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The story of Josephine Cox is as extraordinary as anything in her novels. Born in a cotton-mill house in Blackburn, she was one of ten children. Her parents, she says, brought out the worst in each other, and life was full of tragedy and hardship – but not without love and laughter. At the age of sixteen, Josephine met and married ‘a caring and wonderful man’, and had two sons. When the boys started school, she decided to go to college and eventually gained a place at Cambridge University, though was unable to take this up as it would have meant living away from home. However, she did go into teaching, while at the same time helping to renovate the derelict council house that was their home, coping with the problems caused by her mother’s unhappy home life – and writing her first full-length novel. Not surprisingly, she then won the ‘Superwoman of Great Britain’ Award, for which her family had secretly entered her, and this coincided with the acceptance of her novel for publication.

Josephine gave up teaching in order to write full time. She says, ‘I love writing, both recreating scenes and characters from my past, together with new storylines which mingle naturally with the old. I could never imagine a single day without writing, and it’s been that way since as far back as I can remember.’
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This is a special message for Tom – bless his heart!

 



I’ve been smiled at by boys and men who think of themselves as Jack the Lad, and I’ve had some interesting propositions in my time. But I have to confess I’ve never been propositioned by an eighty-two-year-old rogue in a wheelchair! All the same, you won me over with your cheeky grin and twinkling eyes – and that wink!

 



I bet you were a devil in your time, you old rascal you. I’ll cherish the poem you wrote for me, and I’m glad you came to see me – you made my day. Good on yer, Tom.




PART ONE
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SUMMER, 1963 AFTER THE STORM




Chapter One
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Blackburn Town

DROPPING HER CARRIER bags to the floor, Louise Hunter kicked off her shoes and with a long, heartfelt sigh, leaned back and closed her eyes. It had been one of those days.

From the rear of the tram, a young woman caught sight of her and, knowing what she knew, found it hard to tear her gaze away. Her companion, a bright young thing called Helen with painted mouth and long, bare legs, was suddenly curious. ‘D’you know that woman?’ she asked.

Keeping her gaze on Louise, her friend nodded.

Impatient, Helen nudged her. ‘So go on, Stell, who is she?’

‘Ssh!’ Shifting her gaze, the girl called Stella warned, ‘Keep your voice down or she’ll hear you.’

Offended, her friend slithered down in her seat.  ‘All right, all right – keep yer bloody hair on! I were only asking!’ A moment or two passed, before her curiosity got the better of her once more. ‘Well? Are you gonna tell me who she is, or what?’

Rolling her eyes to heaven, the dark-haired young woman cupped her hand to her mouth. ‘It’s Louise Hunter,’ she hissed.

‘And who the devil’s Louise Hunter when she’s at home?’

‘Ssh!’ Stella said in a whisper. ‘Do you remember when we were kids, there was a scandal about a big murder on Craig Street?’

‘Oh, my God, ’course I remember! A man was arrested . . . he killed that woman Maggie Pringle and her boyfriend.’ Excitement trembled in Helen’s voice. ‘But what’s she got to do with it?’ She raised a wary glance to Louise.

‘Everything.’ Stella leaned close again. ‘The murdered man was her brother-in-law, Jacob. There were them as said it were Louise Hunter’s sister Susan who’d really killed them, on account of she was already having an affair with Jacob Hunter when the bugger went and set up home with this Maggie. Had a couple o’ bairns, she did – a little lass, and a boy.’ She shivered. ‘After the murders, they found the kids hiding in the cellar . . . poor little buggers.’

‘How old were they?’

‘I’m not sure.’ Screwing up her eyes she made a calculation. ‘From what our mam said, the lad saved his sister’s life. He were about six year old then. That were ten years ago, so I expect he’ll be coming up towards sixteen or seventeen by now. Adam, his name were – aye, and his little sister were Hannah. She were a couple of years younger than him.’

‘The other girl was both impressed and disappointed. ‘You seem to remember a lot more than I do.’

‘That’s because you’re three years younger than me, and you didn’t listen at keyholes like I used to.’ It was all coming back like yesterday. ‘Besides, I used to earn money of a weekend, running errands for the women down Johnson Street. By! They never stopped gossiping about all the goings-on.’ Stella chuckled. ‘And I don’t mean just the murder, neither. They were a randy bunch up that way! According to Mrs Newsom at number ten, she and her old man were at it every night o’ the week!’

‘Cor! That must be why she ended up having twelve kids!’ Helen smirked.

‘And not all of ’em her old man’s, neither. She “couldn’t get enough of it”, that’s what she said.’

The image of Mrs Newsom with her scary hair and bandy legs came into their minds; the idea of her cavorting naked with a man was all too much,  and try as they might, they could not contain their laughter.

Wiping her eyes, the older one glanced up, relieved to see that Louise was not disturbed by their hilarity.

‘Where’s the sister now?’ Helen said ghoulishly. ‘The one they said might have done the killing?’

‘Gawd knows. She disappeared off the face of the earth, and as far as I know, was never seen again.’ Her gaze went back to Louise who, deep in thought, was oblivious to their interest in her. ‘Happen she knows and she ain’t saying.’

‘She’s not a bad looker, is she?’ Helen remarked. ‘How old d’you reckon she is?’

Another minute, another calculation. ‘Hang on, there was summat else, as I recall.’ The older one reached deep into her memory. ‘Some time before the murders, there was a suicide.’ She gestured to Louise. ‘It was her husband,’ she breathed.

‘Bloody hell! She’s had a colourful life an’ no mistake!’

‘According to our mam, Louise Hunter was about twenty-five when it happened, so she’d be what? In her mid-thirties by now.’ Stella couldn’t imagine how terrible it all must have been. ‘Me and our mam were in the market last week, and we saw her then. Our mam said she’d never married again.’

‘Bit of a waste though?’

They looked appraisingly at Louise, taking in the straight, proud cut of her shoulders, and the long brown hair that fell loosely down her back, and just then as she turned to check the whereabouts of the conductor, the two young women were surprised by her warm, hazel-coloured eyes and her pretty smile. ‘For all her troubles, she’s managed to keep her looks and figure, ain’t she?’ The girl called Helen was impressed, and a teeny bit envious.

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said her friend peevishly. ‘She’s not bad, but I’ve seen better, even at her age.’

And that said, they got onto the subject of dating, and how they were sure to pick up a fella at the Palais on Friday night.

 



UNAWARE OF THEIR interest, Louise settled back and closed her eyes. She felt incredibly weary, anxious to get home to Jinnie. After a while, her thoughts inevitably returned to Eric Forester. It had been ten years since the tragedies, and for a long time afterwards, she and Eric had kept their distance, though there had not been a day when she hadn’t wanted to go to him.

These past two years had been the worst. When Eric’s handyman had moved on to pastures new, Louise had left her job at the factory and returned to work at Maple Farm, where she had once lived with Ben, her late husband. The farm had been in the Hunter family for generations, until it had been auctioned to pay for an outstanding debt. Now Eric owned it; Eric, the man she had loved, in secret and in torment, for so very long.

Louise was thrilled to be back, working on the land, but there had been a price to pay; working alongside Eric was tearing her apart. He didn’t know that, and she could never tell him. She wanted him, needed him like she had never needed any other man. But the past would not set her free.

Some years ago, Eric had vowed to love her for ever. When she turned from him then, he never spoke of his love again, but she knew he loved her still, and always would. For didn’t she see it in his eyes every time he looked on her, and didn’t she love him in the very same way?

Theirs was a powerful love – but not as powerful as the guilt they felt over what had taken place all those years before. Oh, the times when she had wanted to reach out and touch him, aching for his arms to enfold her! But she never did; and for the same reason, he never made a move towards her.  Because, like her, Eric was imprisoned by the past, and too afraid to grasp the future.

‘Montague Street next stop!’ The conductor’s cry carried through the tram, shattering her thoughts. ‘C’mon, ladies, let’s be ’aving yer!’ As he passed Louise’s seat, he caught her eye. ‘Sorry to disturb you, luv.’ He gave a cheeky wink. ‘I saw you deep in thought – or were you having a crafty little kip, eh?’

Louise smiled. ‘A bit of both.’

‘Had a busy day, ’ave yer?’

‘Busy enough.’

Still chatting with Louise and not looking where he was going, the conductor was flung forward as he tripped over a young man’s legs that were stretched out in the gangway. Composing himself, he straightened his unkempt hair and gave a little embarrassed cough. ‘You’d best tuck ’em in, matey,’ he warned, ‘afore you cause a nasty accident.’

Disgruntled, the youth did as he was asked, albeit with a sour face and surly manner.

‘Young buggers these days,’ the conductor chuntered softly to Louise, ‘they think the world revolves round ’em, so they do!’ As he continued forward, clanking his ticket machine and chatting to the other few passengers on the tram, it was just as well he didn’t see the look the young man gave him.

A murderous glare if ever there was one, Louise thought to herself.

Collecting her bags, Louise made her way to the exit, at the same time helping an old lady who was jostled and unsteadied by the lurching of the tram as it meandered along the line. ‘Thank you, dear.’ Small and frail, with seemingly poor eyesight, the old lady leaned heavily on Louise’s arm. ‘I don’t usually go out on my own,’ she went on, happy that somebody should take the time to listen to her. ‘My sister normally comes with me to the shops, but she’s not been well lately . . . fell over and sprained her ankle, she did. I’m allus telling her, “tek your time, Annie, you don’t have to run everywhere”, but will she listen? No, she won’t!’

At the thought of her beloved sister, the prettiest of smiles crossed her wizened features. ‘She meks me mad at times, but I don’t know what I’d do without her.’

Louise helped her off the tram. ‘I’ll be all right now, dear,’ the old woman told her. ‘I’d best get home and see what she’s up to. Knowing her, she’s probably up the chimney with a long brush, filling herself and the house with soot. She’s done it before when I’ve been out. By! I’ll have a word or two to say if she’s at it again!’

With that she set off at a sedate pace, across the boulevard and on towards Ainsworth Street.

When she realised that the old dear was about to try and cross the busy road on her own, Louise set off after her. ‘No! Wait a minute, I’ll see you across!’

Unfortunately, as Louise made for the old woman, so did the bad-mannered young man – but with a very different intent. In the split second when the old woman turned to see why Louise was calling her, the surly young fellow from the tram came at her like a bull at a gate; the impact sent her reeling backwards, and her shopping bags went crashing to the ground. Sweeping up her handbag as it fell at his feet, the young man sped off, while from somewhere behind, the cry went up, ‘Thief! Grab the bastard!’

When a policeman appeared out of nowhere across his path, the young man skidded to a halt. He turned and ran in the opposite direction, almost colliding with Louise, who was running to help the old dear. She saw her chance, swung her shopping bag at him, and caught him on the knee with it. He went down, taking her with him, and in the scuffle that followed, she managed to swing her bag and hit him again, by which time the policeman and a pair of burly passers-by had him by the scruff of the neck.

‘You did well, missus,’ one of them told Louise.

‘Lost all me apples though,’ she panted, and  groaned to see her freshly picked apples rolling into the gutter. When he offered to collect them for her, she laughed out loud. ‘Thanks all the same, but no,’ she said graciously. ‘Every dog in Blackburn must have done his dirty business in that gutter. Never mind though.’ She thought of Eric and how he had helped her pick the apples that very morning. ‘There’s plenty more where they came from.’

When the handbag was returned intact and the ruffian had been marched off to answer for stealing it, Louise escorted the old lady safely across the road. ‘Are you sure you’re all right?’ she enquired. After all, she thought, the ordeal must have shaken her badly.

‘I’m fine, dear,’ the woman answered in sprightly manner. Then, to Louise’s surprise, she laughed out loud. ‘Wait till I tell my sister,’ she chuckled. ‘Tackled to the ground by a thief, and saved by a pretty young woman.

Louise was flattered but realistic. ‘Not so young these days. Too much water under the bridge, more’s the pity.’ It hardly seemed possible that she was coming up to her thirty-sixth birthday.

‘You might not think so, but you’re young next to me!’ The old dear leaned forward, so no one else could hear. ‘I’ll tell you summat else if you like?’ she confided wickedly.

‘Oh, and what’s that?’ Louise was intrigued.

‘You’ve got nicer legs than I ever had, and you wear prettier drawers than I do an’ all.’ She giggled like a naughty child. ‘All blue and frilly. I saw ’em when you were rolling about on the ground with that devil.’

‘Oh, did you now?’ Louise had to laugh. ‘They’re nothing special . . . two and sixpence on Blackburn Market, but you’re right – they are pretty.’

‘It just goes to show, doesn’t it, dear?’

‘What does?’ Louise had taken a liking to her.

The other woman wagged her finger. ‘You must never go out without your drawers on. You never know when you might be suddenly upended, showing your bare arse to all and sundry.’

Before a shocked Louise could respond, the old dear was hobbling away down the street, singing to herself and clutching her bag so tightly it would take a steam train to wrench it from her.

Gripping her own bags more tightly than usual, Louise quickened her steps towards Derwent Street. By! She couldn’t wait to tell Jinnie and Sal about her exciting escapade. No more than she could wait to hear what the two of them had been up to!

She glanced behind her to see the old lady rounding the comer and, recalling her cheeky words, she laughed out loud, instantly embarrassed when a  fat lady with two children glanced curiously her way. ‘It’s been a nice day,’ Louise said lamely, and without replying, the woman quickly ushered her children on before her.

‘Please yourself,’ Louise shrugged, but the smile was already creeping over her pleasant features again. Amazed that such a sweet little old lady could use such ripe language, Louise chuckled all the way home.




Chapter Two
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AS ON EVERY other afternoon, Jinnie waited patiently for her mam to come home. A small-boned child, with wild fair hair and dark, sapphire-blue eyes, she was a familiar sight down Derwent Street.

The ritual had begun two years ago when she was eight years old, after Louise had gone to work with Eric Forester on Maple Farm. At four o’clock, the girl would rush home from school and help her Granny Sally to prepare the tea, after which she would go outside and perch on the front step with her arms wrapped round her knees, her head laid down against them, and her intense gaze focused on the bottom end of Derwent Street.

Her mam would usually appear by five o’clock, when Jinnie would give out a whoop of joy and run  down the street to meet her. There wasn’t a soul thereabouts who wasn’t touched by their very special relationship. Very few people knew how Jinnie’s own mother had deserted her as a newborn babe, and how Louise had fought tooth and nail to adopt the child and bring her up as her own. Thankfully, those few were trustworthy and kept the secret to themselves.

The period following her sister Susan’s disappearance after the double murders had not been easy for Louise. For a long time, the gossip raged on, curtains twitched and every eye was turned in her direction. Questions were muttered. Was it possible that Louise had not miscarried with her husband Ben’s child after all? In which case, was Jinnie really her true daughter? Or on the other hand, did Jinnie belong to Louise’s sister, Susan – a wild and careless girl, carrying a child out of wedlock. All along, Susan had refused to name the man who made her pregnant; not even her own family knew who the father was.

True to character, it was rumoured that one day she just ran off, and was never seen again. It was also rumoured that she had given birth to a daughter, who she then deserted. Others said that wasn’t the case, and that Susan had gone away with the child still in her belly. Those who were privileged to know  the truth gave support to these rumours, in order to protect the child.

The speculation continued for several years . . . who was this child, now raised as Louise’s own? Where was Susan? Why did she run away? It was a mystery. So many burning questions, and as yet, no answers. However, with the passage of time, folks got on with the ups and downs of their own lives. Familiar neighbours came and went and empty houses began to fill with strangers. Gradually, the curiosity waned, especially as those who knew the family could see with each passing day how little Jinnie had the same handsome smile and winning ways as Louise’s late husband, Ben Hunter.

Blissfully unaware of her complicated background, Jinnie was a happy young girl, loved by all who knew her. To this day, she had no idea that the woman she believed to be her mammy was really her Aunt Louise. And as far as she was aware, her father Ben had died in an accident soon after she was born.

The sorry truth was that her real mother, Susan – the wayward, selfish girl who had always envied her sister Louise’s happy marriage – had enjoyed a brief but shameful coupling with Ben on the night of his death. Jinnie was the result of that evening.

Louise herself was not entirely innocent in all of this. The day would never come when she would  entirely forgive or forget her own part in having triggered the tragedy that cost her husband his life.

 



ON THIS LATE October afternoon in the year 1963, after an unusually warm, bright day, the sun was already beginning to dip in the sky. Shivering in the rising breeze, Jinnie hunched her shoulders and drew herself into a ball, but her gaze never left the end of the street, where at any minute she expected Louise to approach.

‘Cold, are you, lass?’ Unbeknown to Jinnie, her granny had come to the front door. Aged now, and withered at the jowls, Sally was a kind old soul; her whole life was wrapped up in Louise and this child. ‘D’yer want me to fetch you a coat?’

Turning her head to smile up at her, Jinnie answered warmly, ‘No, thanks, Gran. I’m all right, honestly.’ She saw how the old woman was wearing only a thin cardigan over her dress. ‘You go in though,’ she urged. ‘We don’t want you catching pneumonia.’

Grinning widely, Sally shook her head. ‘By! You’re more of an old woman than I am,’ she declared. ‘You’ll be asking me next if I’ve tekken me medicine.’

‘And have you?’ Jinnie grinned, well aware of how Sally would find any excuse not to take her cough medicine.

‘Not yet, but I will.’

‘Promise?’

Sally nodded.


‘Say it then!’

Her granny laughed out loud. ‘Yer a little bully, so yer are!’


‘Say it!’

‘All right.’ Loudly tutting, the old lady groaned, ‘I promise.’

‘That’s all right then.’ Satisfied, Jinnie turned away to watch for her mammy.

Sally returned to the front parlour, where she stopped by the window; the contented smile resting on her face. ‘By! Yer a little darling, so yer are.’ She thought of Louise and all the events that had overwhelmed them for so many years. When things were at their worst, it was the child who gave them hope for the future. Jinnie had been the shining light in their lives.

For a long time she stood there, her old eyes on the child, and her heart heavy. Lately, she had found it hard to sleep, forever wondering what might become of the girl. ‘By, lass, what shall we do, eh?’ Her eyes welled with tears. ‘Yer a little innocent,  allus there for yer mammy an’ yer grandma. Yer never question owt that’s told yer. So long as you’ve a mammy to love yer, an’ strong arms to hold yer tight, it seems there’s nowt else in the world as matters to yer.’

She gave a long, withering sigh. ‘I’m glad I’ll not be the one to shatter yer warm little world, lass. I only wish to God yer didn’t need to be told at all, but yer do. It’s only right. No matter how painful the truth might be, nobody should keep yer birthright from yer. Not me, and not Louise.’ Hard facts, but facts all the same.

Returning to the kitchen, Sally deliberately busied herself. Opening the oven she drew out the steak pie and carefully dotted it with butter. She then returned it to brown and afterwards, set about mashing the potatoes. That done, she scooped the resulting creamy whirl into an oblong earthenware dish, and placed it on the top shelf of the oven for the peaks to crisp. She strained the carrots and left them lidded to keep them warm; swilled the teapot with hot water for the third time, and checked that the table was set properly for their meal.

And all the while, unsettled and worried, she muttered to herself, ‘By! Yer a wrong ’un, Susan Holsden. You and my Ben, fornicating behind Louise’s back – an’ now look what you’ve done to that little lass  out there. How d’yer think she’ll feel when she finds out what happened? Shamed an’ disgusted, that’s how she’ll feel, the same as me – especially when she knows how her mammy walked away from her without a second thought. All these years an’ never a word. Not a letter nor a card to ask after the child.’

Her voice dropped to a whisper. ‘For all that bugger cares, the child could be buried down in the churchyard alongside her daddy!’

Clapping the palms of her hands over the flat of her knees, she groaned, a low, shivering sound that seemed to come from her very soul. Jesus, Mary an’ Joseph, what two sons did I raise, eh? A pair o’ divils an’ no mistake. One as cheats on his wife and then kills ’isself, an’ the other who’d sell his soul to the divil if the price were right . . .’ Suddenly realising what she had said, she leaned back in the chair, her eyes wide open and a look of horror on her face.

Pressing the flat of her hand to her mouth, she cried out, the words emerging in a muffled, ‘May God forgive me. They were my sons, Lord rest their souls.’ She sat up straight, instinctively unrepentant, a hint of defiance marbling her voice. ‘No! Why should it be me as begs forgiveness? ’Tweren’t me as misbehaved. ‘Tweren’t me as carried on outside me marriage. No! When it came right down to it, them two buggers were their own worst enemies!’  Her voice shook with emotion. ‘Why did yer do it, Ben? Why?’


For most of his life, she had expected the worst of Jacob, because he was one of those people who were born bad. But Ben had made her proud. He had been a good son, kind, loyal, hardworking. But now, the things he had done . . . taking his own life and everything, would haunt her for ever.

After a while, unable to rest, she went back into the front room where, like Jinnie, she began watching for Louise. ‘Come on, lass,’ she muttered under her breath. ‘Where the devil are yer?’ It wasn’t like her daughter-in-law to be late.

Opening the side window, she saw how Jinnie had not moved, her head still to one side and her knees under her chin. Nor would she move until Louise turned that corner. Such devotion filled Sally’s old heart. ‘By, lass,’ she called out, ‘you’ll get piles sitting on that cold step.’

‘I’m all right, Gran,’ Jinnie told her.

‘Come in for a while. Happen yer mammy got caught up in some overtime. If that’s the case she’ll likely be some time yet.’

‘I can wait.’

Sally shook her head. She had no doubt the lass would wait. Even if her little bottom got stuck to the step and she slept where she sat. ‘Right then,  I’m away inside for a brew.’ But she didn’t go, not yet. Instead she stood there, watching the girl and growing anxious. No one was more aware of the dangers in not telling the child the truth about her parentage. ‘Mek no mistake, you’ll ’ave to be told soon,’ she murmured, ‘afore some big-mouthed bully finds out and uses it to torment yer!’

Just then, Jinnie sensed that her grandma was still up at the window. Looking round she wanted to know, ‘What’s the time now, Gran?’

Sally glanced at the mantelpiece clock. ‘Half-past five,’ she answered. ‘Happen she’ll not be long now.’

Contented, the girl looked away and continued her vigil.

Closing the window, Sally heaved another long sigh. ‘Poor little bugger! I don’t envy yer mam having to tell you the truth of how yer came into this world.’ She felt a shiver of fear. ‘I only hope it won’t send yer down the wrong path, lass, ’cause yer a fine young thing. It would be such a pity if we were to raise a terrible resentment in yer.’

The thought of Jinnie having to share a burden of guilt that was none of her making was a real heartache to the old woman, and more so to Louise.

The minutes ticked away and still the girl sat  watching. It was amost six o’clock when suddenly there was a shout of, ‘She’s here, Grandma. Me mam’s here!’


Having rounded the corner, Louise was not surprised to see Jinnie running down the street at full pelt. ‘Whoa! Hang on, love!’ Catching Jinnie as she tripped headlong into her arms, Louise asked, ‘Where’s the fire then, eh?’

‘You’re late!’

‘I’ve a good reason to be late.’

‘Why?’

‘Come on. I’ll tell you later.’

Content in each other’s company, they walked back together, with Louise lost in thoughts of Eric, and Jinnie chatting incessantly. ‘I were really worried when you didn’t come straight home. So was Grandma.’

‘Oh? Did Grandma say she was worried?’ She had noticed how Sally seemed slower of late, quicker to sit down after doing little household tasks that she might normally have swept through in no time.

Since the devastating business of the suicide of one son and the murder of the other – apart from having the loss of her husband Ronnie and of the family farm to contend with – Sally was no longer the strong, contented woman she had once been; these days she was often deep in thought, and  pacing the floor of a night-time when she should be asleep. Louise was concerned about her, but no amount of persuasion would entice Sally into seeing the doctor.

‘No, she didn’t say she were worried,’ Jinnie answered, ‘but I could tell.’

‘She’s all right though, isn’t she? I mean, she’s not ill or anything?’

‘Oh, no.’ Jinnie gave her a little nudge. ‘Go on, Mam. Tell me why you’re late.’

Louise smiled coyly. ‘I’ve had a bit of an adventure.’

‘What kind?’ Jinnie persisted.

‘Wait and see.’

By the time they reached the house, Sally was waiting on the pavement. ‘Where’ve you been, lass?’ She was obviously relieved to see Louise home. ‘Another few minutes and the tea’d be spoiled.’ She gave a cheeky wink. ‘Did Eric catch yer for some overtime, is that it?’ Sally chuckled. ‘By! He’ll mek any excuse to keep yer back, so he will.’

‘Behave yourself, Sal.’ Though Louise knew it was only too true. ‘It’s got nothing to do with Eric wanting to keep me back.’

‘What then?’

Pushing her way between the two of them, Louise climbed the three steps to the front door. ‘If you’ll  only let me get inside,’ she pleaded, ‘I’ll tell you both over a cuppa tea.’

While Sally dished up the evening meal, Louise went straight to the bedroom. Here, she slipped out of her working clothes, before going to the bathroom where she had a wash and changed into a plain dark skirt and pretty lemon blouse; the blouse being a present from Sally for her last birthday.

Brushing her long brown hair into a ponytail, she then tied it with a fine white ribbon. Feeling refreshed and energetic, she ran down the stairs like a two-year-old. ‘It’s good to be home,’ she said, coming into the parlour. ‘I don’t mind telling you, Sally, I’m starving hungry!’ She sniffed the air. ‘Mmm. Summat smells good.’

With everything prepared, Sally and Jinnie were already seated at the table. ‘Sit yersel’ down, lass,’ Sally told her. ‘I’ve done yer favourite – steak pie, with Spotted Dick to follow.’

Louise gave her a hug. ‘You spoil us,’ she murmured. ‘It should be me looking after you.’

Sally swiftly dismissed her comment. ‘Stuff an’ nonsense!’ she scoffed. ‘What would yer have me do, eh? . . . Sit about all day, growing corns on me arse, while you work every hour God sends? Go on. Sit yerself down and be told!’

Louise gave her another hug. She knew from  experience that it was no good arguing with the old woman, because Sally always came off better. So she did as she was told and sat down, and when Jinnie was about to make a comment, she wisely gave her a little kick under the table. ‘Sally knows best,’ she told the girl, and Jinnie took the hint, though she had a mind to reveal how Sally had ‘come all over faint’ while cleaning the windows earlier.

Aware that Jinnie had been about to tell on her, and quick enough to see the kick under the table, Sally rounded on them. ‘By! Would yer look at yerselves? The pair of youse would have me sat in the chair all day, a blanket round me knees and a pair o’ knitting needles in me hands. Well, you’d best forget it, ’cause I mean to pull my weight in this house as long as I’m blessed with me health an’ strength. I’ve allus worked . . . in the mills as a lass, and on the farm when I got wed. If I die with me boots on I’ll not be sorry. So you’d best understand this . . . I intend working and doing till the Good Lord sees fit to tek me.’

One eye closed, the other fixed on them in a warning stare, she wagged a finger. ‘I expect Jinnie wants to tell how I got dizzy when cleaning the winders, but it were only that slice of ham I had in me sandwich. Indigestion, that’s all it were.  Ham does it to me every time. I’m a martyr to it, so I am. So yer can stop all that kicking and how-d’yer-do under the table, ’cause I’ve got me beady eye on yer!’

‘Sorry, Gran.’ Jinnie felt ashamed.

‘It’s all right, lass. But think on, next time yer want to tell tales. I’ll not be happy about it.’

Relieved that the ice had been broken, Louise took a forkful of pie; the pastry was crumbly, the meat deliciously tender and the rich, thick gravy wrapped it all together like a dream on the tastebuds. She took another forkful and sighed. ‘Honest to God, Sal, I swear I’ve never tasted steak pie like yours.’

The old woman’s smile belied the pride in her voice. ‘Go on with yer! Steak pie’s easy enough to mek,’ she said. ‘It’s what yer put in it that’s the secret.’

‘Well, it never comes out this good for me,’ Louise confessed shamefully. ‘Not even when I do it exactly as you say.’

Sally grinned from ear to ear. ‘Away with yer. It’s not that bad!’ All the same, she was delighted with the flattery. ‘Jinnie made the custard,’ she announced. ‘The lass is getting better all the time.’

Louise laughed. ‘What? You mean we won’t have to throw it away this time?’ she teased.

‘Give over, Mam.’ Jinnie blushed bright pink. ‘It tastes lovely, don’t it, Grandma?’

‘Aye, it does,’ Sally agreed. ‘Nearly as good as mine.’

‘Come on, Mam,’ Jinnie said eagerly. ‘Tell us about your adventure.’

And so, Louise told them about the old dear she had helped, and the young man who had then sent her flying so he could rob her of her handbag, and how he had been caught, and then how the little woman gave Louise a shock by coming out with a word that was not befitting of her.

‘What word was that?’ Jinnie needed every detail.

‘Never you mind.’

‘I bet it was “arse”.’

Shocked, Louise reprimanded her. ‘That’s enough o’ that, my girl!’

‘Grandma says it all the time.’ Jinnie had a naughty twinkle in her blue eyes. ‘You don’t tell her off.’

‘That’s because I’ve got no control over your grandma, more’s the pity. But I’ve still got a bit of authority over you, young lady! So let’s have no more of it – all right?’

‘All right.’

Having turned away to smile at Jinnie’s cheeky comments, Sally composed herself. ‘That young fella  as knocked the woman over – d’yer reckon he’ll be put away?’

‘If there’s any justice, he will,’ Louise retorted. ‘He could have done her a lot of damage, crashing into her like that.’

‘Have yer thought how you could have been hurt, swinging at him with yer bag like that?’

‘I bet you’d have done exactly the same.’ Louise knew only too well how feisty old Sal could be.

‘I’d have gone for his ankles,’ Sally promised. ‘That would have brought the bugger down an’ no mistake.’

They laughed at the idea of Sally ‘going for his ankles’. ‘He’d have run off all the same,’ Jinnie screeched, ‘only with you clinging to his boots for dear life!’

The small talk continued, with Sally itching to tell Louise her disturbing news. The offending letter had arrived soon after her daughter-in-law had left for work that very morning. All day, Sally had been plagued with her conscience, wondering whether she had done the right thing, or whether she had taken too much responsibility on herself, and wondering if, one way or another, she would surely be punished for it.

Now, fearing the consequences, she delayed the moment when she must tell Louise. But the moment  was uncomfortably close, and so she mentally prepared herself. As soon as Jinnie was abed, she would impart the news to Louise, and hope for the best.

 



IT WAS HALF-PAST seven when the meal was finished, and another half-hour by the time they got up from the table. ‘I’ll do the dishes,’ Louise told them. ‘You two get on with whatever you want.’

‘I’ll help you, Mam.’ Jinnie was never far behind her mother.

‘What about your homework?’

‘I’ll do it later.’

Louise was not pleased. ‘No, Jinnie. Do it now.’

‘It’s only maths!’

Exasperated, Louise took her to task. ‘How many times have we gone through this? Homework is really important, if you want to do well.’

But Jinnie could be stubborn, too. ‘If I’m coming to work on the farm with you and Eric, why do I need maths?’

Louise had to think quickly. ‘That depends.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Well, let’s see.’ Shrugging her shoulders, she gave the impression that she didn’t really care, when in truth she cared a great deal. Jinnie was her pride  and joy, and like any parent, she wanted the best for her. ‘If all you want to do is pick apples and sweep the yard, then you won’t need maths. But if you want to do the same work that Eric and I do . . . the same work your daddy did, an’ your gran and grandaddy before that, I can tell you now – you’ll definitely need to know your figures.’

Jinnie was not convinced. ‘Why?’

‘Look at it this way, sweetheart. Most of the time, me and Eric share all the work . . . including the books and ordering, but when he’s away on business, it’s me as does it all. Oh, he gets old Mike Ellis in, but it’s me as does all the ordering and selling, and it’s me as keeps things going.’ Louise thought of Ben and how it used to be when Maple Farm was theirs, and she smiled wistfully. ‘I did it for so many years, it’s second nature to me now. It’s a wonderful life, lass, but it can be hard, especially in winter. And there’s not much money to be had, neither.’

‘But why do you need to know your sums?’

‘Because there’s money changing hands all the time. Buying an’ selling is a serious business these days. There’s fruit to be weighed and priced, ordering to be done, and part-time wages to be paid through the summer, when the harvest is ready. Every penny has to be accounted for. There’s the  ledger to be kept, a wages book, and everything else in between.’

Hoping her words had sunk in, she turned away. ‘Like I say, if all you want to do is sweep the yard and clean out the chicken-houses, it won’t matter. But if you want to be serious about it, you’ll need your maths, ’cause you’ll not be able to do it without.’

She placed the pile of dishes on the drainer and turned to speak again, but Jinnie was gone, and in her place stood Sally, beaming from ear to ear. ‘I heard what you said,’ she confided, ‘an’ you’ll be pleased to hear, she’s gone upstairs to do her homework.’

A smile creeping over her pretty features, Louise gave a sigh of relief. ‘That’s good.’

‘An’ I’m here to give you a hand, so we’ll have no arguments, if you please!’ Feeling worn, and seeing how Sally was so keen, Louise gave her none. ‘All right,’ she said, and threw the dishcloth at her.

It didn’t take long with the two of them working, and soon the kitchen and living room were spick and span. ‘Now you go and sit down while I make us a brew,’ Louise insisted.

‘I’ll not say no to that,’ Sally replied, and went away without a backward glance.

When they were both seated either side of the fireplace, supping their tea and exchanging news of the day, they appeared content enough. Their bellies  were full, they had each other for company, and with Jinnie upstairs, her young head lost in her homework, they were free to indulge in light-hearted matters.

They laughed about little Harry Arnold’s antics when Mike Ellis the milkman came down the street with his old horse; Harry begged a ride on the cart and when the cartwheel ran over Mike’s foot, the lad ran backwards and forwards, collecting the money and bringing it to Mike, who then filled out the book and sent back the change.

‘Did Mike do any serious damage to his foot?’ Louise asked.

‘No, but when he took off his socks to show young Harry’s mam, they say the stench near knocked the poor woman over. It’s been said that old Mike doesn’t wash from one week’s end to the next.’ She laughed out loud. ‘If only he’d say yes to Mabel Preston, she’d mek sure he were washed an’ scrubbed, I’ll be bound!’

Louise chuckled. ‘I can’t see that happening. Mabel’s been after him ten years that I know of, and she’s still no nearer getting him down the aisle. The poor old devil daren’t retire from his milk-round in case she gets her hands on him.’

Sally was more confident. ‘You’ll see, lass. She’ll catch him unawares one o’ these days, an’ he’ll wake up one morning a married man.’

‘Poor old Mike. Even he doesn’t deserve a fate like that.’ She had always liked the old fella. ‘I’m glad he didn’t hurt his foot too badly. It’s a good thing little Harry was there to fetch and carry for him.’

‘His mam did all right out of it an’ all,’ Sally revealed. ‘Old Mike were so pleased at the lad, and at her bathin’ and dressin’ his foot, that he let her have two pints o’ milk an’ a dozen eggs for nowt. An’ as if that weren’t enough, little Harry held out his hand for a tanner!’ She wagged her head from side to side. ‘By! He’s got the makings of a real businessman, has that one.’

Laughing with her, Louise had to agree. In a way, she thought, it was a good thing that they couldn’t afford a television set. One or two people had them in Derwent Street, but she preferred a good old sit-down and a natter any day.

Each aware that there were more intimate matters to be discussed, and neither of them yet willing to open their hearts for whatever reason, they lapsed into a momentary silence.

Finishing her tea, Sally discreetly eyed Louise as her daughter-in-law settled deeper into the comfort of the old armchair. Lowering her gaze, Louise became lost in thought – of Eric, and Ben, and of the future. Right now, there seemed little for her to look forward  to, with the exception of Jinnie, who along with Sally, was her entire life.

The mantelpiece clock ticked quietly in the background, and for a time, all seemed well enough with their little world, though Sally was obviously on edge, and Louise was as yet unaware of the bombshell to be dropped in her lap.

Startling them both, Jinnie came bursting in. ‘I’m going to bed now,’ she told them.

‘I shan’t be long behind yer, lass.’ Sally knew it was no use going away to her bed just yet. She wouldn’t be able to sleep until she’d told Louise her little secret.

Louise kissed the girl goodnight. ‘Done your homework, have you?’

Jinnie nodded. ‘It was easy.’

‘There you are, then,’ Louise told her. ‘It’s not so bad after all, is it?’

Jinnie made a face. ‘Bad enough!’

‘Go on with you,’ her mam chided. ‘I’ll be in to check on you later.’

Satisfied, Jinnie kissed her gran and bade them both goodnight.

When the door closed behind the girl, Sally struck up a conversation. ‘How’s Eric then, lass?’

Louise hesitated. ‘Same as ever,’ she answered warily. ‘He never changes.’

Sally wagged a finger. ‘That’s not what I meant and you know it.’

With the slightest hint of a smile on her face, Louise tutted. ‘If you mean, has he asked me again to marry him, the answer is no.’

‘If you’re not careful, he’ll find some other woman and then you’ll be sorry.’

‘We’ve got an understanding.’

‘Oh aye? I know all about the “understanding”.’

‘Then you’ll know he won’t raise the question of marriage again – not unless I raise it first.’

‘An’ when, might I ask, will that be?’

Louise took a moment to answer. When she did it was to say in a quiet, regretful voice, ‘I can’t let myself get close to Eric. It would be like a betrayal to Ben.’

‘Oh, lass! Why do yer go on tormenting yerself? What happened was not your fault. Ben was never the same after he lost his da. When the farm was tekken away from him, it was like the end of his world. Working the land was all he knew. He wasn’t cut out for life in the back streets. You know how he hated working on the roads, driving a lorry, being cooped up for most of the day.’

‘I know all that, and it’s why I should have helped him through it. I should have been more understanding.’ Louise was haunted by her part in it all.

‘Look, Lou, yer did all yer could. By! He got so difficult to live with, there were times when he wouldn’t listen to either of us. No woman could have done more than you did. Can’t yer see, lass? He were a free soul. He craved the open fields and the wind in his face. He couldn’t be content the way he were, not any more. In the end he just couldn’t go on.’ Making the sign of the cross on herself, Sally Hunter added in a broken voice, ‘May the Good Lord forgive him.’ Sally had been shocked to the core that a son of hers could take his own life. Like Louise, it was something she had found hard to live with. ‘It was his decision,’ she argued softly. ‘You’ll have no peace nor future neither, till yer can learn to accept that.’

Now, with the memories overwhelming her, Louise openly wept. ‘I cheated on him with Eric,’ she whispered. ‘Oh, Sally! What if he found out? What if he took his own life because of me?’ Covering her face with the palms of her hands, she took a moment to compose herself.

When she looked up again, it was to see Sally coming across the room towards her. ‘Aw, come on now, lass. Yer not to upset yerself over that, not after all these years. It’s all water under the bridge . . . gone an’ best forgotten.’ Sitting on the arm of the chair, she draped an arm round Louise’s shoulders. ‘Ben changed, lass. Yer saw that for yerself. When he  got that strange mood on, he’d be away out, walking the wilds, and sometimes we’d not see him for hours on end. If yer went to Eric, it were only because there were nobody else you could turn to. But yer mustn’t punish yerself for ever. You’ve a right to some kind of happiness now, lass. Nobody knows that more than me.’ Looking at Louise’s distraught face, she asked softly, ‘Yer love him, don’t yer, lass? Eric, I mean?’

Louise nodded.

‘And he loves you, ain’t that right?’

Again, Louise nodded.

‘Then, if he ever asks yer again, lass, to wed him, yer must tell him yes.’

Louise shook her head. ‘I can’t, Sally. Eric knows I can’t. We work together and we talk a lot, mostly about things that don’t matter. We sit in his kitchen; I make the tea and we eat our sandwiches together. We discuss work and the market and the price of this or that, but that’s as far as it goes. We neither of us ever talk about what happened between us. We keep our feelings to ourselves. It’s best that way.’

‘Huh! If yer think that, then yer a fool. Eric’s a good man. They don’t come many to the dozen, I can tell yer. Let him go, an’ mark my words, lass, you’ll live to regret it.’

‘I know that, but I can’t forget what we did.’

‘Yer must forget . . . both of youse!’ Lowering her voice, she reminded Louise, ‘An’ what about Ben’s cheating, eh? With yer own sister, no less? An’ that poor child upstairs, deserted, left on a doorstep like a pint o’ milk. By! Them buggers have a lot to answer for, so they do!’

Deeply moved, Louise made no comment. Instead she reached out and took Sally’s small, frail hand in her own. Sally was right, she thought, to remind her of the way Ben and Susan had deceived her. Yet, in the long run, what they had done was no worse a thing than what she and Eric had done. Thinking about it only made it worse.

‘I don’t want to talk about it any more, Sally.’ She looked up, her eyes still moist. ‘Leave it now. Please?’ Talking about it would change nothing, she thought bitterly.

‘All right, lass.’ Sally didn’t give up easily though. ‘You won’t forget what I said though, will yer, about you and Eric?’

Louise smiled. ‘If I know you, you won’t let me forget.’

In that quiet little parlour, with so much of the past pressing on their minds, Sally thought the moment was right for her to confess what she had done.

‘Louise, lass?’

‘No more now, eh?’ Louise suspected Sally wanted to talk more about Eric. ‘I promise I won’t forget what you’ve said.’

‘No, lass.’ Getting up off the arm of the chair, Sally ambled over to her own chair, where she sat down and, looking Louise in the eye, said, ‘I’ve summat to confess.’ Ashamed, she dropped her gaze to the rug. ‘I’ve done summat real bad.’

Disbelieving, and with the hint of a smile on her face, Louise returned her gaze. ‘Don’t give me that, Sally Hunter.’ She let the growing smile linger on Sally’s worried face. ‘I’ve yet to see the day when you do summat bad.’ The idea was unthinkable.
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