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A Northern Fisherman’s Lament

Come wives and canny bodies all, 
Giv-ower thou chuntering and toil. 
See yonder storm clouds bodeth ill, 
’Tis time to wreak their fickle will 
On us poor souls upon the sea, 
Bonny owld laddies still we be. 
So light the putting candles bright 
To guide yon boats through tempest night.

ANON




Prologue

1884

 

‘Mam, I don’t think I can take much more. The others weren’t like this.’

‘Oh, aye, they were, lass, they were. It’s just that you forget the pain in between times. If the Good Lord hadn’t made it that way the human race would have died out afore it got started, that’s for sure.’

‘Oh, no, another one’s comin’.’

‘It won’t be long, Mary, not now. It’s always worse just afore you want to push, you know that. A little while an’ it’ll be born, lass.’

But would it? Nellie Shaw’s back was breaking, bent as she was over the writhing form on the low platform bed, but she didn’t straighten up. Her daughter had been experiencing birthing pains for the last eighteen hours but they were worsening now, causing Mary to start crying out.

As the contraction gathered strength and her daughter’s nails bit into the flesh of Nellie’s hand the older woman murmured words of encouragement even as she thought, The lass is nigh on spent, a blind man could see it, but what can be done?

It was twenty seconds or more before Mary’s knees, raised involuntarily with the last pain, slid down again  into the rumpled damp covers. ‘Mam, this storm . . . it’s not normal. Hark at it. An’ there’s George an’ the lads out in it. I . . . I shouldn’t have wished this bairn away at the beginnin’. This is God’s judgement, His punishment for me wicked thoughts. He’s goin’ to take my man an’ the lads.’

‘Now don’t you start talkin’ like that, Mary Appleby.’

‘It’s true, I know it is. I wished the bairn away an’ now--’

‘I said, that’s enough.’ And then, as if realising her tone had been over-sharp, Nellie stretched out her hand, gently mopping the perspiring forehead of her daughter with a piece of cloth as she added, her voice softer, ‘Speak it out an’ it’ll come to pass, lass. You know that as well as I do, now then. George an’ the lads’ll be all right. He’s a canny man, your George, an’ there’s not a fisherman alive who knows the sea like him.’

The woman on the bed made no answer, and as the wind rattled the windows with renewed fury, lashing against the glass with enough force to make Nellie wince, she tried not to let the fear show on her face. Mary was right, this storm wasn’t normal. Dear God, dear Lord Jesus, have mercy on us all . . .

The labour pains were coming with relentless regularity every couple of minutes but, nevertheless, Mary was so exhausted she was sleeping in the few seconds’ grace before each onslaught.

Nellie continued to stare down at her daughter, pleading with the Almighty in her mind as her panic grew.

You know my Mary isn’t a bad lass, Lord, and she didn’t try to get rid of the bairn like some I could name. But falling like she did for this one when she thought her child-bearing days were over . . . it was a shock. That’s what it was, a shock. Seven bairns she’s borne in her time, and without complaint. Five of them surviving, and right bonny lads  too. She’s been a good wife and mother and none knows it better than You. Dear God, have mercy on her. On us all, Lord.

A fusillade of hail pellets brought Nellie’s head up again, and she looked towards the windowsill where a flickering tallow candle was burning. The storm was in full voice, howling and moaning, and Nellie shivered as she muttered, ‘The candle’ll bring ’em home sure enough, it’s not failed yet. Aye, there’s bin nights as bad as this afore.’ Although not many, she had to admit, since she had first come to this cottage on the outskirts of Whitburn nigh on forty-five years ago. ’Course, in them days there’d only been a track on Sea Lane to Bent Cottages overlooking the seashore, and no way along the coast to Sunderland. She’d lived here twenty-five years before there was a road over the sand dunes to Fulwell. Then the pit’d been sunk, and along with the new miners’ cottages had come a school and chapel and shop. Nellie frowned. She had no truck with the ‘newcomers’.

What would her life have been like if Abe’s boat hadn’t been blown a few miles off course and sought temporary sanctuary in Marsden Bay all those years ago? Likely she’d have gone through with her betrothal to Frank Hammond, one of the Marsden fishermen from her home village who had also been her cousin.

Mary’s knees came up and she let out another agonised groan. For the next minute or so Nellie’s mind was focused on her daughter, and then Mary sank into the temporary opiate of slumber once more and Nellie found herself wandering back in time. It had been love at first sight, her and Abe. She shook her grey head at the fancifulness of the thought which she would never have dreamt of verbalising, but which she knew to be the truth nevertheless.

For him she had braved her parents’ wrath for daring to plight her troth to a foreigner from four or five miles down  the coast, knowing that was how Abe’s family and friends would view her too. But they had never regretted it, not once. Abe had loved her like few men loved a woman, and even though she had only given him the one bairn, their Mary, he had continued to love her until the day he had died.

She still missed him. Nellie’s deep grey eyes - which could be as bland as a newborn babe’s on occasions when she deemed it prudent, especially when Mary and her husband were in disagreement over something or other - fixed themselves on the thin gold band on the third finger of her left hand. But at least Abe had lived long enough to see the first of his lusty grandsons before the sea had taken him, as it took so many.

Oh, she hated the sea; it was cruel, wicked. It might surrender its riches to the men it called but it demanded a high price in return, and wasn’t chary about taking it neither. The miners had it hard all right, but there were more old miners to the pound than there were fishermen, and no mistake.

Nellie felt the sick unease within her rise up as bile into her mouth. She kept this fear buried most of the time - it was part and parcel of a fisherwoman’s life, first learnt as a bairn at her mother’s knee - but there were times when it wouldn’t be contained, like now. A fresh torrent of rain hammered at the window and she glanced towards the candle again, whispering, ‘Let it light their path home, Lord. Please.’ And then her wrinkled brown face, the delicate features still holding a faint vestige of the beauty which had captivated the young Abe so many years before, was bent towards her daughter again as Mary stirred and groaned.

The child was born an hour later and it was a girl, a strong-limbed and lunged infant who squawked in protest as its grandmother cut the umbilical cord and wiped the  tiny face before wrapping the baby in a clean piece of old blanket.

‘It’s a little lassie, hinny, an’ bonny. Right bonny. Here, love.’ Nellie settled the baby, who had stopped crying and was surveying the world through surprised wide-open eyes, into the crook of Mary’s arm.

‘A girl.’ Mary’s voice held a note of wonder. ‘After seven lads I never thought I’d have a daughter, Mam.’ And her tired face was shining.

‘Aye, well, don’t reckon on it bein’ all plain sailin’, lass, not with her bein’ born amid tempest an’ strife. It’s a sign she’ll be as headstrong an’ self-willed as the elements that saw her given life. This one will never sail in calm waters.’ And then Nellie’s voice softened as she added, ‘But she’s bonny. Oh, aye, she’s bonny all right.’

It was just after Nellie had cleaned her daughter up, washing her and changing the soiled covers on the low narrow bed in a corner of the living room - normally Nellie’s own - that the women heard sounds outside the door and their heads turned as one. And then a deep rumbling voice and other, younger male voices filled the room, along with big bodies covered in filthy clothes and stinking of fish. But it was a smell sweeter than apple blossom and wild hyacinths to Nellie and the exhausted woman lying in the bed, because it meant their menfolk were home and they were safe.

George Appleby was a giant of a man, with a fine bass voice and springy tufts of grey hair which could never be tamed, but his big square face with its deep mahogany tan was tender as he looked down at his wife and new offspring.

‘It’s a wee lassie, George.’ Nellie had moved aside as her son-in-law approached, the lads standing somewhat awkwardly behind their father. ‘An’ I was sayin’ to Mary, born on a night like this she’ll have a mind of her own.  Iron-willed an’ as obstinate as a cuddy this ’un will be, you mark my words.’

George’s callused hands were like great hams, the baby’s minuscule as he reached down and touched the tiny white fingers for a moment after smiling at his wife. ‘Aye, mebbe,’ he said softly, his red-rimmed eyes scoured by salt spray and lack of sleep looking deep into his daughter’s wide gaze as he searched the tiny face which was already distinctly feminine. ‘Mebbe. But to my mind that’s no bad thing. Yer don’t get nowt handed to you on a plate in this world, an’ them with the strength to fight for what they want are the ones who come through. What one might call iron-willed an’ obstinate, another might name determined an’ steadfast. Eh, lass?’ The last two words were directed to the baby, and he touched the downy fuzz on the small head as he murmured, ‘Determined an’ steadfast, that’ll be you.’

‘Already got you wrapped round her little finger then, has she, Da?’ one of the lads quipped, as another said, ‘What you callin’ her anyway?’

‘Aye, that’s a thought. We’d planned on David but that won’t do now.’

‘Daisy.’ It was the first time Mary had spoken and her gaze was for her husband.

‘Aw, lass.’ He had only ever spoken of his twin sister - who had died of diphtheria when they were eight - to his wife, and now his voice was even softer as he said, ‘Daisy. Aye, I reckon that’ll do right enough, an’ if this little ’un is half as bonny as the other one she’ll turn a few heads when she’s older. What say you, Miss Daisy Appleby? Yer granny says you’re goin’ to charter your own course an’ I say you’ll be a beauty. ’Tis a combination that’ll leave its mark for good or ill, I’ll be bound.’

Smoky blue eyes held his a moment longer before the  baby yawned delicately, settled herself further into the crook of her mother’s arm and went to sleep.




Part 1

The Shipwreck

1900




Chapter One

She would feel buried alive, living in one of those stinking hovels in Cross Row or Wells Row.

Immediately the thought surfaced Daisy found herself apologising for it. It wasn’t them poor folk’s fault the way they had to live, but the smells seemed to stay up your nose for ages after leaving a bad street. Mind, some of the wives kept their houses cleaner than others and saw to it the privies stayed fresh, but that must make it all the more galling for them if they were stuck between two who couldn’t care less.

Daisy took another great lungful of cold sparkling air, relishing its sharp bite after the stench in some areas of the town she had recently left behind. She hoisted her empty wicker baskets higher on her slender hips and continued to stride on.

Her da said the townsfolk thought fishermen stank, but the worst of the fish smells - even the guts and offal and such - was nothing compared to what some human beings were capable of. She hated the towns.

Daisy stopped for a moment, flexing her cold feet encased in heavy black boots with thick cobbled soles. It was a four-mile walk from home into Boldon and hard going in places but she didn’t mind the journey back when the baskets were empty. She could always get a better price for the fish in Boldon, it being inland, than when she tried to sell the contents of her baskets door to door in Whitburn, and every farthing was precious.

She flicked back her two shining braids of raven-black hair before tilting her head and gazing up into the blue sky. It was a grand day. Not as nice as late spring when bluebells and cow parsley dappled the hedgerows and the heady perfume of wild lilac scented the lanes, but nice nevertheless.

And to see the sun shine again . . . Everything was better when the sun shone; people were nicer, kinder. There were castles in the clouds today, and even though the ground was still rock hard and frozen solid with the last of the winter snow, you could sense spring was on its way at last. It had been a hard winter, this one. Several times she’d had to clamber and lurch her way into Boldon on the crest of the snow-packed hedgerows, terrified she was going to find herself falling into one of the snow drifts which had been over seven feet or more deep. Her da would have gone mad if he’d known the risks she’d taken, but they’d needed the pennies selling the fish round the doors brought in, especially with one of the nets being lost recently. That’d been a blow. Her da had been like a bear with a sore head for days after that.

Daisy set her gaze forward again, jingling the coins in the pocket of her thick serge skirt before adjusting her calico cloak more securely on her shoulders. She loved this cloak. It had taken her hours to sew but when she’d finished her da had taken it to the tank and tanned it along with his nets, and it was the only garment she possessed which was a nice warm colour. Alf had said she looked bonny in it. But then Alf always said nice things to her, not like their Tom. Her small nose wrinkled at the thought of her youngest brother, the only one still living at home. Her granny said she and Tom were like cat and dog, and she was right.

Daisy started walking again, slipping and sliding on the icy ground as one part of her brain appreciated the stark  white beauty all around her, and another began to list the multitude of jobs awaiting her on her return to the cottage.

She had collected a nice lot of driftwood along with nearly a bucketful of coal and coke first thing yesterday morning, and it would all be dried out enough by now. She’d banked the fire as best she could that morning with slack and damp tea leaves, but no doubt that would be her first task on walking through the door again. She had to make sure her granny was kept warm with the old woman’s chest being so bad this winter. She would warm a few drops of the goose grease she’d bought from the farm the week before, and get her granny to rub it on to her chest, before heating a bowl of the broth she had made yesterday.

Good stuff, that broth was, as it should be considering she had boiled the big marrow bone the farmer’s wife had let her have for hours. Her granny could always stomach a little broth when she couldn’t manage anything else. The rest of them could have a mardy cake with the fat she had skimmed off the bone, and the flour and a few currants she had left in the larder, and she’d salt herrings to go with the cake. That’d do the night. And with what she’d earned today she could go to the mill and get a half-stone of flour tomorrow, and bake some bread. That would tempt her granny to eat, the smell of freshly baked bread. Daisy gave a little skip at the thought of it.

The lanes were winding, dipping and curving their way towards the coast, but Daisy’s steps were light in spite of the conditions and the weight of her boots. She had sold all the fish, and none at a knockdown price either. It had been a good day. And summer lay in front of them. That meant calmer weather for the boats and all manner of extra food she could gather.

In the spring she could collect sorrel leaves from the lanes and hedgerows to flavour their food, and hunt out  pheasant and partridge eggs and even the smaller guillemot eggs when she could manage to reach them.

The summer brought crab apples, haws, blackberries and sloes, and she knew just where to collect the best of them as the days shortened again. Farmer Gilbert, whose fields bordered the outskirts of Boldon, always let her have a supply of potatoes, swedes and turnips in return for a few bloaters and fresh cod, and he was always happy for her to go into the gleaning fields too. She liked that, the gleaning, with the scent of hay clinging to the warm breeze and the blue sky above. It might be back-breaking work, going along the stubble and picking up what was left to tie in bunches and sell to people who kept chickens, but she enjoyed it, especially when a bushel could be got together and she would take it to the mill and end up with a bag of fine wholemeal for cooking at home.

Farmer Gilbert never refused to take the sacks of acorns she collected for his pigs either, and always paid above the odds for them. She got a canny deal with Farmer Gilbert - he liked her, he did. ‘Daisy Flower’ he called her, and always with a twinkle in his eye.

Daisy smiled to herself at the thought of the stocky little man, her small white teeth gleaming against the honey-tinted skin of her face. Farmer Gilbert wasn’t like Farmer Todd whose farm was much nearer the village. Her smile faded. She had had a run in with him the week before over the price of the goose grease. He had known she needed it quickly and had traded on that. Farmer Todd wouldn’t give you the drips from his nose, and her da always said the milk his farmhand brought to the village every morning in backcans on panniers on the old donkey was watered down. Daisy nodded in agreement, thinking of it now.

Her mind full of the unfairness of miserly Farmer Todd, she continued to slip and slide her way along, keeping  her gaze fixed on the black ice beneath her feet now. Consequently she nearly jumped out of her skin when her name was spoken very loudly just behind her.

She swung round, in danger of losing her footing on the treacherous ground. As she took in the chunkily built young man in front of her, Daisy’s voice was unusually sharp when she said, ‘Alf! You scared me half to death.’

‘Me?’ There was a grin on his tanned, good-looking face. ‘Sorry, lass. I was leanin’ against that tree over yonder waitin’ for you, but you were far away.’

‘All the more reason not to creep up on me like that,’ she answered tartly.

‘You sold all the fish?’

‘No, I gave ’em away to anyone who asked.’ And then, as if realising she wasn’t being very nice, Daisy moderated her tone, adding, ‘What’s the matter anyway? I’m sure you must have better things to do than to wait for me to come back from Boldon.’

‘Not really.’

Alf Hardy was a typical fisherman, barrel-chested with massive forearms and a body that looked as though it was built for endurance and would be capable of seemingly boundless energy, but now he appeared almost bashful.

Daisy stared at him. She had grown up treating Alf as one of her brothers - he was her youngest brother’s best friend after all and eight years older than herself - but lately she had sensed a subtle shift in their easy relationship. It had been enough to cause her to become aware of him in a way she hadn’t been before, and now, as she gazed into his mild hazel eyes, she noticed his perennially red ears were glowing even more brightly than usual. He was embarrassed. Alf was embarrassed. And suddenly she was too, and for the life of her couldn’t think of anything to say.

‘I . . . I wanted a word with you, without all the others  around.’ Alf shifted uneasily, and his fingers - spatulate and with the evidence of tar and scar tissue from where they had split when pulling the nets up and down as a young lad - bunched together as he began to wring his hands before suddenly stuffing them into his deep pockets. ‘I’ve bin tryin’ to see you alone for weeks but it’s like attemptin’ to get an audience with the old Queen herself.’

Daisy forced a smile. He liked her, Alf liked her - in  that way. Suddenly everything became crystal clear. But how did she feel about him? She wasn’t sure. He was just . . . Alf. Dependable, kind, funny Alf. He and his old mother, who was a great friend of her grandmother, were almost part of Daisy’s family. She could barely remember her own mam who had died of the fever when she was a little bairn of three, just the misty memory remaining of a warm pair of arms and a soft voice singing her to sleep at night, along with the vague recollection of her father holding her very tight as she had cried and cried on being told her mam had gone to talk to the angels in heaven. It had been Alf’s mother who had stepped into the breach then and kept the household running for some years when it became obvious that the illness which had taken Daisy’s mam had also badly weakened her granny’s chest.

Daisy couldn’t remember a time when Alf and Mrs Hardy hadn’t been comfortably familiar figures by the fireside on those evenings when the fishing boats weren’t out. The two old women would gossip over Mrs Hardy’s homemade blackberry wine which she always brought with her, and Daisy’s da and brothers and Alf would smoke their pipes and down a pint or two of the bitter beer her da made and served from the old Grey Hen, or stroll along to the public house for a tankard of ale.

Even now, when all her brothers except Tom were married and spent their evenings by their own firesides, nothing seemed to have changed. But it had, she just hadn’t  seen it till now. Tom had his eye on a lass in Whitburn, she’d heard her brother mention something to her da about it only the other day. And Alf liked her . . .

‘You must have guessed how I feel about you, lass? Everyone else has.’ Alf rubbed his nose, his voice rueful. ‘I didn’t want to say anythin’ afore but you’ll be sixteen come summer an’ plenty of lasses have bin courtin’ for a year or two by then.’

Daisy shook her head, blushing as she said, ‘I didn’t know.’

He wasn’t surprised she hadn’t known despite what he’d said. Hadn’t he argued as much when Tom had urged him to make his feelings plain? ‘She don’t think of me in that way, man. You know she don’t. Looks on me the same as you, as a brother.’

‘Then it’s high time you changed the way she thinks.’ Tom had been quite militant. ‘Years you’ve waited to speak, an’ that was right an’ proper with her bein’ so young an’ all, but she’s a grown lass now an’ bin runnin’ a household for years, don’t forget. Me da always said she’d be a beauty an’ he weren’t wrong, there’ll be plenty of lads sniffin’ about our Daisy. I know me an’ her always meet head on but you bring out the best in her, the softer side, an’ marriage’ll be good for her. An’ you, eh?’

‘Aye, but there’s more to bein’ wed an’ such than runnin’ a house. What if she don’t like me? You know, as a lad.’

‘Aw, man.’ Tom had been irritable with what he saw as his friend’s lack of gumption. ‘You’ve got your own boat an’ there’s only you an’ your mam in your cottage; I know any one of a number of lasses who’d jump at the chance to walk out with you. An’ your face wouldn’t crack no mirrors neither. Talk to her, for cryin’ out loud, you know she thinks a bit of you.’

Alf looked at Daisy who now had her head lowered as she scuffed the snow with the toe of one boot. Aye, she  thought a bit of him, same as she did Tom and the rest of her brothers. But there were many different kinds of love, and never had this truth become so apparent to him as in the weeks and months since Daisy’s fourteenth birthday. He had given her a little wooden box with a seahorse pared on the lid. Six months he’d been working on it in any spare moments he got, whittling away after he’d found a suitable piece of wood until it was all smooth and shiny and as bonny as you’d buy in one of the fancy shops in the towns. And all his work had been worth it for the delight she’d shown. Fair barmy she’d gone.

And then she’d kissed him on the cheek. Just a bairn’s kiss, nothing more, but suddenly he’d known why he couldn’t work up an interest for long in any of the lasses who made it clear they were willing. He’d sat and looked at her that evening, all the time pretending everything was the same as normal but it wasn’t, not for him. And there was no going back.

Alf took a deep breath and then said evenly, ‘Well, lass, now you do know, what’s your answer? Can you see yerself learnin’ to look at me as a’ - he had been about to say ‘man’ but changed it to - ‘lad?’

There was silence for a moment, and then Daisy glanced at him as she said quietly, ‘I don’t know, Alf. I’m sorry, but I don’t know.’

He nodded. He’d hoped for more but at the bottom of him had been scared it would be less, that she would refuse him outright. ‘Aye, well, that’s all right. We’ve time.’ He raised his eyebrows and smiled weakly at her. ‘If me mam was here she’d add “God willing” to that, wouldn’t she?’

Daisy smiled back as she nodded, glad he wasn’t upset or angry.

By, but she was bonny. Alf’s eyes moved over the face in front of him, its texture as smooth as satin and its colour like warm honey with a blush on it. She’d been daintily  appealing as a bairn, and as different in build from most of the big-boned fishergirls as chalk from cheese, but now . . . He gazed at her hair, her grey eyes, her small straight nose. Apart from her granny he had never seen anyone with truly grey eyes, but it wasn’t just their colour or their thick fringe of lashes which made them so bonny. They carried a luminescence, as if they were lit from within somehow.

‘I . . . I need to get back.’

‘Aye, ’course you do.’ Daisy’s voice had been nervous and made Alf belatedly aware he had been staring.

Had he frightened her? That was the last thing he wanted to do. He turned, beginning to follow the path which led to the village and talking as he did so. ‘I looked in on your granny afore I come up here. Made up the fire an’ left her suppin’ a drop of hot barley me mam sent.’

Daisy hesitated for a moment before falling into step beside him, acutely aware of the height and breadth of him and the overall maleness of his hard compact body. As Alf continued to talk she remained silent, but her head was whirling.

He wanted her. Alf wanted her. It made her feel funny. But he’d called in to make sure her granny was all right, and that was nice of him. But he was nice, she’d always known that. In fact, Alf hadn’t got it in him to be anything other than nice. Look how he had always listened to her. He had understood when she was sad because she had to miss so much schooling what with looking after her granny and the house and everything. Her da and brothers had said that learning was no use to a fishergirl, but if Alf had thought that he hadn’t said so. When she had told him she wanted to know things, to understand more about words and numbers and subjects like history and geography, he hadn’t guffawed and tweaked her chin and called her doo-lally like Tom had.

‘Don’t worry, lass.’ Alf was looking at her again but  now it was the old brotherly Alf, not the young man with hot, hungry eyes. ‘I’m not goin’ to keep on at you, you take all the time you need. But I felt it was right I made me feelin’s plain, that’s all. You understand?’

Daisy nodded. Yes, she understood, of course she did, and it was only to be expected that a good-looking presentable man like him with his kindness and sense of humour and all the other things which made him Alf, would want to find someone and marry and have a family one day. It was the order of things and right and proper, and if she’d had her head screwed on she would have wondered why he hadn’t made his choice before this. And she wouldn’t have liked it if he had said he was going to wed someone else.

This moment of self-knowledge came as a shock, so much so that as they turned a corner and Daisy looked across the white fields in front of her and beyond to where the sea - hypnotic, beguiling and lethal - shimmered silver-blue and calm, she didn’t experience the usual rush of pleasure that told her she was nearly home. If she didn’t want Alf to court any other lass - and she didn’t - why hadn’t she agreed to start walking out with him?

Daisy continued to wrestle with her thoughts as she and Alf followed the path towards the village. Depending on the season this could prove an arduous struggle through thick glutinous mud, or at the height of summer be baked hard and dusty with buttercups and wild thyme at its edges, or yet again - like today - a mass of frozen ridges of black ice and snow.

It was another five minutes before they reached the sloping sand dunes, an enchanted place in summer when fringed with delicate spiky grasses and tiny bright flowers. Now the cottages were in front of them, looking, Daisy always felt, to be somehow strung together like rows of herrings in the smoke house. They faced the wide expanse  of the North Sea, with nothing between to cushion the worst of the elements.

The track widened to a rough road and as Daisy walked down it with Alf she was experiencing an emotion hitherto unknown to her, that of shyness. It suddenly seemed wrong - no, not wrong, that wasn’t the right word, Daisy told herself silently, but she couldn’t think of one that fitted how she was feeling. But walking together like this, where folk could see them, made her feel that everyone knew what Alf had asked her.

Apart from one or two boats the small fishing fleet was in, and most of the fishermen were either seeing to damage on their craft or repairing their nets with big wooden needles threaded with cotton treated with creosote. Daisy hated using this cotton when she helped her da with the nets. If it wasn’t properly dried out her hands would be black in no time, and she would have to scrub them until they were raw to get the strong-smelling oil off her skin, and even then the smell would linger.

‘Bad couple of days with that storm blowin’ up out of nowhere.’ Alf’s eyes had swept down the higgledypiggledy line of boats, some pulled close to the cottages and others at varying distances from the water’s edge. ‘The boats took a beatin’ but we were lucky not to lose any.’

Daisy nodded. ‘Me granny was worried. Not that she let on, mind, but when you all didn’t come back the first night she had the candle burnin’ from dusk the second.’

‘Aye, well . . .’ Alf raised his hand to one or two of the fishermen who had called to him. ‘Likely it gives her a bit of comfort, same as me mam, but I’ve a mind it’d take more than a candle burnin’ to stop old Neptune havin’ his way if he decided your time was up.’

‘Alf!’ Daisy was shocked. She believed wholeheartedly in every one of the superstitions her mother had passed on to her with her milk, like her own mother with her.  Everyone knew you couldn’t wash clothes on a day the menfolk went to sea in case you washed them away; same as a woman whistling was unlucky and watching the boats depart meant you’d be waiting for ever to see them come back. None of the old fishermen would allow a clergyman near their boat before it sailed - something Daisy had always secretly thought very strange, because weren’t the clergy supposed to be God’s ambassadors and go around doing only good? - and she had known from a small bairn never to mention the word ‘pig’ in front of her da or any of the other fishermen.

But the candle, that was the most important thing of all; it lit the way home for the boats, everyone knew that. Every fisherwoman in their village would make sure she had a candle in readiness for when her menfolk sailed, even if there was no food in the cupboard and she didn’t know where the next penny was coming from.

Alf looked into the indignant young face frowning up at him, and his lips twitched. ‘All right, all right, have it your way, lass.’

‘Aye, I will an’ all.’

This was so typical of Daisy that now Alf laughed out loud, partly from relief that she seemed to have reverted to being completely at ease with him again after their stilted conversation on the path.

They had been walking down the rough unmade road which passed in front of the cottages, dirt and sand blending with snow and ice to form a speckled, crunchy-surfaced toffee mallow underfoot, and now, as Daisy reached her door, waving to her father and brother who were working on the family boat at the water’s edge, her voice was still reproving when she said, ‘Thank you for seein’ to Gran an’ thank your mam for the barley drink.’

‘My pleasure.’ Alf grinned at her. He liked it when Daisy got on her high horse about something or other.  She might be a slip of a lass with a waist so slender he could span it with his two hands, but her sylphlike frame belied the spirit within. By, she could keep a man in line, could Daisy Appleby, and no mistake. But she was sweet-natured, as sweet as honey, and that’s what made the difference between her and some of the other lasses he knew. Daisy hadn’t got a spiteful bone in her body and he’d seen her in all her moods over the years, so he should know. Oh, Daisy . . . Alf forced his voice to betray nothing of the sudden surge of love that had swept over him when he said, ‘There’s a pot of me mam’s crab-apple jelly on the table an’ all. Mam thought it might tempt your gran to eat when she’s feelin’ a bit more herself again. She likes a bit of that on a drop scone, don’t she?’

‘Aye, she does. Ta, Alf.’ Daisy smiled at him, her voice warm again. He was so nice, and Mrs Hardy too. And their cottage was bonny inside. Daisy didn’t allow herself to think ‘much nicer than ours’, because that would have been disloyal to her da and granny, but there was no doubt that it was true. An old aunt of Mrs Hardy’s had stepped out of the family’s favour by going off to be in service somewhere or other years ago, gradually working herself up to lady’s maid, whatever that meant. And when her mistress had died she had left one or two nice bits of furniture in her will to the aunt who, finding herself without a roof over her head, had been taken in by the newly married Mrs Hardy. Alf’s mother had had her own mam living with her at that time too, according to Daisy’s granny, and had thought it would be nice for the two sisters to end their days together.

So the aunt had come, along with her furniture, and after a period of time the sisters had died, leaving Mr and Mrs Hardy quite nicely set up for fisherfolk as the aunt had saved a bit too. But the icing on the cake, Daisy’s granny always insisted, had been when Alf had come along after Mrs Hardy was getting on and had given up all hope of  ever having a bairn. And with Mr Hardy being lost at sea when Alf was a young lad of seven or eight, the aunt’s money had seen them through until Alf was able to go out with the fleet, and then later work his da’s boat.

This story, which Daisy’s grandmother had told her time and time again as a child when the little girl had crept into the old woman’s arms for a cuddle, had always held a touch of magic for Daisy.

It was like a fairytale where everything came right at the end only it was true, and from Daisy’s being a bairn it had added a touch of enchantment to Mrs Hardy’s nicely furnished little home that would have made Alf’s mother smile if she could have read Daisy’s mind.

And she could live in Alf’s cottage one day if she married him, Daisy thought as she watched Alf stride down the road. It would be her who would polish the fine pieces with lavender wax, and brush the two velvet-covered armchairs with bobbly beading round the bottom, when his mam was gone.

Eeh! She shook her head at the last thought, horrified it had come into her mind. How could she think about Mrs Hardy passing away? She was wicked, she was, though she hadn’t meant it nasty like. She liked Alf’s mam, loved her even. And such was her self-reproach that she opened the cottage door with enough force to make her grandmother start violently in her bed.

‘Landsakes, hinny, whatever’s wrong?’

Nellie was clutching her scrawny throat, eyes wide. Full of contrition, Daisy ran to the old woman lying on the platform bed pushed flat against the wall to one side of the range in which a good fire was blazing. ‘I’m sorry, Gran. Did I give you a gliff ?’

‘Give me a gliff?’ Nellie glared at the granddaughter who was the light of her life. ‘If me teeth weren’t me own I’d have swallowed ’em for sure.’

‘Oh, Gran.’

‘Aye, you might well laugh, miss, but me poor old heart can’t take much of that. What’s up anyway? You had words with someone? Someone upset you?’

‘No.’ Daisy hesitated. ‘I’ve just been talkin’ to Alf an’ he was . . . nice,’ she finished somewhat lamely.

‘I’d hate to be in this bed when he puts your back up then, lass. That’s all I can say.’ Nellie looked into the fresh young face in front of her and what she read there caused her voice to become gentler. ‘So, what’s caused you to come in all of a lather then, hinny?’

Daisy stared at her grandmother for a moment before she said quietly, ‘Alf’s asked me to start walkin’ out with him.’

‘Oh, aye?’ It was to Nellie’s credit that she didn’t fling her arms into the air and shout ‘Hallelujah!’ at this point, considering it was what she had prayed for ever since she had got wind of how Alf felt. Instead she made a play of fiddling with the worn grey blankets covering the lower half of her emaciated frame as she said, her voice steady, ‘An’ what did you say in reply?’

‘I said I wasn’t sure, that I didn’t know whether I wanted to or not.’

‘I thought you liked Alf?’

‘I do, I do like him, but . . .’

‘But?’ Nellie’s voice was still gentle.

‘Shouldn’t it be more than likin’, Gran? Shouldn’t you feel . . . oh, I don’t know. Like you felt for Granda, I suppose.’

‘An’ what was that, hinny?’

‘That you’d give up everythin’, everythin’ an’ everyone, to be at his side?’

By, but this bairn of hers had a way of putting her finger right on the spot. Nellie stared at her. ‘An’ you’re sayin’ you don’t feel like that about the lad?’

‘No. Yes. Oh, I don’t know, Gran. When I thought about Alf askin’ someone else . . .’

‘You didn’t like it.’ Nellie’s tone was flat.

Daisy nodded miserably. ‘But that’s not the same necessarily, is it?’

No, it wasn’t. ‘How did Alf take it when you said no?’

‘I didn’t say no, not really. I said I wasn’t sure an’ he said he’d wait, that he would give me all the time I need.’

Thank you, God. Nellie relaxed a little. ‘Then there’s nothin’ to get in a pother about, is there, hinny?’ She reached out and took one of her granddaughter’s hands in her own, squeezing it once before she said, her tone bright, ‘Are them baskets empty? You sold the lot?’

‘Aye, look.’ Alf momentarily forgotten, Daisy reached into the pocket of her skirt and brought out the contents for her grandmother’s inspection. ‘Full price an’ all. Tuppence each for them big bloaters, an’ the cods’ heads went straightaway down in the rougher end of town.’

Nellie nodded. ‘They make a fillin’ meal when they’re boiled an’ the flesh scraped off an’ mixed with potatoes, as we know, eh, lass?’ There was many a spell, especially in the hard northern winters, when they’d had to sell all the fish just to pay the rent and stay alive, and then the scraps of cod came into their own. But her bairn was a marvel and a natural housewife. Daisy had a way of making a penny stretch to two and she wasn’t averse to hard work neither, although - and here Nellie sighed silently - it pained her when her lass’s hands were raw and bleeding from helping George and Tom with the nets, or when she came in exhausted and sick to her stomach from gutting the fish and washing the offal.

‘Da’ll be pleased.’ Daisy had left her grandmother’s side and walked across to the range. Now she busied herself spooning two ladlefuls of broth from a big black saucepan standing on a battered wooden table to one side  of the range into a smaller pan. She then placed this on the hob, pressing it towards the glowing coals before warming a few drops of goose grease and bringing the pannikin over to her grandmother. ‘Rub this in, Gran, while I see to things.’

‘Eeh, lass, you’ve enough to do without worryin’ about me, now then.’ Nellie slowly raised herself on to her elbows, and Daisy adjusted the straw bolster around the bony back before handing her grandmother the warm pannikin, whereupon she turned back to the range. And then she halted halfway across the room, glancing about her as she thought, This might not be as grand as Alf’s mam’s, but it’s a palace compared to some in the streets I’ve been to today where the pervading smell’s like sitting in the privy.

Some of the fishing cottages, of which Daisy’s was one, had their own privies, square brick or wooden boxes with a wooden seat extending across the breadth of the lavatory and filling half its depth. These were situated outside the back door, and for those who were forced to share, the visit could be either foul-smelling or relatively odourless, depending on the fastidiousness of the last occupant. Daisy made sure a bucket of fresh ashes found its way to their privy every morning and evening, but the keen salty wind that was forever in evidence, even on the mildest of summer days, was the best purifier. She had been thankful she lived in the cottages situated on the shoreline ever since her first visit to the towns to sell fish. The strong odour of fish and seaweed and tar here, which clung to every cottage and infused clothes, bedding and furniture with its pungent smell, she did not even notice.

The cottage itself was very small, merely two rooms downstairs - the living room and a scullery - and one room above, although some of the fishermen’s families had no upstairs at all. In the Applebys’ case a third of the bedroom  at the end by the window had been partitioned off many years before by means of a ramshackle floor-to-ceiling screen, which George had made with odd scraps of timber he’d salvaged. This was Daisy’s space, and there was just enough room in it for her narrow box bed - nothing but a foot-high wooden platform, again cobbled together by her father, and an ancient flock mattress - an orange box containing her meagre items of clothing, and two more boxes placed on top of each other to form a kind of table. These were draped with a piece of thick yellow linen which reached to the floor, and which had given Daisy great pleasure ever since she had found the cloth washed up on the shore years before.

This, together with the fact that she could sit up in bed and look out of the window - a mixed blessing in winter when the draught was enough to waft her hair about her face and ice coated the glass an inch thick - made her tiny bedroom a haven to Daisy.

The table held the sum total of her possessions: her hairbrush, a small, chipped but still quite exquisite vase - another beachcombing find - which Daisy filled with wild flowers from spring to autumn, and Alf’s box holding some ribbons and hair grips which her da and brothers had bought for her birthday the year before, along with a small round hand mirror.

The upper floor of the cottage was reached by means of a steep staircase almost in the form of a ladder, which led directly out of the living room into the one above, but in spite of the range below being kept going day and night in winter the bedroom was always icy cold. Her father and brother, weathered by the hard life they led on the freezing, wind-swept expanse of the North Sea, seemed unaware of the cold, and once they were under their blankets in the two iron beds the larger space boasted - in one of which used to sleep Daisy’s parents and the other her brothers, top and  tailed - they were immediately asleep. Not so Daisy. Many was the night she shivered for half-an-hour or so in spite of her stone hot water bottle, finally drifting off to sleep curled round its warmth like a small animal.

A popping sound from the pot on the hob brought her out of the uncharacteristically pensive mood she had fallen into, and she quickly tipped the broth into a clean earthenware bowl and carried it across to her grandmother. ‘Get this down you, Gran. An’ all of it, mind. Remember what that apothecary in Monkwearmouth said when Da went to see him after your last bad turn. You need to eat little an’ often. That’ll be better than all the mustard poultices an’ leeches an’ sulphur baths, he said.’

‘All right, me bairn. All right.’

Once her grandmother was settled and sipping the broth, Daisy walked through to the scullery. The floor here was stone-flagged like the living room, and on it stood a table on which were piled dirty dishes and pans from the family’s evening meal the night before and breakfast that morning.

There was also a poss-tub and poss-stick, a large tin bath which was leaning on its side against the wall, an upturned bucket on which sat a tin bowl, and under the narrow window a smaller table on which lay a large marble slab used for keeping food cool during the warmer months. Next to this stood a barrel made of wooden staves with metal hoops round them. There was another just outside the back door of the cottage to catch the rain and this, together with the freshwater stream which ran on to the beach some fifty yards from the cottages, provided all their water. Daisy now scooped up half a bucketful, filtering it through muslin - ladle after ladle - to strain the dirt out, and carried it through to the living room. She tipped it into the black kale pot permanently suspended by a chain attached to a metal rod which could swing out over the  fire when required, and which provided all their hot water for washing clothes and pans, and for bathing in the long tin bath.

‘Lass, I know you’ve got things to see to’ - her grandmother’s voice was apologetic - ‘but yer da wants you to work on the net.’ Nellie gestured towards the big net on the far wall of the cottage, held in place by a double-pronged hook which was fastened to the tarred walls of the room and which held the nets secure when they were being repaired. ‘Him an’ Tom’ve done the heavy work down the sides, you’ll only need the bone needles to mend what’s left.’

‘Aye, all right, Gran. I’ll do the dishes an’ get the mardy cake on for dinner first.’

Poor little lass. Nellie’s sunken eyes watched sympathetically as Daisy’s slim figure bustled about the cottage. The old woman would have been mortally offended if someone had reminded her that her own daughter had been brought up to do the same tasks, and then Nellie hadn’t spared it a passing thought. The truth of the matter was that she had never loved her daughter like she did her granddaughter, her overriding disappointment at her own long-awaited child’s being a girl instead of the boy she had wanted for her husband only abating to some degree when Mary had redeemed herself by producing one baby boy after another. And such is the inconsistency of human nature that Nellie had never thought it ironic that she should now love Daisy with what amounted to devotion, whereas her five surviving grandsons held little interest for her.

By the time George and Tom pushed open the door of the cottage the thaw which had been heralded by some of the old-timers - who considered themselves weather experts - was busy melting the ice and snow outside to thick slush and mud, something Daisy hated. Twilight had long since fallen, and inside the oil lamps had been lit.

Daisy was sitting working at the net on the stool they  kept for such a purpose, Nellie was dozing in her bed on the other side of the room, and the smell of the evening meal hung in the air. The mellow light from the lamps and the soft glow from the range showed the living room’s meagre furniture to its best advantage. This consisted of a square wooden table covered with oilcloth around which six straight-backed chairs were placed, a wooden saddle devoid of cushions which stood flat against the wall opposite Nellie’s low platform bed, and a smaller table to one side of the range upon which sat the pots and pans and big black kettle.

Daisy jumped up at the men’s entrance; a sleety rain had been drumming at the windows impatiently for the last hour or more and she knew they must be wet through. ‘You got her ready for tomorrow, Da?’ Her father’s boat, like so many, had been pummelled viciously throughout the winter, but the last fishing trip had been the worst yet. It added insult to injury that most of the fishermen had been forced to work repairing the damage to boats and nets throughout the next day which had been the calmest for some time.

‘Aye, she’ll do.’ George was a man of few words but his smile was tender as he looked at his daughter. He was not a God-fearing man like some in the village who would no sooner have missed the Sunday meeting at Whitburn church than ceased breathing, but he believed his Daisy was a gift from the Almighty right enough, and made sure he thanked Him for her daily. And he knew his love was reciprocated. Daisy might be close to her granny - and that was good with Mary being taken when the lass was nowt but a wee bairn - but the feeling between him and his last child was something rare and precious.

In spite of his being away for days and nights on end, it had always been him Daisy had run to when she’d hurt herself as a bairn, even when Mary had been alive. Him  she’d told her secrets to, him who had received her baby kisses. He knew their Tom thought he was soft the way he was with the lass, but George didn’t care. He hadn’t cared from the day she was born and had gripped his finger with her tiny hand. He thought a bit of his lads, aye, and still mourned the two who had never reached their first birthday, but Daisy provided a light and joy in his soul that no one else ever had.

‘There’s your dry clothes in the scullery an’ the meal’ll be ready when you are.’

‘Right you are, lass.’

George nodded at Nellie who was now sitting up in the bed as he walked across the room followed by his youngest son. As Tom passed his sister he tweaked one of her shining braids of hair, saying, ‘I hope you’ve mended that net to my standards, little ’un,’ which Daisy answered by sticking out her tongue at him.

Once the scullery door was shut she busied herself setting three places at the table and heating a little more broth for her granny. She didn’t attempt to get the creosote off her hands, knowing from experience it would take a good while with the blue-veined soap and the scrubbing brush in the scullery before the stain would begin to shift, but as she began to serve up the meal she was humming to herself. If she married Alf, he wouldn’t mind her still nipping along to see to her da and Tom and granny, she knew that. He understood that looking after her granny was like caring for a bairn, with the washing and feeding and making sure she was able to use the chamber pot when she needed it, and that her da and Tom would need a hot meal every night they weren’t out on the water. Aye, he’d understand all that.

As Daisy began to sing ‘Blaydon Races’, more enthusiastically than tunefully, Nellie found herself relaxing back against her bolster again with a small smile touching her  slightly blue lips. Her lass was singing and that was a good sign. It would all come right, Daisy and Alf, once the lass had had a chance to think about him as a lad and not as one of the family. Daisy was canny, she’d see what side her bread was buttered sure enough.

Nellie shut her eyes, the agitation and panic which had been making her heart race ever since Daisy had arrived home beginning to subside. She wanted to see her lass settled and happy before the Good Lord called her home, and there was none better for her than Alf. Not on this side of the ocean. Salt of the earth, Alf was, and he was right gone on the lass. Anyone could see that. Daisy would be safe married to him and she was too beautiful to be left to her own devices for long. They weren’t all like Alf, not by a long chalk. But it would be all right; if she knew anything about Alf Hardy he wouldn’t take no for an answer where Daisy was concerned.

A touch of excitement took hold as Nellie pictured Daisy on Alf’s arm, and then as mistress of the bonny little cottage at the far end of the village. The next few months were going to be ones of change, she felt it in her water, and pray God it would all be good.
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