had a wonderful tea but I can smell ginger parkin.’ Alena put her nose into the air and sniffed. ‘Oh, I knew you would make some today! Didn’t I say so, Rob?’ She launched herself at her mother, wrapping two thin arms about the slim figure in an exuberant hug of delight.
‘It tastes better if it’s been in a tin for a day or two.’
‘We can’t wait that long.’
Laughing, Lizzie Townsen reached for a knife to cut two large slabs of the still warm cake, face softening as it always did at sight of this precious daughter of hers. That tip-tilted nose, the almost boyish grin and teasing blue eyes in a perfect oval face ... it was a wonder to Lizzie that anyone could deny the lass whatever she asked for. Certainly not the boy who stood, as usual, so compliantly beside her. Their friendship sometimes troubled her. They’d always been close, happen a bit too close, and although he was a grand lad, who could not in any way be blamed for the sins of his father, Lizzie wondered sometimes if she should put a stop to it. But that would break the child’s heart.
She slid a piece of cake into each outstretched hand. Only then did Lizzie register their appearance. ‘Your hair is all wet, the pair of you. Have you been swimming in the tarn, when you know full well.’
‘Oh, Ma, stop fretting! We both swim like fishes. you know we do.’ Alena flung a damp arm about her mother’s waist while, mouth full of cake, depositing a sticky kiss upon her cheek. ‘Not on Robs birthday.’
‘Did you have a nice party then?’
‘It wasn’t exactly a party, Mrs Townsen. Mummy doesn’t like too much noise in the house, but Alena and I had a scrumptious tea, and Miss Simpson let us play Newmarket.’
Alena continued to talk between mouthfuls of cake, despite disapproving glances from Lizzie. ‘I can’t believe we are fourteen. When we were babies, which of us was the most beautiful? Was it me, seeing as I was older than Rob by a whole day?’
‘You were both grand babies.’
‘Did you expect me to be big and blonde and a boy, like my brothers?’
‘I was just glad to have you.’
‘When you and Mrs Hollinthwaite were both. you know - pregnant at the same time, did you go on waddling walks together.’ Alena giggled while Lizzie merely looked nonplussed for a moment then, laughing, slipped the cake into the tin to hide her awkwardness.
‘Impudent madam! No, we did not.’
‘Did you both wheel us out together in our prams then?’
‘Not that I remember. Mrs Hollinthwaite had a nanny.’
‘But you must have admired each other’s babies, living so close in the same village? Did you compare notes: how much we weighed, what we ate, sleepless nights, or if we were sick? Didn’t you become friends?’
‘Questions, questions. Don’t you want this turnip you asked me to get for you?’ Lizzie handed it to her, thankful for the distraction. ‘Oh, yes, please. Can we make a lantern?’ Alena wiped her sticky fingers on her mother’s apron and, grabbing a knife, eagerly began the arduous task of carving eyes, nose and mouth into the tough vegetable. The job took longer than expected. When it was hollow, Rob lit one of their remaining candles and set it inside. ‘Can we take a walk around the village, Mrs Townsen? I’ll look after Alena. See she’s all right.’
‘I don’t need anyone to look after me,’ Alena hotly protested, but if Lizzie had been about to refuse, the arrival of Jim and Harry, her two eldest sons, home from the mill and anxious for their tea, quickly settled the matter. They came in on a blast of cold air, filling the small cottage kitchen with their thickset bodies and booming voices. Harry, not quite as broad as his younger brother, but taller by a couple of inches, and with a thatch of hair as thick as corn, settled himself in the fireside chair, slid his feet out of his clogs and rested them upon the fender with a grateful sigh.
‘Like blocks of ice they are,’ he groaned, half to himself.
‘Where are the other two, and your father? Supper’s ready,’ Lizzie said, her eyes on the door.
Jim, the biggest and most soft-hearted of her sons, rested a gentle hand on Lizzie’s shoulder. ‘You can guess where our Tom is, but Kit’s had a bit of a shock today. Sally Marsden has dropped him so Dad’s taken him for a quick pint.’
‘Oh, no,’ she sighed. ‘Not another.’ Kit’s lack of success with women was legendary, but for all she thought him the most good-looking of the four, Lizzie knew him to have the quickest temper. Too like his father.
‘Ma,’ Alena persisted, afraid her needs were about to be forgotten as her mother was already reaching for the oven cloth to fetch the steaming tatie pot she had ready and waiting in the oven for her menfolk. ‘Can I go now?’
‘Let her, for pity’s sake. She’ll come to no harm.’
‘Aye, give us a bit of peace,’ Jim agreed, ruffling his sister’s hair.
‘Would she listen if I said no? She never has yet. Take care now. Don’t get up to any more mischief. And be back by eight. not a minute later. D’you hear?’
Their promises were lost in the sound of running feet and bubbling laughter.
This was one of Alena’s favourite nights of the year. She envied Rob being born on Hallowe’en, though because their birthdays were so close, they always celebrated them together on this day.
She loved Christmas best, of course, and the pace-egging that they did at Easter. When she was small, she’d loved to dance around the maypole, and even enjoyed the rushbearing ceremony her mother took her to each year at Grasmere, though she had never been chosen to wear the special green and white tunic and carry the linen rush-sheet herself. But then she did not live in Grasmere. She lived here, in the village of Ellersgarth, in this beautiful valley of Rusland. Between Coniston Water and Windermere, it was full of twisting lanes and fine old beeches, green fields and deep, mysterious coppice woods. Secret places where a person could hide themselves for hours, perhaps days.
A little further north it merged into the thick forests of Grizedale where you could lose yourself forever if you didn’t take care. Alena never tired of exploring the woodlands, for all she was not officially allowed to venture far. She found following rules and regulations a great nuisance, preferring to work on the principle of what her mother didn’t know, wouldn’t hurt her. Swimming in High Birk Tarn, for instance, which was but a short, steep climb from the village and had become one of her favourite pastimes. There was little else to do in this quiet spot, and Alena felt sure that she was perfectly safe.
‘Will we knock on old Jessie’s door?’ Rob’s voice broke into her thoughts. He was swinging the lantern tied to a stick and as he looked down at her, waiting for her reply, the light sent odd shadows across his face, causing the gold flecks in his brown eyes to glint and sparkle. In that moment he looked much older than fourteen and Alena’s heart swelled with pride that he was her very special friend. She hoped he would remain so when he really was old. Life without Rob seemed impossible to imagine.
In that peculiar moment of intimacy at the tarn, between one heartbeat and the next, she had longed for something she couldn’t quite put a name to. Had known instinctively that Rob felt the same way, almost as if they could read each other’s mind.
But then she had loved Rob Hollinthwaite for as long as she could remember. He was a part of her life, a part of herself. Since her own brothers were so much older, he had been the constant companion of her childhood. As children they had played together in her cottage, on the village green or in the cold waters of the beck.
‘Only if you can run away quickly enough. It’s no fun if we get caught,’ she reminded him.
Sometimes Alena had been allowed to share his lessons, which were taken at his home, Ellersgarth Hall. He’d often begged to go to school, as other boys did, or as Alena did in the village, but he was never allowed. Rob, being an only child, and, his mother insisted, rather delicate, had received his education at the hands of Miss Simpson, his nanny turned governess. Alena hadn’t minded the extra work involved when she joined Rob at his studies. For all she fussed too much, Mrs Hollinthwaite had been kind, lending Alena books and even teaching her a little mathematics and French; encouraging her to make something of her life, perhaps one day become a teacher. Alena doubted her family could afford such grand ambitions. Not that it troubled her, she cared only about being with Rob.
And four brothers had taught her to stand her own corner when it came to pranks. They teased her for being a tomboy, but when Jim put a frog in her wellington boot, she would put a toad in his. If Harry left a dead spider by her breakfast plate she put frog spawn in his bed. Kit and Tom, being the two younger boys, would chase and wrestle with her, as if she were one of them. Yet she knew that if any outsider were to threaten her, her brothers would be the first to stand up for her.
There was nothing Alena loved more than a bit of fun and mischief. And mischief was what they were about now. Which was another reason she so loved Hallowe’en.
They scurried along Birkwith Row, flicking every knocker, rattling every dustbin lid, then stifling giggles behind their hands they melted swiftly into the darkness just as doors opened and light spilled out on to the pavement.
Mrs Rigg at the village shop caught them just as they were about to rattle her letterbox. She pounced before they could hope to escape and, with an ear belonging to each of them grasped firmly between fingers and thumbs, took them right into her kitchen where she made them fill all her coal buckets. Then she gave them each a sticky toffee and sent them on their way with what she called ‘a flea in their ear’.
‘I’ll have that kind of flea any time,’ mumbled Rob through a mouthful of caramel.
‘Me too.’ And they grinned at each other in perfect companionship.
‘Does she sit waiting for us, d’you reckon?’
‘I think she must.’ The idea of Mrs Rigg with whiskers on her chin and her pink floral pinny wrapped tightly about her skinny body sitting behind the shop door in wait for them, made them laugh out loud. But she’d always been a good sport. In all the years of rattling her letterbox, she’d never failed to catch them, make them do some task or other, and then produce a reward as if they’d done her a favour, at the end of it.
Next door to the village shop stood The Golden Stag, which seemed half empty this early in the evening, though it would no doubt fill up later when the workers from the bobbin mill had eaten their supper and came out for their usual pint, and perhaps a bit of a sing-song.
They peeped in through the door and saw Jack Turner, the pot-bellied publican, shake a fist at them. He’d come back from the Great War to find his wife had run off with his best friend, so had never been quite so amenable as Mrs Rigg. They backed quickly away, taking no offence since this was their village and his irascibility held no threat for them. They ran around the back of the public house and headed towards Applethorn Cottages. just beyond Ellersgarth Green.
‘Let’s go to Hollin Bridge instead,’ Alena suggested, dragging Rob to a halt.
She knew that the Suttons lived on Applethorn. Dolly Sutton had once been a close friend but the friendship had faded. Two years older, Dolly thought herself above hanging around with schoolgirls now that she worked at the mill and had money in her pocket to spend. She wore lipstick, marcel-waved her hair and always had a string of boyfriends in tow.
‘We’d best not touch Dolly’s house,’ Alena warned. ‘She’d half kill me.’ And think her such a child.
Rob raised an eyebrow at this sign of weakness. ‘I thought you weren’t scared of anyone?’
‘I’m not.’
‘Well then?’
‘I’m no fool neither, Robert Hollinthwaite. Dolly Sutton is bigger than me.’ And tough with it.
‘So you’d run a mile from her, all the way to Hollin Bridge?’ It was dark down there, and there was talk of a ghost; a pale lost maid who wandered that part of the woodland, weeping and wailing for her lost love. ‘It’s getting late. We’ll have to be getting back soon. I promised your mam.’
‘You’re scared.’
‘I am not.’
They stood on Ellersgarth Green with the lantern between them, and argued. It was always so. If one said one thing the other would say the opposite. But it made no difference to their closeness, only emphasised it, for they both knew that in the end they would do whatever Alena had decided.
The clock in the hall chimed eleven as James Hollinthwaite climbed the stairs later that evening. Following the revelations at the tarn he’d walked for miles, going over everything in his head. Had he made a mistake? He didn’t usually. Except in his marriage.
He entered his wife’s bedroom without knocking and looked down upon her with something very close to contempt, the whole arrogant stance of him silently protesting at having to be in the same room as her, if only for a moment.
She sat propped up in bed against embroidered pillow-cases and beneath starched linen sheets, swathed in a nightgown he knew reached from chin to toe, revealing not a glimpse of flesh between these two extremities. Even the rich sheen of her hair was denied him. It hung in a solid plait over one slender shoulder.
Never robust, years spent in trying to produce a healthy child, her naturally nervous disposition and a growing disillusionment with life in general and himself in particular, had all taken their toll. Olivia Hollinthwaite was no longer the woman she once was, now spending more hours than was healthy in contemplation of her lot. In James’s opinion this was a pity, but surely it was entirely her own fault if it resulted in depression. After two miscarriages and one stillborn boy, she’d finally performed what she considered to be her duty. But following that long and painful birth on a stormy night fourteen years ago, his wife had done everything she could to avoid this aspect of married life, even to insisting upon separate bedrooms. If only she didn’t appear so distant, so entirely unreachable, they might have been happy enough. Even now she was reading a book, as if she really didn’t care whether he were home or not.
‘You were not at dinner,’ she remarked, in tones that to James’s sensitive ear sounded cool and indifferent. ‘The Cowpers and the Tysons were rather put out.’
He’d forgotten about the dinner party. As a good Christian woman she would never have held such an event on Hallowe’en were it not her son’s birthday. It had always seemed an odd quirk of fate that the most momentous events of his life had taken place on this night.
‘My apologies.’ He was perfectly genuine. He shouldn’t have forgotten. It didn’t pay to offend people, even pompous fools like George Tyson. Who knew when they might prove useful?
Olivia lifted her gaze from the book and rested it upon the ceiling. Like a martyr, he thought. ‘I made excuses for you. Some pressing problem you’d been called to deal with at the mill.’
‘Thank you.’ Annoyed at finding himself in the wrong, he could barely keep the irritation from his voice. ‘Ask them again next week.’
‘Oh, that would be too soon. I couldn’t.’
‘Yes, you could.’ He had flustered her, which was rare, and he revelled in the sense of power it gave him.
When he had married her twenty-two years ago, Olivia Leck had been the handsomest, most elegant woman imaginable, for all she was three years older than he. Coming from a respected Lancashire family, she’d naturally brought money to the marriage, and a very useful parcel of woodland not too far from his own valley. But most of all, she had possessed that precious commodity - style. He’d admired that in her more than any other quality. Her dress, her grace, her manner, - all had indicated the impeccable training she had received at the hands of her own formidable mama.
She could decorate and lay a table in white and gold, and make it look as if it had just dropped from heaven. But that had been in another age, Edwardian and leisurely, before the war, and infinitely more elegant than this one. In those early days, she had made it seem as if her one desire was to please and pamper those fortunate enough to be invited to sit around her table, lifting her new husband and his humble farmhouse to the echelons of the middle classes, where by rights James considered he should be. Even now she could somehow manage to get all the right people to her dinner parties. Surely a great asset in any wife.
‘They are busy people and may not wish to risk the humiliation again.’
‘Ask them.’ For a moment he saw the familiar rebellion flicker across her beautiful face. He hated unpleasantness and rebellion of any sort, so said it again, in more forceful, commanding tones. ‘Do as I say, Olivia.’
She sighed with a tremulous sadness, as if he had wounded her. ‘As you wish.’
His exhilaration at winning this small victory quickly faded, leaving him feeling flat and faintly foolish. It was ever so. He resolved not to remain in her company a moment longer than necessary. But James liked to be seen to follow the conventions, even when in reality he flouted them at every turn. It seemed correct for a man to bid goodnight to his wife, so he did so. Now he turned to go, his eagerness to quit the suffocating sweetness of the room making him momentarily forget what had occupied his thoughts all evening, and been the cause of his neglect. Turning abruptly he saw her cringe away from him. Even now, after all these years, it had the power to infuriate.
Never, in all their married life together, had she welcomed him with anything approaching desire. He might have been willing to show more consideration towards her had she made the smallest effort to please him.
He could not deny that she carried out her wifely duties without protest, when called upon to do so. But he was a man who demanded passion, for God’s sake, not duty. Yet she had the effrontery to complain about his lack of sensitivity! Olivia should consider herself fortunate he preferred not to risk a scandal by taking a mistress, which would do neither of them any good. In his younger days he’d once had a fling of sorts, but it had caused as many problems as it had solved. But had he the time or inclination for dalliance, he could still have any woman he chose. He thought of himself as a well set-up sort of chap, not overweight, with a fine head of dark brown hair, good teeth, and rather splendid patrician features. Yet apparently he repelled his own wife.
But what did she have to complain of? She had money and status, a cook, a governess for her child, the use of a motor to take her to coffee mornings, charity functions and whatever committee she was currently serving upon. He made very sure that her diary was kept full. What more could she require? James liked an ordered life, and had always made certain that he attained one. If that meant supervising his wife and son more than they might wish, that was something they must both learn to tolerate. Which thought brought to mind the real purpose of his visit. ‘I saw that child this evening - Alena Townsen.’
‘Oh?’ Olivia closed her book and showed interest for the first time. ‘She is hardly a child, very nearly a young woman.’
‘So I noticed. She was with Robert. They were swimming together in the tarn. Naked.’
‘Oh, dear.’
He stared at her. ‘Is that all you have to say. "Oh, dear"?’
‘They are young, and very fond of each other. They’ve grown up together, so I don’t see a little nakedness as a sin.’
‘You’ve been too soft with both of them.’
‘A person needs love. It is an essential part of life.’ She looked him directly in the eye as she said this. How was it she could always twist every conversation to his disadvantage? If she was not openly criticising him for having offended yet another of their over-sensitive neighbours - as if it were possible to make money without treading on someone’s toes from time to time - she was regarding him in silent, condemnatory reproach. He was never sure which he hated most.
True, the folk who lived in this village were practical and hard-working with a natural feel for the woodlands and the wildlife that lived within it. But their country ways, superstitions and slow acceptance of change were constant sources of irritation to him. James Hollinthwaite prided himself on being a far-seeing man; one poised to exploit the future, if he didn’t have one foot
in it already. The last thing he needed was a difficult wife or disobedient son.
‘You’d best speak to the boy. We don’t want any - accidents.’
She gave a half-smile but said no more, and fury shot through him, hot and fierce. Drat the woman! Why must she always give the impression of being superior? As if she knew something he didn’t, or understood people better than he did, which couldn’t be the case. In point of fact, he was more in control than she could ever imagine. But then, he had always been willing to do what must be done.
‘It’s time we settled that boy’s future. Come to my study tomorrow at ten.’ Having issued his wife with this order, James strode from the room, certain he had finally succeeded in showing he was the one who made the decisions in this house.
The next morning when the inhabitants of Applethorn Cottages were busily righting their dustbins, which they always had to do following Hallowe’en, Dolly Sutton had her head in the scullery sink.
She wasn’t sure whether this queasiness she felt was the result of eating too much supper or stemmed from a more sinister reason, one too frightening to contemplate. In case it was the latter, she had, over the last several days, jumped off every stair for as high up them as she could manage. She’d taken a dozen baths, whenever her mother was out, most of which had been stone cold because she’d used up all the hot water from the back boiler, but all the more painful for that. She had also taken more than the odd nip of her mother’s gin. But despite all her best efforts, there was no sign of her monthly visitor. What she longed for more than anything right now was that familiar dragging pain in her belly. Instead of which all she felt was a ball of breathless fear in her chest.
She remembered reading in some newspaper or other how even the Archbishop of Canterbury himself had given the go-ahead for contraception, so long as it wasn’t for selfish reasons, which seemed a bit contrary to Dolly. The only trouble was, the article didn’t explain how you went about it. And she’d never dared ask her mother.
She stared into the grubby medicine tin which bore a picture of Queen Victoria’s jubilee on the lid, no doubt indicating the age of its contents, in the hope of salvation. Fenning’s Fever Cure. Dolly shuddered. Kill or cure, more like. It would take the coating off her tongue, and even if she was prepared to suffer it, she doubted it would solve her problem. Vic’s Vapour Rub. Fat lot of good that would do. And a bottle of Indian Brandee, good for belly ache caused by a period. But would it bring one on?
She heard the back door open and her mother’s voice raised in argument. What was wrong now? That old nosy-parker from next door causing trouble again?
Dolly’s head ached abominably and she laid a cold flannel against it with tender care. Perhaps that third nip of gin had been one too many and that was why the top of her head felt as if it were being screwed off like the stopper from a stone ginger bottle.
Mrs Sutton’s voice rang out. ‘I wish I’d done it meself, you nasty old witch!’ Then the kitchen door slammed, reverberating throughout the small cottage and doing no kindness to Dolly’s headache.
If only she were older, she thought, after retching another thin stream of bile-like liquid into the sink. It wouldn’t have mattered so much then. She might even have been pleased, on the basis that Tom Townsen would have to marry her. But although he was near enough twenty, she was only sixteen, seventeen come February which was only four months away. Not that being seventeen would help in any way with this problem.
‘Are you all right?’ Mrs Sutton asked, as she watched her daughter peck at a slice of dry toast. Not known for being picky with her food, Dolly usually demolished two or three thick slices in five minutes flat. Her mother’s face cleared. ‘Ah, you’re on one of them new-fangled diets, is that it? To go with the shorter skirts.
Dolly looked at her uncomprehendingly for a moment since nothing could be further from the truth. Admittedly she was not a small girl: well-built some might say, plump certainly, voluptuous being the kinder term. Her face was pretty and she was pleased enough with that. Her hair was thick and brown and lustrous. She had good legs too, with dainty slim ankles, and was never short of admirers. So if the rest of her wasn’t quite what it might be, it certainly didn’t trouble Dolly.
But right now it seemed easier to agree with her mother that, yes, she was on a diet. Better than answering more probing questions about her pallor.
‘Got to rush, Mam. Been on the last minute a bit lately and the foreman is watching us like a hawk.’ She stood up and, taking a quick sip of tea, held the half-eaten slice of toast in her mouth as she shrugged on her coat. It was only as she went out of the back door that it occurred to her that such an admission would affect what was produced for her evening meal and every meal thereafter. Dolly groaned. If there was one thing she hated it was lettuce leaves, and that would be what she’d get from now on. The thought added to her depression, which worsened as she ran her gaze up and down the row.
There’d once been one long communal garden behind Applethorn Cottages, though any sign of the apple trees that might have served to christen it, had long since vanished. Instead there were patches of rough grass, small vegetable plots and the occasional lilac tree, interspersed with ramshackle outhouses and hen huts that leaned into the wind; even the odd pig-sty with its grunting occupant. The saving grace of all this muddle was the view. The cottages faced open countryside: thick woodlands and undulating fields criss-crossed with lichen-covered drystone walls, all lit on this particular morning with bright autumn sunshine.
But something was wrong. Frowning, Dolly tried to work out what it was. By every back door stood a dustbin, and each one had been up-ended. ‘Ah,’ she said, to no one in particular. ‘So that’s what all the row was about. Hallowe’en.’
At that moment Betty Thorns from next door came out, waving a shovel at Dolly. ‘I’ll knock your block off if I get my hands on you,’ she shouted, false teeth clicking with fury.
‘What? You don’t think I did this?’
‘Funny yours weren’t touched, don’t you think?’ The old woman nodded meaningfully at the Suttons’ dustbin, lid still firmly in place and not a scrap of litter around it. ‘Young hooligan! That’s what comes of having no father.’ It was her favourite method of attack when something had displeased her, and always set Dolly’s hackles rising. This morning it unleashed every ounce of pent-up emotion so that, for once, she hit back.
‘What’s that got to do with aught? Anyroad, they would’ve married, only me dad died fighting for his country before they could. Not that it’s any of your business.’ Instantly she regretted parting with this piece of private information.
‘That’s what she told you, is it? That he died a bloody hero? Run off, more like. She always did have a romantic imagination, did Maggie. Ask her what she gets up to on a Friday night, and see what she has to say about that. Pieces of muck, you Suttons! But then if you’re born wrong, you live wrong. Bastards, every one of you.’
White-faced and trembling, Dolly faced her with stubborn defiance. ‘Mam’s right. You are a bad-mouthed old witch. I hope you go to hell.’
This is all your fault, Alena Townsen, Dolly thought, as she marched stiff-backed down the lane. I’ll get my own back on you for this, madam, see if I don’t.
Are you going to tell me what you’re up to then?’
Alena, coming out on to the landing in pyjamas and plaid dressing gown paused as she heard these words; filled suddenly with a childlike curiosity to hear what it was adults talked about when they were alone, she slid into the shadows and listened.
‘I thought I’d make a few enquiries, that’s all.’
‘What sort of enquiries?’
She peeped between the rails of the banister. The kitchen door was flung wide open, and through it she could see the lower half of her father’s back and legs. Ray Townsen was leaning over the table, waving a paper, a letter perhaps, in Ma’s face. Well?’ he barked, in a tone of voice she knew well.
Lizzie folded the breakfast cloth with painstaking precision and put it in the drawer. ‘We haven’t time to talk about it now.’
‘When will we talk about it then? I asked you last night and you were too tired. I ask you this morning and you’re too busy.’
‘This isn’t the moment. We both have to get to the mill.’ Lizzie was buttoning her coat, tying a scarf around her hair and feeling in her pockets for her gloves. She hadn’t been sleeping too well lately. Too much worrying, and felt tired and weary, like an old woman, though at forty-six she was far from that. She wasn’t surprised by her husband’s persistence; rather she’d been amazed how long it had taken him to discover what she was up to. She’d been writing letters for weeks now. All in vain.
‘It’s about our Alena, isn’t it? I thought I told you not to interfere.’ And Alena watched, appalled, as his hand lashed out, slapping Lizzie across the face so that she fell awkwardly against the table, the corner of it jabbing into her side. Alena felt her palms grow sticky with sweat as she ached to run down the stairs and defend her beloved mother. It wasn’t the first time she’d seen such a thing happen. Ray Townsen had a quick temper, everybody said so, but would the next instant be as sweet as pie with his poor wife, kissing her better and making cups of reviving tea. Alena had long since vowed that no man would treat her so roughly, however sorry he might be afterwards.
Lizzie recovered her balance in seconds and, hand to her cheek where the livid marks of his fingers were already beginning to show, hissed back at him under her breath.
‘Will you hush? Do you want the child to hear?’ She made no reference to the slap. But then she never did, accepting it as her lot. ‘We’ll talk about this later, I tell you.’ She really didn’t want to talk about it at all, but supposed he had the right. Lizzie came out into the hall, still searching for her gloves, to stand unknowingly below her daughter, hiding above on the landing. Ray followed her and Alena sank further into the shadows, praying they wouldn’t see her, or hear the thud of her heart.
‘She’s been asking a lot of difficult questions lately, and I’m running out of ways to avoid answering them.’
‘You should never have lied to her in the first place.’
‘I didn’t lie! I’ve never lied to her. I simply haven’t told her everything, that’s all.’
‘You don’t know everything.’
Lizzie turned on her husband, eyes blazing with anger. ‘That’s why I’m trying to find someone who does. Without much luck, I might tell you.’
‘And what difference would it make if you found your answers?’ he persisted.
By way of reply Lizzie went to the bottom of the stairs and called: ‘We’re going, love. There’s some porridge on the stove. Don’t be late for school now.’
‘I won’t,’ Alena called back, trying to make her voice sound far away, which wasn’t too difficult since she felt as if she were choking. She didn’t move until the slam of the front door told her they were well on they’d gone. Even then she stayed where she was, shivering with emotion, and something cold and hard in the pit of her stomach that felt remarkably like fear.
‘Eavesdroppers hear no good of themselves.’ Tom’s low voice in her ear made her jump. She hadn’t even heard him approach.
‘I wasn’t eavesdropping.’
‘Yes, you were.’ His wide infectious grin seemed to stretch from ear to ear, and even as her mind struggled to make sense of what she had just heard and seen, Alena couldn’t help thinking it was no wonder her brother was so popular with the girls. He really was a handsome, devil-may-care sort of fellow, with his fair hair and melting brown eyes. But then she adored him too. The youngest of her four brothers, Tom was her favourite
‘Ma and Dad were quarrelling. Did you hear?’
‘Not a word.’
Alena met his gaze directly and for the first time in her life knew that he lied. ‘Have you had your breakfast, child?’ he barked, in a fair imitation of Ray Townsen. And when she flung one leg over the banister rail to slide headlong down it, he thundered after her down the stairs. ‘If you don’t get a move on, you’ll be late for school - then I’ll tickle you to death as punishment.’
By a miracle Alena was not late for school, but the day seemed endless. The teacher’s voice grated on her nerves, the rows of chalked sums on the blackboard seemed blurred and meaningless. And she hadn’t any interest in playing Piggy-Jack-Fly in the playground at break-time.
She couldn’t get the overheard conversation out of her mind; it kept on going round and round in her head. Who could her mother be writing to? Why had her dad accused Ma of lying? Why had Tom lied about hearing them? Alena hated the thought of lies, particularly told by people who claimed to love one another. Tom must have heard, despite much of the quarrel being conducted in angry whispers. Fierce and furious but generally short-lived, the whole Townsen family had grown used to them, and knew that although their parents’ marriage may not be perfect, they still loved each other, in a robust sort of way.
But what could she do? Alena knew she couldn’t ask what was going on without confessing to listening in to a private conversation. What disturbed her most of all was the pitiful sadness in her mother’s face as she’d called up the stairs.
She was still puzzling over it later that afternoon as she walked through Low Birk Copse, looking for Rob. She had on an old pair of shorts, long since discarded by Kit, a sweater that had seen better days and, to please her mother, a soft green beret pulled down over her wild curls. But the ribbon Lizzie had tied them back with had got caught up in a hawthorn branch, where it now flew like a bright red flag.
Rob was late, which annoyed her. She’d waited impatiently by the ancient oak, their usual meeting place, for almost an hour but he hadn’t come. The tree had stood sentinel in that clearing for a hundred years or more, surrounded by bluebells at the right time of year, its huge trunk pitted with rabbit holes and knotted with galls. She’d climbed to the top of its crooked branches so she could look out over the smaller trees as far as the mill leat that cut its way down the hillside. She’d swung from the knotted rope they’d tied from one thick branch many years before; walked fifty times one way around the circumference of the great tree, and fifty times in the other. But still he hadn’t come.
Now she followed the narrow forest rides that wound between the tall beech, sycamore, oak and ash trees, underplanted with the quicker growing birch and hazel, and called his name. Sometimes he played games on her, jumping out from behind an old hawthorn bush. Not tonight. Just when she needed him most, he’d let her down. So lonely did she feel it was almost a relief to meet Dolly Sutton.
The girl was sitting under a birch tree, a pile of purple-black berries cradled in her skirt which she was eating one by one, her face screwed up in agony. When Alena asked, with some curiosity, what she was doing, Dolly flew instantly into a rage, yelling about dustbins and how the blame for Alena’s Hallowe’en prank had been laid at her door. Then before Alena could reply, or even apologise, since she was indeed guilty of the offence, thinking she was doing Dolly a favour by not tipping over her dustbin, the other girl burst into noisy tears.
Alena was shocked. ‘Heavens, it’s not that bad, surely? They’re only dustbins. And there wasn’t much rubbish in any of them anyway.’
‘It’s not the dustbins,’ Dolly said, in between sobs. ‘I-it’s me.’ And away she went again.
Alena sat down beside her, putting an arm rather awkwardly about the plump shoulders. She waited patiently for the crying to abate sufficiently to risk probing further. It was quiet in the woods, and the crying seemed to swell and echo, shattering the peace in a most disturbing way. Where was Rob? Alena wished he would come and free her from this embarrassment, yet knew that if he heard this din, he’d keep well away. He hated any show of emotion. At last she felt it safe to ask, ‘Why are you eating sloe berries?’
Dolly’s surprised eyes appeared above a grubby handkerchief. ‘I’m not.’
‘Yes, you are.’
‘These are juniper berries. They’re supposed to be good for -’ She couldn’t say it, couldn’t say how she hoped they would bring on her period.
Alena picked up a berry. Squashing it between her fingers, she licked the juice. It was sour and sharp. ‘That’s a sloe, Dolly Sutton. Soak it in your mam’s gin with a touch of sugar and it’ll be delicious. Eat them like this and you’ll get a belly-ache you won’t forget in a hurry.’
‘Is that why my mouth is all dry and horrid?’
‘I’d say so.’
‘Oh God, I can’t even do that right.’ And she burst into fresh paroxysms of noisy crying.
Little by little the story came out between Dolly’s gulping sobs. When it was told, Alena could only stare at her in awed silence. It seemed unbelievable, that Dolly Sutton, who was only two years older than herself, had actually done the unmentionable, when she, Alena Townsen, hadn’t even been kissed yet. She felt an urge to ask what it had been like. Had she enjoyed it? Was it as exciting and earth shattering as everyone said? How had she got over the embarrassment of taking her clothes off? Most important of all, who had she done it with? But it didn’t seem quite the right moment for such questions.
‘Go on, say it.’ Dolly’s voice was bitter. ‘Tell me I deserve it. That I’ve got what’s coming to me. That’s what Mrs Thorns next door will say. I can almost hear her saying it.’ Dolly told Alena of their exchange this morning. ‘That was bad enough. Heaven knows what foul words she’ll use when this comes out.’
‘I’m sure she won’t.’
‘Won’t she just! You can get away with anything, Alena Townsen, with a mother and father who care about you, four brothers to spoil you, proper family and all that. Me, I’m just a little b…’
‘Don’t say it, Dolly.’
‘Why not? It’s true. And it’s true what she said about my mam. She has got a fella. I think it’s the chap from The Golden Stag. She spends enough time there.’
Alena was enthralled by this piece of news. ‘Mr Turner? Hasn’t he still got a wife somewhere?’
‘Yes.’
‘I thought he didn’t like women any more?’
‘He likes my mam.’ Dolly almost giggled, then seemed to remember her troubles and started snivelling again, loud, gasping sobs into a none-too-clean hanky.
‘Oh.’ Alena could see how that would be embarrassing. She would hate it if her own mother did anything so shocking. ‘She never did marry your father then?’ Yet another revelation.
Dolly shook her head. ‘Mam says he died at Ypres in the Great War, just after I was born, though he’d promised to wed her when the war was over like. She never had a dad neither, so it makes sense, don’t it, that I’m having a little bastard of me own?’ As the tears gushed afresh Alena wrapped her arms tight around her one-time friend, rocking her gently to and fro.
Rob never did appear, despite his promise, but Alena was too busy mopping up Dolly’s tears, cleaning her skirt of sloe juice in the cold waters of the beck and talking her into believing that her period was simply late, to make much of it.
‘Don’t let yourself think of it for a whole week. Every time it comes into your head, do something else to take your mind off it. Go for a walk, read a book, or go to the pictures. You like going to the pictures.’
‘It was going to the pictures that got me in this mess!’
Alena was stunned once more into silence, mind boggling with the implications of doing It while everyone else was watching Marlene Dietrich or Greta Garbo.
‘Because of that long walk home from the ferry,’ Dolly explained, and they both giggled. The nearest cinema was in Bowness-on-Windermere, and you had to cross the lake to get to it. ‘So walking wouldn’t be a good idea either, would it?’
Alena laughed. ‘Course it would. Best thing in the world.’
‘Depends who you walk with.’
Again the unasked question hung between them. Dolly said nothing. She hadn’t told Tom yet, and really had no wish to break the news to Alena before she did so. What would she say if she knew it was her own precious brother who’d put Dolly in the pudding club?
Surprising really that Alena had been so kind, when she usually gave the impression of being a bit stuck-up. The way she talked, with scarcely any sign of a Lancashire accent, always having new frocks to wear, and a brand new bicycle bought her last Christmas. Ma Townsen spoiled her daughter, everybody said so. Short of nothing of what she’s got, that lass. And never away from Ellersgarth Hall and young Rob Hollinthwaite. Thought she was somebody because she was friends with the son of the mill owner. Huh! Such niceties didn’t cut any ice with Dolly. Her mam said the Hollinthwaites might have a lot of fancy goods on show in their shop window, but a lot of dusty goings on in their back store rooms that didn’t bear the light of day. Dolly still hadn’t managed quite to discover what she’d meant by this description, since the Hollinthwaites didn’t own a shop, but it sounded intriguing, and not quite proper. Anyroad, those two were nobbut a pair of li’le bairns, Dolly thought, rather condescendingly. Why bother about them?
‘We could go for a walk on Saturday,’ Alena was saying. ‘I could do with a bit of company myself just now.’ And she smiled such a winning smile that her lovely face lit up and the last shreds of Dolly’s resentment faded away. No wonder she got away with all sorts of mischief. What a cracker she was, and no mistake. Why was it some girls had everything? Wasn’t bloody fair. Like this Hallowe’en business. Most folk would simply smile and say, Ah, it’s only Alena up to her mischief.’ But when her neighbours thought she, Dolly Sutton, was responsible, then it was a different story. Just because her dad hadn’t made an honest woman of her mam. What did marriage matter anyway?
It just did, she thought bleakly. For all her mother had lost her man in a war, she’d grown lonely and bitter as she’d suffered the stigma of being a single woman with a fatherless child. Dolly hated the idea of ending up like that.
‘What do you say?’ Alena persisted. ‘A walk would be good. We could take a picnic and go as far as Devil’s Gallop or even Esthwaite Water.’ That would show Rob Hollinthwaite she had other friends she could call upon, and didn’t have to wait on him.
Dolly, far from keen on walking at the best of times but unwilling to give offence, hesitated. Yet there seemed no help for it, and the exercise might solve her problem. Or better still, things might be different by Saturday, back to normal, and then she could change her mind and go and have a cuddle with Tom instead. She might even get round to telling him. He was such a good-looking, big-hearted sort of chap with half the village girls after him, she wondered why she was worrying at all. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘Why not?’
‘Where were you? Why didn’t you come? I waited hours and hours, every night this week.’ Alena stood with arms akimbo, fists bunched into her waist, lovely face tight with her fury.
‘I couldn’t.’
It was late Friday afternoon. School was over for the week and really she was itching to tell Rob all about Dolly’s revelation, but meant to make him suffer for his neglect before she did so. Then it occurred to her that he wasn’t suffering at all from her show of temper. There was an air of suppressed excitement about him. With his brown hair sprouting in every direction, checked shirt buttoned up wrong as if done in a great hurry, and his skinny legs protruding from long grey shorts, he seemed to be bubbling over with some secret he could barely contain. ‘What is it?’ she asked, abandoning her stance. ‘What’s happened?’
‘Guess?’
‘Oh, if you’re going to play silly games, I’m not interested.’ She flounced away to scramble up into the old tree and sit hunched upon a crooked branch, hurt by his attitude. There were no sounds in the woods but the carolling of a lone blackbird. It sounded so melancholy and forlorn it almost brought tears to her eyes. She certainly wasn’t crying over Rob Hollinthwaite.
‘You couldn’t begin to guess,’ he said, eyes glittering. Not in a million years.’
Alena gave a long-suffering sigh, and a teasing smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. ‘Your Aunt Maud has bought you a new top and whip?’
He snorted and started to toss acorns up into the high branches to show he really didn’t care whether she guessed or not. ‘Don’t be soppy. Anyway, I haven’t got an Aunt Maud.’
Alena rolled her eyes, as if pretending to think, but with her mind still on Dolly, she said, ‘Old Simpleton is having a mad passionate affair?’
‘That’ll be the day. But you’re getting warm. It is to do with Miss Simpson.’ He could keep it to himself no longer. He came to lean with studied nonchalance against the trunk of the tree, hands in pockets, and looked up into Alena’s questioning gaze. ‘She’s leaving.’
Her mouth literally dropped open. This was indeed the last thing she had expected. The governess doted on Rob, adored him, had lived and worked at Ellersgarth Hall since he was a tiny baby. Nothing but a disaster of cataclysmic proportions would drive her from his side. ‘Why?’ She dropped down from the branch and together they sat in their favourite place between the roots of the great tree as, with arms wrapped about her knees Alena prepared to listen to his tale with breathless anticipation.
Rob dragged the suspense out for a moment longer, until she was almost bouncing with impatience and begging him to get on with it. ‘Because I’m going away to school. What do you think about that?’
It was only as he watched her face turn deathly white that the full implications of his news hit home. Of course, it would mean that they wouldn’t see each other any more. Why hadn’t he thought of that? Because he’d been desperate to go to school for so long, he’d been thrilled when his father had told him. Even the loss of good old Simpleton, of whom he was really quite fond and would miss hugely, had paled into insignificance beside the prospect of this new adventure. Now he wasn’t so sure.
When?’ Alena’s voice sounded all fuzzy and wobbly, like the wavering image of her pale face.
‘Soon. After Christmas, I imagine. I’ll be home every holiday, of course, and we get weeks and weeks so…’ He let the sentence hang unfinished. Excitement had died in him and unease began to grow. He changed tack and started to talk about the ‘new opportunities’ that were waiting for him. ‘Rugger and soccer,’ he explained. ‘The school has its own swimming pool and running track. There’ll be lots of work, of course, exams and such, but…
He pulled a face, and once again his voice tailed away as he watched the changing expressions on Alena’s face. Her white skin seemed to be going all red and blotchy now, right before his eyes. Hardly surprising since a surge of fury so hot and fierce she couldn’t hope to contain it, was coursing through Alena’s veins. She felt sick, was sure that at any moment she would throw up all over his stupid feet. How could he look so pleased with himself? How dare he be so happy that he was going away?
‘You’re too old to go to school,’ she said with great scorn. ‘I’ll be leaving soon, starting work and earning money.’ This was far from true. Hadn’t she promised to stay on to take her school certificate, which everyone thought she could get quite easily?
‘I’m not.’ She had hit upon Rob’s greatest worry: that it was too late for him to go to a proper school. That he’d be too far behind the other boys. The nickname ‘Simpleton’ suited Miss Simpson rather too well. She wasn’t the finest teacher in the world, not by a long chalk, but she had brought joy and enthusiasm to her lessons. Perhaps the new schoolmasters wouldn’t. He almost hated his father for leaving it till the last minute like this. Rob struggled to recapture his earlier pleasure as the worries rushed in. ‘Age doesn’t matter. Being a boarder is different.’
‘I hate you,’ said Alena. ‘I hope it’s a stinking school and you’re miserable as hell in it.’ Then she turned and ran through the woods as fast as she could.
Alena stormed angrily back and forth in the small overcrowded kitchen. A clothes maiden of steaming damp laundry stood in her way and, half blinded with tears, she pushed against it, sending it toppling. ‘He can’t do it!’ she cried. ‘He can’t send Rob away. I won’t let him.’
‘I doubt you’ll have any say in the matter.’
Having righted the laundry and rescued a bowl of starch which looked like going the same way, Lizzie attempted to calm her irate daughter. The chances of her survival had once been so poor they’d had her christened within days of her birth. Jaundiced and unable to suckle properly, it had seemed a miracle when against all the odds the weakly infant had thrived. Lizzie had marvelled at the time on the mysterious workings of God and nature, and still did so today as she looked on the girl with wonder.
No tears brimmed in the sparkling blue eyes, only a hot dry anger. Not naturally uncaring, this recklessness was born from very real misery. Bright hair flung back, face pinched with a resolute fury, she’d been a difficult baby, a wilful child, and had now grown into this strong-minded, beautiful young woman who would prove a formidable adversary for anyone. Even James Hollinthwaite. ‘Have you no thought for Rob?’ Lizzie gently chided. ‘Did it not occur to you that he might enjoy it, that it might do him some good?’
‘I suppose you’re going to say it’ll make a man of him?’ Alena s voice was hard with desperation.
‘Happen it will.’
‘It won’t. He’ll hate it at that awful school. Rob is sensitive. Quiet and shy.’
‘Happen it’s time he learned not to be.’
‘He’ll hate being away from Ellersgarth.’ Alena wanted to say that most of all he would hate being away from her, but that sounded rather over-dramatic so instead she struggled to express her thoughts fairly and calmly. ‘He’s used to being on his own. He isn’t made to cope with the rough and tumble of a load of uncaring toffs. I just know he’ll hate it.’ She’d forgotten about meaning to keep calm.
Such vehemence, Lizzie thought. Had it not been so sincerely felt, she might have laughed. But she could remember her own youthful passions and knew that for some reason Alena felt things more keenly than most, certainly more than any other member of this all male household; more than was good for her at times. Lizzie turned away to stir some life into the glowing coals, trying to summon up sufficient heat to dry her washing on this dismal November day.
‘He’ll be with right-thinking people. I’m sure it will be a good school, and you’ll see plenty of him in the holidays.’ But the girl did have a point, no doubt about that. Robert was a shy boy, a loner, happy to follow where Alena’s more vigorous enthusiasms and imagination led him. ‘Happen it’s time you made other friends too, young lady,’ Lizzie said with feeling. ‘You’ll be a woman soon.’
‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, now you sound like his father.’
Lizzie pursed her lips. ‘Maybe he has a point. It don’t do to be too narrow-minded where friends are concerned. The more the merrier, that’s what I say. Now set that table and stop fretting. The subject is closed.’
When her mother spoke in that tone, Alena could do nothing but comply, but the subject, so far as she was concerned, was very far from closed.
As soon as school was over for the day, Alena made her way to Ellersgarth Hall like a homing pigeon.
The house stood four-square at the edge of Hollin Woods. its grey slate walls seeming to have grown out of the ground itself. A dour, drab building, rather like its owner, Lizzie spoke of a time when it had once been almost derelict. She told how Mr Hollinthwaite had spent a small fortune restoring it: putting in new windows, repairing the traditional circular chimneys and building on a new porch over the front door. Its starkness was softened by a garden thick with weigela, climbing roses and honeysuckle at the appropriate season. Winter jasmine now brushed against her cheek as Alena made her way round to the back.
She hadn’t seen Rob for nearly two weeks. Alena had waited for him every evening by the oak tree, but he hadn’t come. They’d gone for a few days without speaking before, but never this long. It was unbearable. She had to find him and apologise for the terrible things she’d said. Even so she felt certain he would have long since got over his fancy for going away to school. She meant them to put their heads together and try to think of some way of making his father change his mind. Rob could come to the local school with her and they’d be as happy as Larry together. Which was why she had decided to see Mrs Hollinthwaite, who would surely be on her side
‘Hello, Alena. How lovely of you to call.’ Olivia was standing at the stove stirring soup when Alena burst through the back door, as usual without knocking. Ellersgarth Hall was like a second home to her, and she’d never been told that any formality was necessary. The kitchen was warm and cosy on this brisk autumn day, the smell of herbs and vegetables deliciously appetising.
Rob, it seemed, was not in. He had been taken by his father to visit the new school, which was in Yorkshire, so they wouldn’t be back until the next day. Alena wondered why Mrs Hollinthwaite hadn’t gone with them but was too polite to ask.
Olivia insisted that she stay and drink a cup of tea with her. ‘I was about to put the kettle on anyway. Let’s be cosy and chat, or have a bit of crack as they say round here.’
This was one of the things Alena liked most about Mrs Hollinthwaite. She wasn’t a bit stand-offish. And despite having a cook-general, the redoubtable Mrs Milburn, she was not above doing kitchen tasks herself. She was an excellent cook and proved it now by bringing forth a plate of freshly baked scones and a jar of home-made blackcurrant jelly. Alena chose a scone, slit it in half and spread it thickly with the jam.
‘Hmm,’ she mumbled through the crumbs. `Delicious. How do you find the time?’
‘Heavens, my life is easy compared to most. Ask your mother how she manages to keep house for a husband, four grown sons and a daughter, and still hold down a job as canteen lady and general factotum at the bobbin mill?’
Alena couldn’t help but smile. ‘She’d say it’s because she’s a woman.’ And Mrs Hollinthwaite laughed. It was a lovely, tinkling sound and Alena realised she didn’t hear it very often.
‘I’m surprised Jim and Harry aren’t married. Handsome blond giants the pair of them. Even Kit must be nearly twenty-one by now, mustn’t he? Tom not far behind. It’s a wonder none of them has been snapped up.’
‘Ma says they’re too comfy at home, but she lives in hope,’ making her laugh again.
They gossiped about neighbours and village life; the Harvest Supper and the new vicar - latest in a long line since few of them seemed to take to the peculiar isolation of the parish, and how Mrs Rigg at the village shop had promised to get in some of the new lightning zip fasteners as soon as they became generally available. They discussed the tragedy of Sir Henry Seagrove being killed during an attempt to beat the speed record on Lake Windermere in June when his boat Miss England overturned. And, inevitably, they got on to the depression and the increasing number of unemployed which everyone was concerned about. Alena always enjoyed chatting with Olivia, since she talked to her as if she were an equal.
‘What are you going to do, young lady, when you leave school?’ It was a question adults loved to ask, Alena had noticed.
‘I’ll probably work in the mill too,’ she said, a hint of defiance in her voice. She’d somehow lost all interest in teaching.
Mrs Hollinthwaite seemed disappointed. ‘I’m rather sorry about that, Alena. You’re bright enough to do better. With women gaining the vote two years back I would’ve thought you’d be keen to make your mark.’
‘There’s naught wrong with working in the mill,’ she said, rather heatedly, knowing it was once the last thing she’d wanted. But now somehow she craved it, as if to compound her misery by such sacrifice.
For a long moment Olivia Hollinthwaite sipped her tea and said nothing. Then, very quietly: ‘You’ll miss Rob when he goes.’
It was a statement, not a question, and another reason in favour of going to the mill. Without Rob, Alena felt she would need the comfort of familiar folk about her.
‘Yes.’ Tears sprang to her eyes but she tightened her lips and ground her teeth together, determined not to give way. If sometimes Alena found her more feminine side in conflict with her tomboyishness, that was a problem she had learned to hide. Rob would think her soppy if she cried.
‘He’ll miss you too. I know he’s very fond of you. We all are. And we’ll miss seeing you here every day.’ Their eyes met in a long glance. Mr Hollinthwaite wouldn’t miss her. He barely spoke to Alena, unless he happened to bump into her by mistake. She thought him very full of his own importance.
‘Yes,’ Alena said again. Then swallowing the pain in her throat, ‘Is it definitely decided then? Will Rob go whether he likes the school or not?’
It was a long moment before Olivia answered. ‘I’m afraid so.’ Another pause and she added more brightly, ‘I’m sure it will be good for him. He probably should have gone years ago, though I’m rather glad he didn’t, aren’t you?’
‘Why didn’t he?’
‘My fault, I suppose. I enjoyed having him at home. What is the point of bringing children into the world then sending them away? That’s what I always said. Though I never had as much time for him as I would’ve liked, so perhaps . . .’ She was frowning now, as if trying to puzzle something out.
‘And Mr Hollinthwaite thought the same?’
‘What? Oh, yes.’
‘Then what changed his mind?’ the girl was eager to know. ‘Why is he sending Rob away now? Why can’t he go to the local school with me?’
Olivia Hollinthwaite looked into the girl’s bright blue eyes and admitted to herself that she had wondered the very same thing. It couldn’t be entirely due to that silly swimming incident, surely? She’d decided not to mention this to Alena, so as not to embarrass the girl. Fourteen was such a self-conscious age.
She rather thought her husband had developed grand ambitions for Robert. Several years at a worthy university, followed by marriage to some horse-faced female with land. This was no doubt what James had in mind for his only son and heir, so he’d want to cool this particular friendship. Olivia couldn’t help but smile. Hadn’t he always underestimated Rob? There was much more to the boy than James gave him credit for. But then, Rob wasn’t easy to get to know. For all she’d kept him at home, and their perceived closeness, there were times when his reticence, his quiet stubbornness, left even her perplexed. She was never entirely sure what he was thinking. Which made her wonder if perhaps her reasons for keeping him at home were perhaps a touch selfish, and that it was time to cut the apron strings.
‘I’m sure his father feels it is for the best,’ she said briskly. ‘Making friends among boys his own age will be good for Rob. Another scone?’ Alena shook her head. She hadn’t finished the one on her plate. Her bitter disappointment at finding Mrs Hollinthwaite was not to be the ally she had hoped for, had made it go all dry and lumpy in her mouth.
‘I think I’ll go now, if you don’t mind. Will you ask Rob to meet me tomorrow, as usual? He’ll know where.’
‘Of course. I’ll show you out.’
‘It’s all right, I know the way.’
‘No, I want to.’ At the door, Olivia put a hand upon the girl’s slender shoulder. ‘You are growing up fast, Alena. One day you will be a very beautiful young woman. Don’t be in too much of a hurry to grow up though, will you? Sometimes, life - adult life - isn’t all that it seems. People - people aren’t always as happy as you might imagine. Enjoy your youth. It is all too pitifully short.’
Alena looked into the woman’s tired, if once pretty face. and dutifully nodded. On the way home she thought about these words, but could make no sense of them. Being fourteen wasn’t much fun either.
Alena decided to announce, quite dramatically over supper, that she meant to leave school as soon as possible and take a job in the bobbin mill. She wanted to prove how desperately she needed Rob and how her life would be ruined without him. Her mother, she knew, would be disappointed by this news, as she echoed Olivia’s hopes for her only daughter.
But as the family gathered for the evening meal it soon became apparent even to Alena that there was a strange atmosphere which had nothing at all to do with her own problems. There was none of the usual joking and hectoring. Her mother was banging supper dishes on to the table with uncharacteristic vigour, not even noticing that Alena was fidgeting with the salt, making little heaps of it all over the cloth. All four brothers were unusually well-behaved, Tom, in particular, sat tight-lipped and pale, with everyone glancing at him in a funny sort of way from time to time. Her father glowered more severely than ever, and worst of all, a deep, heavy silence persisted throughout the meal.
Even so, Alena was determined to make her point. She glared accusingly at the Yorkshire pudding steaming on her plate. Filled with a rich onion gravy, it was usually one of her favourite meals. The very smell of it set her mouth watering but she merely stabbed at it with her fork, eating none of it. How could she? The food would choke her, and she was desperate for someone to understand the very real misery she felt.
Why could no one see how important this friendship was to her? Rob was like another brother to her, wasn’t he? No, more than a brother. One day last summer they’d taken a picnic and as they lay together on the crisp grass of the Furness Fells, watching the buzzards fly, Alena had sworn, on her living soul, that she would be with Rob Hollinthwaite till her dying day. He had made the same vow. They’d written the promise out on a piece of paper. folded and sealed it with red sealing wax borrowed from James’s office and, having each made a fingerprint upon the seal, had later hidden it deep in the earth beneath their special oak. This simple act had symbolised their pact of friendship.
Oh, yes, he needed her. Rob had made that clear in a thousand different ways.
Like when his father tried to make him study serious books on politics, or to drum geography and mathematics into him till he grew confused and filled with a sense of failure. Rob was no scholar. But nor was he weak. He simply wasn’t the son James Hollinthwaite wanted him to be which, in Alena’s opinion, made him all the better for that. Rob’s skills lay in his hands. He could make anything out of nothing, but for some reason James thought this degrading.
His father had once destroyed a drey that Rob had worked on for weeks. He’d fashioned it with his own hands, and nailed it high in a tree so that he could watch the red squirrels come and go as they set up home. It had broken his heart to see it torn down and be instructed to stop encouraging vermin. Alena had hugged him to her and let him cry as if he were a child. But she knew that he wasn’t a child, he was very nearly a man. And one day soon she would be a woman. They cared for each other in a very special way. Dare she call it love? To herself at least. A love that one day, she hoped, would blossom and develop into something wondrous and enduring.
Now he was to be sent away, her dearest friend, and they would be separated whether they liked it or not. Alena thought that Mrs Hollinthwaite was wrong about not rushing to be grown-up, believing, as all children do, that adults could decide their own future without interference from anyone.
She was gratified when her father at last noticed she wasn’t eating.
‘What’s up with you?’
‘Rob is to be sent away to school.’
He stared at her in silence for a moment, as if she spoke a language he didn’t quite understand. Alena was nervous of her father. He was a thin wiry man with bloodshot eyes and an uncertain temper that erupted all too frequently from fists like sledgehammers. He claimed that with four sons to keep in order, these were the best tools for the job. To Alena he’d always seemed dark and forbidding, a distant figure who rarely had much time for her, being usually either working in the mill or out in the woods, poaching half the time she shouldn’t wonder. He had once been employed as gamekeeper in Mr Hollinthwaite’s woodlands but, for some reason unknown to Alena, had left.
‘I’m to lose him, d’you hear?’ she shouted, feeling the tears spurting afresh. ‘My very best friend.’ Everyone stared at her in horror for breaking this terrible silence.
‘For God’s sake, child, we’ve no patience with your little dramas this evening.’
‘But what will I do without him? I’ll have no one.’
‘Don’t talk daft. You’ve plenty of other friends.’
‘Not like Rob.’
‘Heaven help us, what’s the matter with this family? Have they all gone mad? Life is full of disappointments - some of them, believe it or not, far more important than losing a friend. I lost a good job I once had with the Hollinthwaites, didn’t I? You can’t trust that lot an inch.’
‘You can trust Rob. He’s different.’
‘Eat up your supper.’
‘I couldn’t . . .’
Her father picked up her plate, making them all flinch as he leaped angrily from his seat. Then he opened the back door and threw it outside. They all heard the pottery smash as it hit the stone flags. ‘If you don’t want it, then the dogs can have it. Now go to your room. I’ve more than I can cope with already this evening.’
‘But…’
‘Now.’
Alena went.
It was as if a second World War had broken out in the Townsen household. Over the next few days voices were constantly raised in anger. Lizzie went about her work stone-faced, the three elder boys were notable by their absence, and on one terrible occasion Tom and his father actually came to blows. Ray Townsen took the leather strap down from where it hung behind the back door and thrashed his son as if he were a boy still and not a grown man of nineteen, nearly twenty. Alena felt certain poor Tom might have been killed had not her mother finally managed to wrest the strap from her furious husband’s hand.
After that came endless discussions. Much of the conversation took place with the kitchen door firmly closed, and Alena had very little idea what was being said within. But every now and then the odd phrase would break out from the tight confines of the room and reverberate throughout the house.
‘What were you thinking of?’
‘Have you no sense?’
‘She’s little more than a child.’
‘You’re a damn fool.’
Alena crouched in misery in her room, as she always did when her father was on the rampage, feeling very sorry for herself. Her mother too was offhand, avoiding answering her questions even more than usual, as if having a curious mind was a sin. Besides which, Alena could hardly bear to see Tom so white and distraught.
It soon became clear that her brother’s anguish was connected with Dolly’s problem. He was the one responsible for the girl’s condition, and since she was far too young to marry, no one quite knew what to do about it.
So engrossed was the family with the magnitude of this problem that even when Alena finally told Lizzie she’d made up her mind to leave school as soon as possible, her mother merely nodded, her sad grey eyes fixed upon the potato she was peeling.
Won’t you be disappointed if I don’t become a teacher?’
Lizzie, her mind on her beloved youngest son’s future happiness, forced to marry a girl he didn’t love because of sowing a few too many wild oats, could barely concentrate upon her daughter’s troubles which seemed childish by comparison. ‘Of course, love, but it’s your life. You must choose.’
At which point Alena flounced out of the house in high dudgeon. She went at once to take out her grievance upon Dolly, and give her a piece of her mind for ruining her family’s, and in particular Tom’s, happiness. She found her buying pear drops in Mrs Rigg’s Village Shop. Alena didn’t even have a halfpenny to buy a stick of liquorice but she waited with strained patience until the treasured two ounces of sweets had been wrapped in a cone of paper and handed over. When the two girls got outside, she was to wonder how her life could go so wrong, so quickly. Far from having the upper hand, it was Dolly who turned upon her.
‘I don’t know who the hell you think you are, hoity-toity little madam, looking down your nose at me! Not only did you get me into trouble over those bloody dustbins, but you were seen swimming with Rob Hollinthwaite. In the buff, stark naked, so I’m told.’
Alena stood open-mouthed with shock, hearing with growing alarm that it was James Hollinthwaite himself who had seen them swimming together.
He had seen her naked body!
The very thought made her want to die of humiliation. To think that while they’d been happily swimming in all innocence, that dreadful man had stood watching them without saying a word. Where? Why? How? From behind some tree or rock? What a despicable thing to do. She shuddered with revulsion.
Word had apparently spread quickly as Mrs Milburn, cook general at Ellersgarth Hall, had overheard some private conversation. Listening at doors being one of her hobbies, according to Maggie Sutton, who was told the titillating tale while standing in the meat queue at the butcher’s. Dolly, sucking on a pear drop, and still smarting from the leathering Maggie had given her when she’d learned of her daughter’s predicament, took great pleasure in outlining all of this to Alena and seeing her discomfiture. She left the girl in no doubt that it would be all around the village in no time.
Embarrassment overwhelmed Alena.
How would she ever be able to face anyone again? How would Rob? It’d been her idea to swim in the tam, of course. He’d skin her alive for this. But was it her fault if adults always looked at things in the worst possible way?
She saw now why the hasty decision to send him away had been made. Mr Hollinthwaite thought they were up to far more serious mischief than up-ending dustbins.
Alena knew as soon as she looked into Rob’s face that she couldn’t tell him they were the subject of village gossip. He had more than enough on his plate already.
The day in Yorkshire had been a failure. He did not like the school and no longer had any wish to go to it. It took no time at all for him to make that fact quite clear, and any exultation Alena might once have felt at this discovery, quickly evaporated as her heart filled with pity. The awfulness of their quarrel was forgotten as she saw that all the happiness and delight he had first shown at the news had leeched away, leaving him pale and drawn.
They’d given him several tests, it seemed. Arithmetic, geometry and algebra, which Rob hated, and one comprised entirely of questions such as: If there are five people sitting at a table and John doesn’t want to sit next to Mary, Mary wants to sit next to Susie but not next to David, where would Jane sit? Miss Simpson hadn’t done those kind of silly tests. Where was the use? She’d spent most of her time telling wonderful stories from history, or about Greek heroes, such as how Horatio held a bridge against his enemies, or how Helen of Troy had caused a war because of her beautiful face.
Consequently Rob had panicked, earning a stern reproof from the examining master who told him that he was in dire need of some proper education. He hadn’t liked the sound of that one bit.
‘And the school buildings are awful. Not a bit like I imagined. All faded and old, with the paint kicked off the doors and bare little rooms with hard beds. Freezing cold.’
‘What about the wonderful swimming pool?’
‘Like ice.’
They walked deep into the woods, silent in their misery. They could hear woodsmen sawing and chopping and every now and then the sound of a tree crashing down. Autumn was always the time when undergrowth was cleared and the felling began. They reached their favourite oak and sat side by side between the embrace of its huge roots and Alena listened for more than an hour to his mournful tale. When he had done she said. ‘So tell your dad you won’t go.’
He looked horrified. ‘I can’t do that.’
‘Yes, you can.’ But she knew he was right. Rob Hollinthwaite could no more stand up to his father than a lamb could lie down with a fox, even before what had taken place at High Birk Tarn. Not because he was a coward, but because he worshipped the man and wanted, desperately, to please him.
‘I don’t want to go, Ally.’ He hadn’t used her childhood name for years. It seemed to emphasise his vulnerability and filled her heart with new sympathy for him. ‘I’ve been thinking about it a lot since we - well, had that bit of a spat. I don’t want to leave Ellersgarth either.’
Alena recognised these words as a code, meaning that it was really she whom he didn’t want to leave, though he was too proud or embarrassed to say so.
‘I asked Father if I could go to your school instead. I’ve never seen him so angry. He ranted on for hours about how I should make something of myself and not turn into a fool. All about how difficult it is to get a job these days. How I must buck up and get properly educated if I want to take over the farm and mill one day, and be able to manage his thousand acres of woodland. I said I wasn’t sure if I wanted to manage all of that. So he hit the roof again and said didn’t that prove how stupid I was? I daren’t ask him again, Ally. He even said you were a bad influence and it would be better if I didn’t see you at all!’ They gazed at each other in silence, aghast at such a prospect.
She had to tell him then about his father seeing them swimming a the tarn. Better it come from her, she decided, than some nosy old gossip in the village street, or be faced with James Hollinthwaite’s scorn. As she did so, she watched a red flush creep over his face.
‘They make it sound so - so dirty!’
‘I know.’
‘And it wasn’t.’
‘No.’
‘They won’t believe that.’
‘But we can’t let them separate us.’
‘No.’
‘I’d die.’
‘Me too.’ Rob looked at her in silence, the anger burning in his eyes the only indication of his feelings.
‘There’s only one thing to be done then,’ she said. ‘We’ll have to run away.’
They left before dawn on Sunday, each with a change of clothes in a bag and whatever food they’d been able to steal from their respective pantries.
It was still dark, with a hint of rain in the air, as they traced by instinct the way through the woods. The smell of damp moss and earth was strong in their nostrils, their feet slipping on stones slimy with lichen. Hours from now when her heels were rubbed raw Alena would wish she’d put on an extra pair of socks, or worn her clogs, but for now she was glad of the Wellington boots, and certain they were doing the right thing.
The sun came up all pink and red and gold, spearing the woodland with shafts of light in which dust motes danced and leaves floated like brilliant jewels, causing them to marvel at its beauty. Sunlight and shadow ribbed the path they followed, rust brown from years of autumn leaves being crunched underfoot. As the morning wore on the path wound its way between long grasses for mile upon mile. At one point it divided, one fork breaking off to the left, the other climbing steeply uphill. They took the right-hand fork, not certain where it led but fearful the lower one might take them back home.
The path narrowed and filled with a network of roots and stones, ready to trip tired feet. Thickly covered in moss, proving it was not often used, bilberry plants grew alongside and they ate a few berries as they plodded silently onward. They paused from time to time to drink water from a beck, nibble at bread or crunch the apples they had brought with them. Sometimes they even talked and laughed, as if they were on some jolly picnic.
In the afternoon they slept for a good two hours. It gave them the strength to go on. The first flush of excitement had long since died and now each was wondering, in their different way, what the future might hold. Alena decided that since her family was so unfeeling, she didn’t care so long as she was with Rob, while he felt perfectly at home in the woods, in charge of his own life at last.
They came to a tree stacked about with cut poles and Rob hurried her quickly away from it, in case people were working nearby. The late-afternoon sun was slanting golden rays among a lattice of hazel, rowan, slender oak and birch as they entered a part of the forest unknown to them. It seemed to stretch on and on over hills and valleys they’d never trodden. As they plodded onward their progress slowed as the woods seemed to grow thicker and the silence deepened. It grew colder and they hunched their chins into their warm scarves. From time to time they glanced back, anxious their fathers might even now be in hot pursuit. They stopped and looked about them for a moment, feeling quite alone in all the world, vulnerable and afraid. A rustle in the undergrowth set both their hearts racing. Then a pair of pheasants burst from under a blanket of bracken and galloped away, clacking noisily with fright. It made them both laugh, breaking the tension and shaming their nervousness.
When the thudding of her heart had eased a little Alena ventured a quiet question. ‘Where will we go?’
‘We’ll find somewhere safe, don’t worry.’ Rob sounded more confident than she’d ever heard him. Perhaps more than he felt.
They could see that this part of the forest had been coppiced, as each tree had thrown up several new stems from the stool, which showed the results of previous cuts. These stems were now perhaps ten or twelve feet high and would likewise be ready for felling in a year or two. Here and there was a fine standard oak or ash, deliberately left to grow and form the higher canopy of the forest. ‘I can hear a stream. Let’s go and drink, cool our feet and rest.’
They did so, eating the last of the bread and cheese they had brought with them. The long walk had made them hungry and they could have eaten twice as much. A depressing thought. What would they do tomorrow, and the day after that? Alena thought of the good hot food her mother would even now be placing upon the table at home. Or perhaps Lizzie couldn’t eat at all, for worry. She pushed the uncomfortable thought away.
Afterwards, refreshed, they sang for a while as they walked on, to break the deafening silence of the woodlands.
By nightfall they had seen no one all day and were exhausted. They found shelter beneath a fallen ash that arched over the path, pulled bracken and branches over themselves to gather what warmth they could, then fell asleep instantly, wound together like a pair of dormice.
When they woke it was pitch dark. Alena had never known a blackness so complete. It lay heavy and impenetrable upon her. In the dim strands of light that did manage to filter down through the high branches, she caught a glimpse of bats on their evening search for insects, though there were few about at this time of year. From somewhere in the depths of the undergrowth came unexplained rustlings, squeaks and whispers. She was used to country sounds but not at such close quarters. Once, an owl swooped blackly down, the squeal of its unfortunate victim making her shudder.
Alena tried again to sleep, but couldn’t. The cold of night seeped into her bones and, stricken with new fears and hunger, she felt a surge of self-pity for the first time in her life.
‘If only we’d lit a fire, we could at least have kept warm.’ She’d brought a bag of oatmeal which she’d found in her mother’s pantry but however hungry they were now, she decided it would be more prudent to save it for breakfast. They would need sustenance even more then, to give them the necessary energy to go on.
‘I’ll make a trap tomorrow,’ Rob promised, his breath a warm whisper against her cold ear. ‘And we’ll catch a rabbit for supper. We can live off the forest, I’m sure of it. I’ll build us a shelter, make us somewhere cosy to live.’
It all sounded so wonderfully romantic, and she was so desperately tired that for once Alena didn’t attempt to argue. Looking into his handsome young face, alive with the excitement of these new plans, she truly believed him.
‘Sleep, Ally. I’ll keep watch for a while.’ Reassured by his confidence she rested her head against his shoulder and let her eyes close. Within moments she drifted into sleep. Feeling the tickle of her hair against his chin, Rob was afraid to move for fear of waking her, yet his disturbed thoughts, at variance with his brave words, greatly troubled him for some time before he too was overwhelmed by exhaustion and finally slept.
They woke shivering in a cold clear dawn with hunger sharp in their bellies. Even so Rob insisted they put more miles between them and home before risking a fire to cook the oatmeal. They got to their feet and blundered tiredly on. It was some two hours later that they saw the smoke. And then they saw the man.
He swung the axe with economical, effortless strokes, taking away chips of wood neither too large nor too small and always in exactly the same place, opening a deep throat in the stem of the tree. Then, with one mighty swing, he cut behind and as the throat closed the tree fell cleanly without damaging itself or knocking against any other. Two or three small boys and a couple of women immediately set about taking off the smaller branches, twigs and leaves at the tops of the tree - the ‘brash’ as it was known locally.
Without pause he started on the next, nor did he allow his helpers to pause either. When one boy whispered to a companion, the man cuffed his ear, sending him rolling amongst the twigs and leaves. It was perfectly clear that the day was for working and earning a living, with no time to waste in laughter or song.
A dog lay some way off. A deep golden tan he was almost indistinguishable from the bracken in which he lay. Of indeterminate breed with perhaps some border collie in him, his long nose rested upon his paws, and not for one moment did he take his eyes off his master save when tiredness weighed his lids almost closed. But only for a snatched moment. If the man’s rhythm changed only slightly, the dog would be instantly aware of it, ready to react.
The man swung and cut, swung and cut, a ceaseless rhythm that seemed so at one with his surroundings that a robin pecked up the grubs that fell by his feet. Alena and Rob, mesmerised by the scene, crept nearer.
He must have become aware of their approach, however soft footed, almost at the same instant as the dog, which rushed at them. barking.
‘That’ll do, Bracken. Down, boy.’ The dog obediently dropped to its belly and the man wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of one hand, leaned on his axe and confronted them.
‘Now then,’ he said. ‘What have we here? Mice, is it’
The pair stood as if paralysed, petrified by the mere sight of him, for a sight he surely was. He wore a jerkin over his ragged shirt, dark trousers tied with string below the knee, and on his feet a pair of huge black clogs. His face was dark as the bark of a tree, criss-crossed with a thousand lines and topped with thin black hair plastered to his head with sweat.
Riveted though she was by the man, Alena could not fail to notice that although the children cast curious glances at these strangers in their midst, they barely paused in their labours, the women not at all. It wasn’t hard to guess why. For all the glint of humour in his dark eyes, the powerful build and sheer brutish strength of the man would not encourage waywardness. She reached for Rob’s hand and felt a reassuring squeeze in response.
Alena realised at once that this would be a group of coppicers. Gangs like these moved about the forest, spending as much as a year in one place cutting and harvesting the timber, at an agreed
rate with the owner, before moving on to the next. They never returned to the same part of the forest until the trees had had sufficient time to rejuvenate themselves, which could be as much as twelve or fifteen years. This fearsome giant would undoubtedly be their leader.
She was amazed at how confident and strong Rob sounded, even if he did have to clear his throat before he spoke. Nodding in the direction of the children, all busily breaking and piling twigs onto a hand cart, he said, ‘Good day to you, sir. We’re needing food and would be willing to work for it.’
‘Would you indeed?’ The man ran his eye over them both, lingering over Alena the longest.
Frank Roscoe considered he had an expert eye for women, almost as good as his judgement of horseflesh or a well-bred cur. He believed likewise he could make an infallible assessment of character, and never forgot a face. This lass wasn’t yet full grown but all the more tantalising for being as yet untried. She had about her that mysterious and complex mix of innocence and instinct and, he’d guess, she’d have a fine temper on her as well. That would be a grand sight to see, to be sure, when her dander was up, with that wild copper hair and those brilliant eyes. Didn’t he always admire a bit of spirit in a woman? See how she met his inquiring gaze with defiance. Wore pride like a mantle, she did. A rare beauty indeed. Sure and back home in his native Ireland, they’d say such a colleen had been kissed by the fairies.
He chuckled on a burst of humour as she stepped closer to the boy, little more than a pup himself. They weren’t mice at all, but children. Babes in the Wood, that’s who they were, and he threw back his head and laughed out loud, causing everyone to pause in their labours and wait for him to share the joke. But he only shouted at them to stop wasting time, wasn’t he paying them good money to work, and not gawp at folk?
‘How old are you, lad?’
‘Sixteen,’
Roscoe smiled at the lie. ‘Have you done such work before?’
‘No.’
‘A fine strong lad like you, yet you’re a nancy boy who’s never used an axe or saw?’
‘I have. Once or twice. And I’m a quick learner.’
‘This one o’ mine weighs seven pounds. Could you even pick it up?’
Without a moment’s hesitation Rob stepped forward and did so. For all his confidence the weight of the axe surprised him, and he had to tense every muscle to hold his resolve not to show any sign of weakness. He took up a safe stance, swung back the axe with every ounce of his strength, and cut into the tree very nearly, but not quite, on the right spot. Roscoe smiled but lifted his eyebrows as if acknowledging a good effort.
A pair of runaways to be sure, he thought. Some poor soul would be hunting high and low for these childer, no doubt, at this very minute. Wouldn’t he be doing everyone a favour if he packed them off home? But then he’d have to make sure they went, wouldn’t he? See they didn’t wander off getting even more lost, and him being held responsible if they died of starvation, or caught double pneumonia with the damp.
And if the girl stayed? Tempting morsel, aye, but a mite too tempting mebbe. Wouldn’t she only cause trouble when young Mickey got back? Was she even old enough to be allowed out, let alone dally with his son?
Yet her virtue and this lad’s lies were none of his concern. He must consider his own interests. He did need more help and the boy showed promise, no doubt about that. Roscoe returned to his chopping. ‘I’ll take you on. The girl is no use to me. Women and bairns I have in plenty.’
Rob stepped quickly forward. ‘It’s both of us or neither.’
Dark brows raised in surprise, the axe poised for a moment in mid-air he examined Rob as if he’d grown a second head. Frank Roscoe was not accustomed to having his decisions challenged. Then he set it down with a shout of laughter, though since this added not a touch of warmth to the wizened face it brought no lessening of the tension. ‘Are you in a position to make terms, laddie, on a hungry belly? Where is it you’re going? Where have you sprung from, eh?’
Alena felt herself go hot and cold all over. The man was far too shrewd for comfort. Before the thought had properly formed in her head, she burst out, ‘I can learn to use an axe too.’
‘Can you indeed?’
‘Yes. 1 can do anything Rob can do.’
This seemed to add to his amusement. ‘I doubt you can,’ he said. ‘Rob is it? And what is your name, pretty maid?’
Alena quaked and felt a cold shiver down her spine, making her feel slightly sick. If he discovered their names, all would be lost. They would be sent home, she was sure of it. But before she could reply, Rob continued with his bargaining.
‘I’d say you look to be in need of a strong pair of hands to help you. Alena won’t get in the way, I promise. She’s a good worker.’
Oh, now you’ve done it, she thought. Now he’s got both our names. And the sickness grew worse.
Once again the man curved his lips into what seemed like a parody of a smile, though it might have been genuine amusement, she supposed, if somewhat sardonic. He was playing with them, entertained by this diversion they had created. Not an unhandsome man his dark eyes glinted speculatively from beneath narrowed lids as he considered her. Alena worried over what he might be planning.
‘Plunged into the forest on a whim, have you? Like many before you. And now you don’t know how to get out of it.’ He fell silent again, rubbing one hand over the rasping bristles of his chin. Who would want to know where they were? he wondered. Somebody must. And mebbe pay for the information?
‘You’d say your hands were strong, would you? Well, for your interest, I’ve a boy a year or two older than yourself who helps me here in the forest, though only at the weekends admittedly. He works at the local bobbin mill during the week.’ Frank Roscoe did not miss the quick glance that flashed between them. ‘Cobham Bridge. D’you know it?’
They shook their heads, saying nothing. But was it relief that had flickered over the girl’s face? They knew of a bobbin mill then. With thirty or more in the Furness district, it was hardly surprising. But which?
‘Fine strong lad is Mickey. But you’re right, we could always use a bit more muscle.’ He held out a hand. It was stained a dark blue which Alena later discovered came from the sap of the oak trees. ‘Roscoe is the name. At your service, as they say.’ He sketched a mockery of a salute which neither of them dared to return. ‘Give us a taste of what you can do then. Show me your worth and happen I’ll feed you. But she goes.’
‘Let ‘em be, Frank. They’re nobbut childer. Let her stay for a day or two at least.’ One of the women had come to stand beside him and, wiping her own blue-stained hands on the skirt of her dress, spoke kindly to Alena. ‘Take no notice. So long as you do as he says and don’t come up on him sudden like, he’s harmless enough.’
It was not a comforting thought. Alena kept silent. ‘Have you eaten yet today?’ the woman asked, and when she shook her head, turned and called to the other children: ‘Come on. Breakfast. It’s time we all stopped for a bite, I reckon.’
Without demur Frank Roscoe laid down his axe and followed her. The matter seemed to have been settled, for the moment at least.
The smoke they had noticed earlier, they now discovered, spiralled upwards from a small stone building, hardly worthy of the name cottage, being more in the nature of a rough hut. One of several exactly the same it comprised three rectangular walls topped by branches, sods of grass and bracken, the end wall consisting of a circular stone chimney which clearly kept the hut warm, if somewhat smoky, and where food was perhaps cooked in bad weather. This was evidently the coppicers’ camp.
Today was cold but sunny and fine, with only a whispering breeze hushing through the treetops. A huge iron pot straddled a small fire in the clearing and the gang gathered round, patiently waiting for the porridge to be ladled out and handed round. A group of women who had been sitting making swill baskets and besoms, set aside their work for a moment to share in the meal.
The breakfast of oatmeal was hot, filling and reasonably plentiful, more than welcome to Rob and Alena, for all it was somewhat thin and watery. But something about the man alarmed her and she pleaded with Rob in urgent whispers between spoonfuls to move on. He stubbornly insisted they’d be safe enough here and should stay, for a day or two at least.
‘He doesn’t want me around.’
‘He’ll change his mind if you impress him with your hard work.’
‘One day only then, to give us time to rest. Then we go on. ‘We’ll talk about it tomorrow.’
So they stayed, and one day stretched into two and then into three. Each of them was allotted a space in one of the coppicers’ huts. They were given a blanket and told to gather their own bracken to make up into a bed each evening.
‘And see you roll it up each day. We don’t want no vermin in the house,’ the woman, Kate, informed them. ‘Any more’n you want folks tramping their wet feet all over your bedding.’ This seemed a sensible precaution which they dutifully followed.
‘This is more fun than any old school. A real adventure,’ Rob said, face shining as if it were all something out of a Boy’s Own magazine.
Alena sighed, wishing she could share his enthusiasm, but much as she loved the woodlands, she worried about the wisdom of staying with the coppicers. It seemed too near to home for comfort. And what would they do when winter came?
The fire was damped down at night, which gave some relief from the smoke, but fortunately there was never any danger of anyone feeling the cold. Bodies were too closely packed together for that. It was at these times that Alena suffered odd little pangs of guilt and sorrowful longings. She thought about her brothers, and the fun they’d had together. She pictured her mother worrying and looking everywhere for her, and began to wonder if they’d been wrong to run away.
But her mother hadn’t been interested in her troubles, had she? Only in Tom’s. Her father had been hard-hearted and callous, as usual. As had James Hollinthwaite with Rob. Nobody understood how they felt. Even so she longed for the warmth of Ma’s arms about her right now. She’d always smelled of baking, of floor polish and soap, and Ma. It made Alena homesick to remember all of that now.
But then she didn’t like to think what her parents’ reaction would be when they heard the full story of the swim that the entire village was gossiping about. It was all too shaming. At least this way she and Rob could be together. So Alena slept with a glimmer of excitement in her heart and tears on her cheek.
For all his blunt and sardonic manner, Roscoe turned out to be not half so fearsome as he had at first appeared. He was willing enough to pass on his skills to Rob, teaching him how to hold the axe correctly, how to use the saw without damaging it, which trees were marked for cutting, and which needed to be left as standards to grow on. It was explained to him how coppicing kept the woodlands alive, how regular cropping prevented overcrowding, and brought light to the woodland floor to encourage new growth and wildlife. And if Rob, in his eagerness to acquire these special skills, talked more of himself than he should, encouraged by Roscoe’s offer of friendship, the boy saw no harm in that. He surely told him little of any value? Besides, home and its problems seemed very far away. Of what possible interest could they be to this man?
Alena was allowed to follow with the other women and children when they went to the felling, but as she collected the brash, her unease grew as she watched the friendship develop and felt Roscoe’s eyes rest reflectively upon her more often than was quite comfortable.
She decided to try once more to persuade Rob to move on.
‘I like the work, Ally,’ he stubbornly protested. ‘I want to stay. It’ll give us time to decide what to do next.’
‘No, we should go.’
‘Where to?’
‘I don’t know. Somewhere. Anywhere. He knows our names.’
‘So what?’
The familiar bickering continued but, unusually for once, Rob refused to back down. The weekend arrived and Roscoe took himself off home on Grizedale Moor for a rest. His place at the camp was taken by his son.
But Frank Roscoe did not go immediately to the comfort of his own fireside. Instead he drove his battered old truck up and down miles of twisting lanes, as far as Ulverston in the south and Cockermouth in the north, asking questions, making enquiries.
The youngsters could have their fun for a week or two, but wouldn’t they tire of the harsh life soon enough? If he found their families, he thought, he could at least put their minds at rest, without spoiling the adventure too much. Perhaps do himself a good turn at the same time.
Mickey Roscoe was as unlike his father as a son could be, at least in Alena’s opinion. She hadn’t been more than five minutes in his company before she was changing her mind about leaving the coppicers.
He made life exciting.
If Frank’s ways revealed a quirky sense of humour and silent watchful ways, Mickey was lively and impishly charming, making it clear he liked her, and welcomed her friendship.
Smaller and thinner than his father and, at nineteen, showing little sign of Frank’s powerful build, he wore his black cap of hair slicked down with Brylcreem. Foxy rust brown eyes, set wide apart beneath winged brows carried a glint that missed little of life’s pleasures. He had ears that lay flat against the sides of his head, and a mouth that had a slight curl at each corner as if he were perpetually smiling. This gave a puckish air of attractiveness to his face, Alena decided, even if you couldn’t call him handsome. He walked with a swinging gait, rolling on the balls of his feet, hands usually thrust deep in his pockets, shoulders back as if challenging you to declare him unequal to any task.
Best of all, he treated Alena as if she were a grown up and not the child that everyone else saw her as, which made her feel all warm inside.
For his part, he looked upon her lovely face, burnished to a glowing pink from her days out in the open and polished by the warmth of the fire, now laughing delightedly across at Kate, and fell instantly and completely beneath her spell. Alena Townsen, he decided in that moment, was the girl for him.
So taken was Alena by Mickey’s sympathetic charm that she confessed to him her feeling of nervousness when Frank was around.
‘Don’t you mind him none,’ Mickey reassured her. ‘He thinks well of himself, ‘tis true, believes in hard work, and above all else will let no man be his master. But then he’s Irish. I’m not. I was born in these parts, as was my mother.’
She listened with aching heart to the sad story of Mickey’s childhood, of how his mother died when he was only a few days old and he was brought up by a series of women, handed from one to the other depending on which happened to be in favour with Frank at the time.
Alena’s eyes grew round with pity. Missing her own mother as badly as she was she could barely comprehend the awfulness of never having known one at all. She couldn’t remember a time when Lizzie hadn’t been there with warm reassurance for some childhood disaster, a pair of comforting arms or wise advice. In that moment her longing for home became overwhelming and, to her horror, Alena found her eyes filling with tears. In seconds they were running down her cold cheeks and Mickey was aghast.
‘What have I said? Have I hurt you?’ He put an arm about her shoulders, patting her, making little soothing noises and being more kind than she could ever have expected.
‘No, no.’
‘That silly lad shouldn’t have brought you into the forest. It’s no place for a lass like you.’
Alena hastily brushed away the tears and straightened her shoulders. ‘I’m perfectly all right. I like the forest.’ What was the matter with her? A little sympathy and she was bawling like a baby. Even so, she might very well have confided more of her troubles to him had not Rob chanced upon the little scene and put a stop to it.
‘Come on, Alena,’ he said. ‘We have work to do.’
Mickey, however, kept his arm about her waist. ‘She’d do better to stay here with me. She wants to, don’t you, love?’
Alena found herself flushing at the endearment, for all it was common enough and surely meant nothing. Perhaps this was because of the way he leaned his face so close to hers as he said it, lowering his voice in an intimate way. She could smell woodsmoke on his skin and the headiness of it excited her.
‘No, she doesn’t,’ Rob insisted, and taking her arm in a firm grip, led her forcibly away.
‘What was all that about?’ she stormed at him, the moment they were alone.
‘I don’t like him. He’s smarmy, and he makes you talk too much.’ Disapproval made his voice sound tight and hard. ‘Too much talk could be dangerous.’
‘For goodness’ sake, he was only being friendly, as Frank is friendly with you.’ Alena shrugged her arm free and marched off, head held high. They didn’t speak for the rest of that day retiring to their respective beds still in a sulk. It was just another disagreement between them, she told herself, except that somehow it felt different.
On the Sunday evening, Mickey departed so as to be ready for his work at the mill the next day.
‘Frank will be here by morning,’ he told them. Only he wasn’t. Roscoe did not appear that day, nor the next. Kate didn’t seem unduly disturbed, explaining that he sometimes took it into his head to go off some place, perhaps to drum up more business or check out a stand of trees for next year. But the work went on just as if he were still there, issuing his staccato orders.
James Hollinthwaite glared at the man before him as if he would like to strike him dead on the spot. ‘I blame you for this, Townsen. If you’d brought that child up with any sense of discipline, we wouldn’t now be in this pickle.’
Ray ground his teeth together, determined, at his wife’s request, to hold on to his own temper. ‘I’ll admit she’s overly sensitive. Girls are, but she’s not a bad lass.’
‘We’ve only your word for that. But you didn’t see her in this damn’ tarn. I did.’
They stood on the shores of it now, the night wind buffeting them, fuelling their anger. They had searched every cottage, barn and outhouse, scoured the village and the woods to within two miles of both homes, but found no sign of the youngsters. They’d returned time and again to the tarn, as if to the scene of a crime, certain this was where it had all begun and only too keenly aware that less than a mile away, in Ellersgarth farmhouse, the two mothers sat together for once, brewing endless cups of tea while they waited for their menfolk to solve the problem and bring the silly pair home.
‘So I hear. I never thought of thee as a Peeping Tom, Hollinthwaite.’
James flinched. ‘I could have you flayed for that.’
‘You and whose army? And thy lad is innocent, I suppose?’
‘Robert is a soft fool, but I can’t help that, can I?’ His gaze bored into Ray. ‘I’ve heard one of your own sons is making an idiot of himself over a young lass.’
‘Leave Tom out of this.’
‘And you lay off Robert. He’s a son to be proud of.’
‘Be a father to him, then he mightn’t be such a noddy.’
‘I’m doing my best but it isn’t easy, and you aren’t helping, man.’
The two men glared at each other with such ferocity it seemed as if each could barely keep from throttling the other. But, mindful of Lizzie’s wishes, Ray made a move to go. ‘Us having a slanging match’ll do no good. Her ma is half demented with worry. It’s time we set up a proper search party.’ His face creased with concern, and not a little guilt. Was it his own harsh treatment that had sent her off? Lizzie had scarce spoken a word to him since. ‘That’ll happen cost money. Folk’ll have to stop off work and we can’t be expected to make up their wages.’
‘It’s money you’re really after, is that it? As usual. You don’t give a damn about Alena. You never have.’
Ray clenched his fists, making it perfectly clear where he’d like to put one. ‘That’s rich, coming from thee. I seem to remember you were the one who worshipped brass as a God, not me. But then, for a man who’s never been known to keep his word, that’s not surprising, is it? Scruples is summat you’re a stranger to. Backtracking on agreements - putting a man out on t’street who’s suffered near death fighting for King and Country without being troubled by conscience - that’s the sort you are.’
James, glowering throughout this litany, now jerked as if he’d been struck. Here was one mistake he should have dealt with right from the outset. Not that he would admit as much now. He took a step nearer. ‘I seem to recall you weren’t above taking a hand-out yourself, once upon a time. So I recommend you take that back, Townsen, or you might regret it.’
‘Why don’t you make me?’ Ray lifted a hand by way of invitation. ‘I’ll tell you why. Because for all thee’s a bully, Hollinthwaite, and think you can talk a banty cock into laying an egg, thee’s also a coward You’re reviled in these parts. Where thee’s not a laughing stock, that is.’
It was too much for James. One fist went out, then the other. Blood spurted, but, for all he was smaller and lighter, Ray was certainly no coward. He landed a punch in the softness of Hollinthwaite’s belly, and while James stood winded, doubled up with agony, Ray bunched his bony fists again and popped another on his chin. ‘That’ll bloody show you!’
James retaliated in kind and within minutes the two men were grappling on the ground, feet, fists and knees flying with more fury than effectiveness. A light appeared, footsteps on the shingle as the two women, bringing what they believed to be good news to their menfolk, now struggled to separate them. Frantic hands pulled at their clothing, a scolding voice telling them not to be fools, that fighting wouldn’t help. But the pair were too far gone in their anger to pay any heed. Both men were somehow now in the water, still grappling with each other, still throwing punches. Ray was a keen if undisciplined fighter, but James, being the larger, stronger man, very much had the advantage. They fought with grim determination, not only for the loss of their children, but for all past perceived wrongs.
And then there was only the sound of Lizzie’s crying.
Alena and Rob settled with remarkable ease into the daily routine of woodland life. A favourite part of Alena’s day was to take a walk alone in the early morning. She would dress in one of Kate’s long skirts, her warm coat and scarf, and stride out over the frosted grass, loving the crunch of it beneath her boots and the crispness of the clear air that made her skin tingle. She loved the silent stillness of the forest, sometimes hearing nothing but the sound of her own soft breathing before the birds awoke to fill it with their first joyful songs. She loved too the sheltering protection of the trees, and the rich scents of moss and damp earth, the drift of woodsmoke as the breakfast fire was stirred into life back in the coppicer’s camp.
She watched redwing, tits or a pair of thrushes in their winter plumage. She thought once that she followed the trail of a badger, though never quite caught sight of it. One morning she stood quietly by while a stag rolled itself in a patch of soft black peat and then stalked off with a self-satisfied gait, as if it were all a part of some pre-arranged ritual. Laughing, Alena went off to her breakfast.
The atmosphere always lightened once the main party had gone off for the felling. When they were alone the women would sing and laugh, exchange gossip and offer each other advice in the age-old way that women do: on how to catch a man, rear children and keep themselves young, attractive and healthy.
‘Is young Rob your boyfriend then?’ they asked, eager to know all about the newcomers.
‘Are you in love?’
‘Will you marry him?’
As Alena sat flushed and tongue-tied, not quite knowing how to answer, she was grateful when Kate stepped in, telling them to stop ganging up on the poor lass.
Then Kate would go on to tell them stories about how she was often mistaken for a gypsy. With her long black hair worn frizzed about a face that was somehow bright and knowing, as if she could tell a score of secrets should she have a mind to, Alena didn’t wonder at it. A natural born storyteller with a wry sense of humour her stories kept everyone amused while they worked.
‘Some townsfolk can’t make us out, d’you see? Don’t know what coppicing is, so how can they understand what we do?’
On these occasions, as they talked, Alena would be shown how to prepare the spells and taws which, she discovered, were the names given to the flat strips of oak needed for the making of the coracle-shaped swill baskets. The women worked on smaller baskets, but these others were a skilled craft, produced by one or two of the men sitting astride a swill-horse. Finished, they were practically unbreakable and useful for carrying logs, bobbins, fish or any manner of goods, even being used by colliers down in the mines. For this reason they were an important source of income for the coppicers.
Alena’s hands were chapped from being constantly in water, soaking the pieces of oak to keep them more pliable. Blisters appeared and her fingers became sore from the hours spent splitting or riving the oak poles, then shaving them into the necessary thin strips. But for all it was hard work and tiring, she found it surprisingly satisfying.
‘I tried to explain,’ Kate said, ‘but this woman was so set on the fact I was a gypsy, she crossed my palm with a silver sixpence.’
‘Did you take it?’ someone asked.
‘Course I took it. How many sixpences d’you reckon I see? I told her she was going to meet a dark, handsome stranger, live to be a hundred and die in her own bed.’
Alena giggled. ‘And did she believe you?’
‘Indeed she did. That’s what they all want to hear, ain’t it? So that’s what they get told. Is it my fault she wouldn’t believe I weren’t a gypsy? Anyroad, if it turns out wrong and she doesn’t live to be a hundred, she can’t come back and complain, can she?’
And everyone laughed, including Alena who wiped tears of merriment from her eyes.
In the evening when the day’s work was done they would sit around the fire and eat rabbit stew, roast venison, salmon or trout from the river, that had been wrapped in wet leaves and slowly baked in the hot ash. Alena never dared ask how this delicious food came about, nor was she ever told. She found a wonderful sort of freedom living and working out here in the forest, and if sometimes she thought of home and her family with a wave of nostalgia, she tried not to dwell upon it.
By Thursday everyone had ceased to expect Roscoe, and on Friday evening Mickey came back. He hadn’t heard from his father either, but didn’t seem in the least concerned.
‘Like I said, Alena, he’s his own master. Freedom to move is his right. Now let me see those poor fingers of yours. Are they sore?’ He picked up one of her hands and, turning it over, began to examine the calluses and blisters that had appeared, smoothing them tenderly with the tips of his fingers. ‘You need something on those, and I have the very thing. Arnica cream. I bought it for a strained shoulder but you can have it.’
‘Oh, Mickey, you mustn’t give it to me.’ But she was grateful all the same. Some of the skin had split and she worried about it becoming infected. The heel of her thumb felt badly bruised and an ache spread right up her wrist and forearm.
His eyes flashed. ‘You’re very important to me, Alena. Haven’t you realised that by now? While you are in my care, I shall look after you.’
She found herself blushing as she allowed him gently to smooth on the cream, then wished she hadn’t when she saw Rob hovering close by, a scowl upon his face.
Oh, dear, what had she done now? She’d said nothing untoward to Mickey, scarcely a word about herself, in fact, so what was the problem? She loved Rob with all her heart, but he could sometimes be far too serious for his own good. He rarely smiled these days, and the arrival of Mickey seemed to have worsened rather than lightened his mood.
‘Are you coming?’ he asked, sounding even grumpier than usual.
‘Where to?’
‘With me, of course?’
Heavens above, she thought, startled by her own perspicacity. He surely couldn’t be jealous of Mickey Roscoe? The very idea made her want to laugh out loud. Oh, but she shouldn’t laugh. If he was jealous, then that wasn’t funny at all. It was perfectly dreadful. But what could she do about it? Rob sometimes found it difficult to express his emotions, and the last thing she wanted to do was to embarrass him. Perhaps if she made some casual remark, let him know in a roundabout sort of way that he was the only boy she really cared about, that might bring the smiles back? But even as these thoughts flew through her head Mickey spoke up before she could find the right words to express them.
‘No, she isn’t. Can’t you see she’s talking to me this evening, for a change? At least I take care of her.’ From the bag slung across his shoulders, he dug out a small jar and handed it to her. ‘If you want anything else, Alena, you’ve only to say the word and I’ll get it for you.’
‘Thank you.’ And before she could protest, Mickey took her by the arm and began to lead her away.
‘We’ll take a walk by the beck, eh? It’s a grand evening for a stroll.’
‘All right.’ As if as an afterthought, half glancing back over her shoulder, she called, ‘Coming, Rob?’ But he only mumbled something she couldn’t quite hear and stomped off. Alena watched him go with regret, recognising the slump of his shoulders so expressive of his hurt feelings. Although she was sorry about that, she had to admit that it was flattering to be courted by two such good-looking young men. It made her feel all warm and excited inside. But she’d seek an opportunity to put Rob’s mind at rest, first thing tomorrow.
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