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Dear Reader


I hope you enjoy my new story. When I finished the Rivenshaw series, I wanted to stay ‘in the area’ so I mentally walked through my imaginary valley. At the top, on the very edge of the moors, I ‘found’ the village of Ellindale. 


If you look at the opening credits in the TV series Last of the Summer Wine, you’ll see what my imaginary village looks like, though Ellindale is smaller: grey stone houses, some three storeys high, perched along the edge of the moors. 


I grew up in Rochdale and we used to visit relatives near Todmorden by bus, driving through similar countryside. We lived in a terraced house, typical two-up, two-down. As a child I fell in love with the wide open spaces of the moors and that love has never left me. I still go back up ‘on the tops’ when we visit England and have introduced my ‘southern’ husband to the beauties of the north, which are very different from the softer beauty of his childhood surroundings.


For my new series I wanted to stay in my favourite period of history, 1900–1950, so chose the thirties. Yes, there was a depression and people were having it tough, but they were also helping one another, finding ways to carry on. There must have been innumerable small acts of heroism, as there are in daily life today. My granddad actually did go ‘on the tramp’ looking for work and never failed to send money home. 


I enjoyed doing the research and one of my favourite books was J. B. Priestley’s English Journey, memoirs of a trip round England he made in the thirties. He was very complimentary about the northern spirit in these times. So am I.


Come and meet Leah, a quiet woman who might not be able to change the world but who can make a big difference to her struggling neighbours’ lives.


Anna


N.B.: You can see some photos from my childhood at the back of the book.




PART ONE


Lancashire: Autumn 1930
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Leah Turner saw her little sister off to school, then tipped her purse upside down on the kitchen table. A penny and a halfpenny coin fell out. After staring at them in despair she had a weep into her apron. But not for long. If she let herself continue crying, her eyes would betray her.


‘Oh, Dad,’ she murmured, ‘why did you have to be the one standing in the wrong place?’ He’d been killed, her lovely kind father, by a flying piece of metal as one of the machines at the laundry was being repaired and tested.


Since then she’d tried in vain to find a job, eking out every penny and walking for miles, not only around the large village of Birch End where they lived, but going right down into the nearby town of Rivenshaw, at the lower end of the valley. But jobs were scarce in these hard times, had been for years, and anyway, they paid women less than men. She and her little sister Rosa would have to move to a room in a lodging house soon, because she’d not be able to afford the rent.


Mr Harris, the owner of the laundry, had paid for a cheap funeral and given her a month’s pay to make up for her father being killed. He’d said she and her sister could live rent-free in this house for six months, but Sam Griggs, the rent man, had come round the following week and told her she’d misunderstood and it was only two months. After that, she must pay the normal rent or get out.


No one dared protest or argue with him.


She went to stand at the front door for a breath of fresh air. The other women in the street had been out already, each scrubbing her doorstep and the flagstones on the nearby pavement, then giving them a creamy colour by scrubbing them with holystones. She couldn’t afford a holystone now or the fuel to heat water, but she could still scrub the doorstep, couldn’t she? She prided herself on being clean.


Bringing out the mat, she knelt on it and began scrubbing. Her fingers were cold because it was a chilly day, even if the sun was shining. Her heart felt even colder. 


What were she and Rosa going to do next week when the two months ran out? The government might have abolished workhouses in April – she’d read about it in the newspaper at the library – but they still put people who were destitute in the same building, whatever they called it.


She heard a car approaching and sat up, easing her back and staring round. Like everyone else, Leah knew the car by sight. It belonged to the wife of the owner of the laundry. Mrs Harris owned a lot of houses in Birch End, the poorer sort of house, and kept them in bad repair. 


To her surprise, the vehicle stopped in front of her house. 


Mrs Harris opened the rear door and got out to stare at what Leah was doing. She looked at the bucket and dipped one fingertip in the cold, dirty water. ‘Don’t you know any better than that? You need soap and hot water to do a proper job, young woman! I want my houses keeping cleaner than this.’


Leah could feel herself stiffening in outrage at this criticism. She dropped the scrubbing brush into the bucket and stood up, trying to speak calmly, ‘I know the best way to scrub a doorstep but—’


‘Then why are you doing it so sloppily? Go and boil the kettle, you stupid girl.’ She turned and walked back to the car.


It was the final straw. Leah took the three steps that brought her next to the open car door and yelled, ‘My father was killed six weeks ago at your husband’s laundry, so we don’t have the money for soap now, or any coal to heat water. We have one slice of bread left and I’m saving it for my little sister’s tea tonight. I’ll be going hungry.’ 


She would have to go to the pawnshop, something she’d been dreading. She’d never pawned anything in her life before.


Silence. A passer-by had stopped to listen and stare. Mrs Harris scowled at him and he hurried on. She looked at the person in the car, then fumbled in her big black leather handbag and held something out. ‘Here. And don’t waste it.’


Automatically Leah took what was offered: a shilling. 


Then she saw that it wasn’t Sam Griggs sitting behind the driving wheel, but Mr Harris, who normally drove his own car. He nodded to her and it seemed, it really did, that his quick half-smile was genuinely sympathetic. 


But he wouldn’t intervene. Everyone knew he was hen-pecked, because the laundry had been in trouble when he inherited it from his father and his wife’s money had saved it. But he’d paid a terrible price because she was a vicious woman. No one liked her, especially her tenants. 


Leah’s father had said the laundry was doing a lot better now, but Mr Harris would be stuck with the same nagging wife for the rest of his life, poor man. Leah had never had to accept charity before, but it meant food for Rosa, so she forced herself to say politely, ‘Thank you, Mrs Harris.’


The lady pulled the car door shut, saying loudly, ‘Drive on, Adam. What are you waiting for?’


As she watched the car go down the street and turn the corner, Leah wondered briefly why Mr Harris was driving his wife round the village on a working day instead of Sam Griggs.


Oh, who cared about them? There were far more important things to worry about.


The bitter taste of charity lingered in Leah’s mouth all morning, but when she came back from the shops, she had a loaf of day-old bread which cost half the usual price, and a pound of carrots. There were even a few pennies left in her purse.


But she’d still have to go to the pawnshop tomorrow and find out what prices they gave before deciding which pieces of furniture to offer them first.


She had one little treasure she was saving: her mother’s wedding ring. Surely she’d be able to find some way of earning a living before that had to go?


The following morning, as Leah was about to set off for the pawnshop, there was a knock on the door. She opened it to see Jim Banks, the deputy manager from the laundry.


‘Have you got a minute, lass?’


‘Yes. Come in.’ She held the door open, aware of the shadowy figure of Mrs Foster from across the street standing behind her net curtains watching, looking for something to gossip about.


‘Come into the kitchen, Mr Banks. We’re not using the front room at the moment.’ 


He sat down and she told him the bald truth. ‘I can’t offer you a cup of tea, because we’ve none in the house.’


‘That bad, eh?’


‘What did you expect, with Dad gone? There are no jobs going or I’d be out working. And any jobs that come up are given to men.’


‘It was a bad do, that accident. We still miss Stan. Your father was a good worker.’


She blinked to clear the tears that would well in her eyes when anyone mentioned her father. ‘How can I help you, Mr Banks?’


‘I think it’s me who can help you, lass. I’ve come to offer you a job at the laundry.’


‘I thought there was nothing going.’


‘Janet Green’s husband’s lost his job. They’re moving to Barnsley to live with her aunt. So you’ll be doing her job, helping with the bedding and towels, putting dirty clothes in the washing machines, feeding them through the wringers, then rinsing them and using the wringers again before hanging them in the drying room. You know the sort of thing.’


She nodded. She knew what it was like in the laundry from taking her father’s lunch in when he forgot it, and from a short stint of trying to work there and not coping with the steamy atmosphere. Once the clothes were dry, the women had to feed sheet after sheet through the big ironing rollers. Tedious work, but she’d welcome anything. There was just one problem now, a big one.


‘Will I be able to stay in this house, Mr Banks, do you think? Could Mr Harris speak to his wife about it? I’ve nowhere else to live, only I can’t afford the present rent on a woman’s wages.’ 


‘I’m sorry. You’ll have to find a room for yourself and your sister. Mr Harris tried, but his wife insists on her houses making a profit.’


Leah didn’t allow herself to protest or even sigh. Beggars couldn’t be choosers. ‘I’ll take the job. Thank you very much for offering it.’ 


‘Thank Mr Harris. It was his idea, though I agreed with it.’ He stood up and patted her on the shoulder. ‘You’ll start at six o’clock sharp on Monday morning. I’ve got to get back now.’ Then he stopped and added, ‘I’m afraid the other women won’t like you getting the job and they might not be very helpful at first. They’ve daughters looking for work too, you see.’


‘I’ll manage. Please thank Mr Harris for me.’


‘You can thank him yourself on Monday. He doesn’t just sit in the office all day. He knows everyone at the laundry by name.’


When she went back into the kitchen she found a sixpence on the table. ‘Thank you, Mr Banks!’ she said out loud, even though he could no longer hear her.


She would wait till tomorrow to visit the pawnshop, she decided. Or even the day after. She had enough money for food now, thank goodness. She might buy some potatoes and a bundle of sticks for fuel to boil them. 


In the old days she’d have gone out gathering bits of wood, but these days the countryside at the lower end of the valley had been scoured clean of fallen branches and even twigs by others in need. There was no wood to be found on the moors, just peace and freedom. She loved walking there.


She looked at the clock. She might as well sweep the pavement in front of her house. That cost nothing. 


Just after she started work, a man came striding along the street, tall, thin and well dressed in a showy way: Charlie Willcox who owned the pawnshop. He stopped beside her and took off his hat. ‘Leah Turner.’ 


It was a statement not a question, so he clearly knew who she was. How strange. She’d been thinking of going to visit his shop. ‘Yes.’ She leaned on her sweeping brush and waited to see what he wanted.


He studied her thoroughly, his eyes going from top to toe, then back again. They were sharp eyes that saw every darned patch in her clothes, she was sure. 


She drew herself up to her full height, which was nearly the same as his. ‘I’m busy. What do you want, Mr Willcox? If you’re trying to sell me something, I’ve no money.’


He chuckled. ‘It just shows you don’t use the pawnshops if you think I go out selling stuff to people. I own one here in Birch End and another in Rivenshaw, you know.’


‘Yes. So I’ve heard.’ She’d been going to visit his shop because people said he gave you fairer prices than Ma Baker did. There were two pawnshops in Birch End now, two! That was a sign of the hard times that had hit Lancashire since the Great War. 


‘No need to look at me like that. People need pawnshops in times like these, Miss Turner, and some need them at other times too.’


She shrugged.


‘Can we go somewhere private to talk?’


That surprised her. ‘Why?’


‘You need a job. I might be able to help you.’


It wouldn’t hurt to find out what he was offering. Working in a pawnshop wouldn’t be any worse than working in the laundry, especially if it paid more. She set the bucket to one side and gestured to the front door. ‘Come inside, then.’ 


He gestured to her to go first. He was polite, at least. She had to give him that. She led the way down the corridor, hearing his steps behind her. 


It was strange. Some men made you feel uncomfortable walking behind you, but he didn’t. He might have looked her up and down, but it hadn’t been in that rude way Sam Griggs had with women.


‘Please sit down, Mr Willcox.’


He took the chair she indicated at the kitchen table and she said it again, ‘I can’t offer you a cup of tea, I’m afraid, because I’ve none in the house.’


For the second time that day a man said, ‘That bad, eh?’ in a sympathetic tone of voice, which surprised her. Pawnshop owners weren’t usually known for being sympathetic towards people in trouble. That was how they made their money, after all.


He was studying the room now. ‘You keep the place clean.’


‘Of course I do. Now tell me what you want. I’m sure you’re a busy man.’


For the first time he looked less confident. ‘Um, you’ll have heard that I have a brother who got gassed in the war?’


‘I don’t know much about you and your family because I don’t waste my time gossiping. All I know is that you’ve got an invalid brother.’


‘His name’s Jonah. He used to be a big, strong fellow, but he doesn’t breathe very well these days so he isn’t able to work full-time, especially not physical work. He helps out in the shop, though, does the accounts for me. He’s really good with figures.’


He paused, seemed to be fumbling for words. ‘Jonah’s been living with me, but I’m about to get married and my fiancée doesn’t want him sharing the house. So I’m looking for a wife for Jonah as well. I’m told you’re a good housewife and I can see for myself how clean you keep this place, even now.’


She looked at him in puzzlement. Had she misheard him? Surely he didn’t mean that he wanted her to marry his brother?


He ran his fingertip round his collar as if it had suddenly become too tight. ‘I um, think you might make a good wife for Jonah.’


He had meant it! ‘Why me?’


‘Women gossip in the shop and when your father was killed, I heard about you being left to bring up your little sister. I’m sorry about your father, by the way. Everyone seemed to think well of you, and it made me think. So I checked out a few things. You did really well at school.’


‘Why does it matter how well I did at school?’


Mr Willcox grinned at her. ‘Our Jonah always has his head in a book. He’d not be happy married to someone who didn’t read and take an interest in the world.’


‘Oh.’


‘So … I thought we might make a bargain about you marrying Jonah.’


‘If he can’t hold down a job, how can he support a wife?’


‘He has independent means. He’s not rich or anything, but he inherited a few bits and pieces from his mother’s side that bring in enough money for him to live on. He’s my stepbrother actually, same father, different mothers, you see.’


She wasn’t going to accept such a ridiculous offer, but she might as well get to the bottom of things. Perhaps his brother might like a housekeeper instead? ‘That means he’s above my station in life.’


‘He won’t care about that, and I don’t, either. It’s whether you can take care of him, look after the house and so on.’ Again, he looked round the room and nodded. ‘I want him to be happy, though, and he couldn’t be with a stupid wife. His happiness matters a lot to me.’


‘Well, I don’t want to marry anyone for his money, thank you very much, Mr Willcox. Anyway, a marriage of convenience is a ridiculous idea in this day and age. We’re not living in the Middle Ages now, you know. It’s 1930, not 1330!’


He leaned back and grinned at her. ‘They said you’d read half the books in the library. Sounds as if they were right. You use a lot of break-teeth words like Jonah does. And it’s not such a ridiculous idea if the bargain suits us all. It’d surely be better than working in the laundry? I asked a woman who works for me about you as well. Vi said the steaminess in the laundry made you wheeze when you were younger and you had to stop working there. It didn’t suit her, either, which is how she wound up working for me.’ 


He stared at her thoughtfully. ‘She said you did so well at school your mother wanted you to become a teacher but she died suddenly, so you had to take over the house and raise your little sister. Am I right?’


‘Yes, but I can’t see what—’ Leah glanced down, noticed her reddened hands and clasped them in her lap to hide their ugliness. ‘But I still don’t see why you think it’d suit me to marry your brother. Or him to marry me. Does he even know about this?’


‘He knows I think it’s a good idea and he’s prepared to meet you. So I’m only offering you a chance, not a certain thing, till he’s approved of you. Look, he gave up a lot in the service of his country, our Jonah did. He’s a great talker as well as a great reader. I’m sure you two would get on. I’m told you go to the library every week. Is that right?’


‘Yes, because it’s free. But reading books doesn’t bring in money. I don’t think—’


‘Don’t say no till you’ve heard me out. Let me tell you more about him. Jonah is three years older than me. His mother died bearing him, which is why my father called him Jonah. But she came from a better family than my mother and she left him a small cottage out in Ellindale, as well as a few other things …’


‘Which suggests that your brother needs someone of his own kind to marry.’


‘Bear with me. The tenant of the cottage moved out last quarter day and I told Jonah not to put anyone else in because I was going to get married and he’d need somewhere to live.’


‘Why can’t this Jonah of yours find his own wife?’


‘He’s a quiet sort of fellow, a bit shy with the ladies.’


‘Well, don’t bother to pursue this. I’m not selling myself into slavery for life. I’d rather work at the laundry.’


‘No, you wouldn’t. No one would.’


She stared defiantly back at his confident smile, but was beginning to realise he was right. She had been dreading working in the laundry, absolutely dreading it. 


She supposed his offer was a compliment, sort of. But how could she possibly marry a complete stranger? This man’s brother might be cruel or – or anything. And then she’d be stuck with him. Like that nice Mr Harris was stuck with his horrible wife.


‘Look, why don’t you come and meet Jonah, Miss Turner, see how you get on? It’ll be much easier to decide when you know what he’s like. It’s not just you, you know. If he doesn’t want to marry you, I won’t push him into anything. And if you’re against marrying him after you’ve met, well, I don’t want to give Jonah a wife who resents him. But it wouldn’t hurt to give it some consideration. I’m usually quite good at planning and making sure things work out all right.’


She opened her mouth to refuse, then looked down and caught sight of her worn, nearly empty purse. Should she do that? Meet this Jonah Willcox? ‘I suppose that’s a sensible thing to do. Meet him, I mean. But I’m making no promises.’


‘Good. We’ll go and see him now.’


‘Now?’ It came out as a squeak. ‘With me looking my worst?’


He chuckled. ‘I’ll give you ten minutes to change while I go and call a taxi. We live just outside Birch End, so it’ll be better for us to drive out there. I can’t drive, so I don’t have a car of my own.’


‘I—you—oh, very well!’


She saw him out, then ran up the stairs. Once in her bedroom she moved rapidly round, changing into her Sunday best and tidying her hair. ‘You’re an idiot,’ she muttered to her reflection in the dressing-table mirror.


She was quite pleased with her appearance, though. These clothes weren’t shabby, at least. She wasn’t a beauty, not with her straight brown hair and blue-grey eyes, but she wasn’t ugly, either.


No one had ever come courting her, not in these hard times, because she had her father and sister to care for. She’d got used to the idea of remaining a spinster. Didn’t like it, would have preferred to marry and have children, but there you were. Life hadn’t given her the chance.


Now … it occurred to her she might have a chance if she accepted this offer. She swallowed hard, but already it was beginning to sound a possibility, a better solution than the laundry. 


When she thought about it, she realised she’d been wrong to say people didn’t marry for convenience these days. Men who were widowed usually married within a few weeks, because they needed someone to look after their house and children. Women who were widowed married to find another breadwinner. 


For her, it would all depend on what this Jonah Willcox was like. She wasn’t marrying an unkind man, whatever anyone said, because there was Rosa to think about as well as herself.
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Jonah Willcox woke from his nap with a start that set his heart pounding. It took him a few moments to realise it was only a fever dream, the usual nightmare where he was back in the trenches, slipping desperately in the mud, struggling to keep up with the man in front of him.


Thank heaven! He was at home in the sitting room of his brother’s house, and the damned war had happened over a decade ago. He patted his chest a few times and his heart gradually stopped fluttering. He was missing his stroll today. He might not be able to walk fast but he enjoyed the fresh air and always felt it did him good to get out and breathe deeply. He especially liked this time of year, with the leaves starting to fall and the air crisp and invigorating.


Today he’d planned to walk up the lower slopes of the moors, but unfortunately his brother Charlie had phoned to say he was hoping to bring a woman home to meet him about ‘you know what’, so he had to stay at home. 


Charlie might not have come out with any details of why he was pushing Jonah to marry, but he had overheard things. Marion had told Charlie more than once that she didn’t intend to start their married life caring for an invalid, thank you very much, especially when it wasn’t even necessary. His brother could perfectly well find himself a wife to do that.


Actually, Jonah didn’t want to live with Marion either. She was far too sharp and bossy. He couldn’t understand what Charlie saw in her. A slim body and pretty doll-like face might look good, but a selfish nature and scornful attitude towards those below her in the world spoiled a woman’s suitability for marriage as far as he was concerned.


Jonah had long fancied living out at Ellindale, but Charlie had got it into his head that if his older brother went to live there, he would need a wife. So as usual Charlie had rushed into arranging all this like a bull at a gate. 


The trouble was, when his brother rushed into things so enthusiastically, they had a tendency to go well, even when you didn’t expect them to. Charlie was a clever chap, no doubt about that, clever in business especially. He had a gift for making money, even in such economically depressed times. 


Jonah sighed. There was something else that worried him about Charlie’s idea, something he hadn’t been able to say out loud. He wasn’t at all sure he could manage the husbandly duties in bed these days. 


He’d discuss the whole thing again with Charlie after he’d met this woman. It’d be stupid to refuse to meet her, but a housekeeper would do just as well for his purposes. And not even a live-in one, by preference. He was thirty-four and had got used to his own company because Charlie was out all day and often in the evening too.


The coming changes were a good thing, because they’d made him start to take more control of his life. It was so easy to leave everything to his more forceful brother. 


He might even buy himself a car, just a little runabout. Charlie kept telling him to use taxis, but you had to wait around for them. Yes, a car would be nice. He’d seen photos of a rather smart little saloon, an Austin Swallow. Not too expensive, just under £200. He could afford that easily. Even Charlie didn’t realise how much Jonah had in the savings bank. He hadn’t only been left the cottage at Ellindale but a trust fund and some other bits and pieces too. The fund didn’t bring in a lot of money, but there was more than enough to live on and he had been careful with it, so had added to the savings and even made one or two small investments that had paid off. He might not be as pushy as Charlie but he had a similar flair for making money. 


As for driving a car, Charlie didn’t want to learn because he was short-sighted and hated the idea of wearing spectacles. But there was nothing wrong with Jonah’s eyes and he had driven vehicles of all shapes and sizes during the war. He was sure the modern ones would be even easier with their electric starter motors and easier gear changing. He didn’t think he’d have the strength to hand crank an engine to start it, not now.


He began pacing up and down the hall, into the kitchen and out again, suddenly feeling nervous and wishing Charlie hadn’t got him into this. There was no point in him marrying because he doubted he’d make old bones. He had his books, was thinking of taking up oil painting, because he was quite good at drawing, and if he had a car he could go out for drives on fine days. 


That would be enough. It had to be. What couldn’t be cured must be endured. There was never a truer saying when it came to the results of being gassed.


He heard footsteps coming up the garden path and braced himself to meet the woman prepared to marry a cripple for money. She’d probably be a hard-faced harpy.


He also braced himself to refuse to do what his brother wanted, for once. Some things you had to decide for yourself.


Leah was surprised at how big Charlie’s house was, detached, modern and in the best street in the village. Pawnshops must bring in more money than she’d thought if he could afford this.


‘This way.’ He opened the gate and led the way up the path. 


There was a sign on the wall next to the front door saying Redgate Cottage, and indeed the gate and door had both been painted a dark red. But this was no cottage. She’d seen places like this advertised for sale in magazines and newspapers and they always called them ‘residences’.


As Charlie opened the front door, he called, ‘It’s me. I’ve brought someone to meet you, Jonah lad.’ He gestured to her to go into the hall.


She could feel herself blushing even before the man walked slowly out of a room at the rear of the house. Jonah bore a strong resemblance to his brother, though he was better looking in a gentler way. 


He stared back at her openly, looking stiff and unwelcoming. Her heart sank. He didn’t seem any happier about this meeting than she was. She didn’t intend to allow herself to be forced on a man who was reluctant. What sort of life would that lead to?


He was taller than her, with a thin, intelligent face, dark hair and that slightly gasping way of breathing she’d heard from other men gassed during the war.


‘We’ll go into the sitting room.’ Charlie led the way, indicating seats and waiting until they’d sat down to introduce his two companions to one another properly.


‘Miss Turner, this is my brother, Jonah. Jonah, this is Leah Turner, whose father was killed in that accident at the laundry a few weeks ago.’


She saw Jonah’s stiff expression change suddenly into compassion. ‘I’m sorry. That must have been very difficult for you.’


‘Thank you. He was a good father.’


Silence fell, heavy and awkward. She couldn’t think what to say so kept her eye on Charlie for clues about what to do next. 


He waited a moment or two, looking from one to the other, then laughed and stood up again. ‘You two both know why you’re here and you need to have a chat if you’re to get to know one another. You won’t do that easily with me sitting between you like Piggy in the Middle. I’ll come back in an hour or so to drive you home, Miss Turner.’


‘Charlie, don’t—’ Jonah began.


But Charlie was out of the room before either of them could stop him. The front door slammed and footsteps ran lightly down the path.


Leah felt frozen with embarrassment and it was a while before she even dared look at her companion. He appeared to be as embarrassed as she was, which made her feel a little better.


‘This is a difficult situation,’ he said abruptly. ‘Typical of Charlie, don’t you think?’


‘I’d never met him until today, only seen him in the street, so I don’t know. He just turned up at my house and … and swept me away.’


‘He does that sort of thing. I’d never even heard your name until just now.’


‘Did you know he wanted to find you a wife?’


‘Yes. But he’d only talked about it in vague terms and I wasn’t at all sure I was going to let him. Um, would you like a cup of tea?’


‘I’d love one.’ 


‘Let’s go into the kitchen, then.’ He stared round the room as if he didn’t really like it. She didn’t either. There was just too much of everything.


‘Charlie’s fiancée has been decorating in here. There’s a little sun room off the kitchen, which I much prefer to sit in.’


At the kitchen door, Leah stopped, staring round avidly. ‘Oh, how lovely and modern!’ 


She’d studied the photos of kitchens in women’s magazines, because she enjoyed cooking – when she had anything to cook. She read nearly all the magazines in the library and sometimes copied out recipes. Not that she could afford to try most of them, but still, one day she might. 


‘It’s the sort of kitchen women dream of, with a gas cooker and matching kitchen units. Oh, and there’s even a refrigerator. Fancy that! I’ve never even seen one, let alone used one.’


He was smiling now.


‘Come and hold your hand in front of it when I open the refrigerator door.’


She did that. ‘It’s so cold inside! How do they do it? I bet it keeps food fresh for far longer.’ She always thought it wasn’t fair of the magazines to show such luxurious dwellings when most women would never get a home half as nice. No one in her street had a house with an indoor bathroom, let alone a fancy kitchen.


Jonah spread his hands in a helpless gesture. ‘Nothing but the best for our Charlie!’ 


She glanced sideways at him. ‘He must have worked hard to get all this.’


‘He works hard, yes, but he also works clever. That’s what makes the most difference.’ Jonah poured boiling water into the pot and brought it across to the table to brew. ‘What would we do without our cups of tea?’


It was out before she could stop it and her voice was sharp. ‘We’d manage.’


He looked at her thoughtfully. ‘Is that what you’ve been doing?’


‘I haven’t had any choice. Dad was the breadwinner and there’s only me to look after my younger sister now. The trouble is, I’ve been keeping house for my family since my mother died of the influenza, so I’ve never gone out to work.’


‘What’s your sister called?’


‘Rosa.’


‘Pretty name.’ He put out a large plate, tipped some shop-bought biscuits on it from a biscuit barrel and carried it out to the sun room, gesturing to a rattan chair. ‘We’ll wait to let the tea brew.’ He sat down opposite her. ‘And your name’s Leah. That’s unusual. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone called Leah before.’


‘I haven’t either, so I looked it up in a book at the library. It’s an Old Testament name and means “weary”.’


‘Jonah’s from the Old Testament too. He was apparently swallowed by a whale.’ He gave a wry smile. ‘The name’s also used for people who bring bad luck. My brother’s fiancée, Marion, told me I should change it to something nicer, because she doesn’t like introducing me as Jonah.’


It was out before she could stop herself. ‘What a silly thing to say!’


‘She can be silly but she can also manage Charlie better than anyone else and her family’s well-connected in the valley.’ He leaned forward. ‘I’ll just bring the teapot. It must have brewed by now. How do you like it?’


‘Milk, no sugar.’ It had been one of her little economies before her father died not to have sugar in their tea. You couldn’t economise if you had nothing to economise with, though.


‘Have a biscuit.’


She wasn’t stupid enough to refuse food. Her mouth had been watering at the sight of them and she’d been praying that her empty stomach wouldn’t rumble.


When they were settled again, Jonah said abruptly, ‘Charlie worries about turning me out of my home here, but I wouldn’t want to live with them after he gets married.’


‘Well, newly-weds usually do like to be alone till the children come. He must be very fond of her.’


‘Charlie doesn’t believe in falling in love. If he’s in love with anything, it’s money. He believes you should marry for sensible reasons. I was engaged to a woman I loved during the war, but she didn’t wait for me to return.’


‘Do you still think about her?’


He grinned suddenly, surprising her. ‘Yes. I see her when I go into Rivenshaw and I think what a lucky escape I had. She’s got six children now and always looks harassed. She’s stopped caring how she looks and she’s rather stupid. I didn’t notice that when I was seventeen and enchanted by a pretty face.’


He looked younger when he smiled, but his next words were so blunt she was shocked and couldn’t think what to say in response.


‘Do you really want to marry a cripple like me, Miss Turner?’


If he could be bluntly truthful, so could she. ‘I never thought of getting married to anyone till Charlie came to see me today, so I haven’t had time to think it through.’


‘How old are you?’


‘Twenty-two.’


‘I’m thirty-four, a lot older than you.’


He didn’t go on so she kept silent too. Well, she didn’t know what to say. When she saw Charlie Willcox again, she’d tell him what she thought of him for walking out and leaving them in this awkward situation.


‘What sort of books do you read, besides books of names?’ he asked.


It was much easier to talk about books than themselves. They were both regular users of the library and it was a wonder she hadn’t seen him there. But once she got her head in a book or magazine, she was lost to the world.


There was the sound of a car outside. Jonah stood up and peered down the hall. ‘Charlie’s come back for you.’


She looked at a little clock sitting on a small bookcase. ‘I can’t believe an hour’s passed already.’


‘Nor can I.’ He hesitated, then said, ‘If I haven’t frightened you off, why don’t I send Charlie away and you can have a bite to eat with me? Or do you have to get home for your sister?’


‘I left a note saying I was going out about a job and told Rosa to go to our auntie’s.’


‘So you’ll stay a while longer?’


‘Why not?’ It didn’t commit her to anything, after all. And … it was rather a compliment really, because he clearly hadn’t wanted to meet her at first.


‘Right then.’ He walked outside to catch Charlie before he came in to join them and a couple of minutes later the taxi drove away.


Jonah came back into the sun room. ‘Charlie has to go out to tea with Marion’s parents later. He says to phone for a taxi when you’re ready to go home and tell them to put it on his account.’


‘I’d never ridden in a taxi before today.’


He stopped to stare at that, then shrugged. ‘They’re just cars.’


‘I hadn’t ridden in a car, either.’


‘Let’s go and sort out some food.’ He opened the pantry door, revealing shelves full of tins and packets. She had never seen so much food in a pantry. That was real riches, to her.


He took out a jar of pickled cauliflower and the butter dish, then got a loaf out of an enamel bread bin. From the refrigerator he took some celery and a tomato, as well as a cheese dish. It had a wedge-shaped lid like the one at home, but it was china not earthenware, and much prettier. 


He studied the table, then went back to the pantry and pulled out a jar with a bright, cheerful label. ‘Do you like pickled beetroot? If so, I’ll open this as well.’


‘I love it.’ She wasn’t going to say no to anything. She hadn’t had food like this for weeks. ‘What can I do to help?’


‘Nothing. It’s just a simple meal. I can cook, too, but I only found out Charlie was bringing you when he phoned me up this morning so all I have to offer is what I was going to have for my own lunch.’


‘It seems like a feast to me.’ She’d have called the meal dinner at this time of day, not lunch.


He was a bit breathless by the time he’d set the food out. She didn’t comment and when he didn’t try to go on chatting, she sat quietly, waiting for him to catch his breath.


He’d put the breadboard on the table and after a few moments he cut some slices off a crusty new loaf. ‘Right. I think that’s everything. Can I pass you some bread? Do you like the crust?’


‘Yes, please.’ She was annoyed with herself when she realised she’d licked her lips at the mere thought of that.


‘You’ve been going hungry for a while, haven’t you?’ he said as he passed things to her one after the other.


‘How did you know?’


‘I recognise the hunger look. I see it on the faces of men in the street who can’t find work. They aren’t all as lucky as I am.’


‘Lucky! You were injured.’


‘Gassed,’ he corrected. ‘But I still have both arms and legs, and I wasn’t blinded. We didn’t live in this posh house then, but I never went hungry at home.’


She nodded but her mouth was full of wonderful crusty bread and butter, so she didn’t try to speak. 


Jonah wasn’t eating much; he seemed more interested in chatting. ‘Since the Wall Street Crash in the United States, things have got even worse. It upsets me to read about it in the newspapers. Sorry. I don’t know why I’m talking about such miserable things. Do get on with your meal.’


‘I’ve read about that in the papers too. I don’t always understand the details, though.’ She continued to eat slowly, relishing every mouthful. 


When he pressed her to have second helpings, she told him the truth: ‘I couldn’t after managing on so little for the past few weeks.’


‘I’ll wrap some food up for you then.’


She felt shame flood through her and knew she’d gone red.


His voice became very gentle, such a lovely voice. ‘Let me do that for you. I’m so lucky to have a little money and it makes me feel less useless to do something good with it. Your sister must have been going hungry too.’


‘You’re a kind man, Jonah Willcox. Very well. Thank you.’ She’d do it for Rosa.


He gave her another of his lovely, warm smiles and concentrated on finishing his food.


‘I’ll clear the table and wash up,’ she said when he’d finished eating. ‘You look tired now.’


He didn’t pretend. ‘Thank you. I am. That would be a big help.’


As she was finishing the washing-up, with her back to him, he said, ‘I’m not promising anything, not yet, but would you like to come and see my cottage at Ellindale tomorrow?’


She didn’t turn round. ‘Yes, I would. What Charlie suggested is … well, too important to rush into, so I’m not committing myself to anything, either. We should get to know one another before we think seriously about … it.’


Then she started putting away the cups and plates, remembering where he’d got them from. 


He sat and watched her with a half-smile still lingering on his face. ‘I’m glad you’re not one of those women who natter non-stop, Leah.’


After she’d cleared everything away, he stood up. ‘I’ll telephone for your taxi now and arrange for the driver to pick you up tomorrow morning. He can call in for me on the way up to Ellindale.’


He stared into the distance for a few seconds. ‘I’m really looking forward to living there. The cottage is quite big with several acres of land and it’s very peaceful, right on the edge of the moors. My grandparents used to have a big kitchen garden on the sheltered side of the house and they kept chickens.’


‘I’ll look forward to seeing it.’ She found, to her surprise, that this was the simple truth.


Jonah was much nicer than she’d expected. That made a difference.


She wondered what he thought of her.


When Leah turned up in a taxi, Rosa had just got back from afternoon school. She and Hilda, the woman they called ‘auntie’ because she’d been a friend of their mother’s, wanted to know where she’d been. She told them she’d been after a job out on the far side of Birch End and her employers had insisted on paying for the taxi because they considered it a long way for her to walk back.


‘They’d have done better giving you the taxi money and letting you walk,’ Hilda grumbled. ‘Did you get the job? What is it?’


‘I’d be working for Charlie Willcox’s brother. Sort of a housekeeper. I have to see him again tomorrow.’


‘Well, there will be a lot of applicants in times like this. I’ll keep my fingers crossed for you.’ 


‘You’ve got that look on your face,’ Rosa said as they walked home. ‘What really happened today?’


At ten her sister was a clever little thing and it was such a pity she wouldn’t be able to go on to the grammar school. We’ve both lost out where schooling is concerned, Leah thought. Her steps faltered as she suddenly realised that if she married Jonah, Rosa might not lose out on a good education.


‘I’ll tell you when we get home but you have to promise not to tell anyone else, anyone at all.’ 


Rosa listened open-mouthed and when Leah finished her explanation, she exclaimed, ‘Charlie Willcox said you should marry his brother! Oh, Leah, that’d be the best thing of all for you.’


‘Would it?’


‘Yes. For us both.’ She looked round with tears in her eyes. ‘I don’t like living here without Dad. I keep expecting him to come home from work. And I don’t like seeing you so worried all the time.’ She pushed her plate across the table. ‘We both need to eat, so I’m not taking all the food.’


‘I had a big meal at the Willcoxes’ house and Jonah packed some food to bring home, so that’s all for you.’


Leah watched Rosa brighten and take the plate back. She was growing fast and always hungry, but hadn’t complained about the lack of food. She understood only too well how short of money they were. If I married Jonah, Leah thought later as she got into bed, my sister need never go hungry again. And he does seem … nice.


But she had to find out more about him first. And find out what this Ellindale place was like, too.


Marriage was such a big step to take. Her thoughts were in turmoil and she tossed and turned for half the night.
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The next morning Rosa refused to eat anything unless she could see Leah sharing the food Jonah had given them. He’d been more generous than Leah had at first realised when he thrust the paper carrier bag into her hands, so she cut herself some bread and buttered it sparingly.


‘If he’s as kind as he sounds,’ her sister’s words came out thickly through a mouthful of bread and cheese, ‘you should definitely marry him.’


‘He is kind but he hasn’t actually asked me to marry him yet. He’s still thinking about it. Good heavens, Rosa, he and I only met yesterday.’


‘Well, if he does ask you, be sure you say yes. You’re too shy sometimes, especially with men.’ 


No one could accuse Rosa of being shy, Leah thought in amusement.


When her sister had run off to meet her friends at the corner of the street for the walk to school, Leah went upstairs to put on her best and only decent clothes for the second day running. 


He’d probably notice she was wearing the same clothes. He seemed the sort of man who was aware of details. 


She stared at her face in the mirror for longer than usual and gave her hair a hundred brush strokes, trying to make it shine as it used to. But it remained dull: the result of not eating well, she supposed, and not having any shampoo left to wash it with, only cold tap water. 


She wondered what Jonah thought of her appearance. She wasn’t ugly or anything like that, but an old woman had once told her she’d make a handsome woman one day, when she grew into her face. Whatever that meant. Oh, she was being silly today.


The taxi arrived promptly at half past nine. Leah locked the front door and got into it, ignoring the group of women neighbours staring at her. They’d be speculating about where she’d gone all day, she was sure.


The taxi driver wasn’t a chatty sort, which was a relief. It felt strange to be driven through the village for the second day running. 


When they got to Redgate Cottage, she could feel herself growing tense. Would she even like Jonah today? She’d found him very pleasant yesterday, which was why she’d agreed to go to Ellindale. But that was just first impressions. People weren’t always what they seemed once you got to know them.


He came out as soon as the taxi stopped and when he got into the back with her, she could smell soap and see how shiny and clean his skin was.


She hadn’t had any soap for a week now, or any warm water, but she’d used a facecloth to wash all her body, which was the best she could do at the moment.


As Jonah eased his long legs into a more comfortable position, he said, ‘Morning, Robert. We’re going to Spring Cottage again. We’ll stop and look at the village as we go through it. You know where I like to stop.’


‘Yes, Mr Willcox.’


‘I’ve always been Jonah to you before.’


‘Your brother said I should call my clients Mister.’


‘Well, I prefer you to keep using my first name, Robert. After all, we were at junior school together.’


‘All right, lad.’


As the taxi set off, Jonah turned to Leah. ‘Did you sleep well?’


‘Yes, thank you. And you?’


‘I rarely sleep well. And last night I had a lot to think about. Did you really sleep well?’


‘No. Of course not.’


‘If you’ve changed your mind about today …’ He let the words trail away.


‘I haven’t changed my mind about … seeing how things go,’ she said carefully.


‘Good, because I haven’t either. I’m looking forward to showing my house and the village to you. I’m going to live there whatever happens between you and me today.’


‘I walked up to Ellindale once with my father when I was younger, but I don’t remember much about it.’


‘It’s a pretty little place. I’d call it a hamlet rather than a village.’


‘I remember it was a long, narrow place and some of the houses seemed to be clinging to the slopes.’


‘Yes, they do. The top end of the valley’s like a finger poking into the lower slopes of the moors. The village is mostly sheltered from the worst of the winter weather.’


‘And your house?’


‘It’s called Spring Cottage because it was built where a natural spring gushes out of the side of the hill. There used to be two small labourers’ cottages there. When my grandfather bought them, he intended to make them into one eventually. He needed the rent from the other cottage at first, though, because he’d spent his life savings buying another piece of land.’


‘There’s a piece of land as well as a house?’


‘Yes, several acres. The cottages have been there for as long as anyone can remember. They’re among the oldest dwellings in the valley. The owner has water rights for the spring in return for keeping the water clean, because it provides drinking water for the whole village, you see. After that the excess water runs away into the stream which runs down the hill as Ellin Brook. But they’re forbidden to put their waste water back into it. You must have seen the brook. It passes through Birch End and goes right into Rivenshaw.’


‘Of course I have! Fancy our stream starting at your cottage! It’s more like a small river by the time it reaches Birch End, and even bigger when it gets into the town.’


‘That’s because it collects a few smaller streams on the way to your village, and a few more on the way into Rivenshaw. Eventually it runs into the River Ribble and westward to the sea.’


They entered Ellindale just then and the car slowed down to avoid an old lady with a sacking shopping bag, who hadn’t even looked before she started crossing the road. 


‘Some people aren’t used to cars, especially older folk,’ he said. ‘That’s one reason there are so many motoring accidents. I was reading an article about it last week in the newspaper.’ 


The driver didn’t move on, so perhaps this was one of the places where Jonah liked to stop and have a look round.


She watched the old lady walk into the nearest building. ‘I see there’s a village shop now. I don’t remember that when I came here before. It must be convenient for people because it’s a long walk into Birch End.’


‘Mrs Buckley opened a little general store in her front room after her husband was killed in the war. She used his pay entitlements and her widow’s pension at first to support herself. She doesn’t stock anything fancy but as long as people in the village buy their staples from her, she gets by. Even people on the dole have to buy some food.


‘In the summer, people go walking across the moors at weekends, so she puts two small tables outside and sells the hikers tea and scones.’ 


‘How enterprising of her! Which one is your cottage?’


‘You can’t see it yet. It’s at the upper end, about two hundred yards beyond The Shepherd’s Rest.’


Robert had moved on again, but obligingly slowed down outside the pub when he heard it mentioned.


‘It’s only a small pub but it’s somewhere for the men to go in the evenings. Robert can wait there for me today and get a glass of shandy or he can get a pot of tea from Mrs Buckley and then add the cost to the bill. I can walk down the hill more easily than I can walk up it.’


‘You seem to know a lot about Ellindale.’


He shrugged. ‘I used to come here as a boy to visit my maternal grandparents. I still come here on fine days sometimes and I used to collect the rent myself every month so that I could see that everything was all right. I usually make an outing of coming up here, buy a pot of tea for myself and Robert, and take my time. There are always people going in and out of Mrs Buckley’s to chat to. I nearly moved back here a couple of years ago, but Charlie made such a fuss, I dropped the idea.’


‘Does your brother ever come here with you?’


‘What, Charlie? No. He prefers towns to the countryside. He’s far too busy to come out to Ellindale. There’s no profit for him here.’


‘Are these the only houses? There only seem to be about twenty,’ she commented, glancing through the back window at the untidy straggle of little dwellings. 


‘The nearby farms just about double that number. They’re small places, eking out a living on the moors with sheep mostly, and whatever else they can find to bring in a shilling or two. Most of them are down nearer to Birch End. The land on the moors isn’t much good for farming.’


The taxi stopped outside a large house, which stood sentinel to the left of the road.


‘Is this your house?’


‘No. It used to belong to the Deardens. Their only son was about my age when he was killed in the war and then a few years ago they themselves were killed in a road accident, so the house went to a cousin. I forget his name, but he hasn’t lived here.’ He made a faint noise, sounding annoyed. ‘You’d think he’d take care of it, though. The place looks more neglected every year and it used to have such a pretty garden.’


‘It looks a sad old place.’


‘Yes. You’d think the cousin would rent it out to somebody, but it’s been left empty for years. I did see two men working on the roof last year, but when someone from the village asked them, they didn’t seem to know anything about the owner or what was going to happen to the house. Carry on, Robert.’


The taxi bumped slowly along the road, only a dirt track now, for another hundred yards or so.


‘That’s Spring Cottage, Leah!’ 


There was love in Jonah’s voice and he leaned forward eagerly, not seeming to notice that he’d taken hold of her hand. His fingers felt warm and firm, rather nice, really. She decided it’d be more embarrassing to pull her hand away and draw attention to what he’d done, so just left it in his as she peered through the car windows.


‘Why didn’t you come to live here after the war, Jonah?’


‘I was quite ill when I came home in ’17, so I lived with my father and stepmother. She looked after me till I made a bit more sense. She was wonderful, but it was months before I stopped hearing the guns in my head at night and screaming at them to stop blowing people to pieces. If you never sleep properly, you can’t seem to think straight in the daytime. At least, I couldn’t.’


Leah had heard tales of other men coming back from the fighting and suffering from severe nightmares. Her father hadn’t passed the medical to go into the army, thank goodness.


‘Sorry. I shouldn’t talk about such things to you,’ Jonah said.


‘Yes, you should. People ought never to forget what we owe to our soldiers. Please go on.’


‘Charlie had just been called up into the Army when I was injured and our parents were worried sick about him, with so many lads being killed. But he came through unscathed, thankfully, and after that we all lived together very happily in a smaller house while he was making his first pots of money. My stepmother was like a mother to me. She’s a lovely woman.’


‘He’s done well for himself.’


‘Yes. I really admire him. He’d been buying objects cheaply and sending them home even during the war. We used to have some fun, he and I, so I didn’t want to move out, but when he persuaded Mum and Dad to sell their house and helped them make their dream come true – a boarding house in Blackpool – he had to move. He bought Redgate Cottage at the same time and hired Mrs Thwaite to come in daily for us.’


‘It was kind of him to look after his parents like that.’


Jonah laughed so heartily it turned into a fit of coughing. Once that was over, he explained, ‘Charlie always looks after his family, yes definitely. But he’s kind to us in his own way, which means he always has an eye to the money side of things as well. He’ll get back what the boarding house cost one day with a good profit on his outlay, because once the Depression is over and our parents retire, it’ll sell for far more than he paid for it. He has a good eye for a bargain, for all sorts of bargains, my dear brother does.’


‘Sometimes it feels as if the hard times will never end.’


‘I think that’ll happen in a year or two. It’s not nearly as bad down south. I just wish the government would be a little kinder to the north. That Means Test is … well, mean.’


‘I agree. I’ve seen people having to sell nearly all their furniture before they could be given any relief. That’s not right.’


‘I find politics fascinating, but most women don’t always care about that sort of thing. If I’d been in better health … and richer … I’d like to have gone into politics or travelled.’
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