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Chapter 1


 


August 1921


 


 


Eva stared out at the Pennine foothills as the new motor bus chugged slowly towards Heyshaw. It had been wonderful to see all the family at her sister Polly’s wedding, but she had come away envious of her two sisters’ happiness. She was angry with herself for that, not wanting to be mean-spirited, but could not help wishing she too had a husband to love, children tugging at her skirts and calling, ‘Mam, Mam!’ in that insistent way you could not ignore.


      She smiled at the thought of children, then sighed. Why would any man fall in love with shy, prim Eva Kershaw, former schoolmistress, who was neither beautiful nor remarkable in any way? She was twenty-four now, had never attracted a suitor and wasn’t likely to, either, now that so many young men of her generation had been killed in the war.


      Oh, heavens, she was getting maudlin! Pull yourself together, my girl, she scolded, and sat very upright, relieved to be nearly home – and yet fearing what she would find there.


      She got off the bus in the centre of Heyshaw, a place not large enough to be called a town or to have its own railway but still larger than most villages. She enjoyed living here, loved the rolling sweep of the moors just above the village and even loved the magnificent lowering skies that brought rain sweeping in.


      She was anxious now to get back to Alice, who had been more of a mother to her over the past ten years than her own ever had and who was slowly dying. Eva blinked away the tears that would well in her eyes every time she thought of that, hoping none of the other passengers had noticed. She had given up teaching the previous year to care for her friend – willingly – and although Alice had lived for longer than the doctors had predicted, they both knew it could only be a matter of weeks now.


      What Eva didn’t know was how she would cope afterwards without Alice’s wise guidance and motherly affection.


      Picking up her suitcase, she set off to walk up the rise to the outlying district known as North Hey, glad of a chance to stretch her legs after the morning’s journey from the Fylde Coast.


      But as she passed an alley something caught her eye and, hearing children’s cries, she stopped automatically to peer along the narrow space between two rows of houses. At the far end three girls had a smaller one trapped. She was cowering against the wall, tears pouring down her face, and they were clearly threatening her.


      As Eva watched, the tallest girl darted forward to punch the victim in the arm, taunting, ‘Dummy! Dummy!’


      If there was one thing Eva hated it was bullying! She had been bullied as a child herself for being cleverer than the others and could never pass by when someone was suffering the same treatment. Without thinking she began to run down the alley, shouting, ‘Hoy! Stop that at once!’ as if she were still a teacher.


      The trio turned towards her, glanced at one another, then started to run. The largest girl pushed past, nearly knocking Eva over, and while she was struggling to regain her balance, the others followed. By the time she’d turned round, all three were clattering out of the street end of the alley.


      She didn’t try to chase them, though she’d recognised two of them from her days as a teacher. The large one was called Christine and was the leader of a rough group of girls who were always in trouble about something or other.


      Their victim slid to the ground and buried her face in her hands. The whole of the child’s body was shaking with her weeping and yet she was making no noise. Automatically Eva knelt to put an arm round the child’s shoulders, whispering, ‘It’s all right. They’ve gone now.’


      Gradually the flow of tears stopped and the girl wiped her face on her sleeve, hiccuping as she did so.


      ‘Here.’ Eva took out her own handkerchief and offered it. ‘What’s your name?’


      The reply was only a whisper. ‘Molly.’


      The child must be new at school since Eva had taught there, because she didn’t recognise her. She was poorly dressed, with a hole in one sock and a tear in her skirt, and she was staring at the neatly pressed and folded handkerchief as if she had never seen such a thing. Taking it gingerly, she looked at Eva for permission to use it.


      ‘I don’t mind if you dirty it, dear. That’s what handkerchiefs are for.’ She watched the little girl mop her face and blow her nose vigorously, then offer the handkerchief back. ‘No, you keep it. I have plenty of others at home.’


      The child said nothing, but clutched it tightly and began to chew one corner of it.


      ‘Where do you live?’


      There was a shout from the end of the alley and a bigger girl came pounding down it. ‘I’ve been looking for you all over, our Molly. Why didn’t you wait for me outside the shop?’ Then she recognised Eva and gasped. ‘Miss Kershaw!’


      ‘Hello, Gracie. Is this your little sister? I found her being bullied.’ She named two of the girls responsible and asked, ‘Why would they do that? They were so much bigger than Molly they can’t even be in the same class.’


      Gracie shrugged and grabbed her sister’s hand. ‘I don’t know, but thanks for helping her, miss.’


      Knowing Gracie’s brusqueness of old, Eva didn’t try to question her further, though she could tell the girl did know something. She picked up her suitcase and handbag. ‘Come on. I’ll walk with you to the end of your lane. They may be waiting for you down the street.’


      Gracie scowled at her. ‘There’s no need. They won’t dare attack her when I’m here, because I can beat them lot any day.’


      ‘It’s on my way, so we may as well stay together.’


      Gracie grunted something and Molly gave Eva a shy smile.


      Ten minutes’ brisk walking brought them to North Hey, which was mostly inhabited by the better class of people, who lived in large detached houses set back from the road. It always made Eva smile when she thought of that, because although she lived here now, she had grown up in the mill terraces of Overdale and her family had been desperately short of money after her father was killed. The smile faded as she tried to remember his face and failed. She had been only eleven when he died, about the same age as Gracie now. It all seemed so long ago.


      Just before they got to Eva’s house she stopped to say goodbye and watch the girls turn down the lane leading to Linney’s Farm, where their father was a labourer. A little way along Molly stopped and gave Eva another tentative smile, but her sister jerked the hand she was holding so that Molly had to do a little half-run to catch up with her.


      Eva watched them go with a sigh of regret. She really missed teaching, loved being with children. She walked slowly back towards Rose Villa, which had once belonged to Alice’s uncle and would, her friend said, belong to Eva one day. As if she cared about that! She wished Alice could live for ever. But she did love Rose Villa, which stood in two acres of well-tended gardens, surrounded by high stone walls. The house was square, built of creamy millstone grit, with a grey slate roof. Alice always joked that it was a back-to-front sort of place, with the main gardens at the rear looking out towards the moors and sheltered by a wall, just as the main rooms were on that side as well.


      When she went through the gates Eva stopped for a moment in shock at the sight of a car parked in front of the house, a gleaming black Riley tourer with its hood down. Surely Jenny hadn’t had to call in the doctor again? No, this wasn’t the doctor’s. Whose was it, then? You didn’t see many cars in Heyshaw, or visiting strangers, either. Had something happened to Alice? If her friend had died with only their maid to keep her company, Eva would never be able to forgive herself.


      She broke into a run but before she got to the front door, Jenny opened it. ‘I saw you coming from the kitchen, Eva love. Don’t worry. Miss Blake’s all right.’ She lowered her voice, casting a quick glance over her shoulder. ‘I wanted to warn you. There’s a fellow turned up two days ago, said he was Miss Blake’s nephew – well, he may be, I don’t deny that – but from the way he was eyeing the house before he rang the bell, you’d think he’d come to sell it. And she asked him to stay. If he had any thought for other folk, he’d not put an extra burden on us at a time like this. I’ve given him the big room in the attic.’ She winked. That room had the most uncomfortable bed and was next to the plumbing pipes, which gurgled and moaned at times.


      Eva stared at her in surprise. It wasn’t like Jenny to take a dislike to someone. She’d been with them for several years now and was only a few years older than Eva herself, more a friend to her than a maid.


      A door opened at the rear of the hall and a man came out, smiling. ‘Ah, you must be Eva. I’m Gus Blake, Alice’s nephew.’


      She could not help staring at him. He was tall, about six foot, and quite good-looking though rather lanky, with dark eyes and brown hair parted near the middle and kept in place with hair cream. He had a couple of bad scars on his forehead, but a fresh complexion otherwise. She had never liked moustaches, though, especially thin ones like his. Was he really the son of Alice’s step-brother? And if so, why was he visiting? Her friend had always said that all the relatives she liked were dead and she didn’t care if she never saw the others again.


      He moved forward with one hand extended and when Eva shook it, he held hers for longer than she liked, clasping it with his other hand and staring down at her. This made her feel a little uncomfortable and she tugged her hand away, taking a hasty step backwards. She was not used to holding hands with strangers. Well, she didn’t meet many new people because they led a very quiet life here. Mr Blake was still blocking her way, however, and she didn’t like to push past him.


      Behind her Jenny cleared her throat. ‘I’ll take your suitcase upstairs for you, miss, shall I? Excuse me, sir, but Miss Kershaw needs to get past.’


      Only then did he move. The glance he threw towards the maid was not at all friendly but when he turned back to Eva his smile reappeared. ‘Cousin Alice is waiting for you.’


      He waved her along the hallway as if she were the visitor and he the one who lived there. He seemed too big and masculine in their feminine household. Even the dainty sprigged wallpaper looked wishy-washy beside him and his tread made the polished floorboards creak in protest.


      As he opened the door for her, Eva paused in the doorway of Alice’s cosy sitting room with its sweeping views over the moors. It looked different, somehow. The chair she always thought of as hers was pulled over beside Alice’s daybed and two of the small tables had been shoved back so carelessly that the china figurines and enamelled boxes were askew, one of them dangerously near the edge.


      Alice, who was lying on the sofa, turned a glowing face towards her. ‘Eva, darling, look who’s come to see us – my half-brother Simon’s son all the way from London. I thought Gus had been lost in France, but it seems he was just missing for a while.’


      Eva hurried across to hug her friend and study her anxiously, worried at how tired Alice looked – or had she been this bad before? It was hard to tell when you lived with someone day in, day out, but after three days away Eva felt as if she were seeing everything with fresh eyes. ‘Are you all right? You mustn’t overtire yourself, dear.’


      ‘Oh, I shan’t. It was so mild Gus carried me out into the garden yesterday, right down to the far end so that I could see the stream on the other side of the wall. I can’t tell you how much I enjoyed it. There were a couple of trout, only as big as my hand, lying behind a rock, just moving slightly, the way they do. We’re going to go outside again tomorrow after I’ve had my rest.’


      ‘That’s lovely for you.’ Eva smiled at Gus, grateful for anything that made Alice’s life more enjoyable.


      ‘Now, sit down and tell us all about the wedding. Did the sun shine? What did your sister wear? How is her poor little son?’


      So Eva launched into a description of her sister Polly’s wedding to Captain Richard Mercer, late of the North Fylde Rifles. Her eyes grew misty as she spoke of the love that was so visible between them and the beauty of the summer’s day in the little village church, with her two brothers and other sister all gathered for the occasion.


      ‘I wish I could have gone.’ Alice sighed. ‘It’s lovely to think that Lizzie and Polly are both happily married now.’ Her eyes rested on Eva thoughtfully. ‘It’ll be your turn next, dear.’


      She didn’t like Alice saying such things in front of a stranger, so said brusquely, ‘You know I’ve no intention of marrying. I’m quite content as I am.’ Her friend was looking so exhausted she added gently, ‘And I think you need a nap now.’


      Alice sighed again, but nodded.


      Gus Blake left the room at once, but was waiting in the hall, blocking Eva’s way again.


      ‘If you’ll excuse me, Mr Blake, I’d like to go up and unpack.’


      ‘Oh, do call me Gus. We’re almost related, after all. And I’d like to ask you about my aunt. Let’s go into the small sitting room.’ He pointed to the right near the front door.


      ‘We’ll use the garden room, if you don’t mind, Mr B—Gus, I mean. That sitting room is my own private domain.’


      He stood back with a flourish of one arm to let her lead the way. ‘Certainly. Sorry to have intruded. I didn’t realise it was yours.’


      Alice’s uncle had built the garden room at the side of the house. It had windows along two sides and there were several ferns in pots, not flourishing now that Alice was no longer able to care for them. Eva did her best, but knew she didn’t have green fingers.


      ‘What is it we need to discuss?’ she asked, impatient to get on with her unpacking.


      ‘What does the doctor say about my aunt? She won’t talk about it, but she looks – well, as if she hasn’t got long to live.’


      Eva could not prevent tears from welling in her eyes, too many to blink away so she fumbled for her handkerchief, only to remember that she’d given it to the child.


      ‘Here, take mine.’ He thrust a crumpled piece of white cotton into her hand.


      Eva wiped her eyes and handed it back to him. ‘Thank you. Alice has a growth in the stomach, I’m afraid, and she’s already lived for much longer than the doctor expected, so we just – take each day as it comes.’


      He stared down at the handkerchief, which he was still holding. ‘I wish I’d known earlier. Aunt Alice is the only close relative I have left now. I lost my parents a while ago so I can sympathise with what you’re going through.’


      ‘I’m sorry. That must have been very sad for you.’


      He nodded, taking a deep, shaky breath before continuing, ‘It was. Which is why I thought I’d get in touch with my aunt. Only I’m just in time to say goodbye, it seems.’


      Eva gave him a moment to pull himself together, bending to nip some dead leaves off the plant next to her.


      ‘Sorry. Didn’t mean to unload my troubles on you. You must have a sympathetic face.’ He looked at her with a wry half-smile.


      She knew she didn’t have that gift. It was one of her personal regrets that she could not overcome her innate shyness, except with children – but she didn’t challenge his remark. She realised he was waiting for her to say something and searched desperately for words. ‘It was a long war and a lot of people suffered, not just the soldiers. Alice and I were quite lucky, really. We had larger classes to teach and there were food shortages, but we were glad to do our bit. She’s not one to complain, so it wasn’t until after the war that I realised that it wasn’t just indigestion that ailed her.’ She paused for a moment, then decided to ask him bluntly, ‘Might I ask how long you’re intending to stay?’


      ‘Oh, I’m not in a hurry to rush off. I’ve been helping a couple of chaps out with this and that since the war, but that’s finished now. I’ll probably start up some sort of business of my own eventually.’


      Eva tried to hide her dismay. That sounded as though he were planning a long stay in Heyshaw and she didn’t want to share Alice’s last days with anyone except Jenny. This man might be a relative but he wasn’t really close to Alice, who hadn’t seen him since he was a child. ‘Well, that’s very kind of you, Mr Blake, but I think a couple of days’ visit will be more than enough for your aunt at the moment. She gets very tired, as you’ve no doubt noticed.’


      ‘I keep asking you to call me Gus. And yes, of course. I’ll leave whenever you say. I don’t want to outstay my welcome.’ He stood up. ‘I think I’ll take a stroll down into the village and get a breath of fresh air, leave you to unpack.’


      She nodded and went into her own sitting room to watch him stride off down the drive, trilby perched jauntily on his head. What was a man like him doing in Heyshaw? He was so different from the locals he made her nervous. And she hadn’t expected Alice’s nephew to have such a pronounced London accent because he’d only gone to live there when he was nine.


      With a sigh she sat down at her desk, still feeling unsettled. The mail lay to the right, as always, a letter from an old teaching friend who had married and moved to Bristol. She reached automatically for the paper knife then frowned as she realised it wasn’t there. It took her a moment or two to find it under a pile of papers. The papers were in their usual place, so how had the knife got under them? She was certain she hadn’t left it there. Alice often teased her about being incurably neat, but when you were a teacher you had to set standards and keep track of many bits and pieces.


      She slit open her letter and skimmed through it. Not bad news, thank goodness. She’d read it properly later after she’d unpacked, but first she’d better confer with Jenny about meals.


      ‘He eats like a horse, that one does,’ Jenny said gloomily, leaning back against the kitchen dresser and folding her arms. ‘I’ve done a potato pie for tonight. Nice and filling, and the butcher had a piece of lovely suet to make the crust with. Miss Blake sat up for dinner with him yesterday, but perhaps you can persuade her not to do that tonight. She’s worn out by teatime these days.’


      But as Eva went up to her room to unpack, it occurred to her that this would leave her to dine alone with Gus Blake – and the thought of that made her feel even more nervous. It was ridiculous, really. She didn’t know the man and he’d been nothing but polite to her so why did she feel like this?


 


Alice enjoyed another brief chat with Gus and Eva over a cup of tea, but afterwards admitted she didn’t really feel up to joining them for dinner, so Gus carried her upstairs. His being able to do that certainly made things easier, Eva thought as she helped her friend undress. Alice was very weak now and needed help moving even a few paces.


      ‘It was lovely to sit outside today,’ she said wistfully. ‘I do hope the good weather will continue, so that we can do it again.’


      ‘I’m glad you enjoyed yourself. Shall I give you your medicine, now?’


      ‘I suppose so. I hate feeling woozy, though.’ Alice made herself comfortable then asked suddenly, ‘Do you like Gus?’


      ‘I don’t know him.’


      ‘His father used to tease me unmercifully when we were children – he was older than me – but Simon could be fun, too. He and his wife came to visit us once or twice before I went to live in Overdale, but I didn’t see them again, though we exchanged letters and Christmas cards, of course, until they died.’ She smiled reminiscently. ‘Gus was a lively lad, always in trouble, but I did enjoy their visits. He’s grown into a fine young man, hasn’t he?’


      As her friend yawned and drifted into sleep, Eva went into her bedroom next door and changed her crumpled travelling clothes ready for the evening meal. She wished she could eat in the kitchen with Jenny, as she usually did these days; wished most of all that Alice did not look so frail.


 


Jenny served the meal very formally, setting the table in the dining room and not attempting to chat as she brought the food in. She thought Eva was looking very stiff and correct tonight. Well, she was always stiff with young men because she hadn’t known many. And actually Miss Blake had discouraged one or two fellows who’d taken a liking to Eva, which Jenny had thought unfair.


      When the bell rang she went to clear away and was surprised at how little was left in the serving dishes.


      Eva smiled at her. ‘Thank you, Jenny. That was lovely.’


      When their visitor said nothing, Jenny felt irritated. He had a hearty appetite but never bothered to say thank you or tell her he’d enjoyed something and she’d made a special effort since his arrival. She reckoned he was bone idle. When he wasn’t with his aunt, he lounged around reading or strolled down the road to the local shop for cigarettes. If he’d had anything about him, he’d have gone out and tidied up the garden for them.


      After she’d cleared up the kitchen, she walked across to her Grandad Gill’s cottage opposite with the leftovers. She had been delighted to find a job so close to him after her grandmother died, because they were the only two Gills left now.


      ‘I’ve got your tea here, Grandad,’ she called as she walked in, then realised Wilfred Horrocks was sitting with him. ‘Sorry. Didn’t know you had visitors.’ Her grandad looked at her basket and opened his mouth. She frowned at him, hoping he wasn’t going to offer to share. He’d give his last egg away if someone looked hungry, her grandad would.


      ‘I’m just leaving,’ Wilf said abruptly.


      She waited till he’d clumped off down the path to ask, ‘What’s wrong with him today? He looks like he’s lost a pound and found a farthing.’


      ‘He’s out of work. His firm closed down a week or two ago and he can’t find anything else. He’s tried everywhere. Says there are long queues if there’s so much as a sniff of a job.’ John Gill sighed. ‘And he’s running out of money. Can’t even afford the bus fares to seek work away from Heyshaw any more.’


      ‘Oh, no. Poor thing!’ She knew Wilf was an upholsterer and had been working for a small furniture manufacturer in Rochdale. Like quite a few people, he had been on short time for a while, but unlike most he had no family to fall back on. He was an outsider who’d come to live in lodgings in North Hey after the war. Everyone agreed he was a nice, polite fellow, though he never said much about himself.


      He’d helped her grandfather one day when the old man had fallen over and since then had called in regularly, which she thought kind of him. And it wasn’t out of pity, she’d seen that for herself, but because he genuinely enjoyed the old man’s company.


      ‘His landlady’s told Wilf he can stay on for a week or two, but she can’t feed him until he starts paying her again, so he’s managing as best he can,’ Grandad said with a sigh. ‘He gets the odd night’s work behind the bar in the Dog and Duck, but that’s all. He was hungry today. I remember that look from when I was a lad.’


      Jenny looked down at the plate, feeling guilty. ‘Well, there isn’t enough for two tonight. That nephew of Miss Blake’s is a right greedy pig. I don’t know how he stays so thin. I’ll try and bring a bit more tomorrow, so tell Wilf to pop round in the evening.’


      ‘He’s a bit touchy about taking charity.’


      ‘Then trick him into being here when I bring your tea across.’ She grinned at him. ‘And don’t tell me you can’t. You’re a cunning old devil when you want something.’


      He opened his eyes wide. ‘Me? Eh, I never!’


      While they chatted, Jenny cleared up the room quickly and efficiently. Grandad lived mainly in the kitchen since her grandma had died and recently he’d started sleeping in the front room because he found the stairs hard to manage. It was a good thing he owned this little cottage and had her to help out, because the old age pension didn’t go very far. Those who had to pay rent as well as buy food found it impossible to manage on it without their families’ help.


      She sighed as she strolled back to Rose Villa. Grandad wasn’t strong enough to do much work around his house now, though his spirit was undiminished and he was no one’s fool. But he needed her help on a daily basis and she was beginning to worry about what would happen to her after Miss Blake died. She’d heard her mistress say everything would go to Eva, and her friend had assured her nothing would change, but would there be enough money to keep the big rambling house going? Would Eva really want to stay there on her own?


      If Jenny had to look for work further afield, how ever would her grandad manage?


 


When they heard the kitchen door close behind Jenny, Gus jumped up and hurried out into the hall, opening the front door a crack and peering out.


      Eva, who had followed him, could not imagine what he was looking at. ‘Is something wrong?’


      ‘That maid is taking advantage of my aunt, stealing food from her.’


      Eva stared at him in amazement. ‘Jenny?’


      ‘Yes. I saw her last night slipping out with leftover food in a basin and she’s doing it again tonight.’


      Anger nearly choked Eva. How dare he spy on them and jump to conclusions like this? ‘You’re absolutely wrong. Jenny is as honest as they come. She takes food to her grandfather every evening, sometimes leftovers and sometimes stuff she buys specially, because he’s old and on his own. Alice knows all about it and is glad to share with him because Jenny does the work of two and always has.’


      ‘Oh. Sorry. Just trying to keep an eye on things for my aunt.’


      ‘Well, you can leave that sort of thing to me, thank you very much,’ Eva snapped. ‘I’ve been managing this house for the past two years and Alice hasn’t complained. Now, I’ve got things to do so I’ll leave you. We go to bed early, as I’m sure you’ve realised.’


      He smiled, leaning against the wall, hands in pockets, not seeming in the least put out by the sharpness of her tone. ‘So I gathered from your maid’s disapproving manner last night. But your aunt’s given me a front door key and I’m not at all tired, so I think I’ll take a stroll down to the pub and sample the local brew. I’ll try not to disturb you when I come back and you can trust me to lock up properly.’


      When she heard the front door close behind him, Eva breathed a sigh of relief and went into her sitting room. Taking out her account book, she began to do last month’s totals, but kept making mistakes, and in the end she pushed it away, knowing she was too upset to concentrate. For a time she sat staring into space, seeing Alice’s body, so painfully thin except for the lumpy stomach where the growth was eating her away.


      She didn’t hear Jenny return because suddenly it all overwhelmed her and she started weeping. Putting her head down on her arms, she gave way to the grief she felt for Alice.


      She didn’t hear the knock or even the door opening, but suddenly Jenny was there beside her, hugging her and making comforting noises.


      ‘I’m s-sorry.’


      ‘Eh, Eva love, no one can be brave all the time and I bet you had to put a good face on things while you were away so as not to spoil your sister’s wedding.’


      Eva nodded, her breath catching on another sob.


      ‘Why don’t you come into the kitchen – I’ve got a lovely fire going there – and we’ll have a nice cup of cocoa.’ Jenny kept her arm round Eva’s shoulders as they walked along the short passage, thinking that Miss Blake wasn’t the only one who’d lost weight lately.


      As she sat down in front of the kitchen fire, Eva gave a watery smile. ‘What would we both do without you, Jenny dear? You’re like a member of the family. I’m sorry Gus Blake speaks to you so arrogantly.’


      ‘Eh, I don’t let that sort of thing bother me. There’s some as think you’re stupid and below them because you’re a maid. Well, they’re the stupid ones, not me.’ As they sat there waiting for the milk to boil, she hesitated then said bluntly, ‘He’s trouble, that one is.’


      ‘Why do you say that? He’s been very pleasant to me and Alice is delighted he’s come.’


      Jenny scowled as she poured the hot milk into their cups and stirred the cocoa in vigorously. ‘Because of the way he stares at everything, so calculating and sly.’


      ‘Well, I suggested he stay only for a day or two, because of my friend’s condition, so he’ll be leaving soon.’


      ‘I’ll believe that when I see it,’ Jenny muttered. ‘He’s trying to worm his way in, if you ask me. Now, tell me more about the wedding  . . .’


      But although the chat with Jenny cheered her up, Eva felt her apprehension returning as she made her way upstairs. She looked in on Alice, who was sleeping soundly, thank goodness, then sought her own bed.


      It was a while before she slept. She could not help wondering what Gus Blake wanted. It was one thing for a man like him to drop in and visit an elderly aunt, quite another for him to stay on for several days in a quiet village where nothing much ever happened. It just didn’t make sense.










Chapter 2


 


A few days before Eva arrived home, Sid Linney took possession of the family farm in North Hey. At last! he thought, looking round possessively. He’d been managing a smallholding the family also owned over near Rochdale while he waited for his bloody father to die, but the old man had lasted far longer than he had expected – or wanted.


      Things were going to change now, Sid decided, wandering over to the window to stare out. His stupid father could have made far more money out of the place if he’d only pushed his workers a bit and not treated them so soft.


      Angela moved to join him. ‘We’ll have to keep the housekeeper on, you know. Mrs Benton’s been here for over ten years, ever since your mother died.’


      ‘She’s leaving.’


      ‘What? Sid, you can’t.’


      ‘Just watch me tell her to get out.’ He wasn’t employing an uppity old hag like her out of sheer sentimentality, let alone keep someone around who had looked at him so scornfully whenever he’d visited.


      He scowled as Angela went storming up to their bedroom. Didn’t even stand by him. Just showed what sort of a wife he’d married.


      ‘The house is your job,’ he told her later, when Mrs Benton had gone weeping to pack her things. ‘You can employ a scrubbing woman and a washer-woman, but I didn’t marry you so that you could sit on your arse playing the fine lady.’ He wished sometimes he’d never married the stupid bitch at all, because it had taken her seven years to give him a son and they did nothing but quarrel nowadays over the way she was spoiling the child.


      That afternoon he called the three labourers together and gave it to them straight. ‘I’m cutting your wages by two bob a week and you can like it or lump it. Times are hard and this farm’s been let run down. At least you’ve still got jobs – and homes.’ There was shuffling of feet and muttering, but no one said anything in protest. Sid caught a look of scorn on Aaron Brierley’s face, however, and that angered him. He’d have preferred to sack that sod outright, because he didn’t like the fellow’s manner, but Lil Brierley was dying of TB and you couldn’t throw her out in that condition, not unless you wanted to set your neighbours’ backs up. In the meantime, he was going to insist on respect at all times.


      ‘Oy, you! Brierley! Come back. What’s wrong with your left leg?’


      ‘I injured it in the war.’


      ‘Is that why you’re walking so stiffly?’


      ‘I have to wear a leg brace.’


      Sid stared at him assessingly. ‘Then how the hell do you get down on your knees?’


      ‘I manage. It just takes a bit longer.’


      ‘Try managing without the contraption then, if you want to keep your job. Time is money to me and I can’t afford to employ someone who takes longer to do the work.’ For a moment he thought the fellow was going to give him some lip, but he turned away without a word. ‘Come back, you! When I give you an order, I expect you to show respect. Yes, sir.’


      ‘Yes – sir.’


      But for all the man’s impassive expression, those bright blue eyes still held a trace of scorn. Sid watched him walk away and decided that if the work got done properly, with no nonsense about leg braces, he’d let Brierley stay on until Lil died before chucking him out. He’d been at school with Lil and had quite fancied her himself – till she’d had to marry Brierley. Then he’d found Angela, who had a bit of money but was older than him. He’d rather have had Lil, though. Angela was no bloody fun in bed.


      But as soon as Lil died, that bugger was out. Sid preferred to employ a man who was properly grateful, who hadn’t been his father’s bloody pet, even if Brierley was good at fixing up the old tractor. He’d seen his father chatting and laughing with Brierley when they were working on the machinery and it’d made him sick. His father had never treated him so cosily. In fact, let’s face it, he’d never got on with his father and was glad the old sod had died at last. And he’d drink to that tonight. A man deserved a drink or two after a hard day’s work, whatever Angela said.


 


In the Dog and Duck, which was the only public house in North Hey, Gus Blake made his way to the Lounge Bar and took his time removing his trilby and hanging it on the coat stand. He went to the counter and ordered himself a whisky, studying the other occupants: two men whose heads were so close they clearly wouldn’t welcome an interruption, and another fellow sitting in one corner, fairly affluent judging from his clothing, but with a distinct resemblance to a pig, with his plump, jowly face and stubby bristles.


      Gus carried his glass over and stopped, waiting by the table till the man looked up. ‘The name’s Blake – Gus to my friends. I’m a stranger to North Hey. Do you fancy a bit of company?’ He indicated the empty chair, then said with a smile, ‘If not, just tell me and I’ll leave you in peace.’


      ‘Aye, why not? Sit yourself down. I’m Sid Linney, just moved back here after my father’s death. I’m a bit out of touch with folk round here myself.’


      Gus set his glass on the table and shook hands, aware that the other was assessing his status. Well, let him. Gus’s suit had been made by a top London tailor and you couldn’t beat a dark suit for impressing people. Linney was wearing a nondescript tweedy jacket, which hadn’t come cheap but had seen better days, and he had a reddened complexion that suggested an outdoor life. Probably a farmer.


      ‘Visiting Heyshaw, are you?’ Sid asked.


      ‘Yes. I’m staying with my aunt at Rose Villa.’


      ‘Ah, Miss Blake. My farm backs on to her garden.’


      Gus oiled the conversation by mentioning the war and his own experiences. The fellow was impressed, as they all were, by his talk of the trenches and his fellow officers.


      Another man came in, hesitated and joined them. Eric Beaman was a lawyer who had an office in the centre of Heyshaw. Gus made an effort to charm them both and soon had Sid laughing, but Beaman had no sense of humour and, after finishing his drink, took his leave.


      ‘Funny old sod, Beaman,’ Sid said. ‘Comes in occasionally, but rarely stays for more than one drink. He also drinks at the Red Lion down in the centre of Heyshaw with the snobs from those big new houses down the road. War profiteers, that lot. Don’t mix much with the locals.’


      By the time Gus stood up to leave, the two men had agreed to meet the following evening for a drink. Sid made no bones about preferring to spend his evenings in the pub rather than at home with his wife and young son.


      Gus smiled in satisfaction as he strolled slowly back to his aunt’s house. A chap needed company when he was out for a drink and Gus wasn’t fussy who he sat with as long as they shared his taste for dirty jokes and could contribute a few of their own. He’d often thought that he could have made a living as a comedian, but it’d have been an exhausting life travelling from one theatre to the other.


      Things were starting to look quite promising here. He’d find a way to stay a bit longer. If he charmed the old lady, she might leave him something in her will. After all Eva Kershaw wasn’t a relative, just an opportunist who’d battened on to an old lady and Gus intended to nudge her aside if he could.


 


The following morning, in his cottage across the fields behind Rose Villa, Aaron Brierley woke with a start and reached automatically for his rifle. Muffling a groan of relief as he realised he was no longer in the trenches, he fell back on the pillow. He should get up. There was always a lot to do before he left for the farm, but he felt tired before he started so lay there for a minute or two, wishing . . . wishing for a miracle. The more fool he!


      After a minute or two he sighed and began to rub his aching left leg, feeling the ugly ridges of scar tissue beneath his fingers. He didn’t know how he was going to manage at work today. He’d copped a Blighty back in 1917 at Passchendaele and without the brace his leg sometimes gave way. He shuddered even to remember those hours of agony before the stretcher bearers had managed to get him off the battlefield. He’d had to wait his turn because there were others worse off than him. He’d lain there helpless, hearing some poor bugger nearby screaming on and on, begging them to shoot him – and been glad when he heard a shot and the screams cut off abruptly. Fancy being glad when a man died! That was what war did to you.


      The military doctors who’d treated him during the months he’d spent in hospitals and convalescent homes had kept telling him he was lucky to have the leg still and he knew he was just as lucky to have survived the carnage. So many hadn’t. But whatever Lloyd George said about making Britain a country fit for heroes to live in, Aaron’s life wasn’t much cop.


      He’d planned to leave Heyshaw after his discharge and find work as a mechanic. He’d only taken this lousy farm job so that Lil could have fresh moorland air in the hopes of a cure, because ordinary folk like him didn’t have the money to send their invalids to a warm, dry climate to get over TB, did they? For a time she’d held her own, his return making life easier for her, but then she’d started getting worse again. Now she was too weak even to walk downstairs, so she lay there all day looking out through her bedroom window at the moors she loved so much.


      There was no help for it: he would have to grit his teeth and take whatever Sid Linney dished out for a while, for her sake. She wasn’t going to recover this time. They both knew that and even the girls realised what was happening. He worried about them, because his daughters were the light of his life. But ten-year-old Gracie had grown sullen lately, her eyes full of resentment, and Molly was far quieter than a child of six should be, playing games that disturbed no one, often sitting under the table whispering to her rag doll, or following her sister round like a lost puppy, her eyes huge with worry.


      Old Mr Linney had been very understanding, letting Aaron nip home at lunchtime to check that Lil was all right. He wasn’t even going to ask Sid if he could do that because he knew what the answer would be.


      Rolling out of bed, he went to pull back the piece of sacking that curtained the tiny window. He’d made a sleeping space for himself in the attic to leave the front bedroom for Lil, and although it was all right up here in summer, it’d been bloody freezing last winter. Time to get started. The girls went back to school today.


      He edged carefully down the rickety loft ladder and found Lil tossing and turning, absolutely drenched in sweat. Automatically he went to find one of the bits of old sheeting they put under her and touched her gently on the shoulder.


      ‘Let me change that sheet for you, Lil.’


      She jerked in shock and blinked at him. ‘Eh, is it morning? Sorry, love. Had a bad night. And Mrs Harrop doesn’t know whether she’ll be able to make it today. Can you manage to get the girls off to school? If you bring me up some water I’ll wash myself, an’ you can leave me a few pieces of bread and butter for later. I’m not hungry now. Tell Gracie to order a couple of loaves on her way to school and get some ham when she picks them up on the way home. There’s money in my purse.’


      ‘All right.’ He went to wake his daughters, chatting to them as they all got ready, but time ran out and in the end he had to leave Gracie to take Molly to school.


      He smiled mirthlessly as he made his way down the lane to the farm. ‘Well, Lieutenant Brierley,’ he muttered, ‘was it for this you trained as a mechanic, then went to Officers’ Training School and learned how to send men to their deaths?’ He let out a mirthless snort. Fat lot of good any of it did! He had been a fool to hope for anything better after the war.


 


The following morning Alice sat outside in the back garden for an hour with Gus, thinking how lovely it was that he could carry her around so easily. She turned her face up to the sun, enjoying the warmth, the buzzing of insects and the feel of life surging around her. Her nephew sat nearby, saying nothing, just smiling at her from time to time.


      As Eva came out of the house with their morning tea, he looked up and smiled as if he liked what he saw. It was then that Alice realised what she should do. She’d been so worried about how Eva would manage on her own, knowing better than anyone how shy her dear girl was under that reserved exterior.


      But what if Eva wasn’t on her own?


      ‘Won’t you come and join us, my dear?’ she asked.


      ‘Er – not just now, if you don’t mind. I want to go through the accounts and then I have some letters to write.’


      When Eva had gone back into the house, Alice looked at Gus and sighed. ‘I’d really hoped she’d meet someone and get married, but she’s a little shy.’


      He chose his words carefully to please her. ‘She’s pretty.’


      She smiled at him and a minute or two later asked suddenly, ‘You’re not – you don’t have a girl friend, do you, Gus?’


      He hesitated, wondering if this was leading where he thought. ‘No. Since the war I’ve been quite busy, not had time to think of girls, really.’


      She nodded as if this pleased her. ‘Do you have any idea what you want to do with yourself?’


      He shrugged. ‘See if I can rustle up some capital and start a business, I suppose. I thought there’d be more from Dad, but he wasn’t much good at handling money so there’s only the house left now, really. When I go back to London, I shall have to buckle down to something.’ He reached out to squeeze her hand. ‘But I’m so glad I came to see you before  . . .’


      She finished the sentence for him. ‘. . . before I die.’


      ‘I don’t like even to think of it. It’ll make me the last of the Blakes, the only male left out of my whole generation.’ He let that sink in for a while, before giving her a fond smile and asking, ‘Would you mind if I came to visit you again? Eva suggested I leave soon, because she doesn’t want me to tire you. And I don’t want to impose, definitely not. But I could come back in a week or two – just for a couple of days – if that’s all right with you?’


      ‘You don’t have any pressing reason to leave?’


      ‘Well, only the need to start earning a living.’


      She frowned. ‘I could help out, pay you an allowance – if you’d stay on – if you’re interested in staying on and – and getting to know Eva better.’


      He looked at her thoughtfully, choosing his words with care. ‘I’d love to stay and do that, Aunt Alice, but I can’t sponge on you. It wouldn’t be right. And anyway, I do have some money of my own. No need to pay me anything.’


      ‘I insist. You’d be a big help. The way you can carry me around makes things so much easier. Please stay, at least for a few more days. We’ll discuss your future again later, when we’ve given things a chance.’


      After he’d carried his aunt in for a nap, he went for a walk into Heyshaw to consider his options. Hell, what a golden opportunity! He’d only stopped off here hoping for a night or two’s free lodgings while he did a little business in the neighbourhood, but it might be even more profitable to stay on and charm the two ladies. At one point he stopped walking, threw his head back and laughed. He always had been lucky.


      Eva Kershaw wasn’t bad-looking, though he preferred livelier women if he had the choice. But she was Alice Blake’s heir and that made a huge difference.


 


The next day, when Eva went to help Alice settle down for her afternoon rest, her friend said, ‘Sit down a minute, dear. I have something to tell you . . . It’s good news. Gus has agreed to stay on for a while.’


      Eva stiffened. ‘But, Alice, you’re in no fit state to be entertaining a guest, and Jenny and I haven’t the—


      Alice laid one hand on hers. ‘Hear me out. Apart from the fact that Gus is my closest relative now, I’ve been able to do all sorts of things because he can carry me around.’ She looked wistfully towards the window. ‘It’s been lovely to go out into the garden any time I want. He’s very strong, a fine young man, don’t you think?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘And if we don’t have some help, I’ll soon be confined to my bedroom, shut away from everything.’


      ‘We’d agreed to make this room into your bedroom. You’d not be shut away down here.’


      Alice sighed and looked round. ‘It’s much nicer to have a separate room during the daytime, makes me feel more normal.’


      ‘Then we’ll use my sitting room as your bedroom and—’


      ‘Eva dear, let me finish. I really like having Gus here. He makes me laugh.’ She watched her protégée carefully. ‘Aren’t you enjoying his company?’


      ‘I – um – don’t really know him.’ Actually, she continued to find him unsettling and was looking forward to his leaving, to having the house to themselves again, all quiet and cosy like before – but of course she couldn’t say that because it was Alice’s house and Alice’s nephew.


      ‘You’re too shy for your own good, my dear girl. It’s not fair on you, being tied to a dying woman like this.’


      ‘I want to be with you. Oh, Alice, don’t ever think I grudge you the time. You’ve done so much for me and now I can do this for you. Besides, I do have company my own age. There’s Jenny and my sisters and—’


      Alice pulled a wry face. ‘Jenny is the maid. She calls you “Miss Kershaw”. Hardly a friend.’


      Eva didn’t contradict her, because Alice had old-fashioned views about some things, but she considered Jenny a friend.


      ‘And you don’t see your family very often, do you? I know you’re very fond of your sisters, but Overdale’s a bit far away for frequent visits and the Fylde Coast is even further. Besides, if you do regard me as a mother, as you’ve often said you do,’ Alice blinked her eyes rapidly, but a tear still rolled down her cheek, ‘you’ll let me advise you while I can. It’s not good for a young woman to be alone in the world, especially a troubled world like this. We thought winning the war would solve all our problems, didn’t we? But it hasn’t. There’s so much unemployment and there’s a rough tone in society now, which I mistrust. Things are changing too quickly. Even clothes. Look at how short skirts are getting. You’d never catch me showing my knees in public like those women in the magazines do. I dread to think where it’ll all end.’


      Eva tried desperately to find the words to avert what Alice was clearly leading up to, but somehow they eluded her.


      ‘I’ve no time to do anything but speak bluntly, dear child. If Gus stays on for a while, it’ll not only make my life easier, but you two young people can get to know each other better – and who knows what will come of it?’


      Eva swallowed hard and stared down at the pattern on the carpet. Nothing would come of it. She was quite, quite sure of that. At least on her side. She had seen her sisters’ love for their husbands and knew instinctively she could never feel the same way about Gus, pleasant though he was. There had to be some spark of attraction between a man and a woman, surely, if they were to spend their lives together?


      Alice continued speaking, her tone persuasive. ‘I wish you were truly my daughter. My main regret is that I didn’t marry and have children, so I won’t be leaving anything of myself behind when I die.’ She stared blindly into the distance then looked at Eva and smiled. ‘But maybe that won’t happen to you.’


      Eva could not bear to take the happy expression from Alice’s face by voicing her doubts or objecting to these tenuous plans. There was nothing she wouldn’t do for her friend, nothing. ‘If you want Gus to stay, then of course I’ll make him welcome,’ she managed as the silence dragged on.


      ‘I knew you’d see it my way. He’s suggested taking you out for a drive. He has a lovely motor car. I might even go out in it myself one day.’


      Eva wasn’t in the least bit interested in going for drives with Gus Blake. ‘I don’t th –’ Her protest tailed away as she saw Alice’s expression turn steely. It reminded her suddenly of the days when her friend had been a Deputy Headmistress, the terror of young wrongdoers.


      ‘Do it for me, dear.’


      What could Eva do but agree?


 


When she left Alice, she hurried along to the kitchen. Closing the door, she leaned against it, giving vent to her feelings with a strangled groan.


      Jenny looked up and paused in chopping the carrots. ‘What’s wrong, love?’


      ‘He is! He’s got round Alice and she’s invited him to stay on here indefinitely.’ No need to say who he was. Jenny’s face showed instant understanding.


      ‘Oh, no! What’s she thinking of?’


      ‘And that’s not all, Jenny. She’s trying to match-make. She’s made me promise to go out for a drive with him.’


      ‘You should have said no to that!’


      ‘I tried, but Alice believes she’s ruining my life and wants to see me enjoying myself.’ She looked at Jenny. ‘What am I going to do? I’m not at all attracted to Gus Blake.’


      ‘You should definitely have refused, then. It’s not fair to build up her hopes.’ Jenny shook her head ruefully. ‘But I know you, Eva Kershaw. You’ve never refused her anything since she’s been ill. She’s lucky to have you.’


      ‘I’m even luckier to have her. Without her, I’d be working in a factory or shop. My mother turned really strange after Dad died and she didn’t want me to become a teacher. It was Alice who paid my way when I was training. You’re not supposed to hate your mother, but I did. All us girls suffered from her bullying, Lizzie most of all.’ Eva sighed. ‘So I’ll go out with Gus this once, for Alice’s sake, but I’m definitely not doing it again.’


 


That evening Jenny took enough food to her grandad’s for two people, but Wilf wasn’t there. The next day, by skimping on her own meal, she again managed to find enough for both men. It had set in to rain, so she put on a raincoat and headscarf before carrying the food across the road in her shopping basket. She found John Gill alone, sitting staring into the fire.


      ‘Eh, is it that time already?’ he asked, looking up.


      ‘Yes. And I’ve got enough food for Wilf again.’


      ‘I haven’t seen him all day, though he usually pops in for a minute or two.’ He hesitated. ‘Look, love, will you go and see if he’s all right? I’m not walking so well these days, but I know he’s upset at being out of work and too proud for his own good, and I’m that worried about him!’


      ‘All right. I know where his lodgings are. But you start eating your food while it’s still warm.’


      She dished up his meal, standing the rest to keep warm on the hearth, then put her outdoor clothes on again. As she hurried along to the other end of North Hey she kept her head down to avoid the rain, so when someone grabbed her arm just as she was about to turn into the street where Wilf’s lodgings were, she let out a shriek.


      ‘It’s only me.’


      ‘Eh, you nearly made me jump out of my skin, Wilfred Horrocks. I was just coming to see you.’


      As the rain beat down on them, Wilf pulled her under the partial shelter of a tree. ‘Is your grandad all right?’


      ‘He’s fine but worried about you. You haven’t been to see him for two days.’


      He avoided her eyes and muttered, ‘I didn’t want to take advantage.’


      She noticed he was shivering and looked at him more closely. His clothes were as wet as if they’d just been pulled out of the washtub and his usually fluffy light brown hair was plastered flat to his narrow skull, looking almost black. ‘Eh, lad, you’re soaked to the skin. Whatever have you been doing, staying out in this weather?’


      He shrugged. ‘The landlady doesn’t want me round the house during the daytime. There’s a few of us from the village out of work and we’d been sheltering in the church, only Mr Morton said we made it smell bad with our damp clothes, so we had to leave. That new minister’s a toffee-nosed snot! You’d think the church was only for him and his posh friends, wouldn’t you?’


      Jenny stared at him, aghast, then took his cold hand in both hers and said gently, ‘Come back to Grandad’s with me. He’s really worried about you and if you don’t get warm, you’ll catch your death of cold.’


      He pulled away angrily. ‘I saw how you looked at me the other day. I’m not trying to take advantage of him.’


      ‘I realise that. Of course I do. You’ve been good to him. Oh, Wilf, I didn’t know you’d lost your job. I’m sorry I upset you.’ She could feel him still resisting her, but as he shivered, she gave him a sudden shove in the direction of her grandad’s cottage. ‘Get moving, will you! What do you think friends are for if not to help one another?’


      A minute longer he resisted, then sighed. ‘All reet, lass.’ He shoved his hands into his pockets and strode along beside her with a squelching sound that said how wet his boots must be.


      Once back at her grandfather’s, she pushed Wilf over to stand near the fire, saying cheerfully, ‘I’ve found him for you, Grandad. The silly fool’s been walking about in the rain all day because that landlady of his won’t let him stay there in the daytime and that new minister wouldn’t let them stay in the church. Can you believe that? And Mr Morton calls himself a Christian. I’d like to give him a piece of my mind, I would that!’ She looked at Wilf, who was trying to stop shivering and failing. He had such a bleached, weary look to him she wondered when he’d last eaten.


      She took charge again because it seemed the only way to get him to be sensible. ‘No use you sitting around in those wet things, Wilf. You’ll come down with pneumonia if you don’t get warm. I’ll go and look out some of Grandad’s old things for you. By the time you’ve changed, I’ll have a cup of tea and some nice hot food waiting for you.’ She could see tears of shame welling in his eyes so bustled off quickly to give him time to recover.


      When she came down again, Wilf was standing by the fire with his back to the room, steam rising from his clothes. ‘Come on, my lad! Up you go and get out of those things! Back bedroom. And don’t drip all over the rug. Bring your wet things down with you and we’ll hang them near the fire.’


      When he’d gone she looked at her grandfather and said in a low voice, ‘Eh, what’s the world coming to when men who’ve fought for our country are denied shelter in the church?’


      He gave her a wry smile. ‘The world’s as uncaring as it’s allus been where ordinary folk are concerned. You didn’t think the war would change that, did you?’ He glanced upstairs. ‘Thanks for fetching him. Eh, you’re a grand lass, our Jenny.’


      She flushed and shrugged.


      ‘Look, before he comes down – I thought I’d ask Wilf to come and live with me. Would you mind? I’d enjoy the company and I need the help. There’s a lot of things need fixing round the place, things I can’t manage any more, so it’ll not be just charity.’ He sighed and stared blindly into the fire. ‘It’s a bugger getting old. No teeth, no strength and no wife. I miss our Janey – and her apple pies.’


      Jenny bent to give him a big hug. ‘I’ll make you an apple pie tomorrow. And why should I mind you asking Wilf to live here? It’s your cottage. Lucky you own it and no one can throw you out.’


      ‘As long as I pay my council rates.’ He fiddled with his cup, then shrugged. ‘If things get bad, I can allus sell my dad’s watch, though. Silver, it is.’


      ‘I’ve got money in the bank, so you won’t have to.’


      He gave her a crooked smile. ‘You allus were careful with your pennies.’


      When Wilf came down carrying his wet things, she took them off him and laid them next to the sink, then thrust the cup of tea she had ready into his hands, noting that they were still blue-white with cold. ‘Come and sit down at the table and let’s get some food into you. Then me an’ Grandad have a favour to ask of you.’


      Wilf gulped some tea, cradling his hands round the cup and sighing in pleasure. ‘Eh, that’s so good.’


      ‘Plenty more in the pot.’


      The food was a rather mixed plate of leftovers from lunch and tea at Miss Blake’s – half-dried mashed potato, a bit of roast lamb, the gristly end, some cabbage and a stale sandwich from Miss Blake’s lunch – but Wilf ate it with an expression of such bliss that Jenny wondered again how long it was since he’d had anything decent to fill his belly.


      When he left the sandwich, she urged, ‘Eat it all up, lad. No sense in wasting owt.’


      He looked at her, naked shame in his eyes. ‘I thought I’d save the sandwich for tomorrow, if that’s all right with you?’


      Grandad cleared his throat. ‘If you’ll do a bit of shopping for me tomorrow, lad, there’ll be a bit of bread and scrape for you afterwards, so you eat that now. You need to keep up your strength.’


      Wilf nodded and bent his head over the plate again, avoiding their eyes.


      Jenny’s heart went out to him. That a man so willing to work should come to this, needing the charity of his friends – and a man who had fought for his King and country at that! But she said nothing, merely busied herself tidying up the kitchen. When he’d finished eating, she cleared the table and sat down opposite him, folding her arms and turning to nod encouragingly to her grandad.


      He took out his pipe and began to fiddle with it. ‘Jenny and me were wondering if you’d like to come and live with me here, lad? I’m noan so spry these days and it’d be champion to have a bit of help around the place, loath as I am to admit it.’


      Wilf looked at him, mouth working with emotion, then pressed the back of his hand against his lips for a moment before asking, ‘Do you mean that?’


      Grandad shot him a quick glance, then concentrated on the pipe again. ‘Aye. ’Course I do.’


      ‘I can’t pay you any rent,’ Wilf said hoarsely.


      ‘I don’t want money, I want help. Our Jenny does her best, but the back garden’s in a right old mess an’ there’s things need fixing all over the house.’


      Wilf interrupted in a harsh tone, ‘Let’s not pretend about this. I’m grateful for your charity, but—’


      Jenny got up and went to lay one hand on his shoulder. ‘Me an’ Grandad aren’t letting your stupid pride stand in the way. You went an’ fought for us in France, Wilf Horrocks, put your life at risk, an’ if we can’t help you now in return there’s something wrong with the world. Besides, Grandad’s not fibbing about the garden, it does need digging over and tidying. And it’ll take a load off my mind to know he isn’t on his own, especially with Miss Blake getting so near the end. I worry that he’ll have a fall an’ just lie here for hours without anyone knowing an’—’


      She stopped aghast for Wilf was sobbing, harsh, racking noises, his whole body shaking with the vehemence of them. She couldn’t bear to see it, so took him in her arms. ‘Eh, lad. Eh, lad.’ She began to rock him to and fro, as if he were a child, making shushing noises and letting him weep out his shame and misery against her breast.


      Grandad sat with his back to them, staring into the fire.


      When the storm of weeping had died down, Jenny held Wilf away from her and smoothed his hair back tenderly with her fingertips. ‘You’ve been on your own too long, my lad! Don’t you have any family at all?’


      He shook his head. ‘My brother was killed on the Somme. There were only ever the two of us. We were brought up in an orphanage, but they kept us together at least. We even joined up together. Since I got out of the Army, I’ve managed, but I’ve missed Clem so much –’ His voice broke again but he took a deep breath and looked from her to John, saying huskily, ‘You’ll not regret this, I promise you, Mr Gill, or you, Jenny lass. I still get odd bits of work here and there, so I won’t be too much of a burden, I hope.’


      Grandad cackled suddenly and broke the tension. As the other two turned to stare at him in puzzlement, he chortled again. ‘Well, I intend to be a burden, because I’ve just realised that with you to help me, I can go and have a sup of ale now and then. Our Jenny won’t go into the pub, but I don’t reckon you’d mind taking me, eh, lad? I’m not so steady on me pins these days, you see. I can’t hold my drink like I used to, either, but a glass of ale still tastes good.’


      Wilf gave him a watery grin. ‘I’ll not mind at all taking you to the pub, or anywhere else you need to go, Mr Gill.’ He looked at Jenny, still sitting beside him. She wasn’t beautiful, but she was trim and wholesome in her simple print dress, and he’d been wishing for a while he could afford to court her. But he couldn’t. His Army gratuity was all gone now and he was losing hope of getting a permanent job.


      Jenny was studying him openly, too, and when their eyes met, she nodded and gave him a quick smile before standing up. ‘Right, then. You can move in tomorrow. I’ll go and make the bed up, but see you put a hot water bottle in it tomorrow to air it out properly. After I’ve done that I’ll have to get back. Eva will be wondering what’s happened to me.’


      When she came down she washed the plates, then took off her pinny and went to hang it up behind the cupboard door.


      Once she’d gone Wilf stared down at his clenched fists and said gruffly, ‘You must think me a right old mardy-face, crying like that.’


      ‘I think you’ve had a lot to bear an’ we all of us have a weep now an’ then, whether we let on about it or not,’ Grandad said gently. ‘Now, lad, you can help me down to the pub this very night if you don’t mind being seen in those old clothes of mine. I’ve a right thirst on me for a glass of ale, by hell I have.’


      Once at the Dog and Duck, the old man counted out some coins and pushed them into his companion’s hand. ‘Two halves of best bitter.’


      ‘I can’t take your—’


      ‘Nay, lad, I’m noan sitting here on me own. But we’ll have to make one glass last till closing time.’


      Wilf brought back two glasses of beer and sat down with a sigh of pleasure, raising his glass to his companion. ‘Thanks, Mr Gill.’


      ‘Mr Gill!’ Grandad pulled a face. ‘I’m not Mr Gill to anyone ’cept that bloody doctor. Call me Grandad. That’s more friendly, like.’


      ‘Grandad it is, then.’


      They sat chatting for a while, then the old man hissed suddenly, ‘Look at that sod!’


      Wilf turned to follow the pointing finger and stare through the open area of the bar at a man in a dark suit standing by the counter at the other side, haw-hawing with laughter. ‘Who is he?’


      ‘Miss Blake’s nephew. My Jenny can’t stand him.’


      ‘Then there must be summat wrong with him.’


      ‘That’s what I reckon. She’s a good judge of character, my Jenny is.’


      Grandad looked down wistfully at his glass, but resisted gulping the beer. ‘I worry about what’s to happen to her when Miss Blake’s gone. There aren’t any other jobs like that in Heyshaw, so she’ll have to find work away from here. Eh, I’d miss her something shocking.’ He took another infinitesimal sip then nodded in the direction of the lounge, where the posher folk congregated. ‘Jenny reckons Master Gus bloody Blake is after his aunt’s money. By rights everything should go to that schoolteacher lass as has been looking after Miss Blake the past year or two – real nice lass Eva Kershaw is, too, treats our Jenny decently. But dying folk don’t always do the right thing. If they did there’d not be so many falling-outs over wills.’


      ‘Well, there’s nowt we can do about that.’


      Grandad sighed. ‘No. But it won’t hurt to keep an eye on what that chap gets up to.’ He squinted sideways. ‘If you get any more work behind the bar here, you could try to listen to what he’s saying, couldn’t you? An’ watch who he’s spending time with?’


      Wilf nodded. ‘Aye.’ Though he couldn’t see what good it’d do.


      They made their half pints last for an hour, which didn’t improve the taste of the beer, but gave them the right to stay there till closing time. A lot of fellows were doing the same thing these days, which made the landlord Charlie Featherstone grumpy.


      Wilf got the old man home again, helped John to bed then went back to his lodgings for the last time. He was lucky to have a friend like Grandad. Not many people would open their homes to an out-of-work chap who wasn’t a relative. He wished suddenly that he’d known his own grandfather. Or his father. It was hard having no one to call family.










Chapter 3


 


The following day after lunch Alice smiled at Eva and said coaxingly, ‘Gus has offered to take you out for a little drive today. He was hoping to catch you when you got back from the shop to ask you himself, but he must have missed you. Why don’t you go out with him, dear? The fresh air will do you good.’


      Eva swallowed hard. Gus was always very pleasant, but her feelings about him hadn’t changed. However, Alice was looking at her so anxiously she forced a smile. ‘Well, all right. If you’re sure you won’t need me.’


      ‘I shall have Jenny, shan’t I?’


      As soon as she’d heard the car drive away, Alice took the next step she and her nephew had planned together when he’d agreed to help with her little plan. She rang the bell. ‘Ah, Jenny. Why don’t you go and visit your grandfather for an hour or two this afternoon? I’m feeling very sleepy and I’m sure I shan’t need anything.’


      ‘I don’t think I should leave you on your own, miss.’


      Alice fixed her with a stern glance. ‘Sometimes, Jenny, I long to be on my own – just for a little while.’


      ‘Well, if you’re sure  . . .’


      ‘I’m very sure.’


      Alice listened to Jenny running up and down the stairs. As the kitchen door banged and the maid’s footsteps faded away into the distance, she nodded in satisfaction that her stratagem had worked, though she felt rather guilty at deceiving Eva. Still, it was all for the best, it really was. She had to secure her girl’s future. Times were hard and only likely to get harder, judging by what the newspapers said. A young woman with a private income would be easy prey for all sorts of scoundrels. She’d sent one or two young men packing over the years, because they weren’t good enough for her Eva.


      Five minutes later there was a tap on the front door and Miss Blake’s lawyer and neighbour, Eric Beaman, walked straight in, as instructed. He was most helpful, explaining various ways of achieving her goal and helping her work out the details, though they disagreed over one or two points. However, she got her way by reminding him that she was the client and this was what she wished.


      After he’d left, Alice lay quietly, not attempting to read her newspaper. She had a lot to think about and it was lovely to have the house to herself. One of the worst aspects of her illness was being so dependent on others. She hated that.


 


When Eva went to get ready for her outing she put on her coat, stared at herself in the mirror and on a sudden impulse pulled her soft felt hat down to a distinctly unflattering angle. She didn’t intend to give Gus Blake any encouragement whatsoever.


      He was waiting in the hall, leaning against the wall as usual.


      She deliberately spoke in her most schoolmistressy tone. ‘Could you please not lean on the walls, Mr Blake? It marks the wallpaper.’


      He breathed deeply but said nothing as he straightened up. ‘Rightie-ho. You ready now?’


      ‘Yes. I’ll just look in on Alice before we leave.’


      ‘She’s asleep.’


      He put an arm under Eva’s elbow and she had no option but to go with him to the front door. The car was waiting for them there, its black paintwork gleaming, its hood down. It was a large car, so he must have plenty of money. But if he wasn’t here to get Alice’s money, as Jenny suspected, what was he staying on for?


      Gus started the car and looked at her. ‘Where shall we go?’


      She couldn’t think properly with him so close. ‘Um – over the moors?’


      ‘Yes. Should be pretty up there on a sunny day like this, though there’s a nip in the air now. There’s a rug in the back if you’re not warm enough.’


      ‘I shall be fine. After all, we won’t be out for long, will we? I don’t like to leave Alice on her own.’


      ‘Well, I thought if we found somewhere that sold teas, we could stop and have something to eat.’


      ‘We can have tea when we get back. No use wasting your money.’


      He grinned. ‘I’m not short of the price of a meal, Eva.’


      ‘Oh, well, whatever you want.’ She was feeling flustered again.


      ‘My aunt’s given me strict orders to give you a treat. So tea and cream cakes it is.’


      She sat stiffly as the big car throbbed into motion and fairly flew through the village, going much faster than she felt was safe. Clutching the leather strap on the door, she prayed they wouldn’t knock someone down. People turned to stare, because motor cars were not all that common, and once a dog ran after them, barking furiously.


      Half an hour later the car slowed down markedly on an uphill bit of road. Gus frowned. ‘She isn’t pulling properly and the engine sounds a bit rough.’


      Eva listened. At first she could hear no difference, then, as the car slowed right down and jerked once or twice, she heard the engine falter. ‘Is it breaking down?’ she asked, wondering if they would have to walk back.


      He flashed her a quick smile. ‘Let’s hope not.’ But the smile soon faded.


      At the top of the hill he let the car run off the road and come to a halt on some level, grassy ground. ‘Better take a look, I think.’ He went to lift the bonnet and peer under it, then came back. ‘The engine’s overheated, though I don’t know why. I’m no mechanic. I’m afraid we’ll have to turn back once it’s cooled down so you won’t get your cream cakes after all.’


      She shrugged.


      ‘Well, at least we’ve stopped somewhere with a nice view.’ He waved one hand at the slopes below them, and in the distance Heyshaw itself. ‘I hadn’t realised how beautiful the moors can be. Do you ever go walking across them?’


      ‘I used to. Before . . .’ Her throat tightened with sorrow and she couldn’t speak for a moment.


      ‘It’s been hard on you, hasn’t it?’


      She was surprised at the gentleness in his voice. Hadn’t expected that from him.


      ‘I’ve been through it myself, so I do understand. You keep a stiff upper lip because you don’t want to upset them, but it’s a strain.’


      His sympathy made her want to weep and she had a struggle to keep control of her emotions.


      Gus left her in peace for a few minutes, drumming his fingers absent-mindedly on the steering wheel. ‘I know my aunt made you come out with me today. If you don’t want to do it again, you don’t have to. I just thought the odd outing might cheer you up, help you relax a bit. And it pleased her greatly.’


      She liked him better for speaking openly. ‘I think I’ve forgotten how to relax. I worry about Alice all the time. She’s often in pain, you know, but she doesn’t give in to it, so how can I give in to my own worries?’


      ‘How long does the doctor think she’s got?’


      ‘A few weeks at most. She’s already lived for longer than they’d expected.’
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