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Dear readers,


Here is the first book in my new series. I do hope you enjoy reading it as much as I’ve enjoyed writing it.


I’m still lingering in the Ellin Valley to give you the Birch End series, set in the middle village in my imaginary Pennine valley.


If you’d like a list of books in each series, please visit my website, where there is a complete list of my books and also a list of which books are in each series. Just go to: www.annajacobs.com/seriesList.aspx


This book introduces a heroine who’s come all the way from Australia to Lancashire, a voyage taking several weeks in the days before air travel. It took several days even in the early days of air travel. It’s a long way from England to Australia.


This is an imaginary valley, but it feels so real to me now, after several years of setting my stories there, that I even walk round it in my dreams!


I’ve again added a couple of old family photos to the end of the book, since readers seem to enjoy seeing them. Aren’t I lucky to have them? These are my two great-grandfathers. I’m guessing about the exact years and judging it all by clothing styles and family stories.


Charles Wild was on my mother’s paternal side. This photo was probably taken in the late 1860s, judging by that beard. He was the father of seven children. Not the most handsome of men!


Frank Gibson’s photo was, again guessing, taken in the early 1880s. He was the father of twelve children and was, I think, quite good looking. It’s the look – and the moustache – of the times. My great-grandmother married him against her family’s wishes, but they must have been happy together to produce twelve children!


I hope you enjoy my new series and the new characters who’ve turned up in my story. And of course, you’ll again meet characters from other series set in the valley.


Happy reading!


Anna
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Lancashire: June 1934


Jo Melling and her stepmother had to change trains at Manchester and only made their connection thanks to a kindly porter who whisked their luggage across the station on a big trolley, calling out to people to get out of the way, please.


As he stacked their trunks and suitcases in the luggage wagon at the rear of the slow, stopping train that would take them to Rivenshaw, Jo tugged the older woman towards the nearest compartment. Edna, who was too plump to run easily, panted and protested.


Thank goodness this would be the last stage in their long journey from Western Australia by sea and rail. Ten thousand miles of her stepmother’s fussing and the need for them to share a cabin on the ship had nearly driven Jo mad.


Nearby, the guard was holding his whistle to his lips ready to send the train on its way. He scowled and jerked his head at them to tell them to hurry up. It was lucky that a stranger who was already on the train saw their need and opened the door again. He helped Edna into the compartment then turned to offer Jo an unnecessary hand up.


She waved him back. ‘I’m fine, thank you.’ She was about to make sure the door was closed properly, but the porter was there to slam it shut with a final bang. The guard’s whistle sounded immediately it was closed.


The train jerked into motion as she was reaching up to put her hand luggage in the overhead rack, and that sent her bumping into the stranger, who was about to move his newspaper out of her way. He steadied her with a smile, and she murmured her thanks.


He was taller than her and perhaps slightly older, about thirty or so, and had a lean, muscular look to him. He wasn’t good-looking exactly, but had a pleasant face and lovely dark auburn hair. He had good manners, too, and picked up her bag, ready to put it into the net for her.


She stretched out her hand to stop him. ‘Just a minute. Is it far to Rivenshaw? It’s not worth putting the bag up and pulling it down again if we’re only a few minutes away.’


‘It’s about an hour, I’m afraid, because there are a few stops before we reach it, but I doubt anyone else will get on the train at this time of day.’


‘I’ll leave my bag on the seat then, if you don’t mind. It has all our travel papers in it and I like to keep it close by.’


‘There you are, then.’ He put it beside her, picked up his own bag and went to sit in the far corner of the compartment near the corridor, leaving the two ladies to settle into the window seats.


Jo stole another glance at the stranger. He was neatly if rather shabbily dressed and had been nothing but polite and helpful, but when she looked across at her stepmother, she saw that Edna was eyeing him suspiciously. Typical! The woman seemed to think any young man who spoke to Jo would be a threat to her stepdaughter’s virtue and they’d had several sharp quarrels about that on the ship.


As if Jo would behave in an immoral way. What’s more, she could look after herself, if a man got too frisky, and had proved it more than once in the past few years!


‘Don’t encourage him,’ Edna whispered.


Jo didn’t waste her breath responding. It would do no good. Her stepmother had what their stockman in Australia called ‘tin ears’.


Jo had been horrified when her father married this foolish woman a few years ago. She was pretty, yes, her hair only lightly sprinkled with grey, but she was rather stupid and Jo found her conversation focused mainly on clothes and food. The only reason she could think of was that Edna must be good at pleasing men in bed, or why else would he have married her? You couldn’t help knowing about things like that when you lived on a farm, whether you were married yourself or not.


After Edna took over the house, Jo soon moved away from the farm to work in the city, because no one was going to treat her like an unpaid drudge. Or constantly carp and criticise. Her father had understood, thank goodness.


Her stepmother, however, had complained to everyone in the neighbourhood about how ungrateful and badly behaved the girl was. As if friends and neighbours who’d known Jo for years would believe her.


Jobs were in short supply in such times, but since Jo had been doing the farm’s accounts and ordering groceries, goods and stock feed for years, she’d used her contacts to find a job working as a bookkeeper in an office in Perth, the capital city of Western Australia. She’d shared lodgings with a friend and life there had been very pleasant, even though she’d missed the farm and her father dreadfully at first.


When he fell ill and was given only a few months to live, Jo of course left her job and went back home to Beeniup. She loved her father dearly and wanted to be with him. As it turned out, she found herself doing nearly all the nursing, especially when he grew weaker, because Edna was useless about such things, not to mention bone idle.


Her father had been wonderful right until the end. He’d done everything to make their life easier ‘afterwards’, which included selling the farm to Harry, the neighbour who was his closest friend, and also making him the executor of his will.


He’d secured Jo’s promise to escort his widow back to England to live near her family ‘afterwards’, because Edna had come to Australia with her first husband and never really settled there. Some people didn’t. Of course Jo had given him her word. No need to tell her that Edna would be useless at organising anything.


She didn’t want to make the long journey, especially with Edna, but she’d do it for him.


Since Jo had no intention of living with the woman for one day longer than necessary, she’d set to work organising the journey immediately after the funeral, using the money he’d provided.


As soon as she’d seen Edna settled somewhere near her remaining family members in England, Jo intended to have a look at Buckingham Palace and a few other famous places, after which she’d return to Australia, where she had a few distant relatives and several good friends. She probably had relatives in England, too, and from the same part of the country as her stepmother’s family, because her father’s family had been from Lancashire as well, so she might see if she could find some of them.


She was jerked out of her reverie by a sob, and turned to see Edna dabbing at her eyes again. What now?


The stranger had hidden behind his newspaper. Jo wished she could hide away, too.


‘Why are you ignoring me?’ Edna asked, with another of her easily summoned sobs. ‘You know how sad this is making me.’


‘I was just … thinking.’


Edna lowered her voice. ‘You weren’t too deep in thought to be talking to that young man! You wouldn’t have behaved like that in Australia when your father was alive.’


Jo kept her voice even lower. ‘I was only being polite. And so was he.’


As her stepmother opened her mouth to argue, Jo said, ‘Not now! Shh!’


With a scowl, Edna subsided, but a minute later she found something else to complain about. ‘Look at that ugly scenery. Mills and smoke and dirty old canals. Why did you insist on bringing me here? We could have settled in Perth and had sunny weather.’


Jo wasn’t going to put up with these lies, whether the stranger overheard their latest quarrel or not. ‘You were the one who wanted to come and live near your family. I only came with you because I promised Dad as he was dying that I’d see you safely settled here. This isn’t my country and I shan’t be staying here after we’ve found you somewhere to live.’


‘You’re heartless, absolutely heartless! It’s your duty as an unmarried daughter to live with me and look after me.’


‘I’m not your daughter! And you’re perfectly capable of looking after yourself.’


‘But I—’


‘Will you please keep your voice down!’


But Edna didn’t care who heard her when she was upset and continued to complain about her stepdaughter’s unkindness in her usual shrill tones.


The stranger had let the newspaper sink a little and was watching them with a shocked expression on his face. Jo felt her face flush with embarrassment.


She wondered if her father had realised how difficult the task of taking Edna ‘home’ would be, especially this last part of the journey. Jo didn’t know much about life in this country and felt rather nervous about the task of finding a home for her stepmother. Edna would be hard to please, she was sure, since the money she’d been left wasn’t unlimited.


To make the whole situation worse, this was the second time Edna had been widowed and that had thrown her into genuinely low spirits about the future, something Jo tried to make allowances for.


As the train continued to rattle along, stopping four times at places whose names meant nothing to her, Jo shivered, still not used to the cooler weather in Britain. She would have to buy some warmer clothes and if this was summer, she dreaded to think what the winter would be like. She hoped she’d be long gone by then.


A couple of times she caught the man watching her and didn’t know whether to say something or ignore him. When he winked and rolled his eyes at the older woman, she couldn’t help smiling at him.


Edna had subsided into a miserable heap, sniffling into her handkerchief occasionally or varying that by dabbing at eyes that were leaking no tears that Jo could see.


As they came out of a tunnel, the man leaned forward. ‘Excuse me, miss, but you’ve dropped one of your gloves.’


‘Oh. Thank you.’ She bent to pick it up. Stupid things! In Australia she had only worn gloves in cooler weather. Edna, however, had tried to impose what she called ‘ladylike standards’ on her stepdaughter but Jo had refused to be dictated to or to obey such silly social rules as ladies wearing gloves every time they went out of the house.


At twenty-six, she wasn’t a child and didn’t intend to behave like one.


A few minutes later, the man said, ‘You might like to get your things ready, ladies. Rivenshaw is the next stop.’


‘Thanks.’ Jo made sure Edna gathered everything together and waited impatiently to get out of the train. She was so very tired of being shut up in small spaces with people.


As soon as she left the train Jo beckoned urgently to a porter, telling him about their luggage. Then she helped Edna get out while the porter hurried to unload their things from the rear luggage wagon, piling them haphazardly on the platform. As the train pulled away, he called out that he’d fetch a trolley to move them near the station entrance as soon as he’d seen the disembarking passengers away.


The two women showed the porter their tickets and walked across to the entrance, passing the man who’d shared their compartment, who was talking to another man.


There was no one there to meet them, which upset Edna. ‘Where’s my cousin? What shall I do if he’s died? I need help settling back into English life.’


‘He’ll be here soon, or if not him someone else from your family will. You sent him a telegram to give him our time of arrival as soon as we got off the ship.’


They waited a few minutes but there was still no sign of anyone. ‘Perhaps we should get a taxi to his house, Jo, and leave our luggage to follow.’


‘You can do that if you want, but I’m not going to turn up at your cousin’s house uninvited. He’s a stranger to me and even you haven’t seen him for a good many years.’


‘He was a close friend of my brother’s as well as being our favourite cousin. Why, I’ve known Clarence all my life. Of course he’ll want me to go to him, and you too, if only for my sake, until you’ve found me somewhere of my own to live.’


‘I’ve told you before: your cousin can do that for you. He’ll know the town far better than I do. I’m going back to Australia quite soon.’


‘Your father must be turning in his grave at the way you’re breaking your promise to him.’


Jo began pacing up and down to avoid going through the same old arguments.


A few minutes later, with still no sign of anyone coming to meet them, she decided to prepare for the worst and signalled to the taxi parked to one side of the station forecourt. When it drove across to them, she asked the driver if there was some small hotel where they could find rooms for a night or two.


He studied them and nodded as if satisfied by what he saw. ‘Mrs Tucker’s lodging house is very respectable and she only takes ladies. You’ll be quite comfortable there and I hear she keeps a good table, too.’


But just as he was about to load their luggage into his taxi, a large saloon car drew up and a man got out of it, well-dressed and in his middle years.


Edna clutched Jo’s arm. ‘I’m sure that’s my cousin Clarence! Goodness, he’s grown very plump. He was such a good-looking young man, too.’


Well, he wasn’t a good-looking older man, Jo thought. In fact, she found him quite repulsive, she couldn’t work out why. Maybe it was the arrogant expression on his rather podgy face. She preferred to study his car, which was a shiny black Rover.


He strode towards them. ‘Edna? We got your telegram but I’m a town councillor and had to attend a meeting at the town hall today. I’m afraid it took longer than I’d expected.’ He looked towards Jo, clearly waiting for a proper introduction.


‘This is my stepdaughter, Josephine. I told you about her in my letter. Josephine, this is my cousin, Clarence Rathley.’


‘It’s Jo, not Josephine,’ she corrected.


He studied the younger woman from head to toe and inclined his head. ‘Miss Melling.’ He didn’t wait for her to reply but turned back to his cousin. ‘You haven’t changed much, my dear. You’re as pretty as ever.’


‘And you’re still a fine figure of a man, Clarry.’


It sickened Jo how Edna fluttered her eyelashes at her cousin – she was nearly fifty and should be past that sort of girlish trick. And she’d just told a blatant lie. The ‘fine figure of a man’ had a large belly, very little hair left and his mean, pinched little mouth was almost hidden by his puffy jowls. He strutted about as if he owned the world, arrogance personified.


He still didn’t address her, but he looked. Oh, my, how he looked! His eyes lingered on her breasts in a way which made her feel as if she was undressed. She hated men who treated women like that.


‘Is that your luggage, Edna? My goodness, what a lot there is! We’ll send it to the house by taxi and I’ll take you and your stepdaughter home with me in the car.’


‘I’d better stay and make sure they bring everything,’ Jo said. ‘If you give the taxi driver your address, he can bring me along shortly, Mr Rathley.’ She wasn’t going to call him cousin.


Clarence looked down his nose at her. ‘The fellow knows exactly who I am, believe me. I have a respected position in this town. And a young lady like yourself should leave those with older and wiser heads to make the arrangements.’


Edna made a tutting sound and shook her head at Jo, before turning back to her cousin, ‘I’m afraid young ladies in the colonies are rather independent in their behaviour, but perhaps it might be better if Josephine did keep an eye on our luggage. She’s very capable about everyday matters. There are quite a few pieces of luggage because I don’t intend to return to Australia, and I’d hate to lose anything.’


‘Very well, then. Let her do it. You can come with me, Edna. Welcome to Birch End, my dear.’ He offered his cousin his arm and his chauffeur moved quickly to open the rear car doors for him and Edna.


Clarence hadn’t welcomed her to Birch End, Jo thought, or even given her a farewell nod before walking away. All his attention now was for his cousin. Could he be one of those people who despised colonials, and considered them inferior? She’d met such an attitude on the ship and if they’d been rude to her, she’d treated them in a similar way.


Here, however, she wasn’t sure how best to deal with it and didn’t want to start off on the wrong foot with Edna’s family, so she said nothing.


His booming voice floated back to her. He must be slightly deaf to speak so loudly.


‘It’s good to see you back in civilised parts, Edna. I never did like your first husband taking you out to the colonies and what were you thinking of to marry a colonial when he died? Life must have been very hard out there for a delicately bred lady like you.’


Jo let out a scornful huff. Delicately bred, indeed. Edna was a plump, indolent woman who ate heartily and never lifted a finger to help anyone but herself.


The last thing she heard was Clarence asking Edna if her second husband had done the right thing by her financially and she paused to listen before getting into the taxi.


‘Oh, yes! I have an income for life, and a generous one, too. The money is being managed by a gentleman in Australia who is the executor, and it doesn’t go to Jo till I die or remarry.’


‘What did she get?’


‘I believe she has what’s left from the sale of the farm.’


‘We’ll have to look into that. It doesn’t seem a fair arrangement to me. You should be entitled to a permanent share in his estate, Edna, and I’m sure a British lawyer would be able to deal with the capital more efficiently than a colonial chappie.’


She dabbed at her eyes. ‘I never could understand money.’


The driver closed the door of the big black car just then, so that was all Jo heard. She watched it drive away. It looked expensive and Clarence had got into the back as if he were a duke, with a chauffeur fussing over him and his passenger, so he couldn’t be short of money.


What a strange thing to ask a cousin you hadn’t seen for over a decade before you’d even got her home: how much money she’d been left. Was that all Rathley cared about?


She was glad she hadn’t told her stepmother the full details about the financial arrangements her father had made for his daughter. He’d been right about that being best kept quiet, as he had been about so many things – except his need for female company. In between her mother dying and him re-marrying he had been seen with a series of women in Perth, and spiteful people hadn’t hesitated to tell her about that.


Well, that was all water under the bridge now and even though the money situation wasn’t fully settled yet, she had easily enough to manage on, thanks to an inheritance from her mother’s parents. She wasn’t sure Edna knew about that and she certainly didn’t intend to tell her.


Now that she’d met him, she wished she didn’t have to go and stay with Mr Rathley. She didn’t know when she’d taken such an instant dislike to anyone. And yet she’d taken an instant liking to the stranger sharing their compartment. How strange!


As the car vanished round a corner, Jo turned to the taxi driver, who was still waiting patiently. ‘Sorry about the delay. You must add something to your charge to cover the lost opportunities for more fares.’


‘Thank you, miss, but Mr Rathley wouldn’t like that. He knows the taxi rates to a penny.’


‘Well, I’m the one who’ll be paying you, so it’s up to me what I give you.’


The man looked at her warily. ‘You’re paying?’


‘Yes.’ She grinned at him. ‘Us Australians are rather independent-minded.’


He hesitated, then said, ‘Well, if you’ll take my advice, miss, you’ll not cross that man. Mr Rathley is very much king of the castle in his own home, as everyone in Birch End knows. Anyway, I doubt there will be any more people looking for taxis until the next train arrives, so I’m not in any hurry. Dick Simpson, that’s my name. Do you have a list of your luggage, miss?’


She tapped her forehead. ‘In here. Those are our things over there, that pile of bags just inside the entrance. Will they all fit into your taxi?’


‘Probably. I’d better get out the longer straps for the rear luggage rack, though, if you’ll excuse me for a moment.’


She nodded. ‘I’ll go and check that they’ve unloaded everything. I should have checked before now really.’


That wasn’t like her. She’d been a bit distracted by her stepmother’s fussing and then the arrival of the arrogant cousin. She headed off to check that everything was in order.


She couldn’t get out of going to Rathley’s home for one night, but she doubted she’d stay longer, not if she could help it. But what was she going to do? It would look so rude if she were to leave her stepmother so abruptly.
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Nick Howarth had helped the two women into his compartment on the train automatically when he saw them rushing to get on board quickly. He’d been hoping for a peaceful journey at this time of day, but there you were. You didn’t always get what you wanted. He helped them settle down then sat as far away from them as he could, hiding behind his newspaper.


He couldn’t help overhearing what they were saying, though, and if they’d been men, he’d have got talking to them about Australia because he liked to find out about the world. But you couldn’t do that with ladies.


As the journey passed, the older one started berating her companion for what sounded to him like a series of imaginary faults, including flirting with him. He was astonished at that, it was so patently untrue, and the newspaper slipped down. The younger lady had been pleasant enough, yes, but not in the way the older female was suggesting, and there had been no sign of her wanting to flirt with him.


Actually, that made a change from what had been happening to him lately, with one woman where he used to live trying to compromise him so that he’d marry her. He had been engaged once, years ago, and poor Dulcie had died of pneumonia before they could marry. Since then he’d not met a woman he wanted to spend his life with.


Mind you, he did find this younger woman attractive, in what he thought of as an outdoor way. She had dark hair, rosy cheeks and eyes that sparkled with interest as she gazed out of the window and tried to ignore her companion. She reminded him of a friend’s sister, who was a farmer’s wife and a hard worker. He respected such women much more than the ladies he thought of as ‘butterflies’, who were no use to man or beast that he could see.


He sighed. Even if he had met someone, the hard times people were experiencing, especially in the north, would have made it difficult to make a home together. He’d gone to work in the Midlands after Dulcie died, lodging with his older brother, who’d moved there first, because you could get a job there. Times weren’t as hard in the southern half of the country. Sometimes it seemed as if there were two completely separate parts to England.


When the train stopped, he let the two ladies get out first, helped by the porter, then lifted his own suitcases out of the train. He paused on the platform to stare along towards the open square in the town centre, part of which was visible outside the entrance.


Living in Rivenshaw again, eh? The neat station with its two boxes bright with flowers didn’t seem to have changed at all, but he had. Life did that to you.


He held back, not wanting the older woman to accuse her companion of encouraging him. Half hidden by a big advertising poster on a stand, he watched the porter make sure all the outgoing passengers were safely on the train before giving the signal to the engine driver that it was safe to leave.


Only when the ladies had moved out through the entrance did Nick pick up his own suitcases again. But on his way out of the station he got talking to the porter, who was now stacking the ladies’ luggage in the entrance. They were standing outside as if expecting someone to meet them, but no one had.


‘Do you need directions, sir?’ the porter asked.


‘No, thanks. I used to live in Rivenshaw about ten years ago. Do you think the place has changed much?’


‘Not really. People grow older, buildings grow a little shabbier, but we’re getting by. Not as bad as some places.’ He hesitated, then asked, ‘Do you have somewhere to go, sir?’


Nick smiled. ‘Yes. Todd Selby is letting me have a room. Do you know him?’


‘Everyone does. Nice, friendly gentleman. Married Mrs Willcox from Ellindale last year and he’s a partner of Charlie Willcox.’


Nick saw an opportunity to spread the word about his new business. ‘Well, Todd’s an army acquaintance of my older brother and he’s going to help me set up to teach driving. It’ll benefit us both. The customers who buy his cars can learn to drive from me; my customers can buy cars from him.’


The porter chatted for a few moments, but kept an eye on the station clock and after a while excused himself to prepare for the arrival of the next train.


As Nick turned to leave, the loop of his shoelace caught on a nail protruding from the leg of a wooden bench and came undone. He bent to refasten it and from where he was kneeling, saw a young lad peep round a corner once the porter had left the area.


The boy mustn’t have been able to see Nick because he ran across and snatched one of the smaller bags, running towards Nick to get away. It was instinctive to lunge forward and grab him by the shoulder.


‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ he roared.


The lad dropped the bag and kicked out, desperately trying to wriggle out of Nick’s grasp.


‘Stand still, you!’


At that moment the young woman came back into the station and hearing the lad pleading to be let go, hurried across to join them.


‘What’s the matter?’


‘This boy was trying to pinch one of your bags.’ He indicated the bag lying on the ground nearby. The lad was still a child really and his gaunt face told its own story. The famine look, people called it.


She turned towards the scrawny youngster and her features softened. ‘Why did you do that?’


The boy jerked as far away from her as he could, holding his free arm in front of his face as if expecting her to thump him. Even when it was clear that she wasn’t going to do that, he made no attempt to answer. He was shivering now and trying not to cry, all resistance gone out of him.


‘Times are hard round here,’ Nick said quietly. ‘He’s probably hungry. But that’s still no excuse for thieving. No excuse!’ He shook the lad again, not hard, just to emphasise what he’d said, then looked round. ‘Isn’t your mother with you, miss?’


‘She’s my stepmother, not my mother,’ Jo corrected automatically, but her attention remained on the lad. ‘She’s gone ahead with her cousin. I’ve been ordered to take the luggage to his house by taxi.’


The sharp way she spoke made him guess she wasn’t best pleased with how she’d been treated. Well, he’d heard the stepmother berating her for nothing on the train, hadn’t he?


The taxi driver came back on to the platform just then, took one look at the lad and hurried across to the small group. ‘What’s the matter?’


Nick explained and the man sighed. ‘Jimmy, you promised me you’d stop thieving.’


‘I was hungry an’ so was my mam, Mr Simpson. We’ve had nothing to eat today an’ only a slice of stale bread yesterday.’


‘What happened to her job?’


‘She’s been ill again, comes over all dizzy if she stands up, can’t do the heavy scrubbing.’


The taxi driver looked pleadingly at Nick. ‘Please don’t call in the police, sir. If he’s taken anything, I’ll pay for it. I grew up in the same street as his mam and she’d be horrified by this. He isn’t a bad lad, but the father ran off with another woman last year and Jimmy’s mam has been struggling ever since to put bread on the table. They’ll be sent to the poorhouse – or worse – if the authorities catch him stealing.’


Nick fumbled in his pocket and produced a shilling but held it out of reach. ‘If you’ll promise me never to steal again, Jimmy, I’ll give you this.’ He’d sometimes been hungry as a lad, knew how awful it felt.


The boy gaped at him then at the shilling coin as if unable to believe what he’d heard.


‘Do as the gentleman says, Jimmy,’ the taxi driver said. ‘And thank him for his help. Mind you take that money straight to your mam. She’ll get more food for it than you could. I’m sure you can help her round to the corner shop to buy something.’


The boy looked at Nick as if he was a god. ‘Thanks, mister.’ He looked at the taxi driver. ‘I won’t do it again, Mr Simpson.’ He made a swift gesture of crossing his heart.


Nick let go of his shoulder and gave him the coin. ‘You should say sorry to the lady, too. It was her bag you tried to steal.’


He sniffed and nodded. ‘Sorry, missus. Only I was that hungry an’ someone said they’d give me money for the bag.’


The taxi driver shook his head at Nick as if to warn him not to pursue this, so he didn’t ask who’d been pushing the lad to steal.


‘Here.’ Jo pulled the remains of a squashed Fry’s chocolate bar out of her handbag and gave it to Jimmy. ‘This’ll put you on a bit till you get some proper food.’


‘Oooh, thanks, missus!’


He was already cramming a piece into his mouth as he ran off.


‘I’ll deal with them as are trying to lead him astray,’ the taxi driver said grimly. ‘They’re not going to mess about with my passengers.’


Nick turned back to the young woman. ‘I hope you don’t mind me letting him go?’


‘Of course not. It isn’t the first time I’ve seen such things. Some people are having a tough time in Australia as well. Hunger can drive folk to do things they’d not do with full bellies. And he’s only a lad. Did you see how thin he was, poor thing? Well done for helping him.’


She offered her hand to Nick to shake. ‘I’m Jo Melling, by the way. We didn’t introduce ourselves properly on the train. I’ve just arrived from Australia.’


He’d taken her hand before it sank in how unusual her action was for a lady to shake hands as a man would have done. ‘I’m Nick Howarth, newly returned to Rivenshaw, to start up a business giving driving lessons.’ He’d promised himself to mention it to as many people as he could so that word would get around.


She gave him a sunny smile. ‘I saw an article about plans for driving tests to be required in yesterday’s newspaper. I found it lying on the seat in the first train and I’ve read most of it now. I’ve still got it in my bag, if you’d like it to read.’


‘I’d be interested in seeing the article. I think everyone should have driving lessons before they take to the roads. Some people are downright dangerous when they get behind the wheel of a car. Um, I hope you don’t mind me asking but have they left you behind? I hope you’ve got somewhere to stay.’


‘I’m to accompany the luggage. I’m assuming I’ll be staying with my stepmother at her cousin’s house – at least, that was the plan. I didn’t take to Mr Rathley, though, however important he thinks he is, so I doubt I’ll want to stay there for long. He obviously doesn’t like colonials and the way he looks at women, well, it’s not decent.’


She rolled her eyes to emphasise this and Nick could guess what she meant. Still, she’d surprised him again. He’d never met a lady so open about everything. She was obviously respectable, but so frank. He liked that. You knew where you stood.


The taxi driver joined in. ‘It’s not just colonials, miss. He doesn’t like anyone as hasn’t got money, looks down on ordinary folk, he does. Only don’t tell anyone I said that or he’ll find a way to stop me running my taxi.’


‘Is he that spiteful?’


The man shrugged.


‘I won’t tell anyone. Look, you mentioned a respectable lodging house for ladies only. I may need to go there. Could you tell me where it is, please?’


‘Mrs Tucker on Alma Road, Number Twenty-one. Anyone will tell you where that is. It’s quite near the town centre. Shall I start loading the luggage now?’


Jo frowned and said slowly, ‘Yes … um, no!’


He stopped and looked at her in puzzlement.


‘On second thoughts, how about we visit Mrs Tucker first and leave my trunk and big suitcase there? I can pay her in advance for the room and I’ll move there after a couple of days.’ She couldn’t help shuddering at the memory of how that man had looked at her.


She saw that they were both staring and gave them a rueful smile. ‘I really don’t want to stay with Rathley at all, but it’s only polite. As for Edna, I’m fed up to the teeth with her and her silly mock-genteel ways. I definitely think it’ll be good to have an escape route planned in case I have to leave suddenly. I don’t know anyone in Rivenshaw, you see, so I’ll have no one to turn to if there’s a problem.’


The taxi driver was looking at her sympathetically as if he understood, but Nick was frowning. ‘Why are you so sure there’s going to be a problem? After all your stepmother will be there to protect you.’


She flushed. ‘She couldn’t protect a flea! It was – well, the way Mr Rathley was staring at me made me feel extremely uncomfortable. I’ve had to protect myself before in that way. Some men are not – not nice to women. There had better be a lock on my bedroom door or I’ll be out of there tonight.’


The taxi driver hesitated, then said, ‘Oh, dear. Mr Rathley has got a name for pestering young women, the younger the better as far as he’s concerned. You will definitely be better keeping your bedroom door locked. Tell Mrs Tucker why you need the room. She’ll understand. She’s a very sensible woman.’


Nick scowled. He hated men who preyed on poorer women. He hoped this lady from Australia wasn’t short of money. She did sound confident about being able to pay for a room elsewhere, though.


‘Well, Rathley has the wrong person if he thinks he can behave like that with me,’ Miss Melling said.


‘Are you sure your stepmother won’t protect you?’


‘Not against her relative. She’d blame me for anything that happened. You saw what she was like on the train, accusing me of flirting with you. She only sees what she wants to see and she seems to see faults in me which don’t exist. It was just the same on the ship. And now that my father’s not there to protect me, she’s become spiteful and bossy. I don’t know how I’ve held my tongue at times. Oh well, I can cope with her for another day or two.’


‘Why did you come with her, then?’


‘I promised my father when he was dying that I’d bring her here. She was at her best with him. It’s the only good thing about her. She really did love him, well, as much as she’s capable of loving anyone.’


‘Ah. I see. What will you be doing when you leave? Will you be staying in the valley?’ Nick had asked that before he could stop himself.


‘No. But my father’s family came from this area originally, so I thought I’d see if I could find any of them. After that, I’m going back to Australia. I don’t know anyone here and I’ve got some good friends there.’ She sighed. ‘Though I can’t go home because Dad sold the farm before he died.’


‘I know most families here in the valley,’ the driver volunteered. ‘Maybe I can help you find your relatives.’


She squared her shoulders and changed the subject. ‘What do you mean by “the valley”?’


‘Rivenshaw is at the foot of the valley of the River Ellin, there’s a big village called Birch End a couple of miles up the hill from the town, then Ellindale at the top, though that’s only a small place. Mr Rathley lives in Birch End, the higher part, where the nobs have big houses with gardens. The lower end has the worst slums in the valley, Backshaw Moss that part’s called and it’s where young Jimmy lives. My house is in between the two places, where it’s respectable but not fancy, an’ most of us just have terraced houses with backyards but no gardens.’


‘That’s very helpful to know.’


Nick looked at the station clock, unable to think of any excuse for keeping her talking, surprised he wanted to. ‘I’d better be getting along now. I hope you enjoy your stay in the valley, Miss Melling.’ He couldn’t resist adding, ‘And if I can ever be of service, if you ever need help suddenly, I’m staying at Willcox and Selby Motor Cars, which is just outside the town centre on the corner of Crimea Street.’


He tipped his hat and moved off. Pity she wasn’t staying around for longer. He’d have liked to get to know her better. She seemed such a wholesome young woman with no false airs and graces. Ah well, there you were. You met people and then they were gone.


How must it have been for lads fighting in the Great War, with friends being killed all around them? His brother wouldn’t talk about those days, but Nick knew Stan sometimes had nightmares still.


What Nick needed now was to concentrate on setting up his business. He needed to get to know the valley all over again, every single street and where it led, if he was to make his living going round it giving driving lessons.


But first he had to see his brother’s old friend Todd, who was providing the car for his new job at a good price and his initial accommodation in a house attached to the car sales yard. Clever business move for both of them, that.


Since his marriage, Todd had moved up to his wife’s house in Ellindale, so the one behind the car sales yard and workshop was unoccupied. He wasn’t charging rent, thank goodness, and said Nick living there would make his stock of cars safer.


Once he got the car and could find his way round again, Nick would need to start advertising his services, probably in the local newspaper. Maybe Todd would let him put up a sign outside the house, too. There would be even more demand for driving lessons soon if the driving test became compulsory as people said it would.


He’d been saving his money for a while now, wanting to start up a business, planning how best to do it. He enjoyed anything to do with cars and was pretty good at doing smaller repairs on them, too, which would save him money.


His brother, who’d been a driver in the army during the Great War, had taught him to drive as soon as he was old enough. Stan was staying in Leicester, driving a delivery truck, with no ambitions to do anything but lead a quiet life there with his wife, family and the friends he’d made. Nick would miss having him nearby. But this was his big chance.


One day, nearly every family would own a car, he was sure. Not yet. Not till cars could be made more cheaply, not till jobs became plentiful again all over the country and people had money to spare. But that time would come and he meant to be one of the people to profit from it. People laughed when he talked about ordinary people owning cars, but he knew he was right, just knew it, was staking his whole life on it, in fact.


He found a lad outside the station with a handcart to trundle his heavy suitcases to Todd’s car yard and set off with him. His other things would arrive in a day or two, his tools and various bits and pieces of equipment.


He hoped he could stay in Todd’s house for a while. He smiled. He was daring to hope for many things. But he was willing to work hard, and it wouldn’t be his fault if he didn’t succeed.
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Mrs Tucker studied Jo carefully after she’d explained what she wanted. ‘Let me get this straight: you need a room and you won’t be using it at first, but you’ll still pay for it?’


‘Yes. You see, I was born in Australia and when my father died, I had to bring my stepmother here to England to live near her family. She’ll be staying with Mr Rathley, who’s her cousin, and I suppose I’ll be staying there for a day or two. Only …’


She hesitated, not sure how to put this into words, ‘Well, the fact is I didn’t take to him, he made me feel, um, uncomfortable, the way he looked at me. So if I want to leave suddenly, I’ll need somewhere to stay. I’d like to be prepared. In case.’


The woman looked at her and nodded slowly, as if she understood exactly what lay behind the words.


Jo took a deep breath and risked asking, ‘Would you let me in, even in the middle of the night?’


‘Oh, yes. And stop looking so anxious. I know why you’re asking that.’


‘You do?’


‘Yes. He has a bit of a reputation round here. With women, I mean.’


Jo nodded slowly. ‘Someone else told me that. I hope it wouldn’t bring trouble down on you if I came here, Mrs Tucker.’


‘He wouldn’t dare. Unlike you, I’ve got good friends and family nearby. What I don’t understand is why you would even want to stay in the town if you don’t know anyone here?’


‘My father said I had distant relatives somewhere nearby and I thought I’d like to meet them before I return to Australia.’


‘Ah!’ Mrs Tucker looked at her more sympathetically. ‘Melling … Could you be a relative of Kath Melling, do you think?’


‘I don’t know. But Melling isn’t a common name, is it?’


‘No, it isn’t. Kath’s a friend of mine so I’ll introduce you, if you like. And I’ll give you a reduced rate for the room till you start needing food and other services.’


‘Thank you.’


When they’d taken her two largest pieces of luggage into the house, she was left with only a suitcase, her handbag and a Gladstone bag, which contained all sorts of bits and pieces.


When they arrived in Birch End, the taxi driver went through the village to a group of large houses at its northern end. He stopped at the front door of a redbrick house, which looked raw and new, surprisingly ugly too, for all its size and immaculate surrounding gardens.


‘If you get out here, I’ll take the luggage round to the back, miss. He’s a bit of a stickler about only family using the front door.’


‘I’ll come round the back too, then.’


‘Better not, miss. That’s just for servants and tradesmen. He has a side door as well, but that’s only for people who come to see him on business.’


When she hesitated, he added, ‘Trust me on that.’ So she moved to get out.


As she reached for the car door handle, he added hastily, ‘If you don’t mind, I’ll come round and open that for you.’


It seemed a silly way to behave to her, but clearly the driver was afraid of upsetting Mr Rathley, so she let him deal with the door, then walked up the three shallow steps at the front as he drove off round the house. When she rang the bell, the door was opened so quickly the maid must have seen her coming. Why had she waited to open it, then? And why was she frowning? What a way to greet a visitor!


‘I’m Miss Melling, come to join my stepmother.’


‘Ah.’ The maid’s expression immediately cleared and she stepped back. ‘You’re expected, miss. Please come in and I’ll show you to your room.’


‘Shouldn’t I meet Mrs Rathley first? I don’t want to seem lacking in manners towards my hostess.’


‘Mrs Rathley is changing for dinner.’ She lowered her voice. ‘If you don’t mind my saying so, it’d be best if you changed quickly to be in time, Miss Melling.’


‘All right.’ Jo bent to pick up her suitcase.


‘The boot boy will carry that up for you.’


‘It’s only small. I can easily manage it.’


The maid said even more quietly, ‘Mr Rathley wouldn’t like that.’


Another person afraid of him. Jo sighed and left her suitcase there, following the maid up two flights of stairs, the second of which were creaky and had only a thin carpet runner on them.


Even crossing the landing had shown her that the first floor was much more lavishly furnished than this one, and must have had at least eight bedrooms. She smiled as it suddenly occurred to her that if Rathley was so fussy about social standing, she was probably being relegated to ‘poorer relative’ status. How amusing!


To check that, she asked, ‘Where is my stepmother’s room?’


‘On the floor below, next to Mrs Rathley’s suite. Did you wish to see her? I believe she’s changing for dinner.’


‘No, no. I just wondered where she was. I’m sure she’ll be very comfortable there.’


‘Oh, yes. The bedrooms below all have their own washbasins. The house is very modern in that way. Here you are.’ She opened the door to a neat but not very large room. ‘The bathroom for this floor is at the end of the corridor. Will you need help unpacking?’


‘No, thank you.’ She didn’t intend to do much unpacking. There was something very unwelcoming about this house, and a heavy feeling, as if unhappiness had seeped into the walls. Oh, she shouldn’t be so fanciful!


‘The dinner bell will be rung twice when it’s time to gather in the drawing room, miss.’


‘I see.’


When the maid had left her, Jo went to stare out of the window, which looked down on what was probably the kitchen garden. Cabbages and beans. Definitely a poor relative’s view. She chuckled.


There was a tap on the door and she found a youth there with her suitcase. He left it just inside the door and hurried away with a quick nod.


She put the case on the bed and flung it open. No need to worry about what to wear. There wasn’t much choice if you were in mourning. She got out her best black crepe dress, which didn’t show the wrinkles too badly, and gave it a good shake. She was tired of wearing black. Her father had told her not to bother, but she knew Edna would make a fuss if she wore anything else.


It had been over three months now since her father died, and she was going to make changes to what she wore as soon as she parted company with the silly woman. As if she needed dark clothes to grieve for her father!


Putting a black cardigan round her shoulders and fastening her mother’s pearls round her neck, she stared at herself in the mirror, tidying her hair quickly. Buns might not be fashionable but they were easier to manage with straight hair like hers. Back on the farm she’d simply tied her hair back. She blinked away a sudden tear at that thought. Those days were over. You had to carry on.


When she was ready she waited with the door half open till she heard a bell ring twice somewhere below, then made her way downstairs. She hesitated in the hall till the same maid appeared from the rear and opened a door for her. It led into a large, comfortably furnished room, where three people were sitting in armchairs set cosily around the fireplace. As the door closed behind her, she stood waiting, not sure what to do next.


Her stepmother looked up and then sideways at Mr Rathley as if asking for permission to speak. ‘This is my stepdaughter, Josephine. You’ve met Mr Rathley at the station, Josephine, but you’ve not met my cousin’s wife.’


‘Pleased to meet you, Mrs Rathley.’ She frowned at her stepmother, puzzled at how she’d been introduced. ‘I’m always called Jo, not Josephine. You know that, Edna.’


‘I do not believe in shortening names,’ Mr Rathley announced. ‘It’s a very low-class thing to do.’


Jo immediately decided to forget to answer sometimes. How dared they tell her what she should be called!


Mrs Rathley hadn’t joined in this name changing or shown any sign of animation in her narrow face. She had her hair tightly drawn back into a bun, which didn’t flatter her. When she indicated a chair, Jo sat down.


From their empty teacups it looked as if the three people had been sitting in here chatting for a while, not changing their clothes. Why had she been kept waiting to join them? So that they could talk about her? Probably, and knowing her stepmother, what had been said wouldn’t have been complimentary.


They carried on chatting about the town, without really including her, so she studied them. They were snobs. Definitely. As well as ill-mannered to a guest.


‘We can go in for dinner now if you’re ready, dear,’ Mr Rathley announced a few minutes later.


His wife inclined her head, so he rang the servants’ bell.


When Mrs Rathley stood up, he offered her his arm and as if by magic, doors to one side were opened. The two of them led the way through.


What a silly way to behave, Jo thought. She joined Edna when beckoned across but before they got to the dining room, she whispered, ‘Please stop introducing me as Josephine. You know I never use that name.’


‘I agree with my cousins. It’s common to shorten people’s names.’


‘Too bad. I’m not Josephine.’


Edna glared at her, but she didn’t care, just took the chair Mr Rathley had indicated as the maid pulled it out for her then sat back to watch what the others did and imitate it.


She decided this was rather fancy behaviour for a man who had started life owning a shop, from what Edna had said about him. Was he imitating the real upper classes –well, imitating the way they were shown behaving in films – or did he consider himself to be superior to others in the town?


Jo didn’t say much during the meal. Well, how could she when they talked about their families and the old days, ignoring her most of the time? She listened and watched, though, catching Mr Rathley eyeing her speculatively once or twice, his eyes undoubtedly lingering on her bosom again as they had at the station. This made her feel as if something dirty had touched her and she shuddered.


Her stepmother and Mrs Rathley didn’t notice because the horrible man chose his moments carefully.


She suddenly realised that she hadn’t checked whether there was a lock on her bedroom door. Bother! If there wasn’t, she’d have to find some way to stop it being opened. No, he wouldn’t try to come into her bedroom unless he was sure she was the sort to accept his advances. Even her stepmother couldn’t have led him to believe that, surely.


Or could she? Had Edna been complaining to him about her unladylike behaviour, exaggerating, as usual? If so, he might consider her fair game, and if he thought her a poor relative, might think her afraid to speak out. Yes, of course Edna would have complained about her ‘free colonial ways’.


The dratted woman had been openly disapproving of how Jo behaved when she first married her father, only he had gently stopped her criticising his daughter. After he died, however, she had started doing so again, not exactly telling lies, but exaggerating greatly.


Oh dear! Jo wished she hadn’t come to stay here, only it had seemed the polite thing to do. Could she move out tomorrow? She might have to.


Mr Rathley’s voice cut into her thoughts. ‘Josephine, my wife has addressed a remark to you.’


‘Oh, sorry. I was just admiring your tableware. Such pretty crockery.’


Mrs Rathley smiled at her but he shot a quick suspicious glance at her, which deepened into a scowl as she added, ‘And I’m afraid that after twenty-six years of being addressed as Jo, I can’t think of myself as “Josephine” so with the best will in the world I won’t always notice that it’s me you’re talking to.’


His colour deepened to a dark red and he breathed deeply, looking angry. The dirty look he gave her seemed to promise retribution for the way she’d responded to him. That did it! She was definitely going to leave the following day.


The meal dragged on and after it ended and they left the table, Jo pretended to yawn. ‘I hope you’ll excuse me, Mr and Mrs Rathley, but the travelling has exhausted me and I can hardly keep my eyes open. Goodnight, everyone.’


She could still hear his voice when she stopped for a moment at the top of the stairs to the second floor. My goodness, he did speak loudly!


‘You’re right, Edna, she is an impudent young madam and needs teaching a few manners, not to mention respect for her betters.’


Betters, indeed! He was an arrogant snob – and probably far worse than that, from the way people talked about him or reacted to his name.


When she got up to her room, the first thing Jo did was check for a key. There was none, nor was there a bolt. What on earth was she going to do?


The house had electric lighting even upstairs in this part used by inferior persons, so she did a quick tour of the other bedrooms, flicking light switches on and off. When she found a room that did have a key in the door lock, she breathed a sigh of relief and moved her things there without asking permission or informing the maid.


She didn’t understand why she felt so unsafe about going to bed. She’d disliked the way he looked at her when they first met, and several times since, but other men had done that. Only, there was something particularly nasty about Clarence Rathley that made her unusually wary and her father had taught her always to listen to her instincts, especially where men were concerned.


She left the curtains half open, not liking to be in the complete dark in a strange room. The bed was comfortable enough but she tossed and turned, sleeping only lightly. Suddenly she was jerked fully awake by a noise outside her door. Sliding quickly out of bed, she saw the door handle turn and heard the door bump against its frame as if someone had tried to open it.


Anger filled her. She wasn’t going to put up with that in silence, so she called out, ‘Whoever is out there, I’m holding a heavy candlestick and will be ready to hit you over the head if you break into my bedroom.’ For some reason she didn’t use his name, though she was quite sure who was trying to get in.
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