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About the Book

A powerful story of two sisters, and the love that changed their lives.

It wasn’t a privileged childhood, but it was a happy one. Sybil and Lizzie Cream, brought up in a fisherman’s cottage on the edge of the cold North Sea were content to leave privilege where it belonged: with their friends the Wintertons. Christina Winterton was the same age as Sybil and the two girls were inseparable, but it was Lizzie whom Ralph Winterton, three years older, found irresistible.

Then war came to East Anglia, and so did Manchester-born Fenn Kitzmann now of the American Army Air Force. At their first meeting he is attracted by Sybil’s subtle charm, but before he sees her again her own personal tragedy has struck, and he finds her changed almost out of recognition…
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Dear Reader,

Have you ever read The Forsaken Merman by Matthew Arnold? It’s a glorious poem full of emotion and imagery and when I was young my father used to recite it to us in the car, particularly if we were heading for Pakefield on the Suffolk coast. It was due to this poem that I first heard of the villages gobbled up by the sea; my father assured us that on stormy nights fishermen had heard the church bells chiming sonorously beneath the waves. And it was Pakefield that had suffered most from the encroaching sea. Even then there were cottages standing on tiptoe above the waves and the little thatched church, which had once been two churches, must have been in constant danger.

The wild white horses foam and fret, Margaret, Margaret! I repeated the poem to myself as I combed the foreshore, always hoping for some sign of the village below the waves. I can still see myself and my best friend crouching on the tide line, indifferent to the weather, sifting through the piles of sea wrack in the hope of finding some treasure.

My books often start because of a mental picture in my mind which refuses to go away, and this was one of them. Sybil’s finding of the little doll to give to her sister Lizzie was just the beginning; from there the story simply wrote itself, though there was one other incident which made its way into the story. An American serviceman, intrigued by the church, took photographs and asked why it had been built in such a perilous position. We children explained with glee that when it had been built perhaps half a mile of rich agricultural land had separated it from the sea; I doubt that he believed us but it was the simple truth.

All best wishes,

Katie Flynn


For Brian, my favourite proofreader
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1

1930

IT WAS A cold day with a bitter breeze that would have driven even the hardiest holidaymaker off the shore, had the summer visitors not gone long since. In fact the child crouching on the tideline, apparently impervious to the weather, had the beach to herself. Her bare feet gradually sinking into the soft gritty shingle, she was absorbed in sorting through the detritus cast up by the waves, searching for anything which might appeal to her. Tiny bits of driftwood carved by the sea into odd shapes were always a good find, or shells, or black and spiky egg-cases, light and dry as tinder.

The wind was biting, though, and Sybil’s skimpy gingham dress was no protection against its chill. Already her thin little arms and legs were blue-tinged beneath their fading summer tan and although she occasionally interrupted her search to rub vigorously at her icy flesh it made very little difference. She was cold and likely to remain so until she abandoned the beach, and her search, and went indoors.

‘Just one more lot,’ Sybil said to herself, rubbing the back of one hand across her nose and then wiping the resultant snail-trail from her knuckles on to her faded pink skirt. ‘Just one more, for Lizzie.’

Lizzie was her big sister, at twelve, two years older than Sybil. Lizzie was beautiful with her thick, fair curls, large blue eyes and clear, creamy skin. But despite her looks she was a sickly child, prey to every cough and cold, every measle and mump, that stalked the East Anglian coast. In winter Mother might wrap Lizzie in flannel and rub goosegrease on her chest, she might prepare evil-smelling concoctions for Lizzie to inhale, worse ones for her to swallow, but as far as Sybil could see it made not a jot of difference. Georgie, who was thirteen and almost a man, and Sybil herself, seemed impervious to the ailments which descended on Lizzie like a swarm of gnats as soon as the bright summer days began to fade into autumn. And now Lizzie was suffering from a nasty cold, unable to leave the house until the fever relaxed its grip, so Sybil searched on, knowing that something pretty would make up, a little, to Lizzie for her enforced incarceration.

The tide, creeping further up the beach, suddenly enveloped Sybil’s toes, creaming spitefully close to her skirt. Her mother would not be pleased if Sybil went indoors wet, but the child was still reluctant to give up and go home with – she glanced rather reproachfully at her small pile of treasures – nothing particularly exciting to show Lizzie.

‘I ought to go . . . but just one more shuffle,’ Sybil promised the gods of wind and water. ‘If I’m a good girl . . . just one nice thing for Lizzie!’

And as though the fates had been listening, had saved this treat for when Sybil was almost at the point of giving up, in the very next tangled heap she found the doll. It was a tiny doll, the sort that a child can hold easily in one hand, no more than five or six inches from the top of its round baby head to the tiny toes on its feet. Its body was made of cloth and stuffed with something lumpy and wet but its head, legs and arms were pink and healthy-looking, the eyes bright glass, the face perfect in every detail.

Sybil sat back on her heels, clutching the doll, everything else forgotten. The shells, the egg-cases, the piece of driftwood which, with the exercise of considerable imagination, could have resembled a legless dog or crouching cat, all counted for nought beside her remarkable find. A doll! Henry and Dora Cream worked hard, but they had no money to spare for luxuries such as dolls, and Lizzie was the sort of child who would enjoy the possession of such a toy. It would be as good as Christmas to see her face!

Carefully, Sybil got to her feet. She began to trudge up the beach, never taking her eyes off the doll gripped tight in her wet and sandy paw. It was bald and small featured, just like the baby next door had been a few months ago. Now he was starting to crawl and looked far less angelic to his neighbours as he grabbed the nearest piece of furniture and found his feet, only to topple, screaming, as soon as he tried to take a step.

At the top of the beach there was a stretch of grass, with the thatched church to Sybil’s right and the cottages in which she lived to her left. A sandy lane divided the two, and if you went straight on between the church and the cottages you came to the smart houses where the summer visitors stayed, and to the village proper – the pub, the shop, the hall where they held dances in summer, the memorial column carved with the names of men who had died in the Great War, where the local youths foregathered to stare and whistle at the local lasses.

But Sybil had little interest in the village and less in the lads who hung around the war memorial. Lizzie, tossing her bright mane of hair, might look consideringly at the boys, but Sybil knew that she herself was plain and would probably never get married, though such things were supremely unimportant when you were ten. She preferred going to the shop with a penny clutched in one hand for cushies, the brightly coloured boiled sweets which lasted and lasted if you sucked and didn’t crunch. Georgie crunched but Sybil and Lizzie sucked – they could make one boiled sweet last an hour that way. She would have liked the cinema shows at the Grand in Lowestoft too, but they would have to wait until she was older. Her weekly penny would not run to sweets and the cinema. Anyway, she was an avid reader, and if she could do without sweets her penny would buy quite a big bundle of second-hand comics from Alfie Holland, who acquired these treasures from the big houses where his father worked as a jobbing gardener, and sold them to anyone who could afford his price.

Sybil trudged up the slope of the grass and glanced, as she always did, at the church. It was an odd church, with two naves, which meant, Dad said, that it had once been two churches. Many tales of the two parsons and their two congregations enlivened Sunday evenings when Dad got to telling Mum about those far-off days when one church had been called St Margaret’s and the other All Saints; stories of tricks played and tempers frayed, of wonderful victories for one side or the other, whilst Mum listened as she knitted or sewed, and smiled, and told Dad that he was dreadful to talk so, she did not believe a word of it, and Dad would have to answer for his lies one of these days. But she said it with her voice softened, and she would shoot a comical glance at the children, sitting spellbound by their father’s eloquence, to show them that it was a joke, that she did not mean it, that it was just Dad’s way.

And even now, though the church was simply All Saints, people still came to draw and paint it. One particular artist had taken Sybil’s fancy because he liked to chat as he worked, and he told her that the strangeness of a thatched church so near the sea attracted artists and their customers alike.

‘I never know, from one year to the next, whether the church will still be here to paint, you see,’ he explained gravely, colourwashing a blue sky. ‘And when I explain, people want to buy the pictures just in case.’

‘In case it goes into the sea?’ Sybil said. ‘Oh, but not a church; God wouldn’t let a church go under the water.’

The artist, perhaps mindful of the position of Sybil’s own home, said she was probably right and Sybil, remembering the stories Dad sometimes told of the village under the sea, of being out in his fishing boat and hearing the church bell chime beneath the surface – and Mum’s eyes saying, It’s just one of Dad’s tall tales, so not to worry – nevertheless felt a frisson of fearful excitement chase up her spine. And it made her look long and hard at the church, perched on its grassy cliff above the beach, surrounded by its old, leaning gravestones.

Did it ever wonder, that little thatched church, whether it would see next summer from atop or beneath the waves? Did it cower lower, tugging its thatch closer to its windows, hunching its grey flint shoulders against the howl of wind and lash of rain? Did it surmise that no one bothered to patch its seedy, sparrow-filled thatch because by this time next year it might be fishes who tapped against the stained glass, currents which stirred the reeds, limpets and barnacles which clustered on its eaves in place of the cheeky, darting sparrows?

But today, despite the cold and the wind, the church looked solid enough and the grass, which had been mown only days before by old Bill, the sexton, still showed the remains of its summer green. So Sybil gave it only a cursory glance before turning towards her own home – the end dwelling in the row of fishermen’s cottages which faced the church.

They were built of flints and roofed with wavy, lichen-patched tiles whose original red had faded to a pinky gold. The windows were smallish, the door leaning, the wood cracked and swollen from the constant attack of the salt wind. But we never use the front door, Dad would say when Mum suggested a bit of work on the house, and besides, I can’t spare the time, the mackerel are running.

That made Mum laugh, of course, and she would tell Dad he was just lazy and promise to do it herself one day. Only Mum was busy too and the better Dad did at the fishing the harder Mum had to work, since she sold the catch inland, at villages too small to have a fish shop of their own. As she got nearer the cottage Sybil could see, round the side, the door of the rough shed Dad had built out of odds and ends of driftwood to house the cart. Sybil simply accepted the cart as she accepted her home, her parents, her life, but Georgie could remember it coming, and how Mum had cried into her handkerchief and Dad had run his hands along the shafts and gone off to an inland farm where he had got the old horse for a song, he always said. Sybil wondered which of his songs he had sung for Beattie, but when she asked Dad named a different one each time, so she could never tell for sure. But I reckon it was Danny Boy, Sybil told herself. When Dad sings Danny Boy I’m sure any farmer would want him to have his old horse.

There was no sign of life at the cottage as she approached, skirting the building to go in by the back door, but that did not mean that Mum was not busy making their tea. And if Mum was frying potatoes and fish on the blackened range, then Lizzie would be sitting on the big wooden chair with the soft, faded cushions, a handkerchief in one hand, curling a strand of her rich gold-coloured hair across her upper lip and humming to herself whilst she watched from her comfortable seat every move that her mother made.

Georgie and Dad must be out still, Sybil thought, seeing the empty shed where, later, the cart would stand. She stopped for a moment to throw a handful of grass to the hens which clucked and pecked around the tiny yard. They rushed for it as though it was corn, pushing and jostling, then turning away, disappointed, when they realized they had been tricked. Stupid things, Sybil thought, and stamped at them, and then of course the hens managed to convince themselves that she was hiding their glorious potato-peel mash in the scoop of her skirt and ran towards her, two of them actually rising several feet in the air, their horrible scaly feet spread, their inadequate wings flapping, as they tried to spy just what it was she was carrying so carefully. Sybil, being small, was not too keen on hens at head level, but she tried to ignore them, thinking about her find instead. She would have loved that little doll – but it was poor Lizzie who had the feverish cold whilst she, Sybil, had been enjoying the beach for hours.

If Georgie and Dad are out, Sybil thought, approaching the back door through the milling feathered bodies, they won’t see what a fine present I’ve brought back for Lizzie. On the other hand, if I walk in now how can I possibly hide the doll? Even if I don’t show her she’ll see it, she’s bound to. Sybil’s dress had no pockets and the doll’s extremities extended fore and aft from her small paw. But there was always her knicker-leg. All the girls used their knicker-legs instead of pockets; Sybil was convinced that the only reason for the elastic was so that your possessions did not drop out of their hiding place. Yes, there was plenty of room for the doll up her knickers. So since neither Georgie nor Dad was home to admire her cleverness in finding it, her generosity in giving it to Lizzie, she would keep the doll out of the way until they arrived home.

Being the youngest did have its disadvantages and one was that, sometimes, she felt she was a bit of a nuisance to Lizzie. This fine present would make up for all the times Lizzie had been forced to let her small sister tag along. And if, by giving it, Sybil could win some praise from her beloved elder brother and her adored father . . . Her mind made up, Sybil pushed the doll into her knicker-leg, lifted the big iron latch on the back door and pulled. The door creaked open and she slipped inside, into the warm, steamy kitchen where it was already dusk, for the tiny windows, their sills crammed with jars and bottles and plants, let in the minimum of light.

‘About time too! Lay the table when you’ve had a wash, Sybs.’

That was Mum, stirring something over the fire. A vegetable stew with scrag-end of mutton, Sybil’s nose informed her authoritatively. They usually had something nice for the meal on Mum’s day at home, for on a Friday, if he and Georgie had not gone out in the boat, Dad sold fish in Beccles for Mum. The town was at the very outskirts of Mum’s area and it meant an early start and no chance of cooking a meal, so Dad tried to be home on Fridays to do the Beccles trip. This morning Sybil had got breakfast, fed the hens and collected the eggs – not many, as hens lay best in summer – before hurrying off to school, since Lizzie’s being poorly meant that she had two sets of chores. Sybil worked hard in class because Mum said it was the only way to better yourself if you were a fisherman’s child, and Sybil was already determined to better herself. She was not pretty, like Lizzie, but plain as a boot, so she must get good results at school or learn to love selling fish. Lizzie nearly always managed to miss her turn on the fish cart, but Sybil was not so lucky and was often haled off to help. She hated it because fish smelt and was cold and slimy after its first day out of the sea, and boys called names and some of the snooty summer visitors drew aside their skirts and murmured things about the heat and the bad sanitation in country districts when Sybil walked by. Probably they did not mean to be unkind, but Sybil’s cheeks burned with shame . . . and she studied more diligently than ever so that one day she might sit behind a desk in a blue frock and high-heeled shoes, and curl her lank hair and hide her boring light brown eyes behind beautiful tortoiseshell spectacles, and teach children their letters.

‘All right, Mum,’ Sybil said now. She smiled at Lizzie, who got languidly to her feet, glancing towards the damp treasures clutched in her sister’s skirt. ‘Here, Lizzie, take ’em!’

Lizzie gave a world-weary sigh but sat down again and made a scoop of her own skirt. She had been bored just sitting by the fire, and she looked much better already. Sybil tipped everything into Lizzie’s lap – some pretty pebbles, the egg-cases, a couple of starfish, dry as tinder and hard as iron, and the bits of driftwood. It would have been wonderful to have added the doll, but that was for later, when Dad and Georgie were here to admire.

‘Thanks, Sybs,’ Lizzie said. Both children had collections of pebbles and shells in old cardboard boxes under their bed and she fingered the finds, as pleased with her small sister’s offerings as though she herself had never played on the beach, never scoured the tidelines for the sea’s gifts. She smiled at Sybil, turning the stones over one by one, admiring the colours of them, the shapes, never guessing that there was an even greater pleasure to come.

‘It’s mutton stew, isn’t it, Mum?’ Sybil said. She went over to the sink and washed in the water her mother had poured from the big enamel jug, then began putting the chipped grey and white plates and the bone-handled forks and spoons out on the scrubbed wood of the kitchen table. ‘Anything for afters?’

‘Apple pie,’ Mum said. ‘We’ll give the spoons a wash in between, or you can use the pedlar’s spoons if you’d rather.’

The pedlar’s spoons were tin and according to the fastidious Cream family they ‘tasted’, so were rarely used. Dad said his mother had bought them for ordinary mealtimes, saving the good bone-handled cutlery for best, but Mum thought this was foolishness.

‘How much wear does a knife and fork get?’ she demanded. ‘Little enough, for fish doesn’t take much cutting! No, we’ll use the decent stuff until it wears out and I’ll put money by for a new set.’

Mum was always putting money by. A penny here, a halfpenny there, her Christmas boxes from the big houses on her fish round, all went into the battered tin teapot right at the back of the pantry. Sybil, whose clothes were all hand-me-downs from Lizzie, most of them bought at jumble sales, knew that one day she would have a real dress out of the money Mum saved so carefully. Mum had promised, and that meant it would happen. She would get a nice bit of material from the market stalls over in Lowestoft, and then, in the evenings, she would cut and shape and frown and finally stitch away, by hand, until the dress was made – and made just right for Sybil, furthermore.

‘Don’t use the pedlar’s spoons,’ Lizzie said now. ‘I’ll wash the good ’uns after the stew, Mum, me and Sybs will wash ’em.’

‘Right.’ Sybil put the bone-handled spoons and forks round the table, then got out the salt with the picture of a fleeing bird and a pursuing boy on the tin. She set the salt where she and Lizzie could see the picture, for though she thought the little boy was a stupid girlie any picture was better than none. Besides, there was writing as well as the picture and Sybil beguiled every spare moment by reading, so that even a tin of salt was better than sitting at the table for hours, just eating, whilst her library books waited for that quiet moment when she might delve into them once more.

‘What’s that, Mum?’

Lizzie, despite her colds and sore throats, still managed to have incredibly keen hearing. She reckoned she knew when the fish cart turned the corner up by the school, and she and Sybil often got the shed door open long before Mum – or on a Friday, Dad – had manoeuvred round the corner of the cottage and into the back yard.

Today, however, Dora Cream shook a reproving finger at her elder daughter.

‘I’ve no doubt you’re right, and it’s the cart,’ she said. ‘But the wind’s cruel, so don’t you stir from that stool. Sybil, go and open the stable door, if you can manage it alone.’

Sybil saw Lizzie’s expression change from excitement to annoyance and felt sorry. Poor Liz; she’d been condemned to indoors for at least a week, she had missed school, and now once more she was to be left out, to greet Dad and Georgie only after Sybil had done so, to wave to Beattie only through the window, not even the doorway. Impulsively Sybil fished the little doll out of her knicker-leg.

‘Look, Liz! It’s for you!’

It was worth the sacrifice of not showing off before Dad and Georgie to see the dawning delight on Lizzie’s face. The large, sky-blue eyes lit up, the pale skin glowed, the faintest of rosy blushes stole across her cheeks.

‘For me? Oh, oh, a real doll! Mum, a baby doll, and Sybs says it’s for me!’ Mum, piling the plates to warm on the back of the range, came over and examined the treasure.

‘Well, Lizzie Cream, you are a lucky girl,’ she said. ‘That’s the prettiest doll I ever did see – and you’ve got a kind sister too, and a kind sister is worth more than the crown jewels.’

Sybil, hand already on the latch, felt her own face glow. What a reward! Mum’s commendation was worth more than anything to her . . . Mum said she was a kind sister . . . she would accept the praise, for she knew that it had been a close shave. She had never had a doll, and as she was the baby of the family it would have been understandable had she produced this one and said she wanted to keep it.

‘I thought you might make it a dress, Mum,’ she said, pushing the door open. ‘Just a little one, out of a bit of sheet or something.’

‘I don’t see why not; close the door, love. I don’t want to risk Lizzie getting another . . .’

The shutting door cut the sentence off and Sybil ran across the windy yard, struggled briefly with the shed doors, then got them back and wedged them with two hefty beach stones. She could see Beattie nosing carefully round the corner, bringing the fish cart home after its long day’s work. Georgie was already down, running to the well to get a bucket of water. He would swill round the cart, though the big wooden boxes which held the fish would be carried down to the shore next day and given a good scrubbing. And now the equipage was before her, Beattie standing patiently whilst Dad undid the harness and backed the cart, and Sybil moved forward to give Beattie the handful of hay which she had snatched from the pile by the door when she first opened the shed.

‘Have a good day, Dad?’ Sybil said, coaxing Beattie into the stable. Not that the old horse needed much coaxing; she was eager for her sheltered stall and the hot mash which would presently be her lot, for Mum always had the great blackened kettle on the hob, steaming away.

‘Aye, we done well,’ Dad said, smiling down at her.

He was the tallest man Sybil knew as well as the biggest, and he was bright, too. His auburn hair was streaked with gold in summer as the sun lightened it, his complexion was tanned and ruddy from his outdoor life, and because he was so large Mum had to make all his clothes specially – no hand-me-downs for Dad – so that they, too, tended to be brighter than the dull stuff Dora Cream made do with for the rest of the family.

It always seemed odd to Sybil that Dad had passed his strange eyes only to herself, who was so different from her leonine sire. But the light eyes, more gold than brown, with their thick, lightish lashes, were magnificent on Harry Cream while merely pale on his little daughter, and Dad’s blaze of red-gold hair had somehow turned uninteresting on Sybil and merely hung, lank and lifeless, about her narrow face.

Georgie, swilling vigorously with the aid of the yard broom, was like Lizzie in colouring, and that meant like Dora. Georgie had fair hair, thick and curly, cut cruelly short. He longed to be darker and less conspicuous, and did not really appreciate his bright blue eyes, with the thick dark lashes fringing them, that made people exclaim, to Georgie’s horror, ‘Oh, what a handsome little boy!’

Sybil enjoyed the admiration excited by Lizzie’s good looks, and tried not to regret her own plainness. She was too skinny, her head seeming slightly out of proportion to her body, her nose – hated feature – too beaky, her chin too firm and her hands and feet far too large for the thin little limbs attached to them. Beauty was supposed not to matter, but one glance at her mother convinced Sybil that beauty was very important indeed.

For Dora Cream, barely thirty, married for more than a dozen years and mother of three children, was very beautiful. Had Dad not chosen her from the hundreds of young ladies who languished after him? He said so, and his children believed every word of it. She had been the pick of them, he told them on winter evenings round the fire; his Dora had been head and shoulders above any other girl he had ever met.

Sybil knew a little of their romantic history; how Mum had come down to the village with an uncle and aunt, partly for a holiday but also to help look after her younger cousins. She had never been to the seaside before and had loved everything about it, from the Punch and Judy show on the pier to the theatrical entertainments – and the fisherman who came twice a week to the back door, selling his fresh fish from a great basket which he carried over one arm as though it contained half-a-dozen roses and not a couple of stone of cod and whiting.

Mum was a lady. Born Dora Elizabeth Maddeley, she had never dreamed of marrying a fisherman, living in a little cottage, selling fish from door to door – not until she met Henry Cream. One glance, Dad said dramatically, and they knew! One touch of the hand, and Mum had agreed to leave her uncle and aunt and her cousins, and to exchange her comfortable life in the big house just outside Norwich for the hand-to-mouth existence of a fisherman’s wife in a rented cottage perched a few yards above the cold North Sea.

And wasn’t it lucky for us that Mum decided to marry Dad? Sybil asked herself as she helped Georgie swing the shed doors shut. Dad had manhandled the cart into the shed, picked up the empty fish-boxes and carried them out as though they weighed nothing. But if Sybil and Georgie were detailed, next day, to do the cleaning, it would take two of them to a box to get them down to the waterline.

‘Tea, kids,’ Dad shouted presently. He breezed into the kitchen and over to the sink, Georgie staggering in his wake with a full bucket. Dad tipped the water into the big china basin and began to wash, though if he had waited Mum would have added some hot, for hauling the nets was dirty work. He splashed and soaped and rinsed, rubbed dry on the thin roller towel which hung behind the back door, then stepped aside whilst Georgie rather less enthusiastically followed suit. Only then, when her men were clean and turning expectantly towards the table, did Mum begin to dish up.

They all took their places, even Lizzie abandoning her fireside seat at a nod from Mum. She still clutched the little doll, and when they were seated Mum carried the big pot of stew over to the table and began to ladle it on to each plate. One ladle for Sybil, half for Lizzie who had to be persuaded to eat when she had a feverish cold, two for herself and Georgie and four for Dad.

Boiled potatoes from Dad’s allotment, floury and bursting out of their skins, came next. Six for Dad, two for Georgie, and one each for the females. No grace was said since Dad kept such matters for Sunday, but they all waited until Mum picked up her spoon and fork before falling to, with Dad scattering salt and talking all the while, about the maidservant at the vicarage who had given him a bag of apples, and the scandalous price he had asked – and got – for a fine Dover sole as big as a Christmas turkey.

Lizzie’s preoccupation with her new possession was noted, the little doll admired. Sybil was congratulated on her find and, again, on her kindness in making such a generous present to her sister. Georgie demonstrated, though Mum frowned, how he could now whistle an Irish jig even when joggling along in the fish cart. Potato sprayed the table and Dad laughed, boisterous as the blustering wind, whilst Mum scolded and hid her dimpling smile.

After tea, when the pots were washed up and put away and the hens and Beattie fed, the family settled round the fire for a while before the children were sent to bed. Mum knitted; Dad fetched out his pile of twine and went on with his net, his knots neat and his big fingers quick at the familiar task.

Georgie and Sybil sat on the rag rug in front of the softly humming range and Georgie worked on his model fishing boat. He made one or two every year and sold them before Christmas to get money for presents. Sybil hemmed dusters, a job she loathed and was extremely bad at, so that the dusters were always cobbled, blood-spotted and dirty. Still, as Mum said, the whole purpose of a duster was to collect dirt, so what mattered if it collected a bit first?

Lizzie sat with them, but though she was meant to hem dusters her needle moved even more slowly than Sybil’s, and presently she stopped sewing, leaned against her father’s broad thigh and pretended to read, by fire and smoky lamplight. Despite being the great age of twelve, Lizzie was not a keen scholar – too lazy, said their teacher, and too often poorly, said Mum. Now she had one of Sybil’s old comics spread out on her knee and chuckled quietly to herself now and then. Sometimes Dad put his big hand across the pictures and said, ‘Wait on, my woman,’ and told them a story of something that had happened to him on the round to make them smile, and once or twice Mum capped a story with some experience of her own and they laughed aloud.

A nice autumn evening, Sybil thought contentedly, stabbing her needle into the thin cotton. Cold enough to make the kitchen cosy, to mean curtains drawn and the range opened up so that it roared and warmed the room delightfully. But later on, when winter really came, it would be too cold to sit on the floor, and Georgie, Lizzie and herself would shiver and long for bedtime. It was grand to slide on the ice and frolic in the snow when you were warmly clad, but darkness came early and the cold made the long evenings miserable. There was no fun in going to bed when you could feel the wind like icicles as you lay between the blankets and the water froze in the jug and Lizzie left you to sleep on a straw mattress set out in the kitchen as near to the range as Mum dared put her.

However, winter was still in the future and Lizzie, hugging her doll, would presently take her place in the big, sagging bed with kicking Georgie and snoring Sybil – so she claimed – to snort and snuffle all night herself, and pretend to be asleep in the morning no matter how zealously they tried to wake her, for dear, pretty Lizzie hated rising.

Posh people, like the Wintertons, were surprised that the girls should share a bed with their brother, but Dad said he’d slept with his sister until he got so big there was no room in the bed, so that was all right.

‘Kids, they’re like puppies; they thrive no matter what,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Don’t you worry, gal Dora. Them littl’uns won’t come to no manner of harm.’

But now, drowsing on the floor and watching Lizzie’s golden head begin to droop, Sybil ignored the adult conversation going on over her head and wondered idly about the little doll. It occurred to her for the first time that her gain had been someone’s loss. Further up the coast, perhaps, a child had laid the doll down on the sand for a few moments and then forgotten it, or perhaps someone on one of the big ships which plied up and down the North Sea had cast the toy down on the deck and it had been washed overboard in a storm. She knew that few local children possessed dolls.

It was even possible, she supposed, that the doll had come from the drowned village. There must be houses down there as well as the church, it stood to reason. One of Dad’s stories concerned the night when the sea had come thundering in and the villagers had fled. It might be that the baby doll had been dropped in flight, or even left in one of the houses. Sybil often saw those houses in her mind, never looking like her own home but more like the illustrations in a book of Hans Andersen’s fairy tales, with wavy tiles around which the fishes played, and gingerbread doors and window-frames. Now, for the first time, she allowed her mind to venture inside. She saw the quaint stove and the curly-armed chairs, the pictures, bright and glowing, the china set out on the dresser, all waving slightly as the water moved with the tides and the fishes investigated everything, as curious as Sybil herself. There were toys by the dresser: dolls, a spinning top, a big jigsaw. What misery, Sybil mourned, to lose such lovely playthings; how the children must have missed them . . . and yes, there was the baby doll, actually on the dresser . . . a big fish was nosing it, presently he would pick it up and swim out of the doorway with it. She saw the fish wriggle out into the underwater village street, complete with cobbles and quaint lamp-posts, every lamp lit. She followed, knowing the fish would be heading towards the coast, would drop the doll when someone threw stale bread from a boat into the surging, bobbing waves, and the sea would carry it . . .

‘Come on, Sybs, no use pretending, you aren’t asleep!’

Georgie’s words were accompanied by a fierce tweak at her hair. For a moment Sybil was so confused that she held her breath, fearing that she might breathe water and drown, but then the dream receded and she recognized the firelit room, Dad’s big fingers moving nimbly among the twine, Mum’s slim hands placidly stitching a shirt. She must have been asleep and dreaming, just as Lizzie was at this minute.

Mum put down her work and leaned over to shake Lizzie’s shoulder, but her daughter woke at the first touch and struggled to her feet.

‘It’s not fair. Sybil’s the baby, not me. You should make her go up first!’

‘She’s a-goin’, my woman, so just you get up them stairs,’ Dad advised. ‘How about a cuppa, Doe?’

‘Kettle’s boiling,’ Dora said. ‘You make it, I’ll see the kids into bed. I think poor little Sybs is worn out tonight. We shouldn’t have left them so late.’

Sybil could tell the clock. She read the hands . . . heavens, ten past nine! She and Lizzie were always upstairs by eight as a rule – and she, like an idiot, had gone to sleep and missed the extra evening!

‘It’s all right, Mum, I’m awake now,’ she said, a trifle thickly. She put a hand on the wall to steady herself, for she was still dopy with sleep interrupted. ‘Lizzie and me can put ourselves to bed.’

But Mum was leading Lizzie up the box-stairs, smiling, shaking her head.

‘I’ll see to her, she’s still thick with cold,’ she said. ‘No school tomorrow, it being Saturday, so the three of you can have a bit of a lie-in.’

‘I’m off early,’ Georgie said importantly. ‘I’m barrowing leaves up at the big houses. The Winterton place first – you like going there, don’t you, Sybs? You could help me if you like; I’ll give you a penny if you work hard.’

An extra penny! Cushies and comics! And best of all she would be spending time at the Winterton Place. The Wintertons had three children, a boy of Georgie’s age and a girl who was ten, the same as Sybil, as well as a spoilt five-year-old, but she had a nanny and was rarely with the older children. Sybil hero-worshipped Ralph and thought baby Felicity pretty, but it was Chris who was her friend. Unfortunately, though, they had gone back to Norwich ages ago. They were summer visitors, spending the weeks from June to September in the big house with its beautiful garden and then returning to the city and their schools in time for the autumn term. It was wonderful to visit Malverns – that was what the house was called – during the summer when the Wintertons were in residence, but Sybil enjoyed being there at any time. It reminded her of Chris and the good times they had together.

‘Thanks, Georgie; wake me when you get up, then.’

In their bedroom, Sybil began to undress as she had been taught, which meant slipping her voluminous nightie – a hand-me-down from Mum – over her clothes and then struggling out of everything else whilst the nightie heaved up and down like a ship at sea. She saw that Mum was busy with her sister, and wondered whether to cheat and leave her knickers and vest on. After all, it was very cold tonight, even though Mum would not consider October to be winter. She could pretend she had forgotten . . . but Mum was always liable to give her cast-off clothing the once over and the absence of underclothing would be immediately obvious.

Sybil began, wincingly, to slip out of her vest. It was shrunk from many washes but it was a good one, or had once been a good one, and Mum would be reluctant to pronounce it too small since there was no younger child to whom it might be passed on. Inside the underclothes she was warm, but her hands were like ice and she shrank from the prospect of touching her body.

Mum saw her struggling and came over to give her a hand, having tumbled her elder daughter into bed where Lizzie lay snugly, the covers pulled up to her chin.

‘Are you trying to get out of that vest? It’s chilly up here; best leave it on,’ she decided. ‘I always say winter’s here come November, but it seems to have arrived early this year, or perhaps it’s just my bones growing older and feeling the cold more.’

‘Then mine are growing older too,’ Sybil said, picking up her shoes and putting them under the bedside chair, next to Lizzie’s almost new pumps. Next, she brushed her hair until it crackled; Mum was strict about things like hair brushing and washing. ‘Wish it was winter enough for a bottle.’

Mum smiled, but shook her head.

‘No use growing up soft, Sybs,’ she told her daughter, opening the bed invitingly. ‘Just be glad we’ve not got enough money for sheets – now they really are cold of a night!’

‘And Lizzie’s like a hot bottle, only softer and nicer,’ Sybil said, jumping into bed and putting both arms round her big sister, who squeaked at the sudden chill but cuddled close. ‘Shout Georgie, will you, Mum?’

Georgie, who undressed in his parents’ room, came through in his nightshirt. He brought his stump of candle with him, though Mum was even now pinching the girls’ candle out between wetted finger and thumb.

‘Into bed, Georgie,’ Mum said cheerfully. ‘Get a good night’s sleep, all of you – you’ll have a busy day tomorrow!’

She took Georgie’s candle, watched him cuddle down and then made for the low doorway. Mum was taller than the children and had to bow her head to get out on to the tiny landing.

‘No chattering, now. Goodnight.’

She went, her long shadow the last to leave the room. Sybil looked around her, as she did each night before she slept. The low, sloping ceiling was cracked and over the window rainwater had leaked through the roof tiles; the water made interesting faces on the plaster, only you couldn’t see them at night, just the outline of the window, with the sky which had looked so dark by candlelight light now and freckled with stars.

Some nights, the round, enquiring face of the moon peered in at the three children in the sagging bed. But tonight Sybil could not see even a sliver, though it must be out there somewhere. If you could see the stars that meant a clear sky, and a clear sky meant a moon.

Sighing, Sybil curled a little lower in the bed and pulled a scratchy, comforting blanket up to rub it softly, hypnotically, against her cheek. As she moved she felt, in Lizzie’s hand, the baby doll’s head against her for a moment, warm and real-feeling from Lizzie’s own warmth.

She remembered her dream suddenly, with affection. It was a beautiful thing, to dream about the village under the sea. Wouldn’t it be strange if the doll really had come from one of those houses, cast ashore by a freak wave for Sybil Cream to find, for Lizzie Cream to cherish? But it could not possibly be so, things like that just didn’t happen. No, the toy must have been dropped by a child. She just hoped it was not a poor child, like her and Lizzie, with no doll save for the one now sharing their bed.

But it was impossible to feel any real degree of sympathy for an unknown child who might or might not be missing the doll. We’ll call her Jane Eyre, Sybil thought, after that book of Mum’s. Well, Jane, anyway. I’ll get Lizzie to knit a little wee blanket to wrap round her, like a shawl, and perhaps Georgie will make her a wooden pram!

Plans, dreams, wishes. Sybil lay curled close to Lizzie with Georgie’s solid back against hers and let her mind stray until, at last, she slept.


2

DORA CREAM LEFT THE children and made her way downstairs again. As she re-entered the kitchen Henry looked up and smiled at her and she felt again, as though it were only yesterday, the rush of warmth and love which that selfsame smile had conjured up in the young Dora more than fourteen years ago.

‘All serene, gal?’

‘Yes. Lizzie’s settled, Sybs was half asleep and Georgie’s head only has to touch the pillow for him to be off. He works hard, does that boy.’

‘That he do.’ Henry Cream stretched and yawned hugely, then heaved himself to his feet and rolled his work into a ball. Despite his size he was a neat man, but perhaps that was all part and parcel of his trade; there was no room for untidiness in a fishing boat, he always said. ‘Well, old gal, I’m for a spot of kip; don’t know about you.’

Dora glanced at the clock in the corner. A grandmother clock, its smiling face had watched every day of her marriage, for even when she had given birth to the children she had come downstairs to make her man his meals and see to his wants. Now, the hands announced that it was ten o’clock; plenty late enough when you had to pay for the oil in the lamp – had to be up early, too, day in, day out.

‘Right; I’ll just tidy round.’

Dora always saw Henry off to bed and then ‘tidied round’, as she called it. She damped down the range fire with ash and closed the doors across, and she pulled the rug away just in case the stove spat, though heaven knew how it could do so with the doors shut. Then she brushed through and checked that the water buckets were full for the morning. If she had used half a bucket she might refill it then and there or she might not, depending on how she felt. In winter she rarely bothered, in summer she usually did.

That done, she shot the big bolts, top and bottom, across the back door. She checked that the curtains were closed tight, she plumped up cushions, ran a duster over the dresser, laid the table for breakfast. Then she picked up the big, blackened kettle which was singing gently to itself on top of the stove and carried it with her up the stairs. Past experience told her that by the time she got up Henry would be snug in bed, and would watch her getting ready with bright, interested eyes.

‘Don’t you stare, you rude old devil,’ she protested mildly tonight as she pulled her dress over her head, gasping as the chilly air touched her flesh. ‘Just you close your eyes, Henry Cream!’

She began to wash, the water warm, the soap, though just cheap stuff, smelling sweet and fresh. It was a nightly ritual, this strip-down wash, carried out winter and summer alike, a left-over from her Maddeley life, when to go to bed unwashed would have been unimaginable unless one were ill.

‘Why should I, gal, when you’re such a pretty sight?’ Henry said from the depths of the bed. ‘Best thing I sin all day long, my missus in the raw!’

‘After three kids and a dozen years of selling fish house to house, and cleaning and cooking . . .’

‘It suits you,’ Henry said.

He was grinning as she finished rubbing herself into a glow with the rough towel, still smiling when her head popped through the neck of her cotton nightdress. I’m the opposite of most women, Dora told herself, beginning to brush her long, wheat-coloured hair. Most women dress up to go out, and I wear my best to go to bed!

‘Come on, my woman, don’t hang around out there gettin’ cold, do I’ll simply hev to warm you up in th’only way I know.’

Dora shook a reproving head at him, then doused the candle, hearing the little hiss it made, smelling the cooling wax, with a familiar frisson of excitement running down her spine. Fourteen years married and still as daft for Henry Cream as she had been on that holiday in Pakeby when she had first seen him! Fourteen years married . . . eh, that it could come to this! Not that she regretted it, not really. Why, if it hadn’t been for Henry, God knew what might have happened to her at the hands of her Uncle Ambrose.

She got into bed and immediately Henry’s arms went round her. He gave her a hard hug and buried his head in her neck, inhaling deeply.

‘Oh, littl’un, you smell so good! Oh, Doe, what you do to me!’

He was a strange man in some ways; despite her urgings he would never ‘crack his jaw’ as he called it and try to play down the rich Suffolk accent he had grown up with. What was the point? he asked when she gently nagged him. But he was as quick as she to reprove the children, to see that they spoke a more standard English than that of their schoolfellows.

Not that it worked, or ever could. The kids spoke the dialect they heard all around them but calmed it down indoors, talking as their mother wished. And Dora did most urgently want more for her children than she wanted for herself. She had had her chance and thrown it away to go to Henry, and she had never regretted it nor ever would. The easy life held no attraction if it meant losing her man. She had decided that at sixteen, when . . .

Her mind went back to that long-ago day even as Henry, with the gentle deftness which was so much a part of him, began to take off the nightdress she had so recently put on.

* * *

It had been a hot summer. The war still raged in Europe and even Dora, who really knew very little about it, had grown depressed as the list of young men, wounded, dead or missing, lengthened in the newspapers. So she was doubly grateful to the Alsopp family for bringing her down to Pakeby, even though their altruism had been encouraged by the fact that Dora was ‘so good with the little ones’. Uncle Ambrose, a heavy-set man in his early forties, had married Aunt Dulcie and proceeded to father what seemed to Dora like innumerable children upon her. Aunt Dulcie, never exactly robust, had shrunk from a pretty, nervous girl into a pale, nervous woman who, by the time she was thirty, could have been taken for fifty.

Of course they had a nursemaid, but because Ambrose was so tight-fisted they rarely kept anyone for long. The present incumbent, a child of fourteen – a mere four years older than the eldest Alsopp – had no chance of controlling her high-spirited brood. Indeed, it was all that Dora could do to keep them employed so that her aunt should have some peace and quiet.

Dora, however, was an only child and enjoyed the company of her young cousins. She was glad to give her aunt what help she could, and she loved the seaside and the less formal attitudes which prevailed in Pakeby. At barely sixteen she was still at boarding school, still officially a child, and therefore seldom allowed to take decisions for herself or do as she pleased. The Maddeley house was run by servants, who, though they were kind enough to the motherless little girl in their charge, still made her feel a nuisance at times. Her father, Giles Maddeley, was a diplomat in India, and treated his child like a stranger on his rare visits home. Dora was sure her father blamed her for her mother’s death in childbirth; certainly he avoided her company, so it seemed wonderful when Uncle Ambrose not only agreed to take her to the seaside but actually paid her some attention, taking her for walks, accompanying her on shopping trips into Lowestoft and promising to hire a boat so that they might go a-rowing. Being not only young but also almost shamingly innocent, she had no idea that Uncle Ambrose intended anything but kindness towards his motherless niece.

So the stage was set. The rambling old house with its wild, unkempt garden, those trees that had survived the harsh winters bending sideways as though even in the warmth of summer the gales still blew. The worn-out mother, the hearty, too-attentive father, the boisterous children . . . and Dora. Tall for her age, Dora had an hour-glass figure which drew admiring glances when she displayed it even in the decorous swimming costumes of the day, and her magnificent fall of wavy fair hair, deep blue eyes and milky complexion were much praised by Aunt Dulcie and much admired by Uncle Ambrose, who told her, thickly, when he had drunk his after-dinner port, that she was a little beauty, that she was!

And Henry Cream, strolling up the drive, tanned to a rich and even brown, his auburn hair gilded by the sun, his size, his strength, his laugh . . . ah, they commanded attention. Even pale Aunt Dulcie smiled for him, but Dora, trembling at his mocking glance, had done more than smile. She had agreed to meet him at the beatster huts down on the beach one evening.

She was there. So was he. The Alsopps believed her to be visiting the girls at the vicarage. It was mid-week and Uncle Ambrose, who might have been suspicious considering what his own intentions towards her were, was home in Norwich, working. Dora tripped down to the beatster huts and was very soon inside one of them, examining the fishing gear, the nets, the floats, being shown how to bait a hook. Henry explained why he was not in the navy, not that she cared a jot for that – she was just glad. But he was the sole support of his widowed mother and had no intention of going off and leaving the old lady to starve, he told her seriously. Besides, he was only seventeen; there was plenty of time yet.

The two of them spent hours together, talking, tentatively kissing, and very soon Dora thought of little beside Henry Cream. She lived for the evenings, for the games the two of them played in the beatster huts when the light began to fade and Henry drew her down on to a soft couch of nets and blankets and taught her . . . oh, all sorts of things.

She would never forget the evening when, in the midst of delight, she had noticed something about on a level with her head: boots, black and shiny, the laces neatly tied. Carried away by passion, she had barely registered that they were there, where they should not have been, before she forgot them. And next time she looked, lying sated and quiet, she saw that above the boots there were trousers. Dark grey, with a lighter grey stripe. Or were they black, with a grey stripe? And then she had looked up further . . . further . . . and seen Uncle Ambrose looming above her, knew that he had been there . . . too long. She had given a small, apologetic moan and tried to scramble to her feet, pushing Henry’s strong shoulders aside, suddenly scarlet with embarrassment, speechless with terror.

There had been a scene between the three of them, but the purport of it had been lost on her at the time. Only much later did she understand why Henry had absolutely forbidden her to go with Uncle Ambrose, who intended, he said, to teach her the error of her ways. His eyes shone as though filled with tears and his lips were trembling and wet; a muscle twitched in his cheek and he kept trying to touch Dora’s dishevelled hair and tear-streaked face, told her he would not be too hard on her if she came with him now . . .

And all the time, Henry. A hard arm round her, fingers gripping her shoulder, a firm young voice.

‘We’re a-goin’ to get wed, her and me,’ he repeated. ‘Don’t want no errors . . . we’re a-goin’ to get wed!’

He had walked with her up to the rented house, insisted on speaking to Aunt Dulcie, would have taken her up to the room she shared with the nursery maid and two small cousins, save that even Dora had been shocked by that.

And next day, very early, he had come to the house. ‘I’ve hed words wi’ Vicar, told him we want the knot tied,’ he said. What did the Alsopps intend to do about it?

They would have carried her home to Norwich, but Dora warned them she would simply run back to Henry. They reminded her she was under age, that her father would never agree. She said – with truth as it turned out – that she was going to have a baby and her father would be only too happy to see her married to the man of her choice. As it happened he never did see her married, since even after his final return to England he never came near nor by his daughter. But he sent a long letter saying that he washed his hands of her, and it would be as if she had never lived.

Only it wasn’t, not quite. Henry knew the Maddeleys were a proud family and he wrung some concessions out of them. The house, for instance. When they first married he and Dora had moved into the small house on The Street with Henry’s mother, but this had not been a satisfactory arrangement at all. So Henry put on his best suit, tilted a rakish trilby over his glorious auburn hair, and set out on the bus for Norwich. He did not take Dora, but when he came back he had worked it all out, he said. They were to rent the end cottage on Beach Road, nearest the sea. It would be cheap as it was in poor condition, having been ‘let go’ by the old man who had lived there for the past eighty-odd years.

The babies came. First Georgie, then Lizzie, finally Sybil. Times were hard; the depression was making itself felt. Henry’s small boat would not support his growing family, so a share in a larger boat was indicated.

Once more Henry put on his best suit, now very shiny at the elbows and more than a trifle tight across the shoulders, for Henry seemed to get larger and stronger and . . . and warmer, somehow, with each passing year. This time he was gone longer, but when he came back he was smiling. A share in a bigger boat had been negotiated, and, what was more, a little cart!

‘I told ’em if I caught more fish I wouldn’t want you trying to carry a heavy basket door to door,’ Henry murmured in bed that night. ‘Said with a little cart we’d be able to git further afield, do more trade. Said that waren’t no manner of use them turnin’ up their snouts at us, do we’d hev to come up the city, let folk see what you’d come to.’

‘Oh, Hal, that’s blackmail,’ Dora protested, snuggling into his arms. ‘And I never would shame them so . . . though it would serve Father right if I did!’

‘He’ve married himself a fine sorta woman,’ Henry remarked presently. ‘That’s her we’ll want to keep our eyes on, gal – holds herself to be suffin’ special, she do.’

Dora sat up.

‘Married? My father, married again?’

‘That’s right. Never a word to us, what should’ve been at the weddin’. Did he ax our littl’uns to be bridesmaids? That he didn’t! Still, that’s a rare good little cart.’

It was. And the mare, Beattie, was a sturdy beast and reliable, not given to histrionics when she found herself pulling a fish cart nor making a fuss when cars came too close or rude boys shouted after them as they plied along the village streets.

And Dora Cream, née Maddeley? The young lady who had gone to one of the country’s foremost boarding schools? Who had had her own personal maid and a staff of servants who, if they did not rush to cater for her every whim, at least fed, clothed and pampered her? How did she take the change in her circumstances? She had never boiled a kettle, let alone an egg; couldn’t even make up a fire, never mind lay and light one. She could sew, true, and knit as well, since boarding school girls were expected to make blankets for the poor and awful little vests and socks for the heathen. Now, she was the poor, though she did not immediately realize it. At first she just watched Henry’s sharp-tongued mother doing the work; then she began to copy her. She carted heavy buckets of water for old Mrs Cream and cut thick wedges of bread and buttered them, peeled potatoes, sliced cabbage. She left gutting fish and scrubbing floors to her unwilling hostess, until the day, twelve weeks after their marriage, when Henry came in and told her about the house.

It should have been easier, despite the thickening at her waist which was shortly to be Georgie, to work in one’s own home. But it was not. She found she resented the hard, back-breaking toil, the unremitting labour from early morning until late at night. She hated the fish-round, trying to cope with the heavy basket, feeling ashamed to be asking the maidservants who came to the kitchen doors to buy her fish, swearing it was fresh that day, sometimes being disbelieved, sometimes turned away.

But she had a strong back and a strong mind too, did Dora Cream. She bore her son without much fuss – a few harsh screams were torn from her, screams of pain and surprise, because no one had told her how much it hurt to give birth – and then she began the business of being Henry’s wife in earnest.

She took in washing in the summer, and went up to the big houses to clean for the visitors. The Alsopps never came again, thank heaven, for Henry had told her what Ambrose had intended to do to her, and why he, Henry, had talked to Aunt Dulcie so earnestly and long. She carried her baby on one hip and the basket of fish on the other, and trudged all round Pakeby and even Lowestoft in the summer, so that Henry could be out with the boat from dawn to dusk and not have to come home early to sell his catch.

She scrubbed and cleaned her little house, whitewashed the walls and painted the doors and window frames. She dug a strip of garden and planted potatoes and peas and winter cabbage. She bought hens and a cockerel and reared their chicks, then sold eggs, bought flour and fruit and sold the rich and heavy cakes she made in her awkward old open-fronted oven. The years ought to have taken their toll of her, robbed her of her youthful bloom, but somehow they had not. She remained tall and slim, heavy-breasted, her hips round and firm, her skin white and smooth and her hair thick and shining, soft to the touch and smelling of roses. She kept herself scrupulously clean and saw that her children were clean too, and although she was often tired and sometimes cross she was also deeply happy.

But she knew what she had missed, and even though she did not want it for herself she wanted it for her children, particularly for her daughters. Georgie was a good boy; he would take to the fishing like a duck to water, follow in Henry’s footsteps and perhaps even do better. But Lizzie was going to be a beauty, and since there were not likely to be two men like Henry in one century the girl must not stay here in the village and find herself scrubbing floors and selling fish for the rest of her life. She must have the chances that Dora Maddeley had so blithely spurned, begin the scramble upwards towards the favoured position which Dora had taken such delight in leaving behind her.

And Sybil? Well, she was not beautiful, but she was bright and hardworking and if she did well at school she might at least earn a good living. Besides, she had Henry’s colouring, though she was a stringy little thing. If only she had his charm as well . . .

What was that saying? You can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear. Ah, but my girls are silk, Dora reminded herself. Pure silk. They’re worth more than this, and they’re going to get it if I have my way. What does it matter if Sybil’s plain? She’s got brains and character; that will be sufficient. So Dora encouraged Sybil to read everything she could lay hands on, to study hard so that school became a pleasure and not a penance. She made sure, too, that Sybil could clean and cook and make do and mend, because her younger daughter might well find herself wed to a fisherman and needing such skills more than the bright intelligence which Dora saw in the child’s plain little face.

Lizzie must be taught the importance of a good education too, of course. Lizzie was lazy, but she had a good brain and must be taught to use it, if only to further herself. Dora had always impressed on her children the importance of cleanliness, of decent clothing, and above all of clear, self-confident speech. She knew they must mix with the village children and understood that they would speak dialect amongst their peers, but she encouraged them to play with the summer visitors whenever possible and was delighted when Georgie and Sybil took to the Wintertons as they had.

It was lucky, really, that the Wintertons had the house whose land came all the way down to the coast. They were very well-to-do and had ponies which, in summer, grazed right up to the Creams’ back yard. Dora had fed those ponies over the fence when her own stock were going short – she felt ashamed, but knew she was doing the right thing when the kids began to chatter to each other, when Christina Winterton swung, side by side with Sybil, on the five-barred gate leading out into the lane.

Dora would have preferred Christina to have become friendly with Lizzie, but like goes to like; Sybil and Christina were the same age and both crazy about ponies. Lizzie did not like horses and was just beginning, her mother noticed, to take some interest in boys. Her appearance was becoming increasingly important to Lizzie, even at the tender age of twelve.

Christina, who had no interest in her appearance whatsoever so far as Dora could see, had lovely dresses and smart bathing costumes and rode in real jodhpurs and shiny brown leather riding boots. She had a bicycle which Sybil had learned to ride, her kite was the envy of all Pakeby, and she had pocket-money and heaps of beach-toys and a French cricket set. But she was a tomboy, a plain girl with protruding teeth which were being straightened by means of a wire brace. Her hair was well cut, but it was a very ordinary brown. Nevertheless, Dora knew that doors which would open wide for Christina would never creak even an inch apart for Sybil: That was birth for you – and money, of course. Birth and money would mean more, in the end, even than the beauty which Dora could clearly see in Lizzie and hoped, rather despairingly, might miraculously appear in plain little Sybil.

But if Christina was plain, Ralph was handsome. He was Georgie’s age – thirteen – and his golden-brown hair curled. He was tall and straight-backed, though he wore his nice clothes with an air of indifference and as often as not his bicycle was slung down in the Creams’ front garden whilst Ralph hung around the beatster huts with Georgie or begged a trip in the fishing boat from Henry.

He’d do nicely for Sybil, if only she was pretty, Dora found herself thinking, sometimes. He’s got a kind heart, he gets on well with the kids, he’ll make a grand husband . . . but he’ll not want plain little Sybs. Lizzie, then? Yes, Lizzie could do a lot worse. It didn’t do to plan too much, but Dora could not help thinking what a nice couple they would make, Elizabeth Cream and Ralph.

Kids usually went against what you wanted, of course, but Lizzie would be sensible. Anyway, the last thing she intended to do was get stuck in Pakeby. She had announced only a few days ago that she would have to work harder in class because she wanted to win a scholarship to the grammar school in the port, so she could visit the shops. That was sensible talk, Dora considered, and she hoped that, in the fullness of time, Lizzie would not just talk about working harder at her lessons, but would actually do so. Right now, Sybil was the one with ambition. She said she wanted to be a teacher, but though teaching would suit her youngest, Dora did not believe in pretty girls’ wasting their time on careers; they married well. Sybil should teach, but she saw no need for lovely Lizzie to squander her talents in the classroom.

Henry guessed that Dora had plans for the kids, but he didn’t mind, so long as she didn’t give them ideas above their station or make them look down on their own parents. As if they would! Henry hoped that one day he and Georgie would own a trawler; now that really was thinking big!

Dora smiled and sighed to herself, turning over in bed. Good heavens, if she didn’t get to sleep soon it would be morning and then how would she tackle the day? She cuddled up to Henry, clinging warmly. Oh, God, how she loved him!

Soon, she slept.
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