



[image: Cover]






About the Author


Anna Jacobs grew up in Lancashire and emigrated to Australia, but still visits the UK regularly to see her family and do research, something she loves. She is addicted to writing and figures she'll have to live to be 120 at least to tell all the stories that keep popping up in her imagination and nagging her to write them down. She's also addicted to her own hero, to whom she's been happily married for many years.


She is the bestselling author of over ninety novels and has been shortlisted for several awards, and Pride of Lancashire won the Australian Romantic Book of the Year Award in 2006.


You can find out more on her website, www.annajacobs.com or on her Facebook page, www.facebook.com/Anna.Jacobs.Books




Also by Anna Jacobs


THE BACKSHAW MOSS


SAGA


A Valley Dream


A Valley Secret


THE BIRCH END SAGA


A Daughter’s Journey


A Widow’s Courage


Woman’s Promise


THE ELLINDALE SAGA


One Quiet Woman


One Kind Man


One Special Village


Perfect Family


THE RIVENSHAW SAGA


A Time to Remember


A Time for Renewal


A Time to Rejoice


Gifts For Our Time


THE TRADERS


The Trader’s Wife


The Trader’s Sister


The Trader’s Dream


The Trader’s Gift


The Trader’s Reward


THE SWAN RIVER SAGA


Farewell to Lancashire


Beyond the Sunset


Destiny’s Path


THE GIBSON FAMILY


Salem Street


High Street


Ridge Hill


Hallam Square


Spinners Lake


THE IRISH SISTERS


A Pennyworth of Sunshine


Twopenny Rainbows


Threepenny Dreams


THE STALEYS


Down Weavers Lane


Calico Road


THE KERSHAW SISTERS


Our Lizzie


Our Polly


Our Eva


Our Mary Ann


THE SETTLERS


Lancashire Lass


Lancashire Legacy


THE PRESTON FAMILY


Pride of Lancashire


Star the North


Bright Day Dawning


Heart of the Town


LADY BINGRAM’S


AIDES


Tomorrow’s Promises


Yesterday’s Girl


STANDALONE NOVELS


Jessie


Like No Other


Freedom’s Land




Anna Jacobs


A Valley Wedding


Backshaw Moss Saga Book Three


[image: Images]


www.hodder.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2022 by Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Anna Jacobs 2022


The right of Anna Jacobs to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


eBook ISBN 978 1 529 35357 0


Hardback ISBN 978 1 529 35356 3


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.hodder.co.uk




Dear Readers,


I hope you enjoy reading this last story set in the Ellin Valley. I have very much enjoyed writing the four series. A Valley Wedding is the 14th book set in my imaginary valley – which sometimes feels a very real place to me.


When I first started writing seriously, I was also working full-time and we were raising teenagers, so it took a while to polish my skills to a professional level. I had just turned fifty when I heard the news that one of my books had been accepted after years of trying.


The first novel published was Persons of Rank, which won a $10,000 prize in Australia – and that paid off our mortgage. I was thrilled to be published and literally didn’t sleep all night, just lay there feeling joyful. My economist husband was thrilled for me, and just as thrilled that this lump sum paid off our mortgage. He keeps my feet on the ground, thank goodness.


I remember thinking that if I wrote steadily, I might get as many as 10 novels published before I made my final exit. Shows how good I am at foretelling the future, eh? A Valley Wedding will be my 100th book published.


I still love telling stories as much as I always have and I’m not considering giving up writing or even slowing down. It’s my favourite activity. I’m already planning my new series, but I shan’t give you any details about it yet. I’ll just let you know that my publisher was so pleased by the basic idea that they accepted my suggestion for the new setting after a two-sentence description of it. As a consequence, they have contracted me to write three more historical novels and set them there.


As for the characters who will be involved, they are lively enough now to have woken me several times in the middle of the night to ‘show’ me scenes. Well, that’s what it always feels as if they do. I usually think about a series long before I start working on the stories which take place there.


And finally, on a personal level, I’ll share with you my joy that this September will mark our 60th wedding anniversary. Something to celebrate big time. Dave and I have had a wonderful life together. In addition, he deals with the business side of my writing, so he’s an integral part of the writing team. And it does take a team to turn a story into a book and sell it to the world.


Thank you for reading my story. I hope you enjoy it as much as I enjoyed writing it! I’ll now go back to working on the next one.


All the best


Anna
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Lancashire, 1936


As Gwynneth Harte was getting her basket and purse ready to go shopping in town, the post arrived. She picked up the letter that had dropped through her door. It was addressed to her youngest son. Well, letters usually were. She turned it over and let out a muffled groan at the sight of the sender’s name stamped on the back.


Lucas had already been to a week-long course at this workers’ college and had come home thrilled to pieces. Apparently he’d done so well they’d found a private benefactor who would pay for him to go to Manchester University and become a doctor. It was something he’d wanted since he was a small child, caring for an old teddy bear and ‘mending’ its broken limbs.


She wished he was at home to open the letter and put her out of her misery about when he’d be leaving. She shouldn’t begrudge him this chance and she didn’t, but these people would take him away from her, she knew they would, and things would never be the same.


Three sons she had, all of them over thirty, and none of them had produced grandchildren for her to love. Well, during the past ten years when times were at their worst and little steady work available, how could they have married? As a widow, she’d often depended on their support.


Then, as life improved slightly and they were getting on their feet again, she’d fallen ill and nearly died, costing them a lot of money for an operation. Now, however, her two eldest sons were in employment and married, so surely there was hope that they’d start families?


She’d tried to introduce Lucas to suitable young women, but he’d told her bluntly that he didn’t intend to get trapped in marriage because he was determined to become a doctor. That would take him years, so he wasn’t likely to marry till he was at least forty, if then.


She’d known her youngest lad was clever, but no one she knew had ever had a son go to a university. What would happen to him there? Would it change him, make him look down on the rest of the family? She paused, head on one side. No, not their Lucas.


She was working as a part-time housekeeper and lived in the flat at the rear of her employers’ house, but she hated the thought of living there on her own.


She mopped her eyes and blew her nose, telling herself to pluck up. She caught sight of the clock, snatched up the basket and hurried off to take the bus down the valley into Rivenshaw. What couldn’t be cured must be endured, and best do that with a smile or you’d drive folk away.


Biff Higgins walked into the seedy pub in the poorer part of Rivenshaw, keeping a careful eye on the men sitting there, some of whom looked ready to cut your throat for twopence. He doubted anyone drinking in the middle of the day had any sort of job.


He walked up to the bar and asked the chap behind it for a half pint because in his experience as a private investigator, people who worked in pubs were usually more willing to talk to you if you bought something. He’d decided to lose the slight Irish accent he’d pretended to have last time he visited this town.


He paid for the drink and put a further shilling down on the counter, keeping his forefinger on it. ‘I’m looking for Arthur Chapman. I was told he comes in here regularly.’


‘What do you want him for?’


‘I have some good news for him.’


After a searching gaze, the man said, ‘The poor sod definitely needs some good news, for a change. He’s the one in the corner by the fire.’


Biff turned to stare in that direction and saw a scrawny, sad-looking man of about the right age, who looked chilled through and was holding his hands out to the fire. Nodding thanks to the barman, he pushed the shilling across the counter, not surprised at how swiftly it vanished.


As a private detective, he’d found the heirs to the other two properties left by Miss Jane Chapman and her nephew, and now, hopefully, he was about to find the heir to the final house.


He sat down in a chair across the tiny table from the man, who seemed to be drinking lemonade, or was it water? If so, the barman must have taken pity on him and given him a drink so that he would have an excuse to stay and warm himself.


‘Are you Arthur Chapman?’ he asked quietly.


He got a suspicious glance in response. ‘Who wants to know?’


‘Biff Higgins.’ He extended a business card.


After a slight hesitation the man took it, read it and dropped it on the table. ‘Has she set a detective on me now?’


‘She?’


‘Don’t pretend. That Mrs Hicks will do anything to keep me from my granddaughter.’


‘I’ve never met or communicated with anyone of that name. I’ve been sent by Mr Albert Neven, a London lawyer, to find Arthur Chapman who has been left a bequest by a distant relative.’


That was greeted by a frown. ‘That’s my name, but who’d leave me anything? I’ve got no close relatives left.’


‘It was a Miss Sarah Jane Chapman.’


After a moment’s thought, he snapped his fingers. ‘Ah. Dad’s second cousin on his father’s side. He allus spoke well of her. I didn’t think she knew I existed, though.’


‘She must have done, because she’s definitely left you something.’


Arthur shook his head, clearly baffled.


Biff realised that the men sitting nearby had fallen silent and were trying to listen to their conversation. ‘How about we go somewhere more private to discuss it, Mr Chapman? I could buy you a meal at the Star hotel. They’re open for luncheon and I’m hungry, even if you aren’t.’


‘Well, I could certainly do with a good meal, so I’ll thank you kindly for that offer.’ He stood up, leaving the rest of his drink, so Biff left his beer. It had served its purpose and he didn’t enjoy drinking in the daytime anyway.


At the hotel, the waiter glanced at Arthur and showed them to a table in the corner, away from the better-dressed folk.


Biff’s companion seemed to relax a little once they were seated. ‘Eh, it’s a long time since I’ve been in a posh place like this.’


‘They do excellent food. Let’s order, then we can talk.’


When he nodded across the room, a waitress came to their table, smiling at him. ‘Nice to see you here again, Mr Higgins.’


After she’d taken their order, Arthur asked abruptly, ‘What has the old lady left me, then?’


‘A house and its contents.’


Arthur gasped, then spoke in a shocked, croaky whisper, ‘A house?’ Then he scowled. ‘You’re mocking me.’


‘I’m not. It’s the simple truth. She left houses to three of her distant relatives who’d fallen on hard times, people she thought deserved a helping hand.’


Tears came into Arthur’s eyes and he blinked furiously. ‘I don’t deserve anything. I’ve made a mess of my life in the past two years. Yes, a right old mess, and all my own fault.’


‘Well, now you’ve got a chance to sort things out.’


‘As long as it’s not too late.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘My wife died two years ago, an’ I started drinking. I let myself get cheated out of what savings I didn’t spend on beer. I’d talk to anyone, buy them a drink rather than go home to an empty house. I missed my Susan that badly I could hardly think straight for the first few months. We’d been wed since we were eighteen, you see, courting since we were fourteen.’


‘Grief can do strange things to people.’


‘Aye. I turned into such a drunken sot my son wouldn’t speak to me an’ I don’t blame him.’


He was speaking in such a bleak monotone, Biff’s heart went out to him.


‘Then my daughter and her husband were killed in that big railway accident down south a few months ago. Her husband’s widowed mother, who is a mean old devil, took my granddaughter in and got the minister of her church to speak for her as being a proper guardian. As if he knows her, he’s a new man to this town, that one is!’


He stared into space for a few seconds, then said in a husky voice, ‘She’s not let me speak to my little Beatie since, not once, and has threatened to bring down the law on me if I go near them, even though I’ve give up the booze.’


‘Could you not have hired a lawyer to help you?’


‘I might have if I’d any money left. Or a job. Only I haven’t got either.’


‘Ah. I see.’


‘What upsets me most is that my granddaughter looks unhappy since she’s gone to live with Ruby Hicks. Beatie may be warmly dressed and live in a comfortable house, but she’s downright miserable there if you ask me. It fair breaks my heart to see her in the street. She used to be such a happy little lass, skipping along an’ chattering away.’


‘How old is she?’


‘Just turned nine.’


Their meal was served and Arthur proved how hungry he’d been by clearing his plate rapidly. He looked across the table apologetically as he laid down his knife and fork, because Biff’s plate was still half full. ‘Sorry for my poor table manners. I were famished.’


‘Have a piece of apple pie for afters, then. They do a good one here.’


His companion gave him another of those wry, twisted smiles. ‘I’ve not been eating well for a while, so I couldn’t fit anything else in. Thank you for the offer, though. That were extra kind of you.’


Biff finished his own meal then pushed away his plate. ‘Can you prove who you are?’


‘Aye, easy. I’ve lived in the valley all my life. There’s a dozen folk in Rivenshaw who’ve known me since we were childer together.’


‘We’ll go and see Henry Lloyd straight away then. Do you know him?’


‘I’d recognise him by sight. Folk speak well of him.’ Arthur closed his eyes, murmuring, ‘I hope I don’t wake up and find this is all a dream.’


Henry Lloyd studied the man Biff Higgins had brought to see him. ‘You don’t need to prove who you are, Mr Chapman. I used to see you around town when you worked for Sam Redfern. After you lost your wife, you seemed to vanish, and when I wanted to find you, I couldn’t.’


‘Well, it’s good that you can identify him yourself,’ Biff said. ‘That’ll save me one job. What do we need to do next, Mr Lloyd?’


‘I’ll contact Mr Neven and we’ll get him to send us the key to the third house.’ Henry turned back to Arthur, and added, ‘Miss Chapman said those houses weren’t to be opened up again until the heirs had been found, just kept weatherproof. So I’m no wiser about the contents than you are.’


‘It’s a strange business altogether,’ Biff said.


‘But kindly meant. Both Miss Chapman and her nephew were very pleasant people to deal with. Now, where can I contact you, Mr Chapman?’


Arthur flushed, looking embarrassed. ‘I don’t have proper lodgings. You could leave a message for me at the church hostel in East Rivenshaw. I earn my night’s shelter there by doing some cleaning, and they let me leave my spare clothes in the cellar, but no one can stay there during the day so I never know where I’ll be then.’


Biff had seen unemployed men both here and in London walking the streets in the daytime come rain or shine, some carrying bundles, some without any possessions.


Mr Lloyd nodded. ‘I’ll do that.’ He glanced at the clock. ‘Now, if you two will wait in reception, I’ll telephone Mr Neven and see if we’re in time for him to send the house key here by the overnight express service.’


He came out to join them again a few minutes later. ‘They’ve just got time to catch today’s post, so the key will arrive in Rivenshaw late tomorrow morning. Perhaps you’d like to check tomorrow that it’s arrived, then bring Mr Chapman to meet me at the house at one o’clock in the afternoon, Mr Higgins, then we can hand everything over?’


Both men nodded, then Biff turned to Arthur. ‘There’s something else I need to tell you, Mr Chapman. Because of the difficulties the heirs had last time, with Higgerson trying to bully them to sell him the properties at a knock-down price, Mr Neven has hired me to keep an eye on you for a week or two and help you settle in. Will that be all right with you?’


Arthur looked from one to the other in puzzlement. ‘Higgerson wants my house?’


Mr Lloyd nodded. ‘Yes, and you know what he’s like. You’ll definitely need to be on your guard, Mr Chapman.’


Biff knew what he still had to tell the heir would give him further difficulties, so he tried to think how to cheer the poor fellow up. As they left the lawyer’s rooms, he asked, ‘Would you like to see your house from the outside today?’


‘I’d like to, of course I would, but it depends where it is. I can’t afford bus fares, and my shoes have holes in the soles, so I can’t walk very far. I put fresh cardboard in them every morning, but it soon wears through, especially on rainy days.’


He saw Biff’s pitying expression at this admission and added, ‘I made a vow after I stopped boozing to tell the truth – when it doesn’t hurt anyone but me, that is – so I’m not pretending about how broke I am.’


‘Well, I have my car and was expecting to drive you there and back. I’ll need to give you some more information after you’ve seen the house. You’ll understand better then why I’m here.’


He shrugged. ‘I’ll do whatever you and the lawyers think best. Where is this house exactly?’


‘Backshaw Moss.’


Arthur looked disappointed. ‘If it’s in that slum, it can’t be up to much – though anything’s welcome, of course.’


‘It’s quite a nice house, actually, the end one on Daisy Street, so not in the bad part of Backshaw Moss. What’s more, the council knocked down the row of slum dwellings that was on the other side of the street at that end, and they’ve built a row of new houses in their place. They’ve worked quickly, and the new places are almost finished. So where your house is situated is being transformed into a respectable area.’


‘Eh, that’s a relief. I’ve had enough of living in slums this past year, I can tell you. Thank you for that offer to drive me there, Mr Higgins. Once again I’m grateful to you, an’ I won’t forget your kindness. I can’t wait to see the house. Maybe even that Hicks woman will let me see my granddaughter now.’


And maybe, Biff thought, he could help him with that as well. He could try, anyway. Not being from the valley, he didn’t know who this Ruby Hicks was, but he’d make it his business to find out and get a look at her and the child, who clearly meant so much to her grandfather.


Arthur sat in the car as he was driven slowly up the hill to Birch End, enjoying the comfort of this means of transport. He wondered what he had to be warned about. Whatever it was, he’d cope. Life wasn’t always easy, but if the house was even halfway decent, he’d do it up gradually. He was good with his hands.


Surely he could find a job of some sort to earn the money for that? Especially if he didn’t have to pay rent. Maybe he could take in a lodger or two as well? No, they’d need someone to prepare meals for them, and he wasn’t a cook.


As they slowed down to go through the village centre of Birch End, they passed a couple of women standing chatting. Biff had to slow down just then to let an old man cross the road, and waved to one of them. She waved back, smiling.


‘Nice woman, Gwynneth Harte. Do you know her?’


‘I don’t think I’ve ever met her, but she looks friendly.’


‘You’ll be bound to meet her now because as well as visiting her son, who lives two doors away from your new home, she lives just down the road in Birch End.’


Arthur turned his head to take another look at her. She was about his own age, he’d guess, and had a lovely warm smile. Comely was the word that came into his mind to describe her. It was old-fashioned, but it suited her, somehow. He always judged people by their smiles. His wife had had a lovely one.


He forgot the stranger as the car drew up at the very end of Daisy Street. He hadn’t been up to this part of the valley since before his wife died. If he remembered correctly, a huddle of tumbledown old houses had once stood on the other side of the street, as if signalling the entrance to a slum. They were gone now, and a row of brand new terraced houses were standing there, giving a completely different impression to those who passed by.


As he opened the car door, he could hear the sound of hammering coming from inside one of them, and there was a lovely smell of freshly sawn wood. He turned his head slowly, hardly daring to look at his inheritance in case it was a tumbledown place. But it wasn’t! On this side of Daisy Street there were three larger houses. He’d passed them a few times, but hadn’t taken much notice of them until now. He sucked in a sharp breath. His inheritance couldn’t be one of those, surely?


As Biff got out of the car, he pointed to the end house. ‘That one is yours. Number 25.’


It felt to Arthur as if the world had stopped turning and he with it. When he did manage to put a few words together, all he could say was, ‘But it’s a big house!’


‘Bigger than the average dwelling, yes.’


‘It can’t be mine!’


Biff smiled at him. ‘Well, it is, thanks to Miss Chapman and her nephew.’


‘I don’t deserve it, ’deed I don’t!’


‘She thought her bequests might help her descendants to pull their lives together, and it has done with the other two. She would be so pleased about that. I’m sure this one will do the same for you.’


Biff waited, but Arthur still said nothing, so he continued to offer information in a gentle flow to give him time to get used to his inheritance. ‘These houses are very soundly built, but you’ll probably find that yours needs modernising inside, as the others did. They’ve been empty for over a decade, you see, and all that’s been done in that time is maintenance of the exteriors.’


Arthur put one hand on the roof of the car, as if to steady himself, and said harshly, ‘I have only a few shillings in the world. How would I do any modernising at all?’


‘Miss Chapman will probably have left you a way to do it, with a bit of effort. She was a great believer in working hard if you wanted something. We’ll find out more tomorrow when we see the interior.’


‘What were the other houses like inside?’


‘Number 23 had been divided into flats, with some very badly behaved tenants needing throwing out. The owners have done a lot of modernising, and they have a couple of good tenants living there now, so maybe you can do that too. The whole of Number 21 was crammed so full of larger furniture, you could hardly walk through it.’


‘Why would anyone leave it like that?’


‘Miss Chapman had inherited two other houses when she was old and failing in health, so she had just had the furniture from them dumped inside to be dealt with later. I gather she had expected to recover and live to a ripe old age like most of the Chapmans. Sadly, she didn’t.’


He waited, but Arthur just nodded.


‘I have no idea what we’ll find inside yours, but probably some things to help you set yourself up.’


‘Anything would be a help, but I’ll sleep on the bare boards and use sacks for blankets if I have to.’


Biff nodded acceptance of this. He’d have been the same. Owning your own house was an impossible dream for most people. ‘Shall we walk around the outside and peep over the wall into the backyard?’


Arthur nodded, following him past the side of the house along which ran a side street where the better village of Birch End began. They could just see into the backyard if they stood on tiptoe. It contained the usual outhouses and was paved with big square flagstones.


They studied it in silence, then continued.


When they finished their circuit, Arthur stared at the house again from the front, muttering, ‘Eh, it’s a fine building. I don’t deserve it, ’deed I don’t.’


‘Then you’ll have to make sure you do deserve it by the time you get things sorted out.’


Arthur stared at Biff and nodded slowly, as if that remark had hit home.


Biff gave him a little more time to stare, then said quietly, ‘I’ll drive you back down the valley to Rivenshaw now. Can you meet me at half past twelve outside the town hall tomorrow and we’ll drive up to meet Mr Lloyd?’


‘Yes, of course. I’ll be grateful for the lift. Thank you.’


As they got out of the car, Biff slipped a ten-shilling note into his hand. ‘To help you smarten up a bit.’


Arthur stared down at it then nodded thanks. This was no time to stand on his dignity.


He watched the car drive away and walked slowly along the street to the hostel to do the cleaning job that would earn him a night’s shelter. On the way there he bought a second-hand pair of shoes from the pawn shop. The uppers were a bit scuffed, but the soles were sound, which was the main thing.


He also spent sixpence at the public baths that evening, taking his one spare set of underclothes in with him to wear afterwards so that he could wash the others in the bath water. He could dry them overnight at the hostel.


Sitting in the warm water, he bent his head forward and wept for both joy at the prospect of owning a house and sorrow that Susan hadn’t lived to move there with him.


*


When he raised his head, he felt cleansed in more ways than one, and utterly determined to make full amends for his recent mistakes and stupidity. He didn’t know how he’d do that, but he’d find a way.


He didn’t tell anyone at the hostel what had happened, though. Time enough for that later.




2


Gwynneth was glad to be going into Rivenshaw. It’d take her mind off her worries to do some shopping and maybe meet a few people she knew and chat to them. The village shop in Birch End supplied everyone’s basic needs, but it didn’t stock much beyond essential groceries.


She had a quarter of an hour to wait for the bus, but there was a bench behind the bus stop and she enjoyed watching people. Today she saw a little lass she’d noticed before walking sedately along the street, accompanied by a harsh-faced old woman.


Other children of her age skipped along and chatted to their companions, but this one always walked sedately. She’d have been bonny had she not been dressed in funereal black, with her hair dragged back into a tight single plait.


The stern-looking woman seemed to be scolding the child. Why was she not at school? Ah, that was a bandage on her wrist. Perhaps she’d been to see the doctor.


The child’s face bore an expression of what looked like the stoic calm of utter despair to Gwynneth, a way to hide her real feelings. Such a young creature to be so guarded and unhappy. She couldn’t have been more than about nine or ten.


It tore at Gwynneth’s heart to see her. She’d have given anything for a grandchild of that age to take for walks, chat to and make clothes for.


The old woman’s expression remained grim. Once, when the lass started to move in a pattern of steps to avoid stepping on the cracks between the paving slabs, she cast a quick, furtive glance around and slapped her young companion good and hard on the back of the head. From her expression, she enjoyed doing it.


The blow was so hard it sent the child tumbling to the ground, and when the poor little thing got up, she was cradling the arm with the bandage on it. That didn’t stop her getting scolded for not walking properly. The bandage was now trickling blood.


The woman’s shrill voice carried clearly in the damp air. ‘You stupid fool. Look what you’ve done to yourself now!’


Gwynneth knew better than to intervene, but she wanted to. Oh, she wanted to very badly! It was heartbreaking how some folk treated those weaker than themselves.


That particular day, the woman must have got a stone in her shoe, because she stopped suddenly, pointed to one end of a park bench, and snapped out a command. Sitting down at the other end, she pulled her shoe off and shook something out.


The child didn’t attempt to sit down, just stood motionless next to the bench while the woman bent to put on her shoe again. Gwynneth winked at the little girl as they started moving again and walked past the bus shelter, giving her a tiny wave with her hand lowered so that the woman didn’t see it.


After a quick look of shock and a glance to check that the old woman wasn’t watching her, the lass gave a tiny nod and a flicker of her fingers in response.


Gwynneth jerked in shock when someone spoke to her. ‘Did you see that, Mrs Harte?’


She recognised the voice and looked up to smile at Sergeant Deemer, who was standing nearby, half-concealed behind an evergreen bush. Had the policeman been watching the woman too?


‘Yes. And it’s not the first time I’ve seen her hit that poor child, sergeant. I think she’s the grandmother.’


‘Yes, she is. The child’s parents are dead, and she looks after her, but I’m starting to worry about what’s going on. My constable’s seen the woman hitting poor Beatie several times when they’re out in the back garden because his beat takes him past it. Mrs Hicks must think she can’t be seen there.’


They both sighed at the same time.


‘It’s one thing to slap a child for being naughty, another to beat them regularly,’ the sergeant said. ‘I wonder how Beatie got that injury?’


‘Who knows? There’s nothing we can do, though, is there? People are allowed to chastise their children.’


Deemer scowled. ‘That doesn’t mean beating them black and blue.’


As the bus came into view in the distance, a thought occurred to Gwynneth. ‘If something really bad happens and you need a place for the child to stay in an emergency, Sergeant Deemer, I’d be happy to take her in and look after her.’


He studied her face. ‘Are you sure about that, Mrs Harte?’


‘Yes. Definitely. I love children, and I don’t have any grandchildren yet.’


‘I’ll bear it in mind.’ He nodded and moved on.


Gwynneth sighed as she got on the bus. She couldn’t get the memory of that poor child being knocked to the ground out of her mind.


And here she was with all that love to spare. Life could be so unfair.


In London, Albert Neven called his clerk into his room. ‘Good news!’ he said by way of a greeting. ‘That phone call was from the lawyer in Rivenshaw. Mr Higgins has found Arthur Chapman.’


‘Oh, jolly good, sir.’


‘Yes, Penscombe. But the poor fellow is apparently in a sorry state. He lost his wife, then his daughter and son-in-law within the space of a year, and fell to pieces.’


‘Those were some hard blows.’


‘He’s pulled himself together during the past year and stopped drinking, but is living in poverty. Respectable poverty, Biff says, so he will be allowed to inherit.’


‘Good to know, sir.’


‘Can you please send the key to Number 25 up to Mr Lloyd by overnight express? He’ll take Higgins and Chapman to the house and hand it over. It’ll be interesting to find out what it’s like inside, won’t it? Miss Chapman and her nephew had some very devious plans for their heirs, if you ask me, and they knew how to keep their plans secret.’


‘Their ideas worked well for the first two houses, did they not? Jerked both of their relatives out of ruts and into happier lives. Let’s hope this final heir can also benefit from their generous if eccentric actions.’




3


Arthur arrived outside the town hall ten minutes early the following day, so eager was he to go inside the house. His house! He had to keep reminding himself that he owned a house now, it seemed so impossible. He came from a poorer branch of the Chapman family and no one on his side had ever owned a house before.


He’d spruced himself up as much as possible for this first visit, but that wasn’t much. These might be his best clothes, but they were threadbare, only used for going to church – and he hadn’t done much of that since Ruby Hicks had taken his granddaughter away from him and joined that strange little church in Birch End. No one looked happy as they came out of it, certainly not the subdued group of children.


He looked down and brushed away a speck of lint. At least his clothes were clean now. Maybe he’d be able to find a full-time job too. He still had the necessary skills and was gradually living down his bad reputation as a boozer.


He was one of the fortunate ones. There were still some chaps who’d never be fit enough to hold down a job after being injured in the Great War. He’d been lucky; he’d come out of the fighting whole, physically at least.


It seemed a long time till Mr Higgins drove up, so Arthur went to read the public notices. They were still showing the tribute to the old king, who’d died and been buried in January. The new king was the eighth to be called Edward.


Arthur sniffed in disapproval at the official photo of the latter. This one sounded to be a bit of a playboy, if you believed the newspapers, and he didn’t like the snooty expression on the fellow’s face.


Arthur read a lot of newspapers, usually ones a few days old that he acquired for free after they’d been discarded. Once he’d become sober again, he’d taken up his old habit of trying to understand what was going on in the wider world.


Then he forgot about kings as Biff stopped his car beside him, smiling and beckoning to him to get into the front passenger seat.


‘Excited?’


‘I don’t know how I feel to tell you the truth, Mr Higgins. I’m all of a tozz-wozz, as my mother would have said.’


‘That’s very understandable.’


As he set off again Biff looked in the rear-view mirror and frowned. A couple of minutes later he pulled in by the side of the road and looked once more, muttering under his breath, beginning to worry. He set off again.


‘Is something wrong, Mr Higgins?’


‘That car seems to be following us. Do you recognise it? Or its driver?’


Arthur twisted around. ‘Yes. It’s Jem Stanley driving Mr Higgerson’s new car. He’s been working for him since he came out of prison.’


He let out an involuntary chuckle. ‘Everyone’s still laughing at the way that Dobbs fellow, who used to arrange for Higgerson’s dirty work, ran off with his boss’s car.’


Biff smiled too. ‘Sergeant Deemer told me the police haven’t found any sign of Dobbs or the car, but I’d guess he hasn’t tried all that hard, knowing how he feels about Higgerson.’


‘He’s a wicked man, that one is. Done near as much harm to folk in this valley as the war did. We’ve had villains before, every place does, but not usually as bad as him. Why, even his own wife ran away from him.’


They both fell silent for a few moments, thinking of poor, pale Lallie Higgerson.


‘I hope she stays safe,’ Arthur murmured. ‘She gave me sixpence once when she was out shopping, said I looked hungry. I was. I’d not eaten for two days.’


As they left the town, the other car stayed behind them. ‘I can guess why Jem Stanley is following us,’ Biff admitted.


Arthur twisted his head round again. ‘Because of the house.’


‘I don’t understand how Higgerson could have found out so quickly that you’re the heir to Number 25.’


‘Someone will have reported seeing you and me together looking round the outside of the house yesterday. He’ll have put two and two together.’


‘Why would he be interested enough to be keeping watch on you, though?’


Arthur scowled. ‘Higgerson likes to think he’s king of the valley. I refused to do a job for him last year because I don’t steal or hurt people, and ever since then he’s been trying to get at me. He’s lost me a few temporary jobs that I know of.’


‘If he bears a grudge against you, you’d better be more careful than ever before from now on. He tried to get hold of the other two houses Miss Chapman had left, and not by honest means, either. Mr Neven is worried he might go after your house too, though why the man’s so keen to get hold of any of these houses is more than either of us has been able to work out. Most of his properties are in the slums, bought cheaply and nearly falling down because he skimps on maintenance.’


‘He’s even had extra cellar rooms dug out on a few of them,’ Arthur said. ‘You should have seen the mess it made.’


‘But that’s dangerous! How the hell does he get away with it?’


Arthur couldn’t hold back a sigh. ‘Eh, who knows? I just hope I can keep out of his way from now on.’


‘Don’t forget that I’m available to help you. I could stay with you for a while to help you settle in.’ He saw the regret on his companion’s face and added quickly, ‘Don’t worry! Mr Neven is paying me to do that as part of his duty to ensure that the final bequest is passed on smoothly. It won’t cost you a penny.’


‘Oh. Well, I’ll appreciate any help you can give me, Mr Higgins, I definitely will.’


‘Since we’ll be working together, why don’t you call me Biff from now on?’


‘Biff it is. And you should call me Arthur.’


They turned right off the main road that continued to the top of the valley, and drove through Birch End, stopping where it ended at Daisy Street.


Jem Stanley drove slowly past them, hooting the car horn and making a rude sign. After stopping about a hundred yards further along the street, he got out and leaned against his car, watching them openly. He was a big, lumpy man with an ugly face, whose nose had been badly broken at some time.


‘He’s only been out of prison for a few months,’ Biff said. ‘We’ll stay in the car until Mr Lloyd arrives. I’m not afraid of Stanley or his master. I can look after myself in a fight, believe me. But I always prefer to avoid trouble, if possible.’


‘So do I. I used to be able to stand up for myself when I was younger. Well, you had to where I lived as a kid. What I’m worried about now is being outnumbered and then beaten up. Mr Higgerson has no scruples about hurting folk if they’ve upset him. He might not do the beating himself these days, but he knows others who’ll do it for him.’


‘Well, there are two of us at the moment, which makes it a bit more difficult for them.’


Arthur was grateful, but couldn’t help wondering what he’d do after Biff left the valley and he was on his own again. Then he got angry at himself for being so timid. Use your brain, Susan would have told him.


He stared at the house, thinking hard. If he made a will as soon as the house was his, leaving it to someone honest and with a bit of power like . . . like Mr Lloyd, Higgerson would have no way of getting hold of the house.


That idea made him feel a bit better. He still had a brain. It was just a bit rusty.


The lawyer arrived at Daisy Street five minutes later and got out of his car straight away, smiling at them till he noticed Jem Stanley, who was lurking next to a car further up the street. It was all too obvious that he was there to watch what they were doing.


Mr Lloyd’s smile vanished and he led the way towards the front door at a brisk pace, asking in a low voice, ‘Has that fellow been causing any trouble?’


‘Not so far. But Higgerson must have sent him to report on what happens here today. How did he even find out enough to think us worth following?’


‘Sergeant Deemer told me a while ago that our so-called builder sends out word asking for information about people he’s interested in and pays sixpence for anything useful. But we can ignore Stanley today because he won’t be able to follow us inside. He won’t find out anything about what’s in the house from me afterwards, I promise you.’


‘Don’t you have any idea about what’s there?’ Biff asked.


Mr Lloyd hesitated, then admitted, ‘Not much. I’ve been given some guidance, since I have a part to play in what happens next, but there’s nothing else I can tell you at the moment.’


He stopped at the front door and pulled a large, old-fashioned key from his pocket, holding it out to Arthur. ‘Perhaps you’d like to open the door of your new home and go in first, Mr Chapman?’


Arthur took the key, staring down at it, then tried to put it into the lock. He had trouble getting it in at first because his hand was shaking. They must think him a fool.


Then the key slid in suddenly and he unlocked the door. Taking a deep breath, he turned the tarnished brass knob and pushed the door open, staring inside.


The hall was dusty and bigger than the main room in the terraced house where he’d lived with his wife and two children for many years.


He forgot the others and walked to the centre of the space, turning round slowly on the spot and marvelling at the huge window that took up most of the upper part of one side wall, shedding multi-coloured light on the staircase, which led up to the next floor. He noticed the exquisitely carved bannisters and also that they needed a good polish. He’d like to get his hands on them, bring that wood to life again.


The glowing jewel colours in the stained-glass patterns brightened the whole space, even on a late winter’s day. The tinted light was reflected across the hand he stretched out towards the nearest shaft of sunlight that angled across the space. It felt as if the house was greeting him.


It was so beautiful! So elegant! Or it would be, if properly cared for.


A thought came from nowhere, taking him by surprise. He’d need a wife to help him look after his new home. Even Susan would tell him to find one. That was partly why people got married, she’d always said, to help one another through life, and if either of them died, the other should marry again.


For the first time since his loss he felt the need to move on with his life, though he would never stop feeling glad for the wonderful years he’d had with Susan.


Was it possible for a house to do that to you when you owned it? Make you see its needs as well as your own?


Time enough to think about that later. For the moment, there were several closed doors waiting for him, and he was eager to see what lay behind them. He walked across the hall to the right and opened the nearest one.


Biff was still standing at the front door, watching Arthur, when he heard footsteps crunch on the gravel of the path behind him. He spun round to see who it was, anger rising in him when he saw that Stanley had moved through the gate and was part way down the path, craning his neck, trying to see into the house.


‘Get out, you!’ He walked quickly along the path, fists clenching instinctively. He wasn’t as tall or as muscular as Stanley, but he was furiously angry. After one look at his expression and the lawyer frowning at him from the doorway, Stanley took a hasty few steps back on to the footpath.


Biff slammed the gate shut on him and said slowly and clearly, ‘Do not set even one foot on my client’s property again or I’ll report you to the police for trespassing! Your sort are not welcome here.’


Stanley squared his shoulders and shook himself, looking as if he was debating whether to fight.


Biff watched him steadily. He didn’t feel nervous or hesitant about defending Arthur and the house.


After a couple of moments, Stanley shook his head, like a dog shaking off water. ‘You’re going to find out differently soon whether I’m welcome here or not, Mr Bloody Higgins, so you’d better make the most of the house while you can.’ He jabbed his forefinger towards the building. ‘That drunken sot won’t be staying there for long, that’s for sure. Mr Higgerson will make certain of that.’


Biff didn’t respond, merely turned and followed Mr Lloyd back into the house, removing the door key from where Arthur had left it on the outside. He closed the front door behind him and used the key to lock it from the inside.


He was thoughtful as he moved across the hall. Clearly Higgerson was planning something. He must really want these houses. What the hell could he do to get hold of this last one? Even he couldn’t just take it off Arthur.


Ugh! He had only to think of Higgerson to feel disgust roil inside him. The man claimed to be a respectable businessman and he had even managed to get elected to the town council, but he was an out-and-out villain and should be locked away instead of let run loose to harm those weaker than him.


Mr Lloyd was now standing at the open door of the sitting room, watching the heir, who had lingered a couple of paces inside to stare round. Biff joined the lawyer and gave him a quick, whispered summary of what Jem had taunted him with.


‘We may have to hire more guards, as we did with the other houses. Don’t say anything to Chapman yet. Let him have his first tour of the house in peace. He’s looking so happy.’


Arthur began to walk slowly round the room, but the others stayed where they were, letting the new owner touch pieces of furniture and pause to stare up at the paintings on the walls. He was fairly glowing with joy. It was lovely to see.


After a circuit of the room Arthur went to stand by the fireplace, bafflement slowly replacing the initial joy as he stared round again.


Biff looked round too, giving the room more than a cursory glance this time as he tried to work out what was puzzling the heir.


The room contained several substantial pieces of furniture and some smaller tables and stools. He suddenly realised that though every single piece was of good quality, most of them were damaged in some way. Chairs stood lopsidedly, a small side table was propped up by a pile of books, with the missing leg lying on the floor beside it. Some of the stuffing was coming out of the seat cushions of a sofa.


He watched the heir move across to the small table and run gentle fingers over the dusty carving at the curved tops of the three intact legs, then pick up the fourth one from the floor to examine it.


‘This was beautifully made,’ Arthur said suddenly. ‘It could be repaired, and so could the other pieces. I don’t understand why everything has been left in such a sad state. There isn’t a single piece of furniture in this room that doesn’t need some attention. If I had my tools, I could do a lot of the work myself, but I pawned them when I was at my lowest point with the drinking. The tools will have been sold by now, because I’ve never had enough money to retrieve them.’


‘Are you sure you’re skilled enough to do any necessary repairs?’


‘Oh, yes. Most of the ones needed by the furniture anyway. I’m not good enough at French polishing to do justice to pieces this good, and if there’s plumbing needing doing elsewhere in the house, I’ve no experience of that. It’s wood I like working with. I’m not trained, because my parents couldn’t afford to pay for an apprenticeship. They needed my wages as soon as I could leave school, but Mr Redfern used to say I had an instinct for it and I learned a lot from working with him.’


Well, if Redfern said it that boded well, Biff thought. He ran a respected cabinet making business in the valley.


Arthur stroked another piece as he spoke, not even seeming aware that he was doing it. ‘Eh, I’ve never handled such fine work in my life.’
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Biff found it touching to watch Arthur’s reaction to his inheritance, but he saw Mr Lloyd surreptitiously pull out his watch and peek at it, so he knew they’d have to get through this preliminary tour more quickly.


He moved across to Arthur. ‘Let’s go and look in the other rooms now. We can study the details later, but it’ll be better to get a sense of the whole house first, don’t you think? You can look your fill after you move in.’


Arthur nodded happily. ‘Aye, I mustn’t keep a busy man like Mr Lloyd for too long, must I? I’ll have plenty of time to look at everything later.’


‘Maybe somewhere we’ll find a clue as to exactly what Miss Chapman’s nephew wanted you to do with the house. You’ll not only need to repair the pieces of furniture but bring the whole place up to date and install modern amenities.’


It upset him to see the bright smile fade.


‘I don’t have any money at all. I couldn’t make even a start on that.’


‘There may be provisions for helping you in the will itself.’ He glanced at Mr Lloyd, who gave a slight nod.


‘Do you think so?’ Arthur asked.


‘I doubt she’d leave you without some means of looking after your inheritance. Come on.’ Biff led the way across the hall into what turned out to be a dining room. There was a big table there, but it lay in several pieces. The beautifully polished mahogany top leaning against the wall showed it had been a good table in its day.


Arthur bent to examine the other pieces. ‘These don’t look damaged. Someone’s just pulled it apart and left it. Why would they do that?’


‘To move it from one house to another, perhaps?’


The heir didn’t look convinced and the lawyer was deliberately staring out of the window.


After that Biff only gave Arthur time to peer into the other two nearest rooms and work out what they’d been used for: a small sitting room and what looked like a cosy study behind the dining room. It was immediately clear that they too contained several broken pieces of furniture, so he chivvied the heir along.


‘Let’s find out what’s at the back of the house on the other side.’


Mr Lloyd gave Biff another slight nod of approval when Arthur wasn’t looking.


The last door at the rear of the hall led to the kitchen and related work areas. There was more damaged furniture there, but the cooking equipment didn’t appear to be harmed and was of a high quality, even though it was as dusty as everything else.


Arthur stopped suddenly in front of several sets of crockery set out neatly on shelves. ‘Why would anyone need all these dishes?’


‘When these houses were built, there would probably be a housekeeper and at least one maid, as well as the family,’ Biff told him. ‘The servants would use the cheaper crockery and cutlery.’


‘Well, I can’t even support myself properly, let alone hire a maid, so no one except me will be using any of these pieces.’


He took the initiative again, making his way across to the scullery, which led off the rear of the kitchen, and relaxing visibly at what he found. ‘Eh, look! My grandma had an old-fashioned slopstone made of sand-coloured stone exactly like this one, with a cold water tap over it.’


‘So did mine.’ Biff smiled at the fond memories it brought up.


‘The modern white ceramic sinks are a similar shape to this one, but they’re much easier to keep clean. Why, there’s not even a gas geyser here to heat the water. Didn’t my relatives have enough money to keep up to date?’


He was about to move on when he noticed an envelope propped against the lower corner of the window addressed to ‘Arthur Chapman, Esq.’ in large black handwriting.


He did nothing, staring at the envelope as if expecting it to bite him.


Mr Lloyd gave him an impatient glance. ‘It’s addressed to you, Mr Chapman. Why don’t you pick it up and find out what it says?’


Arthur stretched out his hand, but still hesitated to touch the envelope. It was such a posh one, and the handwriting was really fancy. But it was definitely addressed to him so he picked it up, blew the dust off, then tore open the top as carefully as he could.


He found two sheets of paper inside, covered with the same black handwriting. It took him a while to work his way through it, given the fancy, unfamiliar style of writing. He was uncertain of the exact meaning of a few of the words, too, but didn’t like to ask for help and show his ignorance. Anyway, he was pretty sure he could understand the main points being made, and the letter was very friendly.


Dear Arthur


Welcome to your new home. I hope you’ll be happy here.


I know about your lapse into drunkenness and the sad reasons for it. The fact that you have stopped drinking and are trying to remake your life in a better mode has prompted me to give you this chance to do something with your future.


This house originally belonged to my aunt, Sarah Jane Chapman, a distant cousin of yours. I know she would approve of you inheriting it. She wanted all three properties to go to relatives who needed a helping hand, you see.


It will take a lot of sheer hard work to turn this house into a real home again. And I’m told that you have good practical skills, especially with woodworking.


I know you don’t have any money, so once you’ve moved in, a set of basic tools will be supplied by the hardware store. You must collect these in person, and there will be £5 credited to you there as well to spend on screws and the like.


There is also £100 in an account at the bank which will be transferred to your name as soon as Mr Lloyd gives them the word. I hope you will use this to start modernising the house.


There isn’t enough money to bring it fully up to scratch, what with the need for a sewage connection, electricity, and a bathroom, but there’s enough to make a good start. It’ll be up to you to work out how to finish the job.


Please hire Mr Tyler to do any building work for you. He can be trusted. Others in the valley can’t.


With warmest wishes for your success.


Your distant cousin.


James Barker


Arthur gaped at the pieces of paper and laboriously squinted his way through the letter again, after which he held them out to Biff with one shaking hand, tears welling in his eyes. ‘It’s as if my family has reached out from beyond the grave to help me, as if I’m not alone any longer.’


The detective read the pages quickly, then asked, ‘Are you skilled enough to work on the furniture and house?’


‘I can do some of it, aye, now that I’m sober again.’ He held his hands out in front of him, palms upward. ‘These seem to know how to make or mend wooden objects, but I might as well tell you now that I have a bit of trouble with reading and writing, especially when I’m tired. My teacher said I needed glasses but my family couldn’t afford them. And even if I’d had some, we lived in a rough area and the other lads would have enjoyed breaking them. Glasses wouldn’t have lasted a week. And I’ve been too busy scraping a living to bother about reading and spectacles lately.’


The lawyer spoke, changing the subject slightly. ‘Well, Mr Higgins will make sure you get some glasses. How did you manage to acquire your woodworking skills, Mr Chapman?’


‘Bit by bit. On the job I’d watch the men who’d hired me to run errands and do whatever else they needed, and I’d try to copy them on throwaway scraps of wood. I made my mum a few platters and such.’ He sighed. ‘I had to leave school at eleven, half time, you see, to help put bread on the table. Kids could do that in them days, work half a day and attend school the other half. Mornings one week, afternoons the next. You have to stay on full-time till you’re fourteen nowadays.’


Biff couldn’t stop himself from reaching out and putting one hand on Arthur’s shoulder in a gesture of unspoken comfort. ‘Doing this house up should suit you down to the ground, then.’


‘Yes, if—’ He broke off, staring blindly into the distance.


‘What is it? Tell me.’


‘If Higgerson doesn’t find a way to prevent me. He’s got a lot of power in the valley.’


‘I keep telling you: we won’t let him do that. I won’t leave you on your own until it’s safe, I promise you, and there’s money been left to hire watchmen as well, till things settle down.’ He hated to see the happiness fade still further, and had been dreading telling him Higgerson’s interference had been expected.


It was at that moment that Biff realised something about himself. He liked this valley and, against all the odds, he felt he’d found a home here. He liked the plain-spoken northern people, and there was no one waiting for him in London now, after all. He was tired of travelling all over the country, hunting for missing relatives or spouses, many of whom didn’t want to be found again.


He even had an idea about how he might be able to earn a living in a different way here: by setting up an employment agency. His former employer had sent him on an investigation for one a few years ago, and he’d found it interesting seeing how they did that sort of work. He’d dealt with other agencies since then, after opening his own private investigation business. He had a fair idea of how to organise an employment agency, yes, and do that more efficiently than most of the ones he’d seen.
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