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Oh, must I always, always hear

      Your footsteps going away,

      Along a city’s narrow street

      That edged a rainy day?

      A silence would be lonelier,

      But not so hard to bear,

      As steps that walk across my heart

      And don’t go anywhere!

      Anon.
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      Prologue

      I remember that it was raining when I left Belthorn ten years ago, cold icy rain falling from a leaden sky, swept by the wind
         to lie in great puddles across the cobbled station square. It was as though I had never been away, because today the rain
         is coming down as miserably as it had then.
      

      On that day it had failed to quench my high spirits or dampen the enthusiasm with which I viewed my future life. Today the
         dreams and aspirations of that young girl have passed into limbo, and I am left with the feeling that a lifetime has been
         lived in those few years.
      

      Nothing seemed to have changed around that almost deserted square. Two people were boarding a tramcar that waited at the terminus
         and I was glad to see that there were two taxi-cabs standing at the rank below the station steps. Into the gloom of the winter
         afternoon I hurried down the steps to the taxi rank. The driver’s eyes lit up when I gave him instructions to my grandparents’
         house – several miles outside the town – and I sank miserably into the back seat.
      

      The driver was disposed to chat.

      ‘Do ye know Belthorn miss, or are ye just visitin’?’

      ‘I used to live here when I was a girl, but it’s ten years since I left,’ I answered.

      ‘Ay well nothin’ much changes i’ Belthorn. There’s a new office block goin’ up i’ Water Street and the parish church is bein’
         looked after. Course nothin’ could be done durin’ the war, we’re only just getting round to things.’
      

      Passing the parish church I could see the scaffolding around the imposing square tower.
‘It’s very quiet,’ I couldn’t help remarking, and with a grin he said, ‘It’s ’alf-day closin’ miss.’

      I had forgotten. On half-day closing, after one o’clock the town was dead. The outskirts told a different story, however.
         Here smoking mill chimneys loomed upwards against the threatening sky and vast mills stood ugly and stark, illuminating the
         dusk with row upon row of lighted windows.
      

      ‘You’ll know some o’ them mills, won’t ye miss? Most o’ the mill owners live outside the town, one or two of ’em in Grafton
         where you’re ’eadin’ for.’
      

      ‘I wouldn’t know which is which.’

      ‘Well, we’ve just passed Bentham’s but they’ve left the area. Sir Alec’s gone to live in Scarborough and they’re saying the
         mill’s goin’ into a combine. The war’s been over some time. The orders are fallin’ off. Things aren’t so rosy. Your folks
         i’ cotton, miss?’
      

      ‘My grandfather and uncles.’

      ‘Which mills were they then?’

      ‘Dexter’s.’

      His voice was impressed. ‘Dexter’s is it. They have three or four of ’em. So you’re a Dexter miss?’

      ‘I was before I married.’

      ‘Sorry love, I’m bein’ nosy. But I likes to chat. Your ’usband not with you then?’

      ‘No.’

      I didn’t want to tell this stranger that my husband of three months was dead and buried in some grave I had never seen, and
         where nobody would visit, somewhere in the high reaches of the Khyber Pass. My laughing, charming, young husband who had loved
         me rapturously throughout a few heady months of imperial pageantry in a distant exotic land.
      

      ‘Ah well,’ he was saying. ‘No doubt he’ll be joinin’ ye. Are ye stayin’ long i’ these parts?’

      ‘I’m not sure. My plans are uncertain.’

      ‘I know the Dexter’s house, miss. It’s one o’ the nicest i’ Grafton. A far cry from the cottages by the factories, but then
         ye can’t really blame ’em for wantin’ to get away fro’ the noise and the mill chimneys can ye? Is yer ’usband i’ cotton too?’
      

      ‘No.’
The terseness of my reply silenced him for a while. I was not going to tell this stranger that my young husband had been an
         officer in the Indian Army and that cotton had never figured in his life.
      

      We were driving through the outskirts of Belthorn along narrow streets edged with small, gardenless, terraced houses, where
         women gossiped at their front doors and children played in the gutter. It was a scene that had impressed me as a child. I
         had passed along here on my way home from school. It had filled me with curiosity, but I had always been glad to leave the
         poverty behind and see the hills and green trees again, the long gardens where mill managers lived and, beyond, the mansions
         where the mill owners lived.
      

      I stared through the taxi window at the grey misery of the day and the flickering lamplight illuminating wet pavements and
         dusty windows. I was glad of the darkness as I felt the scalding tears rolling unchecked down my cheeks, I could taste the
         salt in them, and in my heart I could feel the searing pain of loss and tormenting fear.
      

      Heaven knows I had not wanted to come back, and yet it was something that seemed inevitable, when the future lay ahead like
         an uncertain dream and only the past was real, when the future was a shadow and only the past had substance.
      

      What was ten years in the life of a community, and yet the ten years since I last drove along this road had changed me utterly,
         so how could I be sure that there would not be deeper and wider changes in all that I was going back to?
      

      How had it been in those years that made up my childhood, those years that saw me waiting impatiently for the day when I would
         leave this place behind me and hopefully never return?
      




      Book One





      
      
      Chapter One

      
      My Dexter grandparents had three sons, but only the elder, William, and the younger, Edwin, went into cotton. Their middle
         son, my father – Harry, was a major in the Twenty-ninth Lancer Regiment in the Indian Army.
      

      
      My father never wanted to make cotton his career: since he always maintained that it was an unpredictable industry where the
         very nations that the confident cotton mills were helping to train would one day beat us at our own game. My grandfather pooh-poohed
         the idea: it would never happen. Lancashire was cotton, and anything that came out of the Far East in the distant future could
         only be a shoddy and poor imitation of the real thing.
      

      
      Undeterred, my father refused to be put off his chosen career and my grandparents were not too insistent. To have a son with
         a good commission in a prestigious regiment was not to be disparaged. Among their friends and neighbours all the sons went
         into cotton. They were the young masters, little emperors to the millfolk and pillars of local society.
      

      
      Grandfather and my two uncles were Freemasons and members of gentlemen’s clubs, both political and social, and the people
         they mixed with were like-minded. The girls they met were sisters of the men they had grown up with, monied mill owners, and
         because Dexter’s was supreme among those mills they had their pick of the girls. Money married money and it was expedient
         to love where money was.
      

      
      There was no shortage of well-heeled young women only too anxious to marry a serving army officer with expectations and a
         lucrative background, so it came as a considerable shock to my grandparents when my father elected to marry my mother: the daughter of his regiment’s padre. Of course churchmen
         of whatever denomination were eminently respectable, but my grandparents would have preferred her father to have been the
         brigadier.
      

      
      I was eight years old when my parents brought me to England and England was in mourning for the death of King Edward. I remember
         none of it, But I learned later that my father rode his charger behind the royal coffin as a representative of his regiment.
      

      
      After the funeral we travelled north to stay with my grandparents. Memories of India were fleeting: shuttered rooms and wicker
         furniture, sunshine and cool green lawns, parades of men and horses at sundown and elephants gorgeously attired. Memories
         of my tutor who came to the bungalow every day, a sombre softly spoken Englishwoman, faded quickly.
      

      
      It seems now that all my early memories were of Fairlawn, my grandparents’ large stone house at the end of a winding road
         that climbed a hill, and looking out on the crags and fells surrounding it. None of the windows of that house overlooked the
         distant mill chimneys which covered the surrounding towns and villages with a permanent umbrella of smoke, and it was here,
         on Darnley Hill, that the mill owners and their families lived with their large houses, well-kept gardens and stables for
         their horses.
      

      
      When my father’s leave was over, my parents returned to India without me. I stayed on with my grandparents so that I could
         receive an education. It was a whole new world.
      

      
      I remember sitting on the window seat in the large room that had been my father and his brothers’ nursery staring across the
         misted moors, and although a fire burned in the grate and a servant constantly came in to add coal to it, it was always cold,
         as if the mist crept in through cracks around the windowpanes. Even when sunlight brightened the corners of the room, it never
         quite expelled the chill.
      

      
      There was a large white rocking-horse across one corner and shelves filled with books of all descriptions – nursery rhymes,
         fairy stories, encyclopedias. There was a globe on a wooden stand, and a large table surrounded by chairs in the centre.
      

      
      
      Sunday had a firmly established ritual: uncles and aunts with their families came for lunch and stayed for afternoon tea,
         and it was then my cousins came up to the nursery and I was made to realise that I was the newcomer in the family and was
         given instructions accordingly.
      

      
      The rocking-horse belonged to my cousin Ralph and his sister Sophie did not like me poking among her books even when I later
         learned they were not her exclusive property. Ralph and Sophie were the children of Uncle William and Aunt Myrtle.
      

      
      My other cousins were Charlotte and Caroline, Uncle Edwin and Aunt Edith’s children. Only Caroline appealed to me, probably
         because she was the youngest of my cousins, and, since the others were largely disposed to ignore me, Sunday was a day I did
         not look forward to.
      

      
      Over lunch Grandfather and the two uncles talked business: hiring and firing of employees, short-time and overtime, and how
         the state of world affairs was likely to affect the cotton industry.
      

      
      My grandmother and the aunts talked about very little until the coffee stage when they retired to the drawing room. Then they
         talked about their clothes, the shops in the town, where they expected to spend their holidays and the education of their
         children. They discussed at length forthcoming functions, eventually we were banished to the nursery, so that they could no
         doubt discuss any scandal they felt they should know about, and we shouldn’t.
      

      
      Grandfather’s temper was dictated by the affluence of the mills. If he came home smiling and genial I quickly learned that
         things were going well; if he came home red-faced and hectoring there were problems. As I grew older I got the measure of
         my cousins and, because I was the one living with my grandparents, gained firsthand knowledge which they only acquired later.
      

      
      With the children of other mill owners I went to a private school at the bottom of the hill until I was eight, and then joined
         my older cousins at Wentworth, an expensive private school in the town. It was a school for girls, and my cousin Ralph was
         now enrolled at the large grammar school for boys in Manchester, so the only time I saw him was on Sunday.
      

      
      
      Travelling to and from school in Grandfather’s chauffeur-driven limousine introduced me to the layout of the district. The
         mansions on the hill where the mill owners lived, the big, slightly less pretentious houses lower down, where the professional
         men and mangers lived and then the narrow streets inhabited by the mill workers.
      

      
      It was these streets that intrigued me most because they were filled with activity and noise. Children played in the alleyways
         or hung round the public houses and corner shops, shawl-clad women clattered along in their clogs, their baskets over their
         arms, and always the pall of smoke descending from the tall mill chimneys, covering with grime the lace-curtained cottage
         windows.
      

      
      People were smiling, even though we were at war. War meant full order books: cotton was needed for the armed forces, and if
         there was death and misery in Flanders life had to go on: one thing cancelled out another. People too had a philosophical
         approach: survival on the field of battle and in war-torn England were one and the same.
      

      
      Shortages of food in the shops hardly seemed to effect us. Grandfather would arrive home with a brace of pheasants or some
         other delicacy and there were always new-laid eggs and bacon for breakfast. Grandmother and her women friends were organising
         charitable events to raise money for the men at the front and she lost no time in enlisting servants and family to sew and
         knit for the Red Cross.
      

      
      Our horses were taken by the army, much to Grandfather’s annoyance, and only Caroline and myself kept our ponies.

      
      My mother remained in India, although my father was serving with his regiment in France and I was instructed to say special
         prayers for his safety in church on Sunday.
      

      
      I shall never forget the first morning I was taken into the mill. Ralph, as the young master, led the way importantly, up
         the steep stone steps, down which the wind bore dismally, and then we were in a large room that echoed with the deafening
         sound of machinery. Beside the great looms women and girls stood in the aisles watching the movement of shuttles; I paused
         in amazement as they spoke and laughed with each other when I was so certain they couldn’t hear a word.
      

      
      I was told by the foreman that they learned to lip-read: they didn’t need to hear, and as we were ushered along the aisle some of the women smiled; others stared at us in surly disdain.
      

      
      Many of the young girls sweeping the aisles looked very little older than myself and when one girl dropped her broom in front
         of us the foreman spoke to her harshly and the tears came readily to her eyes. I felt so sorry for her. I pulled a paper bag
         filled with sweets out of my pocket and handed it to her.
      

      
      Caroline pulled me away saying, ‘Don’t be silly Amanda. She’s only a workgirl, we don’t have to talk to them.’

      
      That was the moment that my views of Cousin Caroline changed. I had thought of her as my one true friend; now I saw she was
         as fallible as anyone else.
      

      
      It was Saturday and when the whistle sang out promptly at one o’clock they made a rush to take off their aprons and head for
         the room where they had hung their outdoor clothing, then laughing and chattering they jostled for the staircase; from high
         above we heard their footsteps clattering down the steps.
      

      
      It had been a grim morning, but there was no hint of depression on their faces as they left for their weekend.

      
      ‘I don’t want to come here again,’ Caroline said feelingly. ‘I hate the noise and it smells horrible. I’m glad I shall never
         be expected to work here.’
      

      
      Although I shared her feelings I sensed a strange, earthy excitement about the place, and as I watched them hurrying away,
         I could not help noticing their vitality. Their clogs made a strange throbbing rhythm on the cobblestones – and over it all
         came their laughter. Not even war had the power to quench it, and as their shawl-clad figures disappeared into the distance
         I felt that something irretrievably joyous had gone from my day.
      

      
      The steep stone steps leading down on to the loading bay demanded all my attention but as I reached the bottom I was aware
         of Ralph standing alone, staring dismally after the others, and when I caught up with him I sensed that something had upset
         him. I smiled, and taking hold of my hand he asked, ‘Well, what did you think about the mill?’
      

      
      ‘I’m not sure. I didn’t like the noise. Will you work here when you leave school?’
      

      
      ‘So my father and my grandfather say.’

      
      ‘Don’t you want to?’

      
      ‘No. I shall hate it.’

      
      ‘Then why do you have to?’

      
      ‘Because I’m the only Dexter of my generation.’

      
      ‘What about Sophie and the others?’

      
      ‘They’ll get married and they won’t be Dexters then.’

      
      I pondered for a moment. ‘What do you want to do then?’

      
      ‘I want to go to university or join the army.’

      
      ‘But won’t the war be over long before then?’

      
      ‘Of course not. Next birthday I’ll be sixteen. Boys are joining the army at seventeen and I’ve been in the officers’ training
         corps at school. It’s all going to be wasted if all I do when I leave school is come here.’
      

      
      ‘I wish my father worked here at the mills, instead of being shot at somewhere in France.’

      
      ‘Surely not. I’ve seen the way some of the women who work here look at my father and Uncle Edwin. Their men are in the forces,
         while they’re here doing nothing for the war.’
      

      
      ‘But they are. Grandma says they’re as much involved in the war as if they were at the front.’

      
      ‘Oh she says that because she feels she has to. It’s nonsense of course.’

      
      We walked in silence to where the others waited for us outside the factory, near the quite ostentatious office block. Grandfather
         frowned at Ralph’s sulky face, and his father looked at him sharply too before they got into their respective cars and drove
         away. I sat in the rear seat with Grandfather and we drove in silence.
      

      
      I did not like Saturdays. During the week there was school and the friends I had there, but Saturday was a lonely day. Grandma
         usually had some committee meeting for some charity or other, and there was always something needing her attention at St Mary’s
         church. Grandfather went to one of his clubs to play snooker or bridge in the winter and in the summer to some sporting activity
         so that I was left to amuse myself.
      

      
      Invariably I spent it in the nursery, sitting at the large table with my paintbox, drawing and painting things I could see
         in the room, or the view from the window. It was early spring and the room was cold in spite of the sparse fire that burned in
         the grate. My fingers were so cold they could barely feel the paintbrush and I constantly had to blow on them to warm them
         up.
      

      
      When Bridie came in to stoke up the fire she exclaimed angrily, ‘Faith and it’s as cold as charity in here. You’re goin’ to
         catch your death sittin’ there and besides it’s dark in here, ye can hardly see what you’re doin’.’
      

      
      Although I agreed with her I kept silent, and after she had added small pieces of coal to the fire she said, ‘I’ll bring you
         up some soup Miss Amanda, or I’ll ask Cook for a better idea.’
      

      
      After she had gone I went over to the fire and crouched in front of it, feeling the warmth slowly penetrate through my fingers
         and along my chilled limbs. In a few minutes Bridie was back saying, ‘You’re to come with me Miss Amanda. There’s a roaring
         fire in the kitchen and hot scones straight from the oven. You can bring your paintbox if you like.’
      

      
      She waited while I collected my belongings then I followed her downstairs and through the door at the back of the hall to
         the kitchens beyond.
      

      
      It was the first time I had been into the kitchen but my eyes lit up at its cheerfulness. The warmth from the fire could be
         felt across the room and Cook sat at the kitchen table with an array of scones hot from the oven in front of her.
      

      
      Until that moment I had only seen her in church on Sunday, a darkly clad figure with a black felt hat pulled firmly down over
         her eyes and wearing a dark fur tippet round her neck. Now she sat resplendent in a white starched apron with a white cap
         over her grey hair, her rosy face smiling a welcome, and Bridie ushered me forward towards a seat at the table.
      

      
      Cook said sternly. ‘You’re to come in ’ere when it’s cold, that big room upstairs needs a lot of ’eatin’ and besides it’s
         lonely for a young lass to be up there without company. Don’t your cousins ever think to invite you to their homes on a Saturday?’
      

      
      ‘I really don’t mind Mrs Eltham. My cousin Caroline goes out with Aunt Edith on Saturday afternoon. I think they go to the shops and to take tea with friends.’
      

      
      With a somewhat grim smile she said, ‘No doubt they’ll be up at the Marston house. It’s where your aunt spends most of her
         time these days.’
      

      
      When I didn’t speak she said, ‘Get the lass some hot soup, Bridie, and we’ll taste a few o’ these scones. The mistress said
         she wouldn’t be ’ome until later and it’s a lot better than sittin’ up there on yer own isn’t it, love?’
      

      
      That was the first of many such afternoons I spent in the kitchen and I learned more about my family from Cook than I ever
         did living with them. She had a caustic tongue and was self-opinionated. She had the utmost respect for my grandmother, was
         proud to serve the family but had long since ceased to view them through rose-tinted spectacles.
      

      
      It was not what she said to me that enlightened me, but rather what she said to herself and to Bridie having assured herself
         that I was unlikely ever to repeat what I heard in the kitchen.
      

      
      Indeed I was so grateful to be welcome there that never in a thousand years would I have disclosed to anybody that in Cook’s
         eyes the family was less than perfect.
      

      
      She remembered my father as a handsome, charming young man who had had the good sense to cut loose, but whether he’d been
         wise in joining the army and going off to India was another matter. She asked questions about my mother, saying she had only
         met her on two occasions but she had seemed a very nice young lady and my father was obviously very attracted to her.
      

      
      She was rather more forthcoming about my aunts. Aunt Myrtle was the only daughter of Sir Joshua Fielding, and the Fieldings
         owned three mills in the next town. Both families had been highly delighted at the marriage since Myrtle was well blessed
         with worldly goods but little beauty. Aunt Myrtle was tall and stately with fine dark eyes and a haughty manner. As the one
         daughter-in-law clever enough to produce a son her stature within the family was sacrosanct.
      

      
      Cook had rather more to say about Aunt Edith. Of course it was all said to Bridie and anybody else who cared to listen and
         she talked to them as if I weren’t there. Aunt Edith had come from rather less exalted stock. Her father was a grocer with two shops in the town, and sat as a Liberal on the town council. Aunt Edith was the one with airs and graces and considerable
         ambitions that both her daughters marry well, particularly Caroline who was pretty and more malleable than her older sister.
         Hence, Cook muttered darkly, her absorption with Sir John Marston and his family, ever-mindful of their one son Phillip.
      

      
      Those afternoons I spent in Cook’s kitchen made me see my cousins as the servants saw them. I could now view with amusement
         Grandfather’s ill-humour and self-opinionated notion that outside the world of cotton everything else was unimportant. Over
         the years Grandma had learned to close her eyes and her ears to his blustering arguments with his sons and their children.
         Aunt Myrtle largely ignored him. She had heard it all before from her own father, but Aunt Edith talked the way he talked
         and tried desperately to ingratiate herself with him, consulting him about everything, from her daughters’ education to her
         husband’s proficiency at the mills, and her increasing familiarity with the Marston family who were considered landed gentry.
      

      
      I was accustomed to Grandma’s half-smile when I knew her thoughts were miles away but it was Aunt Myrtle who distantly informed
         Aunt Edith that Phillip Marston was hardly likely to marry a local girl, since he was destined to join the Royal Navy as soon
         as he was old enough.
      

      
      ‘What has that got to do with it?’ Aunt Edith demanded. ‘There will be no girls where he’s going and I should think he’ll
         be glad to marry a well-connected local girl when the time is right. He chats to you Caroline, doesn’t he, and Lady Marston’s
         very fond of you.’
      

      
      Caroline smiled complacently, while Aunt Myrtle looked sharply away, giving us all the benefit of her superior profile.

      
      Even Grandma cautioned that since Caroline was only fourteen any talk of an engagement to anybody was far too previous.

      
      Talk of Philip Marston joining the Navy gave Ralph the occasion to speak of his ambition to join the army, thus provoking
         one of the stormiest Sunday luncheons I had experienced.
      

      
      When Bridie came in to clear away the dishes she took in at once Grandfather’s glowering face and the discomfort of the rest of them. As she reached the door she turned and catching
         my eye she smiled and I knew that Cook would get the full benefit of the scene when she reached the kitchen.
      

      
      For the remainder of the afternoon the silence in the drawing room was oppressive. Grandfather sat with his head buried in
         the Sunday newspaper, while the rest of us lingered, looking miserable. Even Aunt Edith decided she had nothing to contribute,
         and only the clicking of Grandma’s knitting needles could be heard above the spluttering logs in the grate.
      

      
      Grandfather had said his piece, made his objections and opinions known and it was perfectly reasonable that we should all
         remain silent in order that we could deliberate on them. It was late in the afternoon when I heard voices in the hall and
         the next moment the door opened and my father was standing in the doorway with a smile on his face. With a cry of joy I rushed
         across the room and flung myself into his arms.
      

      
      Into that silent room and that disgruntled group of people he brought a breath of fresh air, and suddenly Grandfather was
         smiling, the uncles were shaking his hand, Grandma was embracing him and crying with joy, and my cousins were eyeing with
         awe this tall khaki-clad figure who was smiling genially down on them, while I held on to his hand as though I would never
         let him go.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      What a change Father’s presence brought to the house in the evening. Now Grandfather no longer talked incessantly about the
         mills and the workpeople. Father was not interested in cotton and they talked about the war and a great many other things
         far divorced from the cotton industry.
      

      
      During the day we walked along the country lanes and across the fells and he introduced me to the beloved scenes of his childhood
         and the beauties to be found in the area. I discovered tarns and waterfalls, long sweeps of heather-clad moorland and cloud-shadowed
         Pennine hills.
      

      
      After dinner I was happy to sit with my elders in the drawing room listening to their conversation and the click of Grandma’s
         knitting needles.
      

      
      My uncles never argued with Grandfather. They regarded him as being always right, even when they probably knew as much about
         cotton as he did, but Father opened my eyes to scenes of rat-infested trenches in Flanders, the sound of gunfire and death.
      

      
      On his last evening Grandfather said brusquely, ‘I can’t think why your wife didn’t decide to come home, Harry. It would have
         been better for the girl.’
      

      
      ‘You seem to forget, Father, that to Elizabeth India is home. Her parents were married there and she was born there. Her father
         is serving in France but her mother is in poor health and is needing her at the moment. We both know that Amanda is very well
         cared for here with you. In any case, if there had been no war in Europe, we should have been in India and she would have
         been here in England to receive her education.’
      

      
      
      ‘By the time she sees her mother, she’ll have forgotten what she looks like,’ Grandfather insisted.

      
      Father smiled gently. ‘Oh I don’t think so. As soon as the war is over and the voyage from India is less hazardous I’m sure
         she will be coming to England to see you all.’
      

      
      Sitting alone in the big cold room, staring dismally out of the window, I wept long bitter tears after Father left for France
         the next morning, and it was Bridie who came for me early in the afternoon, taking in my tear-stained face and expression
         of despair.
      

      
      ‘Now come along with me Miss Amanda, Cook said you’d be unhappy this afternoon but there’s tea and hot scones downstairs and
         your Grandma’s out at her Red Cross meeting.’
      

      
      Cook was equally brusque. ‘You’ve been a very lucky girl to ’ave ’ad your father for these few days. Poor Jenny Alsop ’asn’t
         seen ’er father for three years and no word from ’im. Now come along up to the table and I’ll pour you a cup o’ tea.’
      

      
      ‘Who’s Jenny Alsop?’ I ventured.

      
      ‘They lives at the first cottage on the road leadin’ up to the moor. ’Er mother comes ’ere three mornin’s a week to do some
         cleanin’ and some o’ the laundry. Joe Alsop, her father worked at Number One mill, Tackier ’e were.’
      

      
      ‘How old is Jenny?’

      
      ‘About your age.’

      
      ‘Does she go to school?’

      
      ‘That she does, but not your school. They can’t afford such a luxury. She goes to St Joseph’s church school in the town.’

      
      ‘Does she ever come here with her mother?’

      
      ‘Well of course. Would you like to meet her?’

      
      ‘Oh yes I would, very much.’

      
      I did not miss the warning glance that passed between Cook and Bridie but Cook said firmly, ‘Why shouldn’t she meet Jenny?
         She gets no invitations from ’er cousins, they couldn’t care less ’ow she spends ’er time. And there’s nothin’ wrong wi’ Jenny.’
      

      
      Bridie didn’t answer. Cook’s word in the kitchen was law just as Grandfather’s word was at the mills.

      
      I had been allowed to take a week off school while my father was at home and expected to be going back on Monday morning, but I was determined to see Jenny Alsop. I desperately
         needed a friend of my own age and although I had made some at school none of them lived within walking distance of Fairlawn.
      

      
      When I went down to the kitchen on Friday afternoon Mrs Alsop was busy with Bridie, folding sheets, while Jenny sat at the
         table reading. Cook looked up and smiled and Jenny hastily laid her book aside and stared at me nervously.
      

      
      ‘This is Miss Amanda, Jenny. I told ye ’er father’s been on leave for a few days. ’Es in the army too. Now you two’ll ’ave
         a lot to talk about I’m sure. Why don’t ye take a walk up the road and get to know each other.’
      

      
      ‘I ’ave to wait for mi mother,’ Jenny prevaricated.

      
      ‘Please Jenny, I’d like to walk up the road with you,’ I insisted.

      
      Jenny still hesitated: ‘It’s startin’ to rain.’

      
      ‘Then why don’t we go up to the nursery. There’s a fire up there and we could look at some of the books and talk.’

      
      ‘Yes,’ Cook insisted. ‘Why don’t ye both do that, and when yer mother’s ready to leave Bridie’ll come up for ye.’

      
      Jenny was not proof against Cook’s insistence and my pleas. She came reluctantly, glancing round nervously even though we
         used the back stairs and there was nobody in the house except the servants. In the nursery she looked around her with more
         interest and I poked some semblance of blaze into the fire and drew up two chairs for us to sit on.
      

      
      Talking to Jenny Alsop was difficult. Brought up from childhood to regard local mill owners and their families as her betters,
         she was wary of me. So I was the one who talked and asked questions, to which she answered in whispers.
      

      
      Bridie came in with a tray on which rested glasses of lemonade and a plate of small cakes and meeting her eyes I was aware
         that she understood how neither Jenny or I were feeling comfortable with each other.
      

      
      After that day I was determined to persevere, even when I sensed Jenny was trying to avoid me. We were at different schools
         and when I arrived home in the afternoon she had already left with her mother or not arrived at all. On Saturdays when I was
         mostly alone I took to walking along the moorland road in the hope of meeting her and when I saw her in the cottage garden with several brothers and sisters I
         did not hesitate to lean over their garden gate with a bright smile on my face.
      

      
      She came to me hesitantly and with her came two younger children, their eyes wide with curiosity.

      
      ‘It’s lovely out today Jenny,’ I began. ‘Can’t we walk across the fell?’

      
      ‘Mi mother’s out shoppin’. I ’ave to take care of the children,’ she said.

      
      ‘They could come with us.’

      
      ‘I ’ave to be ’ere when mi mother gets back.’ That was the moment when she decided to be honest. ‘Why do you want to be friends
         wi’ me, Miss Amanda? I’m not your sort. Ye ’ave your own friends and yer cousins.’
      

      
      ‘None of my schoolfriends live nearby, and I never see my cousins except on Sunday. Besides, they’re all older than me, even
         Caroline, and they never invite me to go out with them. I get so lonely.’
      

      
      Jenny remained doubtful. Her expression was doleful as she looked out across the fields. The little boy pulled on her skirts
         impatiently. ‘I’ve told ye mother’ll be ’ome soon,’ she said sharply to him.
      

      
      ‘Is your mother at Grandma’s house?’ I asked.

      
      ‘No, she’s at Doctor Atherton’s this mornin’. She does too much, since Dad went away she’s taken more and more and the children
         are missin’ ’er. Perhaps we will walk up to the fell. It might keep ’em quiet.’
      

      
      Gleefully the children ran ahead of us. In the main we walked in silence but it was a companionable silence and with encouragement
         from me she began to unbend. I discovered she had a wry sense of humour and her pale plain little face became suddenly pretty.
      

      
      By the end of the afternoon I had her promise – somewhat ruefully – that we would spend Saturday afternoons together. ‘Yer
         grandparents wouldn’t like it Miss Amanda,’ she said, and I was quick to say, ‘Please don’t call me Miss Amanda, Jenny. It
         makes me sound like some sort of schoolteacher. Call me Amanda.’
      

      
      When I ran back along the lane towards Fairlawn that afternoon I felt happier than I had felt for months. I had found a friend, somebody who would be there on the day I hated
         – Saturday – when I was mostly alone.
      

      
      I had expected our friendship to go on for ever but Jenny informed me that when she was twelve she would be leaving school
         and going to work in one of the mills and it was possible she would be asked to work on Saturdays.
      

      
      I stared at her in dismay. ‘But you can’t go into the mills, Jenny. Who’ll look after the children when your mother’s at work?’

      
      ‘We’ve talked about that. She can take the children with her if they promise to behave. Anyway we need the money I’ll be bringin’
         in and I’m not on mi own, a lot of us will be leavin’ school and goin’ into the mills.’
      

      
      We walked in silence but I was remembering the flying shuttles and the horrendous noise, the young pale-faced girls sweeping
         dust along the aisles and from around the feet of the weavers.
      

      
      ‘Don’t you mind?’ I asked her.

      
      ‘Not really. What else is there for girls like me?’

      
      On Sunday over lunch I listened to the conversation around the table with greater interest: Grandfather’s usual gratification
         that the three mills were on fulltime and overtime; the uncles’ assurances that under their respective management all was
         well, and Grandma’s absorption with one committee after another.
      

      
      Later when we moved into the drawing room for coffee my aunts talked about Masonic dinners and charitable works and my cousins
         talked about their clothes, the boys they had met and birthday parties. It was then that Aunt Myrtle said, ‘We are having
         to give some thought to Ralph’s seventeenth birthday. William thinks it is highly unlikely that he will be called up since
         he’s due to go into a protected industry. After all, the mills are churning out work for the armed forces, Ralph is needed
         there.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps a birthday party isn’t very appropriate at this time,’ Grandma murmured.

      
      ‘Well of course it is. We only have the one boy in the family, it would be awful to let it pass without some sort of celebration.
         I don’t want the trouble of it at home, not that the house isn’t large enough, but there will be a lot of guests and we thought somewhere like the town hall or perhaps the Masonic
         Hall with outside caterers.’
      

      
      ‘I suppose you’ve made up a guest list?’ Aunt Edith asked.

      
      ‘Well yes, a tentative one.’

      
      ‘I hope you’re asking the Marstons. I’d like Caroline to get to know Phillip better.’

      
      ‘Why Caroline? Surely Charlotte’s the eldest?’ Aunt Myrtle demanded.

      
      ‘Because he was very taken with Caroline the last time they met. Phillip was home on leave and they looked so happy together.
         Even Lady Marston commented on it.’
      

      
      ‘Well, naturally, we’ll invite them,’ Aunt Myrtle said tartly, ‘but Phillip may not get leave for such a trivial occasion.
         There is a war on.’
      

      
      ‘I’m only saying it’s policy to invite them,’ Aunt Edith said. ‘We’ll have to think about new dresses but heaven knows there’s
         not much choice in the shops.’
      

      
      ‘I’m having my dress made at Madame Geraldine’s,’ Cousin Sophie said proudly. ‘I chose the material myself-pale cream satin
         with silk gardenias at the waist. Mummy’s had the material for ages.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t want cream,’ Caroline said sharply. ‘I want pale pink or peach. Cream’s nondescript.’

      
      ‘It’s also very sophisticated,’ Sophie replied with some asperity.

      
      Grandma smiled at me. ‘We’ll have to think about something for you Amanda. It will be your first party since you came here.’

      
      ‘She’s too young anyway,’ Caroline said. ‘She’ll be the only eleven-year-old there.’

      
      ‘I shall be twelve when Ralph’s seventeen,’ I snapped.

      
      ‘Only just,’ snapped back Caroline.

      
      ‘There’s something very wrong when twelve is too young for a party but not too young to go into the mills,’ I said firmly.

      
      ‘What do you know about girls going into the mills?’ Aunt Edith demanded.

      
      ‘I saw them there, and my friend Jenny Alsop is going to work in one of them in the summer when she leaves school.’

      
      
      ‘Your friend Jenny Alsop,’ Caroline said, ‘Who’s she?’

      
      ‘Her mother works here some of the time and her father’s in the army like mine. She’s nice. I spend Saturday afternoons with
         her.’
      

      
      Glances were exchanged and Aunt Myrtle said at last, ‘She’s hardly a fit companion for you Amanda. What’s wrong with the girls
         you’re at school with?’
      

      
      ‘Nothing – they just don’t live near here.’

      
      ‘Well, I really think that in future you should spend your Saturdays with Sophie or your other cousins. If this girl goes
         to work at Dexter’s it will be unseemly for her to be too friendly with the master’s granddaughter.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t want to see my cousins, I want to stay with Jenny. My cousins never bothered about me before.’

      
      Grandma and the aunts conferred; my cousins remained silent, which told me that they did not want me with them on Saturday
         afternoons. I didn’t blame them, they had friends of their own age, it was obvious they didn’t want a young cousin demanding
         their attention.
      

      
      ‘I think we should leave matters alone,’ Grandma said quietly. ‘Once Jenny goes into work she won’t be available on Saturday
         afternoon so Amanda will have to think of someone or something else. Now let’s talk some more about Ralph’s birthday party.
         Have you asked him what he would like?’
      

      
      I received instructions from my cousins that I must be careful not to choose a party dress the same colour as theirs. That
         ruled out cream (chosen by Sophie), green (chosen by Charlotte) and peach (by Caroline).
      

      
      With three sons Grandma had never been asked to shop for daughters and she wasn’t much help. I desperately wanted pale blue
         because my hair was dark auburn and my eyes were blue, but Aunt Edith said auburn hair was good with yellow and so yellow it had to be.
      

      
      Even Cook maintained that white or blue would have suited a young girl better, and on the day of the party Bridie helped me
         to dress, saying finally as she surveyed the finished result, ‘You’re pretty, Miss Amanda, a good thing too since that insipid
         primrose isn’t for you.’
      

      
      ‘I know Bridie, I hate it. I tried to tell Grandma I didn’t like it but Aunt Edith was there and she said it was right for
         me.’
      

      
      
      ‘Sure and she won’t want anybody to look better than Miss Caroline. Just you wait ’till you’re as old as her, she’ll ’ave
         to watch out. It’s you yerself who’ll be the beauty in the family.’
      

      
      Her words were designed to cheer me up which they did until I descended the marble steps in the town hall and saw the dazzling
         array of young girls in their pretty dresses. I was the youngest girl there. I sat miserably watching them dancing in the
         arms of Ralph’s friends and went at last to sit on the stairs carrying with me a large plate of ice cream.
      

      
      Nobody came to look for me and eventually a waiter came to take the empty plate away. I sat on, listening to the music and
         the laughter, and my eyes were hostile as they met the eyes of a tall young man who came to stare down at me with a smile
         on his face.
      

      
      ‘Hello,’ he said. ‘What are you doing out here all alone?’

      
      I didn’t answer, after all what was I doing there all alone?

      
      ‘Haven’t you been dancing?’

      
      ‘No, nobody asked me, not even Ralph.’

      
      ‘I find that very remiss of him. Are you family or friend?’

      
      ‘I’m family. He’s my cousin.’

      
      ‘So your father’s Major Harry Dexter?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘I met him once when I was home from school during the holidays, I’d got a young horse and he went riding with me.’

      
      Interested at last I eyed him over. He was handsome, with dark hair and grey eyes. His smile was entirely disarming and there
         was so much charm in it my hostility seemed to melt away.
      

      
      ‘I don’t suppose I’ll see him again until the war’s over. I wish he could have been here, my mother too.’

      
      ‘Your mother isn’t here?’

      
      ‘No, she stayed on in India with my grandparents. I’m here to be educated but I’m going back to them one day.’

      
      ‘I’m sure you are, I expect you’re hoping to set India alight as I’m sure you will.’

      
      ‘Are you one of Ralph’s friends?’

      
      For the first time I noticed that he was wearing naval uniform and seeing my surprise he said, ‘I’m Phillip Marston, I don’t know Ralph very well but my parents are family friends.’
      

      
      ‘Yes of course, I’ve heard about you, you’re in the navy.’

      
      He smiled.

      
      ‘I’ve heard my aunts and cousins talking about you. Did you have to get leave for Ralph’s birthday party?’

      
      ‘My ship saw some action and was damaged. At the moment she’s in the shipyard at Barrow undergoing repairs, I’m due to rejoin
         her next week.’
      

      
      ‘My cousin Caroline will be pleased about that.’

      
      I saw his lips twitch with amusement and I hastened to say, ‘Grandma and my aunts too. They all think you’re very nice.’

      
      He threw back his head and laughed delightedly. Then holding out his hand he said, ‘Come along and dance with me and please
         tell me your name.’
      

      
      ‘It’s Amanda.’

      
      ‘Well then Amanda, I hear they’re playing a waltz. Will you dance it with me?’

      
      ‘I’m not very good. I’m having dancing lessons at school but I’m probably not nearly as good as Caroline or Sophie.’

      
      ‘I’m sure you are, but if you’re not I too am a little out of practice.’

      
      I was tall for my age but immediately we started to dance I was sure we were watched by every pair of eyes in the ballroom.
         I felt the silence, the unspoken amazement that the most eligible man in the room should have chosen to dance with a schoolgirl
         wearing a yellow dress that did her no favours.
      

      
      During that dance I discovered that my feet had wings, that I had no difficulty whatsoever in following his steps and the
         melody filled my heart so that I wanted the waltz to go on for ever. He beamed down at me when it was over saying, ‘You dance
         beautifully, Amanda. These young men don’t know what they have been missing.’
      

      
      Gallantly he escorted me back to the table where my grandparents and others in the family were sitting and when the music
         started again Caroline was there waiting for him to dance with her. For several minutes I watched them. He was smiling down
         at her, and she was chatting happily, they looked so much a pair as if they had laughed happily together a great many times and no doubt she was thanking him warmly for looking after her young cousin. At that moment Ralph invited
         me to dance.
      

      
      I did not dance with Phillip Marston again that evening but thanks to him a great many other young men asked me, following
         Phillip Marston’s lead.
      

      
      Suddenly I felt carefree. I was young and alive and I could dance. Young men were smiling down at me with evident admiration
         and at the family table the uncles and aunts were witnessing the metamorphosis of their ugly duckling with some gratification.
      

      
      I left the town hall with my grandparents in the early morning, calling out cheerful farewells to people I hadn’t known before
         the party.
      

      
      On Monday morning I would be a schoolgirl again but I had had a glimpse of what it could be like. The men and girls I had
         met that night would go on counting such events as highlights in their life but I was going to another life, the glamour of
         regimental balls in a country more exotic than any they would ever know.
      

      
      I was too excited to sleep. I sat on the window seat looking out across the gardens, reliving the night before, and then suddenly
         my heart sank when I thought about Caroline walking arm in arm with Phillip Marston towards the car. He had been smiling down
         at her and as they reached us he had politely bid my grandparents goodnight, then smiling down at me he had said, ‘You really
         did enjoy yourself after all Amanda?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I had a lovely time.’

      
      ‘I rather think you broke the ice, Phillip. Until you danced with her she wasn’t particularly enjoying herself were you, dear?’
         Grandma said.
      

      
      Caroline’s expression said it all. Condescension tempered with amusement, but my last memory was of the charm of Phillip’s
         smile as he took my hand and said goodnight.
      

      
      I’d laughed with my schoolfriends over their crushes on boys, feeling faintly superior that I was going on to better things,
         but I knew now what they had been talking about, that young love can be just as painful as anything that came after.
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