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1895 – Lancashire


Reginald Stafford died of an apoplexy while shouting at the gardener’s lad for some imagined carelessness.


Typically, he still had a look of anger on his face even after the last breath had left his body. The gardener tried to smooth the snarling features before sending for his master’s stepdaughter, because the poor lass had had enough to put up with, but he couldn’t get rid of that look.


When the gardener’s lad came running to tell her what had happened, Elinor was so surprised it took her a moment or two to summon up her usual calm expression before she walked slowly outside to the area where her stepfather smoked his cigars. It was a trick, it must be; another of his stupid hurtful pranks.


When she saw the body lying on the ground, one arm outstretched as if beckoning to her, she paused again. But there was no sign of movement of any sort. The first trickle of hope slipped into her. Could she really be free of him at last?


She bent down and steeled herself to check the body carefully, half-expecting him to grab her and roar with laughter at making her jump in shock. She let out a heartfelt sigh of relief when she found no pulse and looked across at the gardener. He gave her a little nod as if to say she wasn’t mistaken. It was true! Her stepfather really was dead.


She stood up. She was free at last. When she turned, she saw his manservant standing behind her and vowed to be free of him as well, and soon.


‘Is the master—?’


‘Dead? Yes. Could you and the gardener please carry him up to his bedroom, Denby?’


She followed closely behind the men. Once they had laid the body down on the bed, she moved to stand near it, asking them to leave her alone with him for a few moments and to send someone for the doctor.


Denby hesitated, looking at her doubtfully, then as she gestured towards the door, he walked slowly out of the room.


She whispered to the gardener as he passed her, ‘Keep your eye on the master’s study, would you, please, Barker?’


He nodded, his eyes going to the manservant. He knew perfectly well why she had said this. That fellow would steal the butter off a piece of bread!


She’d have asked Maude to come and help her, but the maid, who was as close as a sister to her, was out at the shops. She’d have to manage on her own.


Elinor locked the bedroom door and steeled herself to search her stepfather’s pockets for money. She knew he always carried some on him and if she didn’t find it, Denby would take it, she was sure. She searched very carefully, letting out a huge sigh of relief as she found it.


But something made her continue searching and when she found some folded banknotes in an inner pocket as well as what was in his wallet, she stared down at the two bundles of notes in fury. Household bills left unpaid, skimping on food for her and the servants, her clothes mended and so old-fashioned she looked like a maid herself. And all the time he had been walking round with this much money in his pocket, ready to waste it on gambling and any loose woman who caught his fancy.


She tidied his clothes, not wanting her search to show, then tucked the banknotes down as far as she could push them into her bodice. What a good thing she didn’t wear the fashionable corsets that pulled in a woman’s waist and upper body so tightly you could hardly breathe. Well, she was so thin she had no need to ‘improve’ her figure.


She didn’t wear the popular leg of mutton sleeves either, because she not only did not care about keeping up with the changing fashions, she couldn’t afford the extra material it took to make sleeves like that. On the rare occasions she managed to scrape the money together to buy a dress length for a new outfit she looked only for the cheapest and most hardwearing material she could find.


Someone knocked on the door and called, ‘Are you all right, miss?’ Reginald’s manservant had returned and was trying to poke his nose in as usual.


‘I’m fine. I’ll call if I need you, Denby.’ He could stay out there till kingdom come! She wasn’t opening that door to anyone except Maude till she’d checked everything in the room.


She continued to search till she found her stepfather’s desk key with two other small keys in a bowl on the windowsill. After she’d hidden them in her clothing as well and investigated every one of his pockets a second time, she went quickly through the drawers. No money there, but she did find her mother’s wedding ring and didn’t scruple to take that.


Only when she’d searched everywhere did she unlock the door and call for Denby. He came almost immediately and must have been waiting near the stairs.


‘The gardener’s lad has gone for the doctor, miss.’ He stared past her as if trying to see signs of what she’d been doing in the room.


‘Good. I’ve finished praying over your master now. You can stay with his body until the doctor arrives. Better not touch him, though.’


He looked from her to the body suspiciously but she didn’t care. He could no longer tell his master if she did something her stepfather would disapprove of. In fact, the sooner she got Denby out of the house, the happier she would be.


Downstairs she nodded dismissal to the gardener, who was still standing guard, and went into the room her stepfather had called his study. It contained very few books and was actually where he sometimes boozed or played cards with one or two seedy cronies. Once again, she locked the door before searching the desk.


She knew which was the desk key and found by trying them that the two smaller keys opened the locked bottom drawer and the box it contained. In it she found some more money and the few pieces of her mother’s jewellery that were still unsold. She took all its contents and stowed them in her underclothing, then locked the box again and put it back.


There had been no sign of a will in any of the untidy drawers, though her stepfather had made a big thing of going to see the family lawyer last year, telling her he was updating his will and promising her that she’d be taken care of. Presumably Mr Calwell had a copy.


When she opened the door again, she found Maude standing there as if on guard.


‘Barker told me about your step father as I came in. Are you all right, love?’


‘I shall be a lot better now.’ She didn’t have to pretend with Maude.


‘Denby had crept down and was trying to listen to what you were doing, so I stayed here. I’m sorry I was out when it happened.’


Maude had officially been their maid for nearly twenty years but was more like a member of the family than a servant. Elinor glanced over her shoulder then gave her friend a quick hug before she said in a low voice, ‘We’ll both be better off now, I’m sure. And we can show our friendship openly.’


She couldn’t voice a single word of regret for his death because she had hated her stepfather ever since she’d been old enough to know what hatred was – and cruelty. She’d feared as well as hated him after her mother died suddenly a few years ago following a fall down the stairs, because she suspected him of deliberately pushing his wife down them. But she could prove nothing, so had been helpless.


And you couldn’t leave home when you had nowhere to go and no money of your own, so she’d had to stay here, relieved when he’d mostly ignored her presence. She knew perfectly well that he only kept her here because respectable people spoke to him because of her and he knew they’d never speak to him again if he threw her out.


‘I need to send for the lawyer, Maude.’


‘The gardener’s lad can go when he gets back from fetching the doctor.’


‘Wait with me and I’ll write a quick note to Mr Calwell.’


When the doctor arrived, he made a cursory examination of the body then sought her out. ‘Your stepfather died of a seizure, Miss Pendleton, and I’m not surprised. Only last week I warned him that he was drinking far too much and that was damaging his health, but he told me to mind my own business.’


‘He hasn’t looked well for a while.’


‘I’ll write you out a death certificate. You’ll need it for the formalities. You can send for the undertaker straight away.’


Good. The sooner the body was taken away, the happier she’d be, she thought. She wondered whether anyone would miss Reginald Stafford or even attend his funeral.


After the doctor had left, the house fell silent as they waited for the undertaker. It was wonderful not to have her stepfather shouting and upsetting people, not to be waiting for him to burst into the house, half drunk usually.


The only person he visited socially was his equally horrible nephew. She hoped she’d never see Jason Stafford again after the funeral.


Elinor’s relief at being free was short-lived, however. As soon as the lawyer arrived she knew something was wrong from his pitying expression.


‘Please come into the sitting room, Mr Calwell.’


She asked Maude to stay in the hall and make sure no one eavesdropped on them.


The lawyer gestured to a chair, looking at her sadly. ‘You’d better sit down before I start, Miss Pendleton. I’m afraid I have some bad news for you.’


She did as he asked with a sinking feeling, wondering whether her stepfather had driven them to bankruptcy.


After clearing his throat and fiddling with some papers from his briefcase, Mr Calwell said, ‘I’m afraid the will leaves everything your stepfather owned to his nephew, Jason Stafford.’


She could only stare at him, shocked beyond words.


‘And even if he hadn’t done that, you’d not have got much. I fear the house will have to be sold to pay off his debts. It’s not a large dwelling, though it has a nice big garden so should easily find a buyer.’


He took a deep breath and added, ‘He had just asked me to sell another piece of your mother’s jewellery.’ He fumbled in his pocket and held a lumpy envelope out to her. ‘I feel this should come to you, at least, because she left you all her jewellery when she died even though he took it from you. Please put it away quickly and don’t tell anyone.’


She took it and shoved it into her pocket. ‘But the money and house came to him mostly from my mother! Surely something has been left for me? He promised I’d be taken care of.’


He hesitated, looking even more reluctant to speak.


‘Please go on. It can’t get much worse.’


But it did.


‘You’ll only be taken care of financially if you marry his nephew. In that case, there is a small annuity that will be paid to you, so you’ll be able to manage should Jason Stafford predecease you. I had to fight hard to get even that provided and safeguarded.’


She felt physically sick at the idea of marrying him. Last time Jason Stafford had visited his uncle, he’d tried to grab her several times. When she’d complained to her stepfather, he’d merely laughed and said the Staffords were a lusty bunch and she should be grateful for any man being interested in a frump like her.


Thank goodness for Maude and her rolling pin. They had shared a bedroom the whole time he was visiting.


‘I could never marry that man. Never, ever, Mr Calwell.’


‘I don’t blame you. He is . . . despicable, has a dreadful reputation. I wouldn’t even introduce him to my wife or daughter.’


He waited a moment then continued, ‘Last month your stepfather came to see me about a minor matter and I tried once again to persuade him to change his mind about you marrying his nephew, but you know what Mr Stafford was like once he set his mind on doing something. I am so very sorry I couldn’t do more.’


He glanced towards the door and lowered his voice. ‘If you have relatives you can seek refuge with, Miss Pendleton, I will arrange to take you to them after the funeral at my own expense.’


She didn’t even have to think about her answer. ‘There is no relative close enough to ask for that sort of help. My real father was the last of the Pendletons and my mother was an only child. I don’t even know where most of her more distant relatives are living now.’


‘Oh, dear.’


 ‘I need to think, to work out some kind of plan to get away.’ She started to stand up and he reached out to stop her.


‘Well, um, look. If you wish to leave, you can come to stay with my wife and me for a while after the funeral. We’ll keep you safe from him, I promise. And I’m certain we can find you a respectable job as a governess or companion to an elderly lady. Do you have any money at all?’


She shook her head. She didn’t intend to tell anyone what she had found.


He fumbled in his pocket and pulled out a five-pound note. When he offered this to her, she decided that she couldn’t afford to be proud about anything and took it.


‘Keep this in case there are any problems and your need to leave becomes urgent. You can use it to pay for a taxi cab to bring you and your possessions to my house in the next village. This is our home address.’ He handed her a card. ‘My wife knows about this shameful occurrence and will take you in if I’m not at home.’


‘Thank you. You’re very kind. I’ll pack my things and leave with you immediately after the funeral, if that’s all right? And may I bring my maid? She’s been a tower of strength since my mother died and she too may need help escaping from Jason Stafford.’


‘Ah. Well, yes, I suppose so. We can provide her with suitable references for getting another position because she’s been a faithful servant to your family. And she can help out in the house while we’re looking for a job for her. There’s always someone searching for a good maid.’


Elinor dug her fingernails into the palms of her hands to prevent the protest she wanted to utter and say that was a poor reward for the years of faithful service. ‘She’s the best maid you could ever find.’


‘I’m glad to hear that.’


She wanted to tell him that Maude was far more than a maid to her, more like a cousin or sister even, but this would do no good. He was at least willing to help them both in a limited way.


But she’d only go to him if she were desperate. She’d had enough of being told what to do. And she wanted, no, she intended, to stay with Maude. They had already decided that.


*


Unfortunately, two hours later Jason Stafford arrived, almost erupting into the house and looking extremely cheerful for a man who’d just lost a close relative. His arrival proved that someone must have sent word to him, probably Denby.


Jason stared at her with a gloating smile. ‘I know what was in the will. My uncle and I laughed about it together. So tonight you had better not deny me my marital rights.’


She looked at him in shock. ‘But we’re not married.’


‘We shall be, so why wait? You’re from a good enough family to produce a legal heir and then a couple of other children for me. And marrying you will help prove to people that I’ve turned respectable.’


That man would have a long way to go to be considered even vaguely respectable, whatever he did. There was something particularly sly and nasty about him.


He continued to eye her possessively. ‘It’ll be a good bargain for you because unlike my uncle I don’t waste my money. You’ll be guaranteed a roof over your head, good food to eat and better clothes than those shabby rags you usually wear. I shall wish you to do me credit when you are my wife.’


He flicked a contemptuous finger at her clothes and added, ‘In fact, I’m going to take them off now and enjoy myself.’ He followed that by moving towards her, hands outstretched.


Utterly horrified, she fled from him and ran up the stairs, locking herself in her bedroom. She’d made sure years ago that there were bolts on the inside of its door as well as the old-fashioned key lock.


He banged on the door, shook it a few times then called, ‘I’m warning you: I’ll break it down tonight if I have to. And you had better do as you’re told then. I won’t put up with being defied by a woman.’
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Once she’d heard Jason go back downstairs, Elinor began to pack her things, hastily thrusting clothes into her pillowcases for lack of a suitcase or even a shopping bag. She sacrificed some space for her paintings. Thank goodness she’d only ever done small ones that she could hide easily. She’d have hated her stepfather to get his hands on them.


She’d have to leave immediately, though she wasn’t sure yet how she was going to get out of the house without him stopping her.


But she was quite sure she was going to try.


To her surprise, as she was stuffing a few final garments into the second pillowcase, there was the patter of small stones against the outside of the window. She looked out to see Maude standing below her, dressed in outdoor clothing and the neat little felt hat trimmed by a feather that she wore to church. It was much newer and smarter than Elinor’s own.


Maude always stood out among the congregation anyway, being nearly six foot tall and strong with it. Even Reginald Stafford at his drunkest hadn’t dared try to fumble with her.


Her friend glanced round then came a little closer and called up, ‘He’s just sacked me and told me to leave immediately. He’s in the study now going through the drawers. Good thing that’s at the front of the house. Barker is bringing a ladder. Throw what you can into a pillowcase and climb down quickly. This will probably be our only chance of getting you away safely.’


‘I’ve packed already. Here.’ Elinor opened the window as wide as she could and dropped her two pillowcases down from the window one after the other just as Barker and the boy rushed round the corner carrying the old ladder.


She didn’t hesitate but squirmed out of the window on to it, not caring how much of her legs and underwear she showed to the world. As she began to clamber down the ladder, one of the rungs gave a loud cracking sound when she put her weight on it and she moved on quickly, heart pounding.


By the time she got to the bottom, Maude had picked up one of the pillowcases as well as two full shopping bags of her own.


‘Barker will take the ladder back while we get away as fast as we can. Come on!’


When she set off at a run, Elinor followed, terror lending her the extra speed needed to keep up with Maude.


‘Where are we going?’ she panted.


‘To Barker’s mother’s house till it’s dark, then he’ll take us to the nearest railway station in his neighbour’s gig.’


‘How kind of him.’


‘He’s going to find himself another job, says he won’t work for Jason.’


They had to pause at the main road, crouching behind some bushes to avoid being seen by pedestrians, cyclists or carriages until it was clear to cross the road.


‘Where can we go from there, though, Maude love? I don’t know anyone who’ll take us in.’


‘We’ll go wherever our feet take us to start off with. I’ve got some savings, not much but it all helps. And you’ve still got that money you took from your stepfather, haven’t you? Unless that Jason took it off you?’


‘No, he didn’t.’


‘Good. It’ll last us months if we’re careful.’


‘Most of it’s safe in my bodice, but I put some in my purse. The lawyer said he would help us, so I suppose we could go to him if we were desperate.’


‘I was eavesdropping. He’d help you find a ladylike job as slave to someone who pays only spending money and your keep, and he’d help me get another maid’s position, and who knows where that might be? We might never see one another again.’


‘Look out. The road’s going to be clear in a minute. Oh bother! There’s another cyclist coming. Keep your head down. I couldn’t bear us to be separated, Maude. Only, where can we go?’


‘Blackpool.’


‘What? We don’t know anyone there.’


‘That’s part of the reason. There are lots of people coming and going even now, before the summer holiday season has started, so strangers won’t stand out. We can start off by booking into a lodging house while we have a look round. And there would be jobs available as maids if we got desperate.’


‘I’d never have thought of that. I’d like to go there anyway. I’ve never even seen the sea.’


‘There you are, then. That’ll be a good start for our new life.’


‘Quick! There’s no one in sight. Let’s get across this road.’


Later, as they tried to rest in Barker’s mother’s front room, because she insisted on giving them the best the small house could offer, Elinor pulled the money out and they counted it. After that she showed her friend the remaining pieces of her mother’s jewellery, including the brooch Mr Calwell had passed on to her, one of the prettiest of them all, and her mother’s wedding ring.


Maude studied them all. ‘I think you should keep quiet about the jewellery, love. If people ask, look sad and tell them your stepfather took it from you a while ago to sell. And say you have a little money but not much. You should sew most of these banknotes into your petticoat and only keep a little money in your purse.’ Maude gave a wry smile. ‘You’re a far more capable needlewoman than I am.’


‘You should take some of it as well. I’ll sew some into your clothing too, if you don’t mind. We’ll be safer spreading the risk of it getting stolen.’


‘All right. You know you can trust me.’


‘I know.’ They smiled at one another.


‘Now, how about you stop being my maid and call yourself my sister? You certainly feel like one. You’re the person who cared for me when I was younger and my mother fell ill. You feel like a sister.’


Maude shook her head. ‘No one will believe that because we don’t look at all alike. Not only am I much taller, but my hair’s dark and yours is a light chestnut brown.’


‘Well, you’ve been more like a relative than a servant for as long as I can remember so I’ll say you’re my cousin, then. No one expects cousins to look alike.’ Elinor reached out to grasp Maude’s hand briefly. ‘Agreed?’


‘I’d like that. We’ll be cousins and we’ll stay together. I’m sure we’ll manage somehow.’


‘Thank you for rescuing me today.’


‘It’s a husband you need really to keep you safe if that horrible man comes after you.’


‘I never got the chance to meet anyone.’


‘Neither of us did. I’d like to have got married and had children too. If you were able to dress better and ate properly, you’d be pretty enough to attract a husband still. At nearly forty, I’m well past hoping.’


‘I’m nearly thirty and scrawny.’ Elinor scowled down at herself. ‘I look more like a scarecrow than a woman. Who’d want me?’


‘A widower might. And you’re not thirty. Stop saying that. You’ve only just turned twenty-eight and you’d make a wonderful mother, the way you love children. And you’re only scrawny because of him spoiling meals with shouting and nasty remarks, so that you could never eat in peace when he was around. That man made your whole life a misery.’


Elinor shuddered. ‘I have no desire to marry after I’ve seen how he treated my mother, no desire whatsoever. How does a woman ever know what a man will be like after the wedding? I was only ten but I remember how happy Mother was when she thought she’d found someone to look after us. Her happiness soon faded after she married him, didn’t it?’


‘Men aren’t all like that pig of a fellow was.’


‘But you can’t know for certain beforehand, can you? And by the time you’re married, it’s too late to do anything about it. No, I’m never going to risk that.’


‘You’ll change when you meet some happily married people.’


Elinor hugged her suddenly. ‘Never mind that. I just want to thank you for staying with me all these years. I was always surprised he let you stay.’


‘He wasn’t stupid. He knew he’d have difficulty finding another maid who’d stay on or work as hard.’


‘You acted as housekeeper, really, but he only paid you a maid’s wage.’


‘I stayed to be with you. That made it worthwhile.’


They both fell silent, thinking about their predicament.


A few minutes later Maude’s eyes closed and she began snoring softly. Elinor smiled fondly across at her. Her dear friend’s hair was tightly drawn back into its usual knobbly bun, emphasising her gaunt appearance. You’d never call her pretty, but she had the kindest nature and a smile that lit up her whole face.


Elinor wished she had the ability to fall asleep so easily. But she couldn’t stop her mind from going over and over what had just happened and wondering how this would all turn out. She couldn’t shake off the worries about what she could do to earn a living when the money ran out. She hadn’t trained as a lady typewriter or done any of the other jobs in an office, hadn’t worked in a shop, hadn’t been able to go to college and become a teacher because she’d been caring for her mother, as well as doing some of the housework.


Her only experience had been in sewing and she was an expert at making one penny do the work of two. She was quite good at sketching and painting, but that was just a hobby.


She dozed off and woke with a start when Barker brought the neighbour’s pony and trap round and his mother came in to fetch her. He gave her some sacks to put their clothes in, apologising that he couldn’t provide proper bags or suitcases. The sacks looked better than the pillowcases, but only just.


As they set off, Elinor stared down at the lumpy bundles pushed against her feet, suddenly realising that they contained all her worldly goods now, every single thing she owned.


Anger at what he had done, what she had lost, seared through her yet again – as well as utter determination to stay out of Jason Stafford’s clutches.


After Barker had left them, apologising for needing to take the pony straight back, the two women had to pass the rest of the night sitting on a hard bench at a small local station, pressed closely together for warmth as they waited for the first train of the day. He said this would be the train taking the farmers’ milk to be bottled and it usually stopped here about five in the morning.


They didn’t chat much; they were too exhausted by now.


An elderly railway employee arrived to open up before the milk train and seemed surprised to see them. He sold them tickets that would take them all the way to Blackpool, chatting cheerfully and giving them instructions about where to change trains.


When Maude took the opportunity to ask about how they might get to a place called Ollerthwaite from Blackpool, he knew that too, because he’d worked on most of the railway lines in the north of England. Now that he was older he’d chosen to settle near his family and earn less money by running this small station, which he said was a ‘halt’ more than a station.


He seemed to enjoy having company and hardly stopped talking for a minute, raising his voice when he had to do something at the far end of the platform. And although she knew Maude was encouraging him to chat in order to get as much information as possible, Elinor wished her friend wouldn’t tell him so much about their plans.


When they got on the train, she asked Maude why she had been asking about this Ollerthwaite place.


‘I have distant relatives there. I’m not sure whether to ask them for help or not. I’m just asking in case he comes after us and we have to run away again.’


It was after midday when they arrived in Blackpool and the first thing they did was find a little café where they could buy something to eat and a pot of tea. The milk train hadn’t stopped for long at any station, and when they’d had to change trains, there hadn’t been time to eat, so by now they were ravenous.


They chose the cheapest and most filling meal on the menu, eating it quickly and not lingering in the café.


Maude asked the friendly waitress where they could buy proper travelling bags, and when she looked at them curiously, she explained that they’d had to leave in a hurry after the death of the relative they’d been lodging with, and his cousin had tried to get at them.


The waitress was instantly sympathetic. ‘Some men are awful, aren’t they?’ After studying their clothes she suggested trying a local pawnshop.


The idea of going to such a place startled Elinor, but Maude beamed. ‘That’s a really good idea. Thank you so much.’


When she tried to tip the waitress, the woman shook her head and looked at Elinor’s clothes pityingly. ‘I reckon you two need the money more than I do, love.’


‘Bless you. We do need to be a bit careful at the moment.’


‘Are we really going to a pawnshop?’ Elinor asked as they walked along the street in the direction the waitress had told them.


‘We certainly are. And while we’re at it, we’ll see if we can find you a better coat and hat as well. You need to look a bit smarter than that, love, to show you’re respectable. Don’t look so disapproving. They sell some good things that haven’t been redeemed at pawnshops as well as lending money on items. I’ve several times bought clothes in such places.’


Before they got there, however, they had their first view of the Blackpool Tower, which had only been finished the previous year. It was gigantic, towering over the buildings around it and they both stopped to gape at it.


‘Would you like to go up it?’ Maude asked.


‘No, never. I’d hate it.’


‘Me too. But some people love it. I’m glad to have seen it, though.’


They found a smart hat and coat, as well as a skirt and blouse, and two scuffed Gladstone bags at the pawnshop, all much cheaper than Elinor would ever have expected.


‘I’m learning new ways of doing things already,’ she said. ‘I think you’d better take charge of where we go and how we travel. You know far more than I do about how best to do things. I feel as if I’ve been shut away from the world ever since my mother remarried.’


‘I’ve not really seen much. I’ve only ever travelled round Lancashire.’


‘Well, at least you used to get away on your annual holidays when you visited your aunt. I’ve never been this far away from home before, never even seen the sea.’


‘She was a lovely person. I was sorry when she died last year and I had to pay her neighbour for a room, just to get away from him. My aunt would have taken us in and helped us settle somewhere if she’d still been alive and known how desperate we were. Anyway, come on. We need to find some respectable lodgings.’


All the streets near the station seemed to be displaying little signs in their windows saying things like ‘Respectable rooms’ or ‘Vacancies’ or occasionally ‘No vacancies’.


‘There will be a lot more signs saying “No vacancies” when the summer holiday season really gets going,’ Maude said. ‘At this time of year, we can take our time and choose a place we like the looks of.’


‘Surely Jason won’t try to follow us?’


‘He might. He’s nasty enough to want to get back at us for running away. But he won’t know where we’ve gone. And how will he find that out? I think we’ll be safe now.’


‘I’m not sure about that. He’s always been very cunning and I think he’ll come after my mother’s jewellery as well as wanting to get me back there, for some strange reason.’


‘He’s desperate to find a respectable wife and if you refuse him again, Elinor love, he’ll try to find a way to punish you. He’s a spiteful brute.’


‘We’ll have to pray that he doesn’t find out where we are, then.’


‘If he does, we can run away again. Now, let’s look for some decent lodgings then spend a few days here and see whether we’d like to live in Blackpool.’


It wasn’t hard to find lodgings, there were so many on offer. They walked round a few streets and decided on a smaller house within walking distance of the sea in the north part of the town, which seemed quieter than the south.


The landlady said they were welcome to leave their luggage and they could trust her to take care of it, but she didn’t allow lodgers to stay in the house from ten in the morning to four in the afternoon. ‘There are over two miles of promenade and it’s a fine day. I’m sure you’ll enjoy a walk.’


They decided to stroll along the promenade so that Elinor could see the sea for the first time. Both were feeling exhausted after their nearly sleepless night and they simply ambled along the ‘front’ as people called it.


The tide was out and after a while Elinor frowned at the smooth sand and calm water. ‘The sea doesn’t do much, does it?’


‘It’s famous for being calm enough here for children to paddle in. There will be a lot more going on later in the season. Donkey rides and Punch and Judy shows. Things like that.’


But to her surprise, Elinor felt a bit disappointed. The pictures she’d seen showed pretty little bays or waves crashing on rocks. This was . . . rather tame.


After walking a little way, they sat down on a bench to watch the holidaymakers, who seemed very loud and cheerful. Even this early in the season there were family groups, young women in twos and threes, walking along with arms linked, and young men also in groups eyeing the lasses.


Maude was right about one thing: nobody gave them a second glance.


When they returned to the lodging house, their landlady recommended a nearby fish and chip café for tea, because she only provided breakfasts. The food was excellent but all they wanted to do now was lie down and sleep so they went back to their room.


‘There isn’t much greenery at the seaside, is there?’ Elinor said as they lay in bed chatting.


Maude gave one of her soft chuckles. ‘No. People come to look at the water or build sandcastles on the beach not walk through woods. I hope it’ll be fine tomorrow then maybe we can have a paddle.’


‘I don’t think I’ll bother to paddle. I might get my clothes wet and I don’t have many spare clothes. Let’s just walk round a bit. How about we go on one of the piers? The landlady said there were three of them now.’


‘Good idea.’


They had to leave their lodgings again after breakfast the following day, so began to walk along the promenade, pausing at the entrance to North Pier, then pausing again to look at Central Pier and when they reached the South Pier they stopped to buy a pot of tea and a couple of sandwiches in one of the many cafés.


‘This is the newest pier, only recently completed,’ Maude said. ‘I read about it in a brochure at the lodgings. Do you want to walk along it or would you prefer one of the others?’


‘I feel more like strolling along the promenade again. I feel sort of suspended. I don’t think I shall feel right in myself until we have more idea what to do with our lives and have found somewhere to settle. Being without anywhere to live makes me feel vulnerable.’


‘I’m a bit the same. Anyway, more than anything else we need to find a way to earn a living. We’re not here to have a holiday. We could run a boarding house, I suppose. We have some money to set up with if we’re careful.’


Elinor frowned and paused for a few moments, one hand on the rail at the sea edge of the promenade, trying to work out what that would entail.


‘That’d only bring in an income for half the year,’ she said eventually, ‘and we’d have to sell my mother’s jewellery to get enough money to rent a suitable house and set it up with furniture for boarders. If we didn’t do well, we’d be in big trouble and lose most of our money.’


They both shivered involuntarily at that thought.


‘Anyway, it’d mean running round after people we don’t know, some of whom might not be pleasant to deal with,’ Maude said.


‘Hmm. I don’t actually fancy living my life with one set of strangers after another. Do you?’


‘No. We have to be very careful what we do. The money won’t last for ever.’


They went on the North Pier to end the afternoon, just on principle because they might never come here again. They found a sheltered spot to sit and watch the sea, but were mostly silent, then Elinor said quietly, ‘I don’t think either of us would feel comfortable living in Blackpool. It’s a lovely place to visit, and the people are friendly, but I’m missing the greenery already. I like trees and gardens more than bare sand.’


‘And there seem to be plenty of small shops in the town already,’ Maude added. ‘So that’s not a good business to get into, either.’


‘It’s not hard to decide that you don’t want to do something, but it’s going to be far harder to find something we do want to do with our lives. I can’t even think where to go next. I’ve been racking my brain.’


‘Well, it’s early days yet, but that’s why I was asking about getting to Ollerthwaite. I may have an idea. Let me think about it and we’ll discuss it tomorrow. Come on. I’m hungry even if you aren’t.’


Maude linked her arm in Elinor’s and they left the seafront to explore an area where there seemed to be shops and even a theatre.


But they ended up having tea at the same fish and chip shop near their lodgings, because at least they knew the food was good, and they were tired as well as worried. They went to bed early again.
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In the small village near Oldham, Jason Stafford decided to postpone looking for Elinor until he’d sorted out his uncle’s house. He told the lawyer he’d like to move in and might be able to scrape some money together to pay his uncle’s debts if people would give him a little more time to sell his present house.


He ended up asking, ‘You haven’t heard from those two bitches, I suppose? Heaven knows why they ran away like that. You have to wonder about their morals.’


Mr Calwell sucked in his breath in shock. ‘I haven’t heard a word. And I shan’t agree to see you again, let alone answer your questions if you insult the ladies like that.’


‘Well, they stole the rest of my aunt’s jewellery. You can’t deny that.’


‘Yes, I can. They didn’t steal it; it was left to Miss Pendleton by her mother years ago so it belonged to her quite legally. It was your uncle who took it from her and sold a couple of pieces unlawfully. I have a copy of that lady’s will to prove Miss Pendleton’s ownership – as I shall inform the police if I hear you or anyone else saying she stole it.’


That made Jason even angrier with Elinor, but he held his tongue. He wanted to move into his uncle’s house, and Mr Calwell had admitted that he might manage to do something to prevent it being sold if Mr Stafford could pay some money off the debts on account.


When he got back from the lawyer’s, Jason told Denby he could stay at the house for a while as long as he made himself useful. ‘After working for my uncle for so long, you may remember something to give us a clue about where those two have gone. I intend to bring them back because they’d both be useful to me. Elinor is the best I can hope for in a respectable marriage because people are so narrow-minded. They’ll gradually forgive me my so-called sins,’ he rolled his eyes, ‘if they see her married to me. I gather she was well liked in the village, too. Well, she must have been for people to help her escape.’


‘I’ll do my best to remember something useful and in the meantime I could ask at the pub and find out whether anyone saw them leaving.’


‘Good idea. People there are more likely to talk to you than to me.’


‘You’d have to pay for my drinks. I need to be careful with my money till I’ve found a new job. I have a sick aunt to support, remember.’ He’d been saying that for years to get out of spending any of his own money.


Jason stared at him thoughtfully. ‘You can work for me for a while, if you like. We can see how we go and I’ll pay you the same as my uncle did.’


‘Doing what exactly, sir?’


‘Whatever’s needed.’ He repeated emphatically, ‘Whatever is needed.’


Denby nodded and winked at him. ‘As I did for your uncle.’


‘Exactly. And your first job will be to ask around the village and see what you can find out about those two. Someone must have seen them leaving.’ He fumbled in his pocket for a coin or two and gave them to his companion.


Denby went out for a drink at the poorer of the two local pubs but no one admitted to knowing anything about where the two women had gone. He was about to leave and try the other pub when he saw a man wearing the uniform of the local railway come in.


He managed to get chatting to him and when he offered to buy the next round, the man accepted. And he could certainly talk the hind leg off a donkey.


Most of what he said was just general gossip but Denby fixed a smile on his face and let him run on for a while before asking casually, ‘You don’t happen to have seen two women catching a train in the middle of the night or in the very early morning recently, do you?’


‘There aren’t any trains in the middle of the night round here. But there were two women as got on the early milk train a couple of days ago. Why?’


Denby stiffened. ‘My master’s looking for his poor cousin, who hasn’t got all her senses.’ He tapped his forehead. ‘She ran off when her stepfather died. Frightened of her own shadow, she is. There’s a maid looks after her who vanished too.’


‘Well, it could be them because the older woman did most of the talking.’


‘Was she very tall?’


‘Yes, she was. Far too tall for a woman. Well, fancy that. They must be the ones you’re looking for, and just because we got talking you’ve found out where they’ve gone.’


‘Chance is an amazing thing, isn’t it? You, um, don’t have any idea where they were going, do you?’


‘Oh yes. I sold them tickets right through to Blackpool. And then the older one asked about a place called Ollerthwaite as well. Not many people have heard of it, let alone could have told her how to get there, but I’ve worked on the railways all my life, mostly in Lancashire, and I know every minor line as well as the major ones, so I was able to help her.’


‘I’m amazed at how much you know. You’re a marvel. I’ve never even heard of this place, either. Where exactly is it?’


‘Up near the Forest of Bowland, nestled in the Pennines. All right for them as likes to live in a valley near the moors. Wouldn’t suit me. Nothing much to do round there except go hiking on the moors, and I get enough walking in my job, thank you very much.’


As the man continued to talk, Denby nodded and smiled some more, then asked, ‘Why did she want to go there? Did she say?’


‘To visit a relative.’


‘You’ve been very helpful. Let me buy you another drink.’


‘Thank you, sir. Much obliged.’


‘Did she say what her relative was called? We’d like to make sure the poor thing is all right.’


‘No, sorry.’


Denby had memorised how to get to Ollerthwaite, but the man he’d been talking to couldn’t help him guess where to look for the two women in Blackpool.


‘It’s too big these days, sir, full of people coming and going from all over the north for holidays by the sea now the weather’s getting warmer. And usually it’s only for a week, so there are different people there all the time.’


Denby finished his beer. ‘I’ve enjoyed chatting to you but I’m sorry to say I have to go now.’


The man looked at him hopefully, as if expecting another drink, but Denby was keeping the rest of the money Stafford had given him, so just nodded goodbye and walked briskly out.


When Denby got back, Jason listened intently to what he’d been told. ‘We’ll find them.’


‘Not if they stay in Blackpool.’


‘It’s my bet they won’t stay there. They’re neither of them used to towns, let alone big places like that, and it’ll be expensive to stay in lodgings. I’d bet a hundred quid they move on to that Maude’s relative. What’s her surname again?’


‘Vernon.’


‘I’ll remember that. It’s not a common name. We’ll give them time to look round Blackpool then move on before we go after them. I’ve got enough on my plate at the moment sorting out my house and moving. I have to get it ready to sell and there will be plenty of jobs for you to do there.’


He was pleased with Denby’s first efforts at looking for her, very pleased indeed. Smart man, that one. After thinking it over, he said, ‘When we’ve given them a little time and it’s convenient for me, you can go after them.’


As Denby went back to work, he heard Stafford mutter, ‘No woman messes around with me. I’ll teach that Elinor what’s what.’


He sniggered. The escape would be that Maude’s doing, not Elinor’s. She was the clever one of the two. He wouldn’t bother to go after them at all, if it was him, just for a bit of jewellery. She’d probably have sold it by now. Or was Stafford so determined to marry her he’d go to any lengths? He was fooling himself if he thought respectable people would deal with him socially, whatever he did.


It’d cost his new master dearly to send him to find them, though he doubted Jason Stafford would be as careless about money as his uncle had been. But Denby would wait to see if they found the two women before he found another job. There was money to be made in pursuing them.


In the morning Maude woke early and couldn’t bear to wait any longer to share her thoughts about what to do next with Elinor.


‘This distant relative of mine lives further north in Lancashire in a small Pennine valley and that porter told me how to get there. I remember my mother talking about her cousin Walter, saying he had a farm and other business interests as well, and was a very kind man. She said he wasn’t rich but he wasn’t short of money, either.’


‘Go on.’


‘Well, I woke in the night and couldn’t get back to sleep so I lay thinking about what we could do next. I decided you and I don’t know enough about the world to make this big decision about our futures on our own. We’re lucky that we have some money, but we don’t want to waste it, so I think we need advice or help from someone wiser. How about we go there and throw ourselves on Cousin Walter’s mercy, ask for his advice?’


Elinor gaped at her. ‘Not even ask him if he’ll be willing for us to visit him, just turn up at his farm?’


‘That’s right.’


 ‘I can see that he might be willing to help you but why should he help me?’


‘If he’s as kind as my mother said, I don’t think he’ll turn you away. It’s worth a try, don’t you think? I know I’m not a Crossley by name, but my mother was and families usually look after their own.’


She took Elinor’s hand in hers. ‘I won’t leave you, love, whatever this cousin Walter says or does, but I feel lost, not sure where to turn and I can tell that you’re feeling a bit that way. Besides, what if Jason Stafford comes after us? He could claim we stole that money from him and tell all sorts of lies about us. And some people might believe him.’


Silence hung heavily between them, then Elinor said slowly, ‘Let’s give it a try.’


Maude gave her a big hug. ‘The man at the little railway halt where we started from told me how to get to Ollerthwaite but he didn’t know what time the trains were these days. We can go to the railway station today and check that I remember correctly then buy tickets and leave as early as we can tomorrow morning. I think we’ll have to go via Preston and then some little railway no one’s heard of: Cross End Line, I think it’s called.’


‘Well, if you’re sure.’


‘I’m not sure of anything, Elinor love, that’s the trouble.’


‘Neither am I. So we’ll go and see if your relative will help. He can only say no, after all.’
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Walter Crossley went outside to stare across his land. He always thought better when he could see the moors up above his farm and feel the fresh air on his face. He couldn’t bear to think that the property might pass into the hands of strangers if he couldn’t find a suitable heir.


The only thing he could think of was to write to his younger son. James had run away to travel the world at the age of eighteen and had never returned, while his older son had stayed at home in Ollerthwaite.


It was years before James got in touch to say that he’d settled in America, was doing well there and now owned a small farm. Who’d have thought such a wild lad would settle down like that?


From then onwards a letter each Christmas had brought the latest news and Walter had reciprocated in kind. In his second year’s letter, James revealed he’d fathered an illegitimate son but hadn’t wanted to marry a poor woman so was looking for a wife who brought him a decent dowry. That upset Walter, it sounded so heartless.


Since then James had indeed married well and now owned a larger farm. In further annual letters he said he’d become the proud father of three sons and a daughter. He’d never mentioned the bastard son again, so neither did Walter.


When the wife of his older son Frank died in childbirth at the age of forty, after an unexpected late pregnancy, Walter had wondered if his son might remarry. But Frank made no effort to do that, declaring that no one could replace his Vicky. Well, Walter had been fond of the wife he’d lost to pneumonia so he knew how hard that loss of a spouse could hit you.


Then fate struck a cruel blow and it had taken Walter a few months to recover from it. At sixty-five, he’d had occasional bad patches in life, as most people did, but this was the worst thing he could ever have imagined: he lost both his elder son and grandson in one dreadful accident when a pantechnicon suddenly rolled over on an icy road, colliding with his son’s pony trap and killing them both.


His son and grandson had been the light of his life and not only had he loved them dearly, but he’d felt happy to think that Frank would be a good man to take over Cross End Farm one day, and they even had a backup heir in Frank’s son Timothy, though at barely nineteen, his grandson hadn’t even got to the stage of considering marriage.


And so, suddenly, Walter’s whole family had gone, either dying or going overseas.


The loss of the two people he loved most in the world had left him struggling even to get out of bed in the mornings. If the animals hadn’t needed feeding, he might not have bothered.


Eventually there came a morning when the sunlight seemed brighter than it had for a while and when Walter looked out of the window, he saw a blue sky that seemed to be beckoning him outside. It wasn’t quite spring yet, but the weather was beautiful today. Not only were the plants and animals responding to nature’s caress, but the snowdrops had bloomed vigorously.


For some reason he was starting to recover. He didn’t let himself feel guilty because he’d lived long enough to know that you had to learn to live with the bad things that happened to you, painful as that was.


He got dressed quickly then went outside to lean on the fence and look across what he’d once called the home field. Groups of cows used to munch the grass there. After the accident he’d given them to his former stockman, Henry, and told him to take them home and care for them.


He’d given his flock of sheep to a neighbour, keeping only his hens.


Walter had already been moving away from the time-consuming daily tasks of farming even before the accident and he knew now that he wouldn’t go back to the same way of making a living as before. He’d continue to buy and sell things, look after the various small houses he had acquired over the years and live off the rents.


Was it his imagination or did the hens seem livelier than usual today, looking up at him with their heads held slightly to one side and taking sudden runs at one another, as if they had too much energy to spare?
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