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Dear readers,


I hope you enjoy the fourth book in this series, which is set further up my imaginary Pennine valley from the town of Rivenshaw (also invented) in a tiny village I’ve called Ellindale. All the stories in this series are set during the first half of the 1930s. It was fascinating researching that era. Part of my research was to scan my memories for tales of my parents’ teenage years.


I was going to focus more on Wilf in this book, but the minute I started to ‘see’ Crazy Tam, he took over the central role in the story. He is called that because he is so impulsive, especially when he sees an injustice happening. And that’s how the story started – both in my head and on the page – Tam saving a child from being bullied. He also changed age from about sixty-five to fifty as I wrote. It’s like that sometimes: characters leap into life.


Some authors plan their stories in great detail. I can’t do that – I know because in my early days as a storyteller, I tried to plan one, only to discard the plot I’d worked so hard on after I’d written a couple of chapters. Why? Because better ideas popped into my head about what was going to happen. Where do these ideas come from? I have no idea. I was born with stories humming round my skull, even at the age of two, which is the earliest I remember making up stories about imaginary people.


Once I get going, the details of my stories often come to me during sleepless nights and it’s like watching a movie. Even then I don’t see a whole story, just the next few chapters.


I remember a lot of things about my childhood that took place a decade after this tale. There were some children, especially those who were different, who were mocked and treated shockingly by nasty people. Maybe that’s why my father and sister got involved in social work and both made significant contributions, especially to the lives of children with intellectual disabilities. 


My father became a Director of Social Services. He started the first youth club for such children in England, and I don’t know who had more fun when they attended the weekly meetings, him or them. He hit world headlines in the ’70s when he took over managing mental health services for a northern town and found several women who’d been locked up in mental asylums for fifty or sixty years – for having illegitimate babies. Of course, the babies had been taken away from them. 


He got the women out of that place very quickly but some of them were too frail to be exposed to the media. A few of them had no family left, so he had them to tea every now and then. However, one of these women later got married – and my father was best man at her wedding!


I am very proud of my father. I’m just as proud of my sister, who ended up as headmistress of a special school for children with both physical and intellectual disabilities. She won a Lifetime Achievement award for her pioneering work in developing their social skills, both in and beyond her ‘day job’. 


So it’s not surprising that I used an autistic girl as one of the main characters of this book, is it? There wasn’t even a word for that behaviour pattern in the 1930s. See how Jinna blossoms when included in normal life by Tam!


And see how his impulsiveness provides him with the family he’d always longed for as he helps two other children. 


Enjoy your fourth visit to Ellindale!


Anna


NB. If you’re interested in what England was really like in the 1930s, try reading J.B. Priestley’s English Journey. He went round England and wrote about what he saw in a most entertaining manner, thus providing me with a great research resource and an enjoyable read. Thank you, Mr Priestley!




In Memoriam


This book is dedicated with much love to the memory of my last ‘oldie’. My dear Auntie Connie (Constance Heyworth née Wild) died in March 2018 aged ninety-two. She was a second mother to my sister and me, and I took my first steps as a tiny child to walk into her arms. She was a delightful person, not an ounce of malice in her and could make friends with anyone she sat next to. We should all be remembered so lovingly!
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Spring 1934


Tam stopped in a village on the outskirts of Wolverhampton. He’d visited Miss Parkins’ house each spring for the past decade, ever since work became scarce in Lancashire. He preferred to go on the tramp, looking for jobs here and there, rather than apply for poor relief. He had a knack for finding work, too. Most of the time, anyway.


By this time he had one or two regulars like Miss Parkins, elderly ladies who wanted their gardens setting in order or needed odd jobs doing round the house and saved them up for him. He was handy at such tasks, if he said so himself. 


But this year there was something wrong about the house. It looked – well, deserted. He hoped the old lady was all right. He’d found a lovely book in a second-hand shop to give to her, in return for all the books she’d given him over the years.


He opened the gate of the little semi-detached house and trundled his handcart round to the back door, as usual. As he raised his hand to knock, he saw a notice inside the glass window in the top half of the door: Tam Crawford, please contact Mrs Brown next door. 


So he went round to see the neighbour, this time leaving his cart at the front.


Mrs Brown opened the door before he even got to it. ‘I saw you coming, Tam. I told the lawyer you’d turn up about now. Wait there.’


She reappeared with an unsealed envelope. ‘This is for you. It says you have to go and see Mr Eggleston as soon as you can.’


‘Where’s Miss Parkins?’


‘Dead two months ago, just slipped away in her sleep, poor dear.’


‘Aw, I’m sorry to hear that.’


‘I’m sorry to lose a good neighbour. The house goes to her nephew and he’s moving his family in soon, now that they’ve settled all the legal fussation.’


‘Thank you.’ 


Since she didn’t offer him a cup of tea, he walked back to the road, where he pulled the letter out and studied it. The lawyer had an address in the village, so no time like the present. At a guess, Miss Parkins might have left him some books. He hoped so. She’d taught him to enjoy reading and he couldn’t do without books now.


Mr Eggleston kept him waiting for nearly an hour, but Tam didn’t mind because they’d set out newspapers for clients to read.


When he was called through, the lawyer studied him before gesturing to a chair on the other side of his desk. ‘Please sit down, Mr Crawford.’


He did so and waited.


‘You’ll have heard that Miss Parkins has died.’


‘Yes. I was sorry.’


‘She’s left you a bequest.’


‘That’s kind of her.’ He waited.


‘It’s three hundred pounds.’


Tam choked and it was a couple of minutes before he’d finished coughing and spluttering, and even longer before he’d managed to pull himself together. That was a fortune to a man like him.


The lawyer was smiling slightly. ‘I’d guess this comes as a surprise.’


‘Aye. A big surprise. That’s a lot of money. Why would she do that?’


‘She said she’d enjoyed your company for the past ten years, but felt you needed a fresh start in life. She hopes you’ll spend the money on a house or shop, and settle down in Lancashire, instead of tramping all over the country. Oh, and she’s left you all her books as well.’


Tam swallowed hard and murmured ‘Mmm’ to show he was still listening.


‘She also wanted me to tell you she hopes you’ll use some of the money to help people whenever you can. She respected you greatly for sharing what little you had with other people in need.’


He shrugged, feeling embarrassed. ‘I do my bit when I can. People think it’s daft of me, but there you are. I don’t like to see children in trouble.’


‘Nor do I, Mr Crawford, nor do I. Now, let’s get down to practicalities. Do you have a bank account? We’ve been instructed to pay the money straight into a bank, you see. Miss Parkins was very emphatic about that. She said you were too kind sometimes and she didn’t want you carrying money around in your pockets and frittering it away. She, um, also said people called you “Crazy Tam” with some reason. May I ask why?’


He shrugged. ‘I’ve got a bit of a temper, especially when I see someone hurting a child. And also, I’ve been known to rush into things without thinking them through.’ 


He didn’t want to dwell on that because he hadn’t done anything impulsive for a while now. ‘And, to answer your other question, I’ve got a little bit put by in the Yorkshire Penny Bank.’ Nothing like three hundred pounds, though!


‘Good.’ The lawyer stood up and shook his hand. ‘Congratulations on your bequest. I hope you’ll make good use of it. I’ll get my clerk to attend to the paperwork and then he’ll take you to the bank and make arrangements about giving you the books.’


And that was that.


When he came out of the bank Tam didn’t know where to go. He’d counted on a couple of weeks staying at Miss Parkins’ house in her garden shed, because it was still early spring and the nights could be quite cold.


He stopped dead as it hit him again. Three hundred pounds! It had taken him years of scrimping to save thirty pounds, and that would sound like a fortune to many people. Three hundred made him feel – unsettled, different. He’d better not tell people about his legacy. It was safer.


As he walked slowly along the street pushing his handcart, he passed a place selling used cars and as usual, he stopped to look at them. He’d learned to drive in the army during the war, like a lot of chaps, and had done odd jobs that involved driving over the years, so had kept his hand in. 


He thought of how far he’d walked in the past month to get here and how he got tired more quickly these days. Well, he’d be fifty next birthday, wouldn’t he? He’d just have a look at the cars, he decided. The ones here were nice, but too expensive for a chap like him. 


A few minutes later he spotted a small Morris van round the back of the display area and went to have a look at it. It was several years old, of course, but vans like this were usually good runners.


A salesman came out of the building, studied him and hesitated.


Yes, Tam thought, look down your nose at me, why don’t you? I can’t wear good clothes for tramping the roads. Just to put the chap in his place, he called out, ‘How much is this van?’


Looking surprised, the man hurried over. ‘Thirty pounds, sir.’


‘You’re kidding me. It’s been in an accident. Look at the back of it, all battered those doors are.’


‘But the motor is good and so is the rest of the bodywork. The van would be more expensive if there weren’t a few little dents.’


‘A few big dents, you mean.’ Tam walked round it again. ‘I’ll give you twenty pounds for it.’


‘What? Now who’s kidding?’ The salesman forced a laugh.


Tam shrugged and turned as if to walk away. 


‘Twenty-five pounds, then.’


‘Twenty and not a penny more – as long as the engine is in good condition. I’d have to check that first.’


‘I’d lose money on that.’


‘No, you wouldn’t. You can’t have paid more than ten pounds for it with all those dents.’


They haggled for a while, then the salesman got the engine running and it did sound smooth. Tam asked if he could drive it round the block, so they both got in.


Eh, it was good to be driving again. And the man was right. It was a nice little runner. The brakes were good and the tyres still had plenty of wear in them. It was just the bodywork at the back that was a mess.


When they got back, Tam folded his arms across his chest and said firmly, ‘Twenty pounds.’


‘You’ll bankrupt me.’ The man stuck out one hand and they shook on it.


It wasn’t till then that Tam realised what he had done. He’d turned into Crazy Tam again and done something on sheer impulse.


He could still say he’d changed his mind. Couldn’t he?


He looked at the van. No, he wasn’t going to change his mind. He reckoned he’d be able to make a living with it as a carrier of small loads. ‘I’ll have to go to the bank to get the money out. I hadn’t planned to buy a van today.’


‘It’ll be waiting for you here. Though I’d rather you just told me if you’ve changed your mind.’


‘I haven’t changed my mind. Can I leave my handcart here? Will that convince you I want to buy it?’


The man brightened. ‘Yes, sir. Of course you can. I’ll keep my eye on it.’ He gave directions to the nearest Yorkshire Penny Bank.


Tam strode off down the street and when he turned the corner he had to lean against the wall, because he felt all shuddery. 


He’d promised himself not to do anything without serious thought.


Crazy Tam had struck again. 


Well, this would probably work out all right, but it would be the last time he gave way to an impulse, the very last.


Definitely.


A week later a stallholder at the Rivenshaw weekly market nudged the woman at the next stall. ‘Hey, look. Isn’t that Crazy Tam?’


She looked round. ‘So it is! Haven’t seen him for ages, must be a couple of years or more since he’s passed through. I thought he might have died somewhere on his travels.’


‘Not him. He’s a tough one, good for years yet.’


‘He must be getting on though.’


Ozzy shrugged. ‘Tam’s the same age as me, nearly fifty. That’s not old, not if you don’t feel old.’


‘I wonder where he’s been this time.’


‘Who knows? He told me once he just sets off without knowing where he’ll end up. I’ve never seen him driving a van before, though. He was pushing a handcart last time he came to Rivenshaw. I wonder if the van’s his? How can he afford that?’ Ozzy waved one hand to the man getting out of the shabby little vehicle.


Tam waved back and yelled, ‘Be back soon.’ He hung a scuffed leather satchel crosswise on his body and started to walk in the other direction. He’d only gone a few steps along the edge of Market Square when he stopped dead, staring into the yard at the side of the pub. He turned round and started running back to the stalls, looking furiously angry.


‘Uh-oh! Watch out for storms,’ the woman said. ‘When he gets that look on his face, there’s no telling what he’ll do.’


Tam had hauled off the leather satchel as he ran and now flung it at Ozzy. ‘Look after that for me, lad.’ Then he ran back to the half-open gate, pausing for a moment to stare into the yard, keeping most of his body out of sight.


Ozzy said abruptly, ‘It looks like he’s found trouble. He goes mad if he sees someone getting hurt, even an animal.’


‘Yes. He’s a nice chap. But crazy.’


‘He might need help. You keep an eye on the satchel and on my stall as well, Hetty lass. I bet it’s that bunch of nasty youngsters who’ve started hanging around in that yard. They think no one’s noticed the way they sneak in and out, but me an’ some of the chaps are keeping an eye on them on market days. You can’t be too careful when there’s money changing hands.’


Tam peered into the yard again but still couldn’t see exactly who the group of lads had cornered, only he knew what he’d heard. It must be someone smaller than them because he couldn’t see who it was. 


One of the lads was chanting, ‘Dummy! Dummy! Cry for your mummy.’ That was what had caught his attention – that and a child’s shrill cry of pain.


He still couldn’t see the victim but he heard a whimper, so stayed where he was for a moment or two, trying to work out who was doing what. He didn’t recognise the thin lad towering over the others in the group, but he seemed to be the ringleader. 


The lad laughed and yelled, ‘Who wants to poke the dummy next? Let’s see who can make her cry the loudest!’ 


Raucous laughter followed. 


As the lad grabbed the arm of the person hidden by the group and tugged her forward, Tam saw that it was a girl. Her clothes were torn and she was trying desperately to pull away. But her tormenter held her arms above her head while another lad jabbed her hard in the chest, making her cry out again.


‘She can’t talk but we can make her squeal.’ 


‘My turn.’


As the next lad pulled back his hand for a jab, Tam erupted into the group of lads before they realised what was happening. Grabbing the one about to jab the lass with his hand, he hurled him sideways, sending him bouncing against the wall so hard he fell to the ground. 


He turned to the leader, who was still holding her. ‘Let go of her, you!’


The lad, who was taller than him, laughed. ‘Who’s going to make me? Not you, old man. If you—’


Tam took him by surprise, punching him on the side of the jaw and sending him staggering backwards. But the lad quickly regained his balance and shoved his victim forward into Tam, who had to grab her or she’d have fallen.


‘You’re wasting your time, old man. I’ll find her again whenever I want to. See if I don’t.’ 


As the bully turned to run away, Ozzy hurried into the yard and moved forward to help Tam with the remaining lads. One of the two men who’d followed him shut the gate behind him with a thump. 


The ringleader immediately changed direction, jumped on to a barrel and clambered over the high wall, disappearing from sight before anyone could catch hold of him.


The other two backed away from the men.


The girl was struggling now to get away from Tam, but he shushed her gently. ‘It’s all right, lass. It’s all right. I won’t let them hurt you again. Shh, now. Shh. Stand still.’


They’d called her ‘Dummy’ but as she looked up at him, he was sure there was intelligence shining in those bright blue eyes. She didn’t speak but she must have understood what he’d said because she stopped struggling and stood stiffly beside him. 


‘That’s a good lass,’ he murmured. ‘Stay near me till we’ve got rid of the other two lads who were hurting you.’


Keeping one arm lightly round her shoulders, he turned to ask them, ‘What the hell did you think you were doing?’


‘It was just a bit of fun. She’s a dummy. Can’t speak. No use to anyone.’ 


‘And you think that’s a reason to torment her?’ He looked at Ozzy. ‘Get rid of these louts before I forget myself. If I see them hurting anyone again, I’ll knock them into the middle of next week.’


Ozzy clouted the one who’d poked the girl and shoved him towards the gate. ‘Don’t come anywhere near this yard again, either. I’m like my friend, can’t stand bullying. If I see you hurting this lass or anyone else, I’ll teach you what painful feels like, by hell I will.’


Both lads rushed for the gate, nearly falling through it in their eagerness to get away.


The girl was left standing beside Tam, stiff and wary but not moving away from him. He wondered for a moment why no one had come out of the pub to investigate the noise, but now wasn’t the time to find out. If his baby daughter had lived, she’d have been about this age, he reckoned. Twelve or so. He sometimes wondered what his child would have been like if she’d grown up.


Eh, what was he thinking about that for? It had happened years ago. ‘Anyone know who the lass is?’


Ozzy moved closer. ‘I don’t know her name but she lives out at Backshaw Moss with her mother. She comes to the market with Sarey Timmins every now and then, because the mother’s not been well for a while. Kind woman, Sarey. It isn’t easy to look after a dummy as she can’t think or speak properly. Most folk wouldn’t even try.’


Tam noticed the girl glare at Ozzy as he said that, so he continued to watch her. Once again, it seemed to him that she’d understood perfectly well what people had been saying. Was she unable to speak or didn’t she want to? 


‘Can someone fetch Sarey?’ he said. ‘I don’t want to take the poor lass out into the market till we can get her decent. Eh, what’s the world coming to? Those young devils have even ripped her blouse and skirt.’


‘I’ll fetch Sarey.’ One man ran off.


‘They’re a bad lot, them lads,’ Ozzy said. ‘The leader’s Johnny Houghton’s eldest. Like father, like son, eh? If they had a job to use up their energy, they’d not get into mischief so often. They tried to steal from my stall last week but we stall keepers not only keep our eyes open ourselves, we watch each other’s stuff, so the lads didn’t get away with it.’


‘Them Houghtons have been causing trouble since I were a lad,’ Tam said grimly. 


‘You’re right there. I’ve no time for people like them, thieving and bullying because they’re too lazy to work. I feel sorry for folk who steal food because they can’t find work, and are hungry and desperate, but we’re all doing it hard these days, and I can’t help all the world, can I?’


‘Better times are coming,’ Tam said confidently. ‘I’ve seen it down south.’


‘Huh! I’ll believe that when they arrive here in the valley.’ 


A woman came hurrying into the yard just then, her face lined and worn, her clothes shabby. ‘Eh, Jinna, why did you wander off?’ 


She didn’t wait for an answer, but said to Tam, ‘The lass doesn’t speak much but she talks to me a bit when she’s not frightened. I bring her to market sometimes to give her poor mam a rest and she usually sits there good as gold, drawing. Only I couldn’t find much paper for her today, and her pencil’s worn down to a stub, so she wandered off.’


She looked at Tam again, frowning slightly. ‘Jinna doesn’t often go to strangers.’


He shrugged. ‘I’m fond of children, most of ’em anyway. What’s wrong with this one’s mother?’


‘She’s not at all well.’ Sarey glanced at Jinna and shook her head. ‘I don’t know what’s going to happen to the poor creature when her mother, um, leaves us, but it won’t be long before we find out.’


He took her point. ‘That bad, is it?’


‘Aye. It’s a cruel world.’


‘Where do they live?’


‘Backshaw Moss, upper end. They’ve got a room in Mossy Row, same house as my friend Phyllis. That’s how I know them.’ She looked back towards the stalls. ‘I see you’ve got yourself a van. You wouldn’t have time to take Jinna home for me, would you, Tam? She’s a bit restless today and I can’t watch her all the time. I daren’t miss the market. My family relies on what I can buy and sell here.’


He looked sideways and once again, it seemed to him that Jinna had understood every word spoken, because she was looking sad now. ‘Aye. I’ll take her home. I’m going up to Ellindale, so Backshaw Moss isn’t far out of my way. But first we’ll need to get her a new blouse and skirt. Look what they’ve done to her clothes! If I give you some money can you find her something at the second-hand clothes stall?’ He held out a couple of coins.


She looked at him in surprise as she took them. ‘That’s kind of you. Yes, of course I can. I won’t be long.’


As she left, the girl tried to follow her and Tam said gently, ‘Stay here till she gets you some new clothes. That blouse is torn and so is your skirt, and they’re too small for you anyway.’


She looked down at herself with the gaze of an innocent child, not a young woman aware of her own body.


It wasn’t long before Sarey returned, carrying some clothes over one arm. ‘I think these will fit her. Turn your backs, please, gentlemen.’


When the men were allowed to look again, Tam saw that Jinna was wearing the new clothes and stroking the blouse, which was a pretty shade of blue.


Sarey looked back towards the market. ‘I really do have to go. There’s someone waiting at my stall. Better come and get Jinna’s drawings before you set off, Tam. She won’t go back without them.’


He nodded and turned to Ozzy. ‘Thanks for your help today, lad. I’ll see you around.’


‘Are you going to stay in the valley for a while this time or are you just passing through?’


‘Depends. I won’t stay in Rivenshaw because I’m not one for towns, but maybe I’ll find somewhere to live further up the valley, in Ellindale. I like it up the top near the moors.’ 


He turned to Jinna. ‘Come with me, lass. I’ll give you a ride home in my van.’


She looked at Sarey, who said slowly and clearly, ‘Go home with Tam. In his van. Go home now. Get your drawings first.’


The girl nodded and followed her to the stall.


There, he thought. She does understand. Definitely. 
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Back at the market, Tam retrieved his satchel from Hetty, explained what he was doing and waited next to Sarey’s stall while Jinna gathered up some crumpled pieces of paper that were obviously precious to her, trying in vain to smooth them out.


‘She lives at Number Eight, Mossy Lane, think on,’ Sarey called after him.


When he led the way across to the van, Jinna followed. He opened the door to the passenger seat but she hesitated, looking across at Sarey once again. The woman made a shooing motion with her hands. 


‘You’ll have to show me which is your house,’ he said once Jinna had got in.


She nodded.


He was, he admitted to himself, intrigued by this scrawny scrap of a girl. He’d met other folk who couldn’t speak, but they were usually dim-witted with it. Unless he was very much mistaken, Jinna was just as clever as the next person.


So why didn’t she speak? 


Eh, kids were strange creatures and yet he wished he had a house full of them. He’d only had the one child – Pansy they’d called her – and she’d died when she was three. Measles was a terrible scourge for small children. His wife had simply faded away after that from grief and had died of a bad cold that had gone to her chest. Years ago, that had been. He’d have trouble even remembering Bertha’s face if he hadn’t kept his one photo of her and Pansy. 


People had told him he should remarry. They meant well, but it had taken him time to get over such terrible losses and anyway, it’d been hard to find work that lasted, with jobs getting fewer and fewer all through the twenties. He couldn’t have afforded to support another wife then and anyway, that’s when he’d started travelling south to find work. 


It had been a good decision. At first he’d gone hungry, but he’d gradually learned to sniff out temporary work nearly everywhere he went. 


He hadn’t sniffed out anywhere to settle permanently, though, because he always came back to the moors near which he’d grown up. He’d have stayed in Lancashire, or even across in Yorkshire, but the trouble was, work was mainly to be found in the south. 


Things were changing, though, whatever Ozzy said. Tam had seen it with his own eyes. There were schemes being set up in some places to help the unemployed and since the government started giving out grants to encourage it, more house building was going on in the south. 


Miss Parkins, the old lady he’d worked for every year for a week or two in spring, had let him sleep in her garden shed and fed him a meal in return for chatting to her in the evenings. Poor Miss Parkins! She’d been lonely, he reckoned. She used to be a teacher till she grew too old and had taught him all sorts of things. 


One of them was that as far back as 1924 there had been an act of parliament to give grants to local councils to build houses, and quite a lot of towns had taken advantage of that. He’d been astonished to find that out. Why hadn’t Rivenshaw Town Council done something to earn a grant, eh? He’d like to ask the mayor and councillors. 


Then there had been another act of parliament four years ago in 1930, Miss Parkins had said, giving local councils grants for slum clearance, on condition they rehoused the people who’d lived in the slums. There had only been a token attempt to do that in Rivenshaw, as far as he could tell. 


Eh, they needed some people on the council with a bit of fire in their bellies, they did that.


He’d read a lot on his travels after Miss Parkins had started him off with the gift of a couple of books. He hadn’t had much choice about what he read. It was just a question of what he could get hold of, so he’d read all sorts of books. 


He didn’t know where the years had gone, only that it was too late now for him to start a family, more’s the pity. But not too late to do something with the money that the old lady had left him.


He was sorry Miss Parkins had gone. He’d miss her sharp insights into the world. He didn’t intend to tell anyone about his windfall when he got back to Rivenshaw. It seemed a huge amount to him and would set him apart from any new friends he made.


Tam drove to the northern end of Rivenshaw and turned right off Reservoir Road, heading towards Birch End. The girl sat stiff and silent on the seat beside him and he realised suddenly that he’d been so lost in thought he hadn’t even tried to chat to her. 


His possessions rattled about in the back of the van. He’d packed them carefully when he started his journey home, had even pulled apart the handcart and put the pieces into the van. But however careful he was, something kept getting loose. 


Good thing he had a lock on the back doors of his van because he wasn’t happy to have to take it to Mossy Lane. The council should have got a grant to knock that narrow little street down years ago, yes, and the alleys behind it, because it was nothing but a slum and a breeding ground for thieves and worse. He was surprised the ramshackle buildings hadn’t fallen down of their own accord. 


Backshaw Moss was an outlier in the various districts that were counted as part of Rivenshaw. It lay closer to Birch End, really, but that was town boundaries for you. They rarely made sense. He supposed they’d grown higgledy-piggledy, based on some farmer selling land and it being grabbed as ‘part of’ an established area.


He didn’t need to ask directions. He’d been born nearby, had lived here till he got married. Eh, what a long time ago that seemed now. He didn’t feel any different in body from how he had in his youth, though he was a lot wiser in his head in his middle years. By hell, yes! 


When he stopped the van, he told Jinna gently to get out and wait for him. He wanted to lock the doors of the vehicle carefully before leaving it.


Unfortunately she didn’t wait for him. She ran into the house still clutching those dratted papers. 


He finished locking the doors, slung his satchel across his body and followed her inside. Like most others round here, Number Eight was occupied by several families. A youngish man was standing at the front door watching what he was doing.


Tam stopped next to him. ‘Which room does that lass live in?’


‘Jinna? In the attic. Just her and her mother up there. Hey, wait!’


Tam turned.


‘It’s not safe to leave a loaded van here. People can see that it’s full of stuff through the front window. I can keep an eye on it for sixpence.’


He should have thought of that extra precaution. ‘I’ll give you threepence. I’m not made of money.’


‘All right.’


Tam studied the man’s face, then nodded. He didn’t have a shifty look. ‘Thanks.’ 


He climbed two flights of stairs and found only one door at the top, half-open, so pushed it fully open and went inside.


Jinna was standing by the bed, gently shaking the woman lying on it and saying, ‘Mam, wake up. Mam.’


Tam knew at a glance that it was no good doing that. The woman had died. He’d seen enough dead people to be sure of that.


He went across and laid one hand on Jinna’s. ‘Stop that, love. Your mam’s dead.’


She turned to him, her eyes wide with sudden horror. She still didn’t speak, but she shook her head a few times as if trying to deny it. 


For a few moments he couldn’t think what to do, then he decided he needed help, so went to the top of the stairs and yelled at the top of his voice, ‘Someone come and help me.’


A woman called back. ‘What’s wrong?’


‘There’s a dead woman up here.’


He heard her exclaim in shock, then two sets of footsteps echoed up the stairwell. An older woman arrived first, presumably from the floor below, then a younger woman.


The older one came across to the bed and tut-tutted softly. ‘Eh, the pity of it. And her only thirty. Sit on your chair, Jinna love. Sit on your chair.’


The girl did as she was told.


The newcomer closed the woman’s staring eyes and covered her face with the ragged sheet, then turned to him. ‘I’m Phyllis Gazwell. I’ve been Janet’s neighbour for a few years. Eh, I didn’t think she’d go yet. The poor thing’s had a hard time of it lately.’


‘Do we need to call a doctor?’


‘I suppose we’ll have to. You’ll need a death certificate, won’t you?’


‘I will? Why would I need one?’


‘Aren’t you a relative?’


‘No. I’m a complete stranger to them. I only brought Jinna home from the market to help Sarey out. There was trouble with some lads there, you see, bullying Jinna.’


‘Oh, dear!’ She went and yelled down the stairwell, ‘Henty! Get yourself up here this minute.’


A lad came clattering upstairs. ‘What, Mam?’


‘Mrs Smith has died. We need Dr Fiske to come and see her. Go and tell him.’


The lad tried to peer past her and she shoved him back. ‘Quick as you can, son.’ 


‘Is this Dr Fiske new round here?’ Tam asked. ‘I haven’t heard the name before.’


‘Aye. He set up in Birch End late last year. Nice young chap. He’ll come out on calls even for the likes of us, though he knows we can’t pay him.’ After a moment’s thought, she added, ‘Maybe we should send for someone from the council offices too. There aren’t any relatives that I know of, so they’ll have to do something about the lass.’


‘They’ll put her in the asylum,’ the younger woman said with relish. ‘And if you ask me, that’s where a dummy like her belongs. I never feel comfortable when she’s around, staring at everything like she never saw it before, and drawing stupid faces.’ 


‘If you’d been kinder to her, she’d not have stared at you nor she wouldn’t have drawn you looking like that.’ Phyllis smiled. ‘It was a cruel picture, but it was you all right. You look exactly like that when you’re being nasty to someone.’


‘Well! What a thing to say!’


‘I speak as I see.’


Tam looked from one to the other in puzzlement. ‘What have drawings to do with all this?’


‘Haven’t you seen that child’s drawings?’ Phyllis asked. ‘If not, go and look at that pile of papers over there. You might as well. It’ll be a while afore the doctor comes. She might not be good at speaking, but she’s really good at drawing, that little lass is.’


He went across to the table and picked up the pile of papers. Immediately Jinna rushed across the room and snatched at them, but not before he’d seen the top one, a beautifully drawn image of the dead woman, sitting in a chair looking haggard beneath an attempt at a smile. It was as vivid as a photograph – and a good photograph at that.


‘Can I please look at your drawings?’ he asked gently.


Jinna only clasped them to her chest protectively.


‘Please? I’ll be very careful with them.’


‘Let the man see them, Jinna love,’ Phyllis said.


She frowned, then slowly held them out.


He put the papers on the table and leafed through the pile one by one, amazed at what he found. If he put them down crookedly, Jinna leaned over to adjust them, so he took more care and after that she left him to look at his own speed, though she still stood protectively nearby.


After a while, he turned to the neighbour. ‘They’re very good, like a proper artist’s drawings. I’m Tam Crawford, by the way.’


She nodded, then looked across at the other neighbour, who was studying the meagre possessions on a shelf and still didn’t bother to introduce herself. ‘There’s nothing anyone can do, so you might as well go back downstairs, Maddy Dawkins. You’re only staying to see what you can pick up.’ 


‘I’ve as much right to be here as you have.’


‘Oh, have you? Well, Janet never let you come in here, did she? So I’ll only be respecting her wishes if I throw you out.’ She took a threatening step forward and the other woman retreated a couple of steps. 


‘Go on! Get out, I said!’ 


Another step and a brandished fist made the woman leave in a hurry.


‘Sorry about that,’ Phyllis said. ‘But she’d pinch things if I left her on her own here.’


Tam waited till he had Jinna’s attention again. ‘Your drawings are beautiful, lass.’ 


She smiled shyly, the first time he had seen her smile.


Turning to Phyllis, who was watching him with a satisfied expression, as if she’d known how he’d react, he asked, ‘Did Jinna really do these on her own?’ They were exquisite, in spite of some of them being drawn on crumpled scraps of paper. He’d never met anyone who could draw so meticulously. And all this with a stub of a pencil and probably nothing to rub marks out with? It beggared belief.


‘Aye. It’s all she can do, really, draw pictures. Not that she needs looking after, no, she can see to herself and put a bite of food together too, if there’s any around. But she would only talk to her mam – talk properly, I mean. She does say things to me now and then, but she won’t speak at all to strangers or to folk as are unkind to her like that silly biddy downstairs. And the poor thing gets really upset if you change anything in this room. Everything has to be put just so, especially her chair and that old umbrella she found last year. Her mam trained her to stay on the chair when told and I think she feels safe there now.’ 


‘Are you sure there are no relatives? I could go and fetch them, if you like.’


‘Janet telled me once or twice she hadn’t got no family left now.’ Phyllis sighed. ‘I can’t do anything more to help the lass than I do now, Mr Crawford. I can barely feed myself, my husband and son, let alone take on providing for Jinna as well. And we’re all living in the one room, so where would a lass that age sleep? You know how things are these days.’ She looked at him pleadingly, shame on her face. 


‘Aye. I do know, missus. Terrible hard times, these are, here in the north.’


There were footsteps on the stairs and the lad came back. ‘Mrs Fiske says the doctor will come soon as he can. And Dennis downstairs says he needs help to keep folk away from your van, mister, and could you pay me twopence to stay with him?’


Tam could have used this as an excuse to leave, and had even opened his mouth to say he’d better be going, only somehow he couldn’t do it. Not till he’d seen that the poor lass was going to be looked after. ‘All right. I’ll pay you, but not till I come out to get my van.’


With a whoop, the lad clattered back down the stairs.


‘You’ll need to pay that money to me,’ Mrs Gazwell told Tam. ‘I’m the one as has to make the money stretch out to feed him. He could eat for two, my son could, if I had enough food for two, that is.’


‘All right. I’ll pay you.’ 


Tam was beginning to feel as if he’d strayed into a house of mirrors at a fairground, where everything kept changing around you. He stole a quick glance at Jinna, who was sitting on the chair again, not moving anything except her head as she watched them with utter concentration. She was holding the dark green umbrella, as if it comforted her.


Her gaze kept moving to whoever was speaking at the time. She definitely wasn’t deaf, not even slightly, he decided. She was looking anxious, as if she understood that something was very wrong. But how much did she understand about her own position?


Eh, what a thing to happen to him, and on his first day back in the valley too. It’d upset him for weeks, thinking of this. 


He really ought to leave them to it and carry on to his cousin’s farm, but however much he reasoned that it wasn’t his responsibility, he couldn’t bring himself to abandon that poor child. Though what he could do about her was more than he could work out, apart from making sure no one bullied her or knocked her around again till she had found a new home.


He wasn’t going to rush into anything. He’d done his dash at impulsive behaviour buying the van.


It seemed a long time till he heard a car draw up outside.
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Douglas Fiske stopped his car outside the row of shabby houses, unfolded his legs from behind the steering wheel and eased himself out. They ought to make cars for tall men, he thought, as he had done many times before, but he’d probably not be able to afford one if they did.


He took his medical bag in with him and left the car unlocked. Well, the lock was broken. He knew it’d be safe, though, not because there was nothing in it worth stealing but because no one in this area wanted to stop the doctor visiting them if they were sick. 


He noticed the lad who’d come for him standing in the street and waved to him as he went inside. He knew where to go, had visited the poor woman here before, so took the stairs two at a time. Since the door was open, he called, ‘Doctor Fiske here,’ and walked straight in. 


He saw the neighbour he’d met here before. She was a good woman, the sort who helped her neighbours whenever she could. ‘Mrs Gazwell, isn’t it? Did you send for me?’


‘Yes, doctor. We found Mrs Smith dead in her bed.’


He went straight across to uncover the dead woman’s face, his heart sinking as he saw the girl who didn’t speak sitting nearby. The dead woman had once come to ask his help with her daughter, because she was afraid of what might happen if she died and left the girl on her own. He hadn’t been able to suggest anything.


When Mrs Smith fell ill, she’d asked in despair why her daughter wasn’t like other children. All he could tell her was that occasionally people were born that way, not fitting in, not behaving as others did, finding it hard to deal with other people. They weren’t usually dangerous, fortunately. But no one knew why it happened and there was no cure. Some were of limited intelligence but he’d heard tell of some who had special skills, and he suspected the girl was one of the latter, given her beautiful drawings.


Mrs Smith had wept then, quietly and despairingly, and he’d had to bring in his wife to calm her. 


The child was sitting to one side now, staring – she often stared so fixedly it upset people. What was her name? Ah yes, Jinna. He said hello to her and received only a wary stare in return, so turned to the remaining person, a man he didn’t know.


‘Are you a relative?’


‘No. I brought Jinna home from the market today to help Sarey, who’d been looking after her, and we found the mother lying there dead.’


Douglas turned back to Mrs Gazwell. ‘Do you know of any relatives, however distant?’


‘I’m sorry, doctor. Janet told me there were none.’


He hated this sort of situation, absolutely hated it, but as his wife pointed out regularly, he couldn’t take in all the waifs and strays in the world. ‘We’d better contact the council then.’


‘What can they do?’ Phyllis asked.


‘Not much. They’ll have to put the girl in Barton House.’


The stranger scowled at him. ‘What? But that’s the lunatic asylum! Jinna’s not stupid or dangerous, anyone can see that, just … a bit different.’


‘Nonetheless, if there’s no family to take her in, it’s the only place there is. She can’t be left to wander the streets. May I ask who you are, sir?’


‘Tam Crawford.’


‘Do you live round here?’


‘I used to years ago and may do so again if things work out as I hope.’


‘I see. Then you can’t help any more here, so you should go on your way.’ Some people stayed around when there was a death out of sheer nosiness, and Douglas didn’t think it right.


Tam didn’t leave, though, couldn’t – not when he looked at Jinna’s innocent face. He couldn’t bear the thought of them putting that poor child in Barton House, which was a terrible place. You could hear the mad folk screaming in there sometimes when you walked past the gates. And she’d be forced to fit in with their regime. They didn’t ill treat their patients these days, he’d grant them that, but everyone had to obey the rules. 


They wouldn’t let Jinna sit and draw, and that’d kill her, he just knew it. Well, it was a fellow feeling. It’d kill him to be shut away from the fresh air.


He didn’t know he was going to say it till the words came out. ‘I could look after the lass if there’s no one else to do it.’


The doctor looked at him suspiciously. ‘Why would you do that?’


‘I had a daughter once. She died. So did my wife. It’d be a comfort in my old age to have Jinna living with me.’ 


‘I was going to ask you what your wife thinks about that, but if you’re a widower, you can’t take the child.’


Tam suddenly realised why the doctor had said that and he didn’t blame Fiske for being careful. Some men fancied young girls in the wrong way. Well, thank you very much, he wasn’t one of those rotten sods. Only, if he said he had a wife, he’d have to produce her. Oh, hell, he’d better just say he’d changed his mind.


But the words wouldn’t come out. Instead, one of his tales popped into his mind and before he could stop himself, he’d pushed himself deeper into trouble. ‘I married again recently. My second wife will be happy to look after Jinna. She loves children.’


‘Then you’d better bring your wife to see me. I shall need to approve you taking in a child who isn’t a relative. Where do you live?’


‘We’ve just come back to the north. We want to settle in the valley, in Ellindale, I hope. I’ve been on the tramp for a few years. You know how it is these days.’


‘Yes. I know only too well. But I’m not releasing Jinna into the care of a man of your age, especially one who’s been wandering round the country and hasn’t got a permanent home. A girl that age, with Jinna’s problems, not only needs a woman’s care but a settled place to live.’


They were all staring at Tam now and words suddenly failed him. It was Phyllis who came to his aid. ‘Tam will look after the child properly, doctor. He’s a good man. And Jinna’s really taken to him.’


‘That’s as maybe. It’s a pity you can’t take her in.’


‘I wish I could, but we only just get by as it is. We couldn’t feed another mouth.’


‘Yes, I understand that but still—’


‘Tam’s going to let her draw, you see. You know what she’s like about that, doctor. If she’s allowed to do that, she’ll be no trouble at all. You understand that; you’ve given her paper and pencils yourself.’


The doctor’s expression softened a little. ‘Yes. If she were more normal she could even become an artist and earn money for her work. She’s good enough to do portraits and sell them. But I doubt she’ll ever change how she deals with the world, so she’ll need looking after. Um, do you know the second Mrs Crawford and where is she, anyway?’


Phyllis smiled brightly at him. ‘Of course I know her. She’s a cousin of mine. She’s visiting some relatives in Bury, so we’ll have to fetch her home early and introduce you. Then you’ll see how respectable she is.’


His expression was still suspicious. ‘Bring her to see me and my wife when she gets back, then. If we consider Mrs Crawford suitable we’ll allow her to look after the girl. Will you look after Jinna till your cousin can get here, Mrs Gazwell? I can give you a shilling or two for her food.’


‘Yes, doctor. And thank you for coming.’


‘I’ll let the paupers’ burial officer know and give him the death certificate. I’ve been expecting this for a while, sadly.’


He pulled out his watch and let out an impatient grunt. ‘I have to go. I’ve a difficult birth to attend.’


He paused at the door to say slowly and firmly, ‘Remember, I’m duty bound as a doctor to see that orphans are properly cared for, and I’m also morally bound, which is far more important to me.’


‘We’ll go and fetch Mrs Crawford back this very afternoon, doctor,’ Phyllis said. ‘Tam has a van. He can drive us there.’


When Dr Fiske had driven off, she looked across at Tam. ‘You haven’t got a wife, have you?’ 


‘No. Not now. I did have one who died. That bit was true.’


‘Then why did you offer to look after Jinna and say you had a second wife?’


He shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I can’t stand to see caged birds, let alone caged children, and I know what Barton House is like. It’d drive a lass like that mad.’


‘I agree.’ Phyllis waited to see what he’d say. Was he going to carry this through or run away? She couldn’t help smiling. He’d been tugging his mass of curly hair into wild tangles as he spoke, as if trying to pull the solution to this problem out of his brain. Now he was trying in vain to smooth it down again. 


After a few seconds of silence, during which she wondered if she dare suggest the idea she’d had, the one that made her speak out on Tam’s behalf, she decided to risk it. He could only say no, after all, and he hadn’t come up with any solutions, had he? 


‘You could ask someone to pretend to be your wife. It’s the only way to keep Jinna out of that place.’


‘What? Don’t be silly. Who could I ask? What woman would do that anyway, pretend to be married to someone she’s never met before to help a lass who behaves strangely? No one that I’ve ever met. What’s more, if the woman is respectable she’ll want me to marry her properly.’


‘You’re right. It’d be better to actually marry someone – unless you’ve got another wife tucked away somewhere.’


‘Not me. I’m a widower and have been for years.’


‘Well then, as it happens, I have a cousin who needs a husband as desperately as you need a wife. But she has a grandson depending on her so you’d have to take on the pair of them.’ Phyllis waited but Tam only stared at her open-mouthed. He didn’t turn and walk away, though, so she decided to take that as an encouraging sign.


‘My cousin’s daughter died last year and the husband ran off and left the child, the rotter. My cousin heard later that he’d died after a brawl, and serve him right. Then, to cap it all, her husband died suddenly. He was a nice chap, seemed healthy but just keeled over and died one day. So there was only her and her grandson left. Eh, poor Cara, she’s had a hard time lately.’


‘If she’s your cousin, people round here will know she isn’t my wife, so that’s a daft thing to suggest.’


‘She’s not from round here. She’s been living over near Bury.’


‘Well then, I can’t produce her today, can I?’


‘You could if you wanted. You’ve got a van. You could drive over there with me to meet her, see whether you get on with one another, and bring her back if you do.’


‘Just like that? Find a wife and bring her back all in one afternoon? She’d have to be desperate to agree to it.’


‘She is desperate. I just told you so. It’s that or go into the poorhouse. An’ I can’t help her because we’re barely scraping a living ourselves.’


‘Let me get this straight – you’re trying to marry me off to your cousin?’


‘Yes. I’ve made a few matches in my time and I’m good at it.’ She tapped the side of her forehead. ‘I can tell when two people are right together and I’ll know about you and Cara once I see you together.’


‘Hmm.’


‘It’d make me happy to solve Jinna’s problem too. I’m fond of that poor lass. She’s been kept shut in one room like a caged animal, her mother’s that frightened of people hurting her. And other kids do pick on ones who’re different, you must have seen it. But to keep her shut away like that, well, it upset me. That’s why I took her to the shops with me sometimes. An’ then when Sarey met her, she took her to the market, just every now and then. We might not have much money but we help one another when we can. So … what do you think?’


Tam stared at her angrily. ‘I think I should just get into my van and drive away, never come back to Rivenshaw again. That would solve my part of this problem very easily indeed.’


‘Why did you offer to look after the girl in the first place, then, if the thought of it upsets you?’


‘How do I know? It just popped out.’


‘Do things often pop out and land you in trouble?’


He shrugged. ‘Occasionally. That’s why they call me Crazy Tam. I felt sorry for her, didn’t I? I don’t even have a home to take her to. Not exactly. Not yet.’


‘What does that mean?’ 


He shrugged. ‘Someone told me about a chap taking an old railway carriage up to Ellindale to live in, and I’ve seen the same thing happen down south. They put old carriages at the seaside and rent them out for people to have cheap holidays in, only some people live in them all the time.’


‘This isn’t the seaside.’


‘Well, I happen to know about a piece of land I could buy, and that’s up in Ellindale as well. I was thinking of buying a caravan to put on it, not a railway carriage, because a caravan is already fitted out. I happen to know someone who has a caravan to sell, as well.’


‘There you are, then. Sounds like you know enough to solve everyone’s problems, including your own. I reckon that’s a good idea, getting a caravan. Well done!’ 


She looked at his indignant expression and a chuckle escaped her, then another. She covered her mouth, shaking her head, seeming unable to stop laughing.


‘What the hell are you laughing about, woman?’


‘You’re going to do it, aren’t you? Look after Jinna and pretend to have a wife. You just don’t want to admit it to me yet.’


Silence hung in the air between them, then he let out his breath in a whoosh. ‘I must have lost my wits but yes, I’m considering it. For Jinna’s sake, that’s all. I feel sorry for her. I might not like your cousin, though, and if I don’t, I’m not marrying her. There are limits to what I’ll do, even to help that poor lass.’


‘You’ll like Cara. She’s a hard worker and a sensible soul. She doesn’t deserve to be put in the poorhouse. She was working and scraping by even after her husband died till her grandson fell ill. Ned would have died if she hadn’t stayed home to look after him, but she lost her job because of it.’


‘Ha! I’ve just thought of another problem. He will know I’m not his grandfather.’


‘No, he won’t. He’s not even three yet. He’s a friendly little lad, who’ll go to anyone as is kind to him.’ Phyllis chuckled again and gave Tam a mock punch in the arm. ‘Aw, what’s it going to hurt to come and meet my cousin? She’s about your age, I’d guess. What are you, fifty or so?’
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