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Dear readers


I hope you enjoy the third book in this series which is set further up an 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. 


My great-grandmother on my mother’s side and other Gibson ancestors are buried in a village called Cross Stones, which is near Todmorden and which gave me the idea for Ellindale. The little cemetery at Cross Stones (not used now) still lies above the village on the very edge of a windswept moor. It’s a fascinating place to visit.


In this story I was looking at the village as a whole, and basing my feelings about neighbourliness on the streets my family and I lived in, where all the neighbours kept an eye on each otherwise – and on each other’s children! It was hard to misbehave because some adult would step in and tell you off if you tried it. I didn’t do much misbehaving because I had my head in a book most of the time. I was more likely to trip over something as I started reading my books on the way home from the library. 


I was useless at riding a bicycle with gears, and I can’t count the number of times one of the men in the district would stop me and tell me I was using the wrong gear. It never sank in how the gears functioned and I never enjoyed riding a bicycle, so gave up trying and walked everywhere – especially to the library. 


I’ve added two more family photos at the end of the book, since readers seem to have enjoyed the others. I couldn’t resist my mother’s primary school photo from about 1930. She’s the middle child in a dark dress in the middle row. Doesn’t look happy, does she? And then I saw one of the earliest photos of me and my parents, with my dad in his army uniform, so I thought I’d share that. It was taken just before he was posted overseas to the Middle East and I didn’t meet him again until I was nearly five.


Since I wrote my last ‘Dear Reader’ letter I’ve had my DNA tested. I am amazed to find that ALL my inheritance comes from Lancashire. I thought with several Irish surnames in the family tree, I’d have Irish ancestry, but no – I have none at all. I am as ‘pure Lancashire’ as it’s possible to get. Who’d have thought?


The characters in this story are also as ‘pure Lancashire’ as I could make them. I based them on my memories of the people in my family and on our neighbours. I think modern big towns and cities have lost some of that neighbourliness, which is why TV programmes about people looking to move to the country are so popular. 


Enjoy your third visit to Ellindale. It was supposed to be a series of three books, but the story overflowed. There were things still to tell and a new character hovering around, wanting to join in the fun, so we’ve extended it to four books. I have no title for Book 4 as yet.


NB. If you’re interested in what England was really like in the 1930s, try reading JB 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!




This book is for my son-in-law, David Glossop, who was the inspiration for the character of Wilf. David is the best I’ve ever seen at putting machinery together, understanding how it works and repairing or modifying it. He’s also great at moving spaces around in his head and building things. But best of all, he married our daughter Sas and gave us our grandson, another David.




1


Lancashire: 1932


As Harry Makepeace waited outside the Ward Sister’s office to speak to the doctor, he looked down the long children’s ward at the slight figure of his daughter, lying in a bed halfway along, and his heart twisted with pain. 


She’d been taken bad at school and they’d had to call the ambulance to take her to the hospital. One of the older lads had been sent running to the factory to tell him, but by the time Harry got to the school, the ambulance had taken her away, and he had to catch two buses to follow it into Manchester. His employer would be furious about time lost.


If Cathie had been at home, he’d have tried the Potter’s powder, burning it and letting her inhale the smoke. It usually helped a little. But this remedy was working less and less well and he was at his wits’ end as to how best to help her. 


The local doctor was an old man and he just shrugged when Harry took Cathie to see him. ‘We can’t perform miracles, Mr Makepeace. Don’t let her run around too much. Keep her calm. Some children get hysterical easily.’


Hysterical! This wasn’t hysteria; it was an illness.


When Harry asked him for the name of a doctor who specialised in treating asthma, the local doctor took umbrage. ‘Do you think I don’t know my job! Not one really understands asthma and many think it psychosomatic, which is what I just said, a hysterical reaction. It’s better if parents of such children treat them more strictly.’


Which was ridiculous. As if Cathie did it on purpose.


She’d never needed to go to hospital before or he would have tried to do something about it. He was going to find another doctor for her from now on, he decided.


‘Mr Makepeace.’


He looked up as someone called his name and Sister beckoned him into her office. He stood in front of her desk, looking down at the two people seated behind it. There was another chair at the side of the room, but they didn’t ask him to sit down. He held back his anger at that rudeness, reminding himself that Cathie was what mattered. 


‘Your daughter has had a severe asthma attack, Mr Makepeace,’ the doctor said slowly and loudly, as if he were speaking to an idiot.


‘If you don’t mind telling me something about asthma, doctor, I’d appreciate it. I need to know as much as possible so that I can help her.’


The doctor studied him and he looked steadily back. Unlike some people he wasn’t cowed by doctors. They were only human beings like him.


‘Well, some people are starting to wonder if asthma is a disease of the lungs but no one’s sure. Personally I’ve noticed it’s worse where the air is impure.’ The doctor looked down at the admission form and tapped it with his forefinger. ‘Where you live is in the middle of an industrial area, is it not, and no doubt very smoky?’


‘Yes. But I need to live near the place where I work. I’m an electrical engineer. I keep the machines in a factory running.’ He always called himself an engineer, as they had done in the army where he’d been trained during the final two years of the war.


‘Indeed. But that isn’t a good place to bring up a sickly child, with the mills and factories belching out black smoke every day. The air there is dirty and when it’s breathed into the lungs, it dirties them in turn. This may be making matters worse in your daughter’s case. When I visit patients near mills, even I feel stifled sometimes and there is nothing wrong with my lungs.’


‘I see.’


‘Fortunately we were able to treat her with ephedrine and give her oxygen to breathe. Your own doctor will be able to prescribe it for you.’


‘He hasn’t done so far. He says the attacks are due to hysteria.’


‘Ah. Old gentleman, is he?’


‘Yes.’


‘Perhaps a younger doctor might be of more assistance?’


Although the sister was clearly impatient for him to leave, the doctor took the opportunity to stretch his arms and ease his shoulders, which gave Harry time to take this in. 


‘Maybe cleaner air would help, doctor. Cathie wasn’t as bad when we used to send her to visit her grandmother in the summer, only the old lady died and I don’t know anyone else who lives in the country.’ He shook his head sadly. ‘Eh, what must I do?’


‘Get her out of the city to live in the fresh air of the countryside, even if you have to send her away to do it. It’s her only hope. If we hadn’t given her oxygen today she might not have pulled through.’


Harry could only stare at him in dismay. 


‘She isn’t a strong child, as you must realise. Motherless too, I gather. How are you coping?’


‘We have a neighbour who helps. She’s kind, like an auntie to my Cathie.’


‘The child was clean enough when brought in,’ the sister said, as if reluctant to admit Cathie was well cared for. ‘Given what doctor says, and your lack of suitably placed relatives, it might be better for you to put her in the care of an orphanage in the country, Mr Makepeace. She’s old enough at nine to understand why and you could probably visit her occasionally.’


‘What? Nay, I’m not sending her away. She’s all I’ve got since her mother died and I love her dearly.’


‘There are other considerations as well as her health. Men aren’t the best people to bring up girls of her age anyway. She’s going to need a woman to show her how to deal with a woman’s body soon, not to mention teaching her how to look after a house when she marries.’


The doctor was scribbling on the admission form so Harry turned back to the sister. ‘Can I take Cathie home now?’


‘You’ll have to ask doctor.’


Harry had to wait for him to finish writing, scrawl his signature and look up. ‘It’d be better to leave her here till tomorrow. We have oxygen to hand if she has another asthma crisis.’


The sister stood up and gestured towards the door, her large starched headdress flapping up and down like a bird’s wings, and not a friendly bird, either, but one waiting to pounce on its prey. ‘That will be all for now, Mr Makepeace.’ 


The doctor was already reading the next paper from the pile and there were others queuing outside to see him.


Heartsick, Harry went down the ward to speak to his daughter, trying to hide from her how worried he was. Cathie seemed lethargic, her face pale, her thin body not making much of a lump under the bedclothes. This wasn’t like his lively little darling.


He wasn’t giving her away to an orphanage. Never! She coughed and he added mentally, well, only as a very last resort.


He sighed as the bell rang for the end of visiting hours, most of which he’d had to spend waiting outside the sister’s office. He bent to kiss Cathie. ‘I’m sorry to waste visiting time, love, but they insisted I had to see the doctor while he was here. I’m to come back for you tomorrow morning and take you home.’


Tears trembled on her eyelashes. ‘Oh, Dad, please take me home now. It’s horrid here.’


‘They say it’s best you stay in case you need oxygen again. Your breathing hasn’t settled down yet. Even I can hear the roughness.’


‘I hate it here. They care more about straightening the bedcovers than asking how you are. And you’ll lose another day’s work. Mr Trowton will be furious. I’m sorry, Dad.’


‘What are you sorry for? You didn’t do it on purpose. Just concentrate on getting better and leave me to deal with my boss. Getting better’s your main job now.’ He couldn’t resist giving her another kiss. ‘Be a good girl.’


Harry walked slowly out of the hospital, trying to get his mind round the new problem as he waited for the first of two buses home. If the doctor was right, something could be done to help Cathie. So he was going to do it, whatever it took.


There had to be a way to get her out into the country without putting her in an orphanage; there had to be. 


He’d lost his wife to pneumonia two years ago. Dora had faded so quickly, he’d been left stunned by his loss, with a seven-year-old child crying for her mummy and depending on him for everything. That was when Mrs Pyne next door had stepped in for the first time, because Trowton had just sacked her on a whim, something he’d been doing more often lately. The woman was a saint.


Harry would give everything he owned, every drop of the blood in his veins, to make Cathie well again. But exactly how to do that was difficult to figure out. He had a job here and was lucky to have it when so many couldn’t find work, even though his employer was a mean old sod, and getting meaner with every year that passed. If he left Trowton’s, how would he live? He didn’t think he’d get sacked, though, because he was good at his job and there were a lot of old machines to keep going.


He arrived home to a silent house. It felt wrong to have no smiling daughter running to fling her arms round him. It was a two-up, two-down terraced dwelling near the factory, which was a smallish place, specialising in soft furnishings – curtains, cushions and all sorts of bits and pieces.


Mrs Pyne knocked on the door to enquire about Cathie, so he asked if she’d look after the child when he brought her back the next day, which of course she was happy to do.


‘You’re a wonderful neighbour, you are,’ he told her.


‘Get on with you! Let alone I’m fond of Cathie, it’s a poor sort who doesn’t help a neighbour.’


But he could see she was pleased with his compliment.


When he went back inside, he stood in the kitchen feeling numb, not knowing what to do with himself.


He’d intended to make do with a couple of slices of bread and jam for tea, but his stomach rumbled and he told himself he needed to keep up his strength. He nipped along to the corner shop for one slice of ham and a couple of carrots. He didn’t bother to cook the carrots, just washed them and crunched away between bites of ham sandwich.


He looked at the second carrot before he put it in his mouth and grimaced. Even the food was poor stuff if you lived in a place like this. When his father was alive, they’d had fresh vegetables all through summer and autumn from the old man’s big country garden, whatever was in season. He still missed that Sunday visit, coming back with shopping bags full of food. 


Now they had to make do with what the local shops offered. Maybe good fresh food would help Cathie as well as fresh air. It wouldn’t hurt, that was sure. He’d have to make the effort to go to the market on Saturday afternoons to buy fresh stuff, though it meant a long walk.


He cleared up methodically after eating. His wife had been insistent on keeping a clean house and he’d seen how Dora did things, so he’d continued to tackle the various jobs the way she’d have wanted. He took care of most of the housework himself, with Cathie’s help now she was bigger, and to hell with the other men laughing at him and saying that was women’s work. 


The only thing he couldn’t do himself was the washing – he just didn’t have the time – so Mrs Pyne did that every Monday with hers for a small payment, which she was glad to earn, and he also paid her a little something for keeping an eye on the child before and after school or during holidays. 


They didn’t tell anyone about those payments, because Mr Pyne was on the dole and subject to the means test. If the authorities had found out, they’d have docked the money Harry gave her from her husband’s dole payment. Mean devils, they were, always suspicious! As if the poor chap was out of work on purpose and wouldn’t have preferred to go to a job.


He looked round the room and sighed. It was clean and tidy but that was all you could say about it. Dora had managed to make things look homely, but he didn’t seem to have the knack. 


People kept urging him to marry again, but he didn’t intend to look for a wife simply because he needed someone to see to the house. Imagine living with a scold like Tom Blake’s wife, however cleanly her ways, or a poor housekeeper like Don Roason’s wife, who might have a lush body but was stupid and forgetful. Or, worst of all, someone who didn’t love Cathie. No, thanks. 


He sat down and tried to read a newspaper he’d picked up on the bus. Fortunately someone had left it behind. But his thoughts wandered, because he was all churned up about what to do.


He ought to be able to find a job somewhere else because during the war, the army had trained him as an electrical engineer. He’d not had to do a lot of actual fighting, thank goodness, but had been kept busy in England maintaining equipment used on the home front. He’d been lucky, very lucky indeed. He hadn’t thought so at the time, though, as his friends had been posted all over the place and saw a bit of the world, while he was left in Aldershot, working his way through his training.


Harry smiled at the memories of Sergeant Deakins who’d been in charge of his group. He was strict but gave those in his unit the most thorough training in electrics you could possibly get. At the time Harry had fretted against the restrictions, because he’d only been a lad, hadn’t he, too stupid to know when he was well off? He’d lied about his age and enlisted at fifteen, so well grown that no one had questioned his age. He reckoned the sergeant had worked out that he was under age, though, and had kept him under his wing.


Even if Harry’s parents could have afforded to pay for an apprenticeship, they’d not have let him do one. They’d wanted him to work with his dad on the smallholding they’d rented for decades and had been sure the war would be over before he was old enough to be called up. They’d been furious when he ran off and enlisted.


He’d never gone back to live at home again. After he was demobbed he found a job in Manchester running in electricity to houses and lived in lodgings near his work. It wasn’t long before he met and married Dora. He’d actually been nineteen then, though folk thought him twenty-one, and she’d just turned eighteen. They’d been happy together and he still missed her. 


It was a sorrow to them both that she’d only given him the one living child and had lost two others after Cathie. Neither of them had expected that because Dora seemed a fine, healthy lass in other ways. He’d have liked more kids but there you were. 


When the doctor said another baby would probably kill Dora, Harry took care not to start any, even though preventive measures weren’t cheap at a shilling a protector. 


But she’d died anyway, poor lass, and her only twenty-eight. Pneumonia was a scourge.


With Mrs Pyne to help look after Cathie, he’d stayed in the same house. Except that now he knew it was bad for his child’s health here, he would have to leave.


There had to be a way. He’d make a way.


And what was he doing sitting thinking about the past when it was time for bed? He’d have a busy day tomorrow.
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Harry had to take part of the following morning off to pick up his daughter and Mr Trowton didn’t like it, threw a fit and said he’d fine Harry five shillings for the inconvenience, but there you were. She was too little and weak to travel home alone.


Then something distracted Trowton and he broke off in the middle of ranting about ungrateful employees who deserved fining. He was very strange at times as well as a bit forgetful. But with a bit of luck he might forget the fine. He’d sacked a woman last week, telling her to leave at the end of the day, then asked her to do a special job for him when she came to work the next day and hadn’t mentioned sacking her since. It was all very strange.


When Harry got to the hospital, Cathie was sitting on a hard chair near the entry to the ward waiting for him.


The sister came out of her office to see him.


‘Doctor says she’s doing all right but I’m to remind you she needs to get out of the smoky air.’ She thrust a piece of paper at him. ‘This is the address of a very good orphanage in the country.’


Cathie burst into tears.


He didn’t throw the paper back at the sister, which was his first instinct, because Cathie might wind up here again. He just muttered, ‘Thank you,’ then took his child’s hand and hurried away from the dratted woman.


Outside the hospital Cathie stopped to hold on to his arm. ‘She said you’d have to send me away to an orphanage in the country. Promise you won’t do that, Dad, promise.’


‘Of course I won’t send you away. I didn’t say anything in there because I didn’t want to upset Madam Starchy Knickers in case you had to come back here.’


The tears stopped at this rude nickname, and it won him a watery smile. 


‘I couldn’t manage without you to boss me around, loviekins.’


As they found a double seat and sat down together on the bus, Cathie leaned her head against his shoulder and sighed, still clinging tightly to his hand.


Oh, how he loved the feel of that little hand in his! Yet how frail and weightless it seemed today. He didn’t think he could carry on if anything happened to her.


That settled it, time to use Dora’s money. When she died, he’d vowed never to touch the insurance payment, had considered it blood money, and put it straight into the savings bank. 


Dora had taken the two policies out without consulting him, one on his life and one on hers, for the sake of their child. He’d considered it a waste of money and it had been one of the few things they’d argued about. He’d never expected to collect on a policy but she insisted on keeping up the payments, however much they had to scrimp. 


But now, that damned blood money might be his only chance to help Cathie. He wasn’t sure how to do it yet, but he’d find a way.


Two days later, Harry was called in from the workshop by the owner. A stranger was standing by the office window, looking thoroughly fed up.


‘Ah, Makepeace. This is Mr Selby. He’s been looking at the old car that belonged to my brother, thinking of buying it. Only the engine won’t start. I had it working only last week, didn’t I, so there can’t be much wrong. Could you just have a look at it? You’re good with machinery.’


Harry didn’t contradict him, though this was a barefaced lie. The car in question, a Fairbie, hadn’t been used since the brother died. 


‘Happy to, Mr Trowton. I’ll just go and get my toolkit.’


‘I’ll come with you,’ the stranger said. ‘I know quite a bit about cars, actually, but I don’t have any tools with me and I don’t want to get my good clothes dirty. I’ve never seen a car quite like that before.’


‘It was built a few years ago by a small company near here that’s gone out of business now, like a lot of them have,’ Harry said. ‘The car used to be a good runner. Not fast but steady and was known for its good brakes.’


Behind them, Trowton nodded approvingly at that remark.


Mr Selby followed Harry through the workshop and out to the long narrow yard at the side, where all sorts of bits and pieces were stored.


Someone had given the car a polish and tidy up, Harry noted. As if that’d make the engine run properly. ‘I’m not a car mechanic,’ he told Mr Selby, wanting to be fair to both parties, ‘I’m an electrical engineer. But I’m good with machinery and I do understand how car engines work, so I’ll be happy to have a go.’


They got the bonnet open and Harry shook his head as he looked inside. Trowton could at least have had the motor cleaned.


‘We can both see that the car hasn’t been used for a while,’ Selby said in a low voice, ‘but I guess you didn’t dare contradict your employer.’


‘In times like this a man has to hang on to a job.’


Selby walked round the vehicle. ‘I’d have left when it wouldn’t start, but the bodywork looked to be in good condition and strongly made. If I can buy it cheaply and get it to my workshop in Rivenshaw, I can pull the engine to pieces and get it working properly again. The parts don’t look too badly worn.’


‘I know Mr Trowton’s brother didn’t drive very far in it,’ Harry offered. ‘Now, let’s see what we can do.’


They chatted as Harry examined and fiddled with and cleaned the various parts of the engine. 


‘What’s your job here, exactly?’ Mr Selby asked. ‘For a man who isn’t a motor mechanic, you seem to be making a good fist of checking it over.’


‘I like machinery, have a feel for it. My job is keeping the factory machinery running, mostly smaller stuff like sewing machines and electric irons, because the factory runs on electricity. This place used to be reasonably profitable, even during the war. But nobody’s thriving these days.’


‘You’re the head mechanic?’


Harry chuckled. ‘In practice yes, but not in name. That’d mean Mr Trowton having to pay me more. He calls himself the head mechanic.’


‘Places like this aren’t doing so badly in the south of England,’ the visitor said thoughtfully. ‘And the big factories producing motor cars, like Fords, employ hundreds. Only I wanted to live near the moors. The air’s bracing there, suits me better. I’m a northerner, heart and soul, I reckon.’


‘Where exactly do you live, if you don’t mind my asking?’


‘Rivenshaw. It’s in one of the Pennine valleys in Lancashire, near the border with Yorkshire. Good honest folk round there.’


Harry put that on his mental list of places to check out.


It took two hours of work to get the engine going, even with Mr Selby’s helpful suggestions. The owner came out twice to see how things were going, scowling at Harry as if it was his fault it was taking so long.


Then at last the engine coughed, as if protesting at being woken, and started chugging somewhat unevenly.


Mr Selby sat in the driving seat, touching the accelerator a couple of times when it faltered and listening as if he knew how engines should sound.


In the end he switched it off, poked his head out of the window and beckoned Harry over. ‘You did well. Want to earn a bit extra this weekend delivering it to Rivenshaw for me?’


‘I think you’d be better fetching a lorry and loading it on that, or towing it behind a bigger car. I doubt it’d get out to Rivenshaw under its own steam.’


‘If I came and towed it, would you sit in it and steer it for me? Driving under tow isn’t as easy as it looks. I have a partner in my used car business, but Charlie’s a terrible driver. I’d not trust him to do it.’


Harry thought quickly. ‘I work Saturday mornings so it’d have to be Sunday. And we’d need to start off early so that I’d be back before nightfall. I have an ailing child to look after, you see – and before you ask, my wife’s dead, so it’s all up to me. My neighbour would look after her in the daytime though. And I could maybe borrow a friend’s motorcycle to get back home and put it on the boot rack at the back of the Fairbie. I’m afraid I’d have to ask you to pay him five shillings to hire it. I haven’t got the money to spare. You know how bad the trains are on Sundays.’ 


‘You’re on. I’ll be over here by eight o’clock on Sunday morning. Do you want me to pick you up at home or meet you at the factory?’


‘Would it be too much trouble to pick me and the motorbike up from home?’


‘Not at all.’


‘Thanks.’ He gave Mr Selby his address and was thinking aloud when he added, ‘I’ll be able to look at the countryside as I go. The doctor says fresh, clean air is my daughter’s only chance. She gets dreadful asthma attacks, so I’ll have to find somewhere in the country to live.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that. Do you know where you want to go?’


‘Eh, no. Anywhere that will help my Cathie and provide me with a job will suit me. Last week she nearly died and was rushed to hospital. The doctor told me her only chance was to move to the country out of this smoky air. I’ve started looking in the paper for jobs and there doesn’t seem to be anything at all going out near the moors let alone in my line of trade—’ 
 

He realised he was talking too much. ‘Sorry. I shouldn’t bore you with my troubles. Please don’t tell Mr Trowton what I said. It’s just that my little lass is on my mind and it slipped out.’


‘Of course I won’t mention it. Good luck with your job hunting.’ Mr Selby slipped a ten-shilling note into Harry’s hand. ‘Thank you for your help today.’ He added two half crowns. ‘For the hire of the motorbike.’


Ten shillings was over-generous as a tip and Harry hesitated, hating to act like a beggar. Then he thanked Mr Selby and accepted it. He was going to need every penny to move and set up another house, and Mr Selby had a well-fed, healthy air that said he wasn’t scrimping a bare living, so could afford to tip well. 


Harry still couldn’t think how to find a job, but this Sunday would give him a start on looking for a place to live. He was planning to visit the smaller nearby towns on Saturday afternoons or Sundays to see what he could find.


He put the old car away and watched Mr Selby make his way to the office to haggle with Trowton, then he went back to his own work.


At the end of the day, Mr Trowton saw the other workers off the premises and came to find Harry, who was making his final rounds to check that everything was switched off properly.


‘Well done, Makepeace. I sold the car to him.’ 


‘That’s good.’


He hesitated, then slipped two shillings into Harry’s hand. ‘You did well.’


‘Thank you, sir.’


His employer was a mean bugger, Harry thought as he walked home. Two shillings when he must have got at least twenty pounds for the car. Even a stranger had given a bigger tip than that. And Harry put a lot of extra time in here without complaining.


But at least Trowton’s factory was still doing business and though the number of workers had been cut drastically, there were still twenty women employed there, and three men for heavier work and deliveries, including Harry. The women cut, sewed and ironed, making up loose covers for furniture, curtains, cushion covers, antimacassars, whatever Trowton could find a market for. 


They had other jobs to do for his cousin who had a similar place in the south, which was a big help. The other Mr Trowton had plenty of work, and could get some things made up in the north more cheaply than he could produce them himself without extending his factory.


Harry was still managing to keep the machinery going but some of it was getting very old and outdated. He worried about those machines. They all did. Who could afford replacements in times like these? 


If the factory closed down before he’d found another job, what would he do?


When he got home, Harry knocked on Mrs Pyne’s door. He didn’t usually bother to pick up Cathie, just knocked and shouted that he was home. But today he needed to ask her about Sunday. She was happy to earn an extra shilling looking after the child, but his daughter cried when he said he’d have to leave her on the one day they usually spent together. 


In fact, Cathie had been tearful and lethargic ever since she came home from the hospital. This made him even more certain he needed to get cracking and find a way to move. She might have recovered, but she wasn’t thriving. 


In fact, she looked so wan he began to think he might have to move without finding a job first.


That thought was frightening, but not as frightening as the thought of losing Cathie.
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As she carried their plates to the table, Leah Willcox paused, as she often did, to stare out of the kitchen window at the moors. She loved to gaze down the slope and see their tiny village of Ellindale bordering the road down the hill. Such a pretty view! And such a nice set of neighbours. She loved living here.


Spring Cottage was the highest dwelling in the narrow Pennine valley. She’d grown up in the small town of Rivenshaw at the lower end, but after her marriage she’d fallen in love with the rolling open spaces of the Pennines, which stretched beyond their land across what locals called ‘the tops’. She’d hate to live anywhere else now.


After sitting down, she ate her first sandwich in a few hungry bites then sneaked a sideways glance at her husband. He’d taken a couple of small bites and pushed the rest of his to one side. Lately he’d only been picking at his food and it showed in the gaunt lines of his body. 


‘If you don’t feel like cheese sandwiches, I could make you something else, Jonah.’


‘What? Oh, no thanks. I’m not all that hungry today.’


‘You need to eat to keep up your strength.’


‘Don’t fuss, dear.’


She suppressed a sigh and finished off her sandwiches before clearing the table. She was seriously worried about him. He’d made it clear to her when they entered into a marriage of convenience that he wasn’t likely to make old bones. Men who’d been gassed during the war rarely regained their health. But she hadn’t expected such a sudden decline.


The trouble was that she’d grown very fond of him and it hurt to see him suffer.


As she was thinking of going back across the yard to her little fizzy drink factory, he said suddenly, ‘I’d better tell you, Leah: I’m not going to do Charlie’s accounts for his pawnshops from now on. I find it too tiring to drive into Rivenshaw. I’ll come into town with you when you go to the library if I need to change my books, or get someone else to drive me.’


‘You’re giving up driving completely? Why?’


‘I, um, don’t feel safe driving. I’m getting coughing fits more regularly now and I nearly ran off the road the other day when I had a bad one. Just imagine if I bumped into another car or knocked someone down.’


‘Oh.’


‘The coughing usually happens when I exert myself.’


She’d heard him coughing, of course she had. He tried to get up quietly when it happened in the night, but she was a light sleeper. He’d been bringing up blood for a while, but it had got worse lately. She’d seen the stained rags the morning after and provided a bucket to throw them in and plenty of clean rags. She hadn’t said anything, had just done it, because she knew he preferred not to discuss his weakness. 


She realised he was waiting for her to speak, one eyebrow cocked as if expecting other questions. She contented herself with a little nod. As her dear father would have said, what can’t be cured must be endured. If Jonah could endure his declining health without complaint, so could she. 


He’d been going on quite well, considering, till he came down with a bad cold just after Christmas. It’d taken him a long time to recover and since then he’d looked frailer. 


What did surprise her was that Jonah still made love to her occasionally. It didn’t happen very often, but he turned to her sometimes. She’d given up hoping for a child and so had he, but he seemed to find comfort in gentle lovemaking, and she didn’t mind.


She knew that he’d deliberately distanced himself from her from the very beginning of their marriage, as if trying to make sure she would be able to manage without him one day. It was the sort of thing he would do, always thinking of others. 


When he wasn’t working he would sit in his big armchair looking out over the moors, whose views seemed to change with the weather. He occupied himself with the newspaper and his books, not uttering a word of complaint as his health went relentlessly downhill. 


She felt helpless to do anything but go along with this. She didn’t want to waste whatever time was left nagging him and she never, ever let him see her cry. He had enough to bear. 


‘I’ll still help you with your accounts for the factory, though, Leah. I’m not completely useless.’


‘Good. I don’t like fiddling with figures. I enjoy making our drinks much more.’ She was lucky that her days were busy running the small fizzy drinks factory she’d opened with Jonah’s encouragement in one end of the huge old barn. It kept her mind off sad things. Most of the time, anyway.


In summer she also had to keep an eye on the small youth hostel they’d opened last year in the other end of the barn, but that was still closed for the winter. They were a new thing, youth hostels, which gave poorer people a chance to spend their holidays tramping round the countryside and staying in the hostels, which were not only cheap but also safe and decent.


They’d open their hostel again at Easter and this year she’d have to find a woman to manage the place and keep it clean. She wouldn’t have the time to deal with that now that the drinks were selling so well. She’d ask her friends if anyone knew a suitable woman to do it.


Another reason she wasn’t going to take on the responsibility for the youth hostel was that Jonah might need her. 


She realised he’d said something. ‘Sorry, I was wool gathering.’


‘I said: the sales of our drinks have been excellent lately.’ 


‘Thanks to your brother.’


‘Thanks first of all to the excellent drinks you make.’


‘Yes, but your Charlie has an amazing gift for making money. No wonder his pawnshops are thriving.’


‘He was right about making our bottles look fancy and selling mainly to the better class of person, wasn’t he? They still have money to spare for little treats. You’re making a nice steady profit now and when times get better, you’ll make an even bigger profit.’ 


‘It matters more to me that my drinks give employment to a few people in our village. I wish I could find a way to provide more jobs.’


‘Give it time and—’ He broke off to ask, ‘Is that a car coming up the hill?’ 


She went to peer out of the window. ‘Yes. It’s your brother. Oh, my goodness! He only just missed the gatepost.’


They both chuckled, which broke the tension nicely. Charlie had knocked one of their gates off its hinges a couple of months ago. He was a terrible driver. Thank goodness he somehow managed not to hit pedestrians, just walls and gates, which couldn’t jump out of his way.


She smiled at the way he took his spectacles off before he got out of the car because he hated wearing them, then came hurrying towards the house. He never walked slowly. He’d be visiting Spring Cottage more often now Jonah had stopped working in the shop, she guessed. He cared deeply about his ailing older brother.


Charlie just about bounced into the house, clearly in one of his ebullient moods. ‘I’m glad you’re not at work across the yard, Leah. I don’t want to say everything twice over.’


‘What have you done now? Don’t tell me! Let me make us all a cup of tea first, and maybe a scone to go with it?’ She tried not to look at Jonah as she said that.


‘Not for me, love,’ he said.


Charlie looked at his brother, his anxiety slipping past his smile for a moment. ‘I’d not say no to a snack. Marion buys scones from the bakery. They’re all right, but yours taste better.’ 


Charlie munched his way through half the scone, then suddenly set the rest down on his plate, excitement radiating from him. ‘You two are the first to know, apart from my wife, of course: I’m going to buy Flewett’s shop on Rivenshaw High Street.’


They both gaped at him. 


‘I didn’t know he was selling up,’ Jonah said.


‘I heard he was thinking about it and nipped in quick with an offer.’


‘Isn’t it rather big for a pawnshop? And anyway, you’ve already got one in Rivenshaw.’


‘I’m not opening another pawnshop,’ said Charlie. ‘I’m going to keep on selling the same sort of things as Flewett did. People are buying more electrical goods every year, you know. Who wants to sweep a carpet by hand when they can push a modern vacuum cleaner across it and get it cleaner? I shall change the name of the shop, of course, to Willcox’s. And my motto will be “Willcox’s for Everything Electrical”.’


‘Very catchy,’ Leah said, seeing he expected some comment.


Jonah was frowning. ‘Why is Flewett selling up? Isn’t the shop doing well?’


‘The shop’s doing all right, though it’ll do better when I’m in charge. It’s his wife. She’s not well and they’re going to see if she does any better in the sea air. They’ve already bought a house in St Anne’s.’


Jonah continued to frown. ‘Unless your Marion has inherited some money, I can’t see how you’ll finance it. I’ve been doing your accounts for long enough to know exactly how you stand financially. You don’t have much spare money after setting up the second-hand car yard last year and buying some stock. So how can you even think of buying another shop?’


‘I’ve taken out a mortgage on my house, that’s how, and Todd’s going to sell my car and find me a smaller, cheaper one. Not one as small as my Marion’s Chummy, mind. I draw the line at that. An Austin maybe, he says. He’s looking round for something nice and steady.’


‘Don’t do it,’ Jonah begged. ‘Times are still bad. You’ve stayed out of debt so far, and you don’t need another business. If you must buy another shop, wait until things improve to do it. You’ve more than enough money coming in every week with your pawnshops and car sales.’


Charlie waved one hand dismissively. ‘Flewett’s shop is much cheaper now than it would be in better times, that’s why I’m buying it. Last year the government came off the gold standard and they’ve brought the interest rates right down, so I reckon business will only improve from now on. Didn’t I tell you that was what the government should do? I couldn’t have afforded to borrow money at eight per cent, but I’ll only be paying two.’


‘But Charlie lad—!’


He covered Jonah’s frail fingers with his strong ones and gave his brother’s hand a quick squeeze. ‘I’m taking a risk, I know, and that’s not your way. But I feel it in my bones that things are going to improve. They’ve never had it as bad in the south as we have in the north and you should see how well electrical goods are selling there. I had a good look round the shops last month when we visited Marion’s auntie.’ 


‘But—’


‘But nothing, Jonah lad. Change is in the air, even here, though it’ll take a while yet. When most people have jobs again, they’ll buy all sorts of domestic equipment and I intend the people in our valley to buy from me. Prices of all sorts of goods are going down because modern factories can make them more cheaply. I tell you, it’s the time to invest not sit in a corner dithering. You tease me about becoming a millionaire, but I’m going to do it, Jonah.’


‘I could never bear to get into debt or take such a big risk.’


‘I know. It’s not in your nature, lad, never was.’ 


‘How much will you be borrowing?’ 


The answer shocked him into exclaiming, ‘No!’


Charlie flapped one hand in the air as if to brush away his brother’s objections. ‘Look, Flewett’s is an established shop and there isn’t anyone else selling electrical goods in the whole valley. And think how many things there are to sell now: kettles, irons, washing machines, radios, gramophones. Even ordinary people are buying fridges these days, and of course electric cookers are much cleaner than gas. I’m going to sell them all and anything else people care to invent. Housewives are crying out for labour-saving equipment because it’s getting harder and harder to find a maid.’ 


He grinned at Leah. ‘Didn’t I tell you to have more electric sockets and light points put in than the engineers suggested when they brought electricity up here to Ellindale last year?’


She nodded. ‘And you were right about how convenient it is, too. I’d not like to go back to heating my iron on the fire and Jonah uses that electric toaster nearly every day, because he doesn’t feel hungry when he gets up but has a snack later.’


‘There you are. What did I tell you?’


‘But to borrow such a lot of money,’ Jonah protested. ‘I’m surprised the bank manager let you.’ 


Charlie grinned. ‘It’s thanks to your clever wife I got the loan.’


They both looked at him in puzzlement.


‘It doesn’t hurt that your fizzy drink company has been making me a steady profit since I became your partner, Leah my pet, it doesn’t hurt at all. The bank manager was very impressed by the figures I gave him from that and my various other businesses.’


Jonah’s voice was sharp. ‘You’ve used the fizzy drinks company as security!’


Charlie shrugged. ‘I shan’t go bust. It’s perfectly safe.’


Leah swallowed hard. She didn’t like the thought of him doing that either.


There was silence, then Jonah shook his head and stopped trying to reason with his brother. But he continued to look worried.


She wondered what would happen to her little factory if Charlie’s business failed and he had to pull his money out. Would the bank seize it in payment? Would she lose everything she’d worked for? She didn’t understand how that sort of thing worked and would have to ask Jonah to explain it to her later.


Then she looked at her brother-in-law, with his fine clothes and expensive shoes. What people noticed most of all was the air of confidence that always surrounded him. 


No, he wouldn’t go bust. Charlie hadn’t failed at anything so far, though people had often shaken their heads at what he was doing. 


And he wouldn’t fail this time, either. Not their Charlie.
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The next person Charlie went to tell was Todd Selby, his partner in the second-hand car business they’d started up. He heard noises coming from the workshop, so didn’t bother knocking on the door of the tumbledown house behind the big paved area.


Todd was wearing his overalls and was bent over an Austin Seven.


Charlie looked at it scornfully. ‘That looks a right old mess.’


‘The owner had an accident. I’ll soon get the motor fixed, not much damage there, then I’ll take it round to Stan’s. For a blacksmith, he’s good at doing car bodywork repairs. He’s going to specialise in that when times improve.’ 


‘That’s not one of our cars, though.’


‘No. Word’s getting round that I repair cars as well as sell them, so I’m earning a pound or two here and there. I’m going to fetch another car on Sunday, a Fairbie. A friend told me about it so I rang the owner and went to see it when I was in Manchester at the beginning of the week.’


‘Never heard of that make of car.’


‘It was made by one of those little companies that sprang up after the war. It’s a few years old but it’s hardly been used. It’s a solidly built little vehicle but it doesn’t go very fast, and when the bigger companies like Morris and Austin brought out better and cheaper cars, they couldn’t compete so had to close down.’ 


He wiped his oily hands on a rag. ‘Now, what can I do for you today, Charlie? You haven’t pranged that car of yours again, have you?’


‘No, of course I haven’t. But I wondered if you could sell it and get me a cheaper one for the time being. I need some extra money.’


‘I heard you were going to buy Flewett’s?’


‘Yes. But there isn’t much stock so I’m going to need to spend a bit more than I’d expected filling the shelves.’


‘The Fairbie might suit you, then. But we’ll have to do your present car’s bodywork up before we sell it.’


‘I’ll have a look at the Fairbie, see if I like it.’


‘I’ll be picking it up on Sunday.’


Charlie smiled. ‘There’s good money in repairs. Flewett offers a repair service too. He did that sort of work himself, with the help of an assistant. He says the assistant can handle it and I promised to give the chap a try.’


Todd paused, spanner in mid air. He’d met the assistant, Gordon Bexley, and didn’t like the fellow, who had a shifty look to him. He suddenly remembered the chap who’d helped get the Fairbie going. ‘Well, if Bexley doesn’t work out, I know an electrical engineer who’s looking for a job in the country.’


‘What? Who?’


‘The chap who helped me with the Fairbie. He was trained by the army so he knows his stuff. At the moment he’s working at Trowton’s where I bought the car, only he’s looking for a job in the country so that his sickly daughter can get some better air to breathe.’


‘I think that’s what doctors tell people when they don’t really know how to help them,’ Charlie said gloomily.


Todd gave him a quick sympathetic glance. Everyone knew Jonah Willcox was failing. ‘Well, good fresh air can’t hurt, can it? This chap lives right in the middle of Manchester near to where he works at the moment and talk about smoky air! It’s as bad as I’ve ever seen.’


‘What about his wife? Will she be happy moving to the country?’


‘He’s a widower. Manages on his own with a bit of help from a neighbour.’


‘Well, it’d be asking for trouble to employ him, then. A man needs a wife to look after his house, especially if he has a sick child to look after as well. I’d not want to take him on, even if I did need a repairman. But I won’t. I’ve got one.’


Todd shrugged. ‘Suit yourself. But you’d better let me keep an eye on what you buy. You don’t know a thing about electrical equipment and you don’t want to stock anything shoddy.’


Charlie grinned. ‘I was counting on you for that. I’m taking over the shop next week. Flewett is very keen to hand over quickly and get his wife into the sea air.’


On Sunday morning Todd set off while it was still dark and drove into Manchester. He didn’t mind early mornings and it took little more than an hour to get there at this quiet time of day. He could foresee a nice profit in the car he was picking up today.


Inevitably as he drove along the nearly empty roads, his mind wandered and he started to ponder on his life and where it was going. There was something about the peace of the beautiful English countryside which did that to you, and a good think about life never did anyone any harm. 


After the war, he’d spent a decade travelling the world until his mind calmed down and he got over the horrors and carnage he’d witnessed. That had taken longer than he’d expected but gradually he had stopped feeling a desperate need to move on from one place to the next every few weeks or months. 


His need now was to settle down and perhaps if he was lucky find a wife and start a family – if it wasn’t too late. He was thirty-three now, after all. He hoped it wasn’t, but that would depend on meeting someone special. He didn’t intend to marry purely for the sake of it. You could always hire a cleaner.


During his travels he’d met many women and some had openly thrown themselves at him, and not only because of the shortage of men after the war, either. But not one of them had made him want to stop travelling and settle down with her. Strange that, because he did enjoy women’s company, in every sense of the word.


Since he’d come back to England, acquaintances kept introducing him to their unmarried female relatives and he wished to hell they’d stop doing it. The poor women were usually embarrassed and he’d been upset about the way they were being treated by their families as problems to be disposed of. 


Why were people so bothered about what they called these ‘surplus women’? He’d seen articles about ‘the problem’ in newspapers and magazines. It wasn’t a crime to be single, for heaven’s sake. No one considered unmarried men a problem in that way. Not that there were all that many unmarried men in his generation. 


He blamed the government. If they would lead the country into wars and use their young men as cannon fodder, what could they expect but thousands of women left without a chance of finding a husband?


As if fate was mocking him, for the first time in ages he’d found one particular woman whom he admired greatly since coming to Rivenshaw, only she was already married – Jonah Willcox’s wife. The two brothers had chosen well, finding women with a bit of sense in their heads, nice looking too, though that was less important to Todd. 


He gave a wry smile as he turned into the street where Harry Makepeace lived. How arrogant his thoughts sounded, as if he only had to click his fingers for a ‘spare woman’ to come running into his life. 


He pushed those thoughts aside and concentrated on what had to be done today, waving to Makepeace, who had come to the door as soon as he drew up outside the house. He could see not only the light motorbike but a few straps to hold it in place.


A little girl came out of the house, kissed her father and went next door, using the knocker once and going straight inside. She turned to wave goodbye before she closed the door again.


You could see the love between those two and Todd suddenly felt a pang of envy. To love and be loved must be wonderful. He might have more money than Makepeace but he had no one to love him, because he had no close relatives left now.


That poor child looked frail, though, and he could see why her father was worried. 


If he ever had any children, would they be strong or weak, clever or stupid?


Oh, he was in a silly mood today. He had to pull himself together and forget these foolish fancies.


He got out of the car. ‘Good morning. Let’s get this motorbike strapped on. I think it’ll fit into the back of my van more easily than on the Fairbie’s luggage rack.’


‘Right you are, Mr Selby.’


‘We’re both ex-soldiers. Harry and Todd are good enough names to use, don’t you think?’ He stuck out one hand.


Harry grinned and shook it. ‘Nice to meet you, Todd lad.’


At the factory, Mr Trowton was waiting to let them in to get the car, dressed in his Sunday best. 


Once again the Fairbie wouldn’t start without a bit of persuasion and Trowton kept pulling his pocket watch out to check the time as the two men worked on it. Then he started walking up and down, muttering to himself.


As soon as the engine was running, Harry backed the vehicle out carefully so that Mr Trowton could lock up and go home, surprised when he didn’t even say goodbye. The man’s behaviour was getting more unpredictable by the week.


Todd stood listening to the engine. ‘Let’s see how far it gets under its own steam.’ 


‘I don’t think there’s enough petrol in it to go far,’ Harry said. ‘I checked on Friday.’


‘I’ve got a couple of cans of petrol in my boot. Switch the engine off and we’ll put some in, then give the car a try?’


That was another good thing about the Fairbie. You didn’t have to contort yourself to get petrol into it. ‘Whoever designed this had a few good ideas,’ Todd said.


‘Yes, but he didn’t give it a big enough engine for its weight, I reckon, so it’ll only ever chug along gently and slow right down on steep hills.’


It was, Todd realised, a perfect car for Charlie. It was much harder to kill yourself, or anyone else, in a vehicle that was going more slowly than others and anyway, Charlie didn’t even try to go fast. It made Todd smile to see his friend drive, because he always leaned forward, clutching the steering wheel like a drowning man holding on to a lifebelt.
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