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Chap. 1





The swans stood on the dark mud. There was a low mist over the water and none of them took much notice of a small grey boat that floated towards them from the jetty on the other side until it was almost upon them. The flow of water was quite strong. One or two of the swans watched anxiously as the boat cut a jerky line against the current towards them.


	The swans often came to roost here on the river when the tide was out. Sometimes there were just a few, sometimes as many as thirty or forty. Tonight there were nearly a hundred. April was sure she'd be able to catch one this time.


	April lay inside the boat, covered by an old blanket camouflaged with twigs and leaves. Several days ago she had tied one end of a piece of rope to an old boat that lay stranded in the mud on the other side. Then she had swum back with the other end, which she passed through a hole drilled in the prow of her own little rowing boat. Now she lay out of sight, pulling the rope through the hole and gliding unseen towards the roosting birds.


	April was so pleased and so certain of her plan that she began to chuckle to herself as she got close. It was hard work pulling in that position with her elbows bruising on the hard boards. The rope cut into her hands but she barely noticed. She could see the swans through the hole in the prow. The stupid birds hadn't a clue! Soon she would ground herself on the mud and then leap out with her blanket.


	The boat silently embedded itself in the mud. April seized her blanket and leapt to her feet with a cry of


delight. The swans right by her jumped in the air; one fell over in fright. She laughed for joy and lurched forward. But the boat was unsteady. It sluiced under her feet; she jerked sideways. The bow pulled itself out of the mud and the little craft spun round, pulling the rope out of the hole with a rapid purr. April flung out her arms, yelped, pitched backwards and fell with a great splat on her back in the mud. She sat up, spitting mud, to see the backs of a hundred swans running, their wings tipping the mud, their black feet padding frantically as they stretched their long necks into take-off. The air was filled with their splashing feet, the loud fluting whistle of their pinions and above all with the thudding of those great wings in the air. Suddenly the boat began to drift away. April flung an arm at it but it slid past, the rope running freely out of the bow. She fell back down and screamed in anger at the fleeing swans. The air was aroar with feathers and wings but the girl heard nothing but a dull echo of her own cries.





	April was deaf.





She had to swim back across the river and then crawl through the mud on the other side. The mud was deep, black and smelly. A woman walking her dog caught her just as she was emerging and screamed. The dog barked; April barked back and the dog jumped in surprise, and barked delightedly.





`Oh, April,' complained the woman, recognising the bark. April took no notice of her. She wiped her eyes free of mud and began to walk along the bank to find her boat.





It was growing dark by the time she got home. She lived in a brick house overlooking the railway station: It used to be the Station Master's house, but the Station Master her father,  had died eight years ago. Now just she and her mother lived there, together with April's many pets. Her favourite pet was Silas, a big cob swan who adored April and would have followed her everywhere if she'd let him. It was April's greatest desire to catch a mate for Silas and have a family of swans to walk after her up and down the village streets, but so far her plans had come to nothing. Silas lived roped by the foot to a dog kennel outside the house and he came up to her hissing with his mouth open and bowing his head. April patted him and thought ... another time.





Inside she found her mother arranging her hat in the mirror in the hall. The mud had dried to a powdery skin by this time. April, flaking mud on the grubby linoleum and trying not to laugh, tried to creep up and take her by surprise but as always her mother heard her coming. There were so many sounds April had no idea existed the creak of her feet on the boards, the squeak of the door as she opened it, even the bang as the door swung to behind her and the thud of her own feet. But she heard her mother's scream all right when she caught sight of her in the mirror.





	'Ahhhh! . . . Oh my God!' screamed her mother. April, who thought she really had crept up without her hearing, smiled delightedly. `What are you trying to do, kill me?' Mrs Dean leaned back with her hand on her heart and glared at her. `Have you been out like that? Have you been walking the streets like that? Bloody hell, bloody hell...!'





	She dashed across and dragged her daughter outside and made her stand in the grass. `What are you trying to do? We have a reputation to keep up,.walking about like that. covered in filth her mother raged as she disappeared into the kitchen for a pail of cold water. Silas settled down outside his kennel to watch.





	'...people seeing you wandering about covered in filth, what if the railway authorities get to hear about it? We'll be chucked out, that's what, we're only here on sufferance...' April's mother jerked back the bucket and sent cold water flying all over the girl, who cried out in shock.





	'Serve you right,' said her mother primly. She dashed back in for a second bucket. April cringed back, but the older woman just set it in front of her with a wash rag. `Now clean up!'





	The mud began to smell again as it got wet and Mrs Dean wrinkled her nose in disgust. April soaked the cloth and squeezed it on her skin. She washed in a leisurely manner, watching the muddy water wash down her and drip off her clothes. She glanced at her mother once or twice, then ignored her. Mrs Dean rattled on, getting angrier and angrier as April got wetter, but all the girl could hear was a blurred buzz, a distant voice in a locked room she could never enter.





	April could lip read well enough but when her mother was angry she spoke so fast that April just turned off, Soon she forgot . her mother altogether and began to daydream about the swans gathering on the misty water.





	Mrs Dean, who was in a hurry, stamped her foot in exasperation as April ground to a halt .and gazed over the road, seeing nothing. She could swear the girl did it on purpose, but April looked so calm and self-absorbed that she stopped shouting for a moment and stared. Her daughter could be so good looking when she wasn't moving about like a restless dog or staring at you like a mad thing. She was a lovely, dumb animal that knew nothing.


At moments like this, Mrs Dean could have wept for pity. In any other girl such good looks would be an asset but for April there was no future. The girl couldn't talk. She couldn't even read or write.





	Mrs Dean noticed suddenly how April's wet clothes clung to her skin. She waved her arms to attract attention. `You've left your bra off again,' she accused. April looked down at her breasts in alarm, covered them with her arms and turned away from the road. `Going around like that... people'll see,' her mother scolded. `Do you want them to see you like that?' she snapped angrily nodding at the wet blouse which left so little to the imagination.





	Mrs Dean looked anxiously up and down the road for Peeping Toms. Some way off, in the cooling spring air, came the soft chuff, chuff, chuff of the steam train heading up the line towards them. With a tut, Mrs Dean dragged her daughter inside and found a bath towel to wrap around her shoulders.





	`You stay hidden in here. Wandering around like that. Wait till all the passengers have gone before you come out and clean up. Even better, go and do it in the coal shed. Mind you put a plank or something down to stand on!' She dashed back indoors, shoving her girl before her. `And then straight to bed, young lady, you hear me?' she snapped. She re-arranged her hat in the mirror and ran out again in time to catch the train to Redcliffe to begin her weekend job.





	Inside, April ignored her mother's instructions to stay in the kitchen and walked up to her room, dripping black water behind her as she went up the bare wooden steps. She held the towel around her neck and watched the train pull into the station below her, belching steam and smoke. Doors opened and slammed shut with a soft `puff'. The smell of coal and hot metal drifted up to her.


April loved the train. Soon the huge iron weight would pull away and the floor and walls would tremble.


	She saw her mother standing on the platform and when they caught each other's eye, Mrs Dean waved frantically at her to get out of sight. April hurriedly ducked back into the room. She peeped out a moment later and her mother looked away and pretended it was nothing to do with her.


	The doors all slammed, the train pulled away. April laid her cheek on the window pane to feel it rattle. She scanned the platform to see who was coming, and to her surprise saw two strangers. One was a pretty, well-to-do lady. The other was a boy a little younger than April, dressed in stiff grey clothes. Some sort of uniform. A porter was loading a pile of boxes, trunks and suitcases onto a trolley and then the little procession made its way out of the station and into the village. They had to walk right past April's window. As she watched them moving away from her, April forgot herself and began to shout at them, `Where are you going? Where are you going? Are you coming to stay?' in a loud voice.





Tony's mother had insisted that he wear his school uniform for their arrival in the village. He tried to wear it proudly but he was ashamed really because he shouldn't be in it at all, now. After this, after everyone had seen that he was a St. Robin's boy, he could never wear it again.


	As he walked along Tony kept his head down. Despite his school uniform, despite his mother's insistence that they make a proud entry into the village, he was sure everyone would know that they were poor people now. They would know for certain when they saw his mother and him enter their new home, which Tony was convinced would be a miserable hovel. They'd be lucky to get glass in the windows.


	Home used to be a large, cool, brown house near a cemetery and farmlands. His father, who was rather large, waddled about comfortably and took no nonsense, either from his servants or his only son. His wife appeared to follow his every whim but really she did as she liked as soon as he left the house for work at the bank.


	Tony was only there for the holidays. The rest of the time he was a boarder at St. Robin's. The school was hard. If you stepped out of line you were beaten by the masters, by the prefects, by the other boys. He had to fag for one of the prefects, Willis, who made him shine his shoes, cook his toast, even sit on the lavatory seat to warm it up in the morning. When he did get home in the holidays he got so bored in the end that he actually looked forward to school. But as soon as he walked through the gates and his heart sank like a dead thing, he knew that it was just a mirage and he would a thousand times rather be anywhere else than here.


	That was the old life. This was the new life - the village that crouched prettily behind the railway station and the smelly mud of the river. Tony's father had left them, they had no money and everything was going to be different. Tony would have given anything to get his old life back.





	Clouds of midges bobbed around Tony's head and the prickly hair at the back of his neck itched, but he wouldn't scratch. He risked a look around about him; there was no one to be seen so he raised his head and quickly scanned the little houses ahead, trying to guess which would be theirs. It was at this moment that a horrible noise came from behind them. Tony froze in horror and glanced back. Someone mad was screaming at them from the upstairs window of a house next to the station. It was a girl. She was covered in mud, her hair was dried into rat's tails and she was hooting and yelling at them. Horrified, Tony stared up at her.





	His mother paused a second in her step and then smoothly continued on her way, waving a hand elegantly at the midges in her face. The porter, wheeling the loaded trolley behind them, put down his load and looked back.





	`Oh, that's April. Don't mind her.' He tapped his ear. `Deaf and dumb, see.' He turned and yelled up to her, `Don't holler, April. Shshshsh...' He mimed. The girl stopped shouting. `Little devil finds out everything, don't ask me how,' he added to Tony's mother.





	`Poor child,' murmured Barbara Piggot, without looking back. Out of the corner of his eye Tony glared hatefully at the muddy face in the window. She was like a broken trumpet announcing the arrival of two donkeys.





The new house was a damp cottage on the edge of town, overhung by trees. One side of it looked as if it had fallen down. The porter was confused; he couldn't work out what people like this were doing there.





	`Is this the right one, are you sure?' Assured that it was, he stood awkwardly waiting. Mrs Piggot sighed, took out her purse and gave him a shilling.





	`Thank you, ma'am. If you need anything...' He touched his cap and walked away.





	`I thought we couldn't afford to do that sort of thing,' Tony said.





	Mrs Piggot pursed her lips. `He was expecting it, darling.'





	`Are we going to have to buy poor people's clothes now?' he asked her.





	`Oh, dear, I do hope not. Now be a dear and bring a couple of suitcases in and we'll have a look round, shall we?'





	The house was horrible. There was no dining room; they'd have to eat in the tiny, stone-flagged kitchen like servants. There was a huge ugly white sink and a scrubbed table and three chairs, one of which was broken. There was dust and dirt and grease. There was a cupboard on the wall with mould growing inside it.





	`We'll need to buy plates and things,' observed Mrs Piggot.





	There was a small sitting room at the front and up a narrow stairway, two tiny bedrooms.





	`There're no carpets,' said Tony. His mother arched her thin brown eyebrows. They went to unpack the bedding from the trunk. Later, on his way to bed, Tony asked, 	`Are we going to have to live here for long, Mother?'





	She was sitting on a tiny sofa in the sitting room, arranging her make-up on the seat beside her. `We'll just have to see how we get on,' she smiled at him over her shoulder.





`	Are you going to get a job? Will you earn a lot of money? I mean . . . can you do anything?' Tony wanted to know.





	Barbara Piggot laughed softly. `I have all sorts of talents you don't even dream about, darling. Don't worry, we won't be here for ever. It may take some time, that's all. In the meantime, we'll just have to make the best of it,





	'Will I have to start in the village school?'





	She bit her lip. `No. You'll be way beyond all of them'.


I hope, anyway. We'll find something else for you to do. Now do run along, dear. I have so much to think about:


	Tony tramped upstairs and lay down in the little bed at the back of the house and looked out of the window that had no curtains. Down below him, his mother waited until she heard the springs of the bed squeak as he climbed in. Then she put her hand to her mouth and began to cry silently.








