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The story of Josephine Cox is as extraordinary as anything in her novels. Born in a cotton-mill house in Blackburn, she was one of ten children. Her parents, she says, brought out the worst in each other, and life was full of tragedy and hardship – but not without love and laughter. At the age of sixteen, Josephine met and married ‘a caring and wonderful man’, and had two sons. When the boys started school, she decided to go to college and eventually gained a place at Cambridge University, though was unable to take this up as it would have meant living away from home. However, she did go into teaching, while at the same time helping to renovate the derelict council house that was their home, coping with the problems caused by her mother’s unhappy home life – and writing her first full-length novel. Not surprisingly, she then won the ‘Superwoman of Great Britain’ Award, for which her family had secretly entered her, and this coincided with the acceptance of her novel for publication.

Josephine gave up teaching in order to write full time. She says ‘I love writing, both recreating scenes and characters from my past, together with new storylines which mingle naturally with the old. I could never imagine a single day without writing, and it’s been that way since as far back as I can remember.’
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TO MY READERS (and Brenda!)

 



 



If any of you are thinking of travelling on British Airways, watch out for Brenda (she’s the little one who smiles at you as you enter the plane).

 



The hostesses are wonderful. The service is exemplary (as you would expect) and the food on our particular flight was superb – hot and delivered with a ‘Brenda’ smile.

 



But our little Brenda is somewhat over-enthusiastic, so keep your eyes peeled for her, especially as she prefers to deliver your food right into your lap – and in your face, and your shoes, and seat (in my case it was piping-hot mushroom stroganoff).

 



But she does it with ‘that’ smile, bless her cotton socks, and afterwards loses no time in delivering you to the loo where she’ll despatch handfuls of tissues.

 



If British Airways gets rid of our Brenda, I’ll never fly with them again!

 



Keep it up, Brenda – you’re a little gem. (You made my day, anyway.)

 



Out with the stroganoff and on with the smile, that’s what I say!




PART ONE
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SUMMER, 1952

 



 



 THE LEGACY




Chapter One
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The Vale of Salmesbury, Blackburn, Lancashire

 



THE OLD MAN’S voice carried on the summer breeze. ‘There’ll be blue skies over . . . the white cliffs of Dover . . .’ he sang. When the song was done he took to whistling, for he was a fine whistler and proud of it.

‘You there! Stop that dreadful noise!’ the woman shrieked at him from her bedroom window, but he didn’t hear. He was too engrossed in his whistling. It was a fine day and he was a fortunate man to be carrying on this trade, when others out there trudged the streets to work that brought them no joy.

For more years than he cared to remember, Mike Ellis had brought his horse and cart along Scab Lane, delivering milk to the isolated families who lived hereabouts. It was a job he had loved, and would be sad to leave.

All too soon, it would be time for him to put his feet up and let some other poor devil climb out of his bed at four in the morning. But that was a small price to pay for the sights you saw before the world came awake: foxes scurrying for their dens, hares leaping across the horizon, and every kind of night animal imaginable making for home and safety. At four o’clock on a summer’s morning like this, the skies were unbelievably beautiful . . . shot with wide, scintillating swathes of colour that few men were privileged to witness. Enthused by his happy lot, Mike began singing again, this time in an even louder voice.

Exasperated, the woman bawled, ‘Damn and bugger it, Mikey Ellis! Will ye stop that confounded racket!’

Hair on end and the sleep still on her, she hung out of the bedroom window. ‘You know I can’t be doing with all that noise first thing of a morning.’

‘Away with yer, Mabel, ye old misery,’ Mike replied with a grin. ‘You’ll miss me when I’m retired. Happen you’ll get a young fella-me-lad as couldn’t sing even if he tried, an’ it’d serve ye right, so it would.’ He drew the horse to a halt outside the white picket-gate. ‘So, what’ll it be today, then?’ Climbing down from his seat he patted the horse and gave it a knob of hay from his pocket. ‘Come on now, missus, let’s be having ye. I ain’t got all day.’

Gathering her wits, Mabel Preston gave a lazy yawn. ‘Just you wait there,’ she replied with a coy grin. ‘I’ll be down in a minute.’

While he waited, Mike talked to the horse, like the old friend he was. ‘She’s a bit of a sourpuss,’ he confided. ‘By rights, I should be on my way to Maple Farm instead of hangin’ around here to be pounced on. Oh aye! I’ll get a smile from Louise Hunter, so I will – and a slice of cherry cake with a mug o’ tea to wash it down.’ He thought of Louise, and his expression softened. She was a good woman. Over the years she had faced some hard times and seen them away like the fighter she was.

He glanced warily at Mabel’s door. ‘This one’s different – fancies herself as every man’s pin-up, she does. She’ll be down here any minute now, hair combed and lipstick on, an’ with a smile on her face that’d put the fear o’ God into any man!’

The very thought made him shiver. ‘By! She thinks I don’t know that she’s got her sights set on me. I’m telling ye, that there Mabel Preston’s got it into her head that I need a wife now I’m on the point of retiring, but she’s got another think coming. What! She’d be after me every minute of the day. “Do this, do that. Out the bed with ye, Michael, there’s work to be done!” I can hear her now, God help me.’

A terrible thought suddenly occurred to him. Jesus, Mary and Joseph!’ He turned every shade  of pink. ‘I wouldn’t put it past her to demand her marital rights an’ all.’ His eyes rolled with terror. ‘By!’ he shuddered to the horse. ‘It don’t bear thinking about.’

Preparing to make his escape, he was brought to a sudden halt when she hissed in his ear, ‘Right then, Mikey, show me what you’ve got to offer.’

Swinging round, he gasped in dismay; Mabel Preston in full sail was a sight to daunt the bravest of men.

‘Well?’ When she smiled, he instinctively took a step backwards.

‘Well what?’ Mesmerised by her false teeth which flashed blindingly in the bright sunshine, he found himself rooted to the spot.

‘Oh, really!’ Spreading chubby hands over ample hips, she gave an unexpected twirl and almost knocked him over. ‘Don’t pretend you haven’t noticed my new dress.’

Hanging like a sack at the waist and so tight round the neck it made her eyes bulge, the dress in question was sickly-brown with great yellow sunflowers all over.

‘Well, what d’you think?’ She had no intention of letting him off the hook!

At that moment in time, with Mabel’s fat face plastered in make-up and her lips plumped out by those dazzling but ill-fitting teeth, poor Mike didn’t  know what to think; however he knew he had better compliment her, or his life wouldn’t be worth living. ‘It’s . . .’ He gulped. ‘It’s lovely,’ he muttered lamely. ‘Just lovely!’

‘I knew you’d like it.’ Beaming with pleasure, she dared to give him a juicy wink. ‘Now then, you didn’t answer me.’

By now, the milkman was shaking. ‘Sure, I can’t for the life of me recall what ye said.’

Sidling closer, she murmured, ‘I asked what you had to offer.’ Her bushy eyebrows went up and down, like a couple of ferrets ready to pounce.

When Mike was nervous he always stuttered. He stuttered now. ‘I . . . don’t know what . . . ye mean!’

The woman tutted loudly. ‘Really, do I have to spell it out? What have you got on your cart today?’

Giving a great sigh of relief, Mike led the way to the back of the cart, where he threw off the tarpaulin to reveal a dozen sacks of potatoes, piled-up crates of milk, numerous boxes of freshly picked early plums and some large wicker baskets filled with newlaid eggs. ‘You’ll not get better wherever ye look,’ he told her, and she knew it was the truth.

Mabel quickly selected a dozen brown eggs, four large potatoes and a bottle of milk. ‘Will you come in for a cup of tea before you go?’ She made one last, valiant effort to interest him in what she herself had  to offer. ‘I’ve a home-made apple tart just waiting to be sliced.’

Before he could reply, the sound of voices raised in anger made them turn their attention towards the spinney. ‘Sounds as though somebody’s squaring up for a fight.’ Losing no time and glad of the opportunity to escape her attentions, Mike ran towards the hedge. ‘Stay back, Mabel,’ he ordered, though not for one minute did he expect her to heed his warning.

Forcing his way through the bramble-hedge, he broke into the field behind her house. Mabel might have done the same but for the considerable width of her hips, not to mention the fact that the brambles could tear your skin to shreds.

‘It looks like the Hunter brothers.’ Keeping her distance, she peered through the hedge.


‘Stay back!’ Mike repeated, and this time she obeyed. ‘I’ll see what I can do. You away up to the farm . . . tell Louise her husband and his brother are out to kill each other.’ When she hesitated he bellowed at her. ‘Away with you, woman. Now!’

Trying her best to hurry, the poor woman slipped and fell right into a run of cowpats. Mike made no move to help her. This was no time for sympathy, he decided, not when the two men were already stripping off their shirts to settle the argument with bone and knuckle.

‘Get on with ye!’ he roared, and get on she did  until, red-faced and fighting for breath, she stumbled to the bottom of the hill leading to Maple Farm. Here she paused to gather her strength before continuing at a pace more suited to a woman of her generous size and years.

While Mabel made haste to break the news to Louise, Michael ran across the field to try reasoning with the two brothers.

‘Clear off, you! It’s none of your damn business.’ That was Jacob, the eldest. Tall and thickset, with piercing blue eyes and long, untidy brown hair, he had already attracted a reputation for trouble.

The other young man was called Ben; shorter in stature than his brother, he had the same sturdy physique of their father before them. Dark-haired, with serious brown eyes, Ben was the more responsible of the two. ‘Best do as he says,’ he advised the old man. ‘There’s no reasoning with him. It’s gone way beyond that. Me and Jacob . . . we’ve a score to settle. It’s best we get it over and done with.’

The score he spoke of had to do with their late father and the accumulation of his life’s work.

In spite of his years, Mike was not easily dismissed. ‘The pair of youse should be ashamed of yerselves,’ he raged, ‘fighting and arguing, with your poor father lying in the chapel of rest not two miles away!’

When he took a step forward, Jacob suddenly  rounded on him with clenched fists. ‘I warned you you old fool!’ Rushing at him, he took the milkman by the throat. But then he was suddenly fighting his own corner, when Ben marched up behind him and, spinning him round by the shirt collar, landed a crunching blow squarely on his chin.

Enraged, Jacob ran at him, head down like a battering ram. When his head collided hard with his brother’s mouth, the blood from Ben’s split lip sprayed out like a crimson shower. ‘Come on then, let’s have you!’ Beckoning with both hands, Jacob backed off, laughing and taunting as Ben wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

Glancing towards the old man to make sure he wasn’t hurt, Ben made one last plea to his brother. ‘Mike is right,’ he said. ‘We shouldn’t be fighting. Not now.’ His sorry gaze went to the hills and the town beyond. ‘What would he say?’

Jacob was like a crazy thing. ‘I don’t give a stuff for what he’d say. Happen he’d see you for the coward you are.’

Anger lit his brother’s eyes. ‘I’ve never been a coward in my life, and you know it!’

‘You’ve allus been a coward. Only he wouldn’t have it, would he, eh? Oh no! He thought the sun shone out of yer arse! Oh, but you were clever, I’ll give you that . . . toiling the land and working with him hand in glove. The poor old sod didn’t know  what you were up to, but I was wise to you.’ The words spat out.

‘What are you saying?’ Ben’s voice was tight with rage.

‘What normal man would prefer to break his back working the land when he could be out in the big wide world, making his mark?’ Jacob sneered. ‘You stayed because you had in mind that one day all this would be yours.’ Flinging wide his arms he embraced the land about them. ‘You’re a cunning bastard, Ben Hunter, but don’t think you’ve done me out of what’s rightfully mine, because I’ll fight you tooth and nail all the way!’

‘Out with it.’ Knowing his brother from old, Ben sensed that Jacob was up to no good. ‘What’s your game, eh? You were the one who chose to leave all this behind. You didn’t want it before and you don’t want it now. I’ll never see the day dawn when you roll up your sleeves and bend your back to hard work.’ He shook his head in disgust. ‘What you’re after is selling it to the highest bidder, isn’t that right?’

‘None o’ your business what I want with it. It’s mine – that’s all you need to know.’ Ben had hit the nail on the head and that rankled. ‘If you want a fight, I’ll give you one, any way you like.’ Though he feared his brother was more of a man than he would ever be.

Shamed by the whole sorry business, Ben gave  it one more try. ‘Why can’t you understand? Dad really loved this land,’ he said softly. ‘It was his whole life.’

‘Pity!’

Ben knew there would be no peace until this was settled, so he laid down the terms. ‘I love it, too. I don’t know what Dad put down on paper, but I’ll tell you this. If he’s left it all to Mother, I’ll stand by her, the same way I stood by him. And not for any reward, but because like Dad, I love the land and the way of life here. And I swear to God . . . if he’s left me any part of this wonderful place, you’ll never get your hands on it, not unless you’re prepared to dirty them, the same as he did.’

Jacob laughed harshly. ‘D’you really expect me to believe that you don’t know what he put in his will? Liar! He’ll have left you the lot, make no mistake; God only knows you’ve had years enough to persuade him. He thought I could never compare with you, so I never tried. There was no point.’

‘You’re wrong, Jacob. He knew you didn’t like working the land and he came to accept that. Why d’you think he set you up with that delivery business? Good God, man! He even borrowed money against everything he owned, just so’s you could have your big chance.’

‘He wanted shut of me, that’s why.’

‘Don’t talk stupid.’ His heart heavy with emotion,  Ben lashed him with the truth. ‘How many times did he beg you to stay? He even promised to build you a house here, but what did you do? You threw it all back in his face. “I want out” – that’s what you said, and you broke his heart. But he did what you asked. He gave you a business of your own and asked for nothing in return. Farming never made any man rich. You either love the land or hate it. I loved it and you couldn’t get away fast enough, that’s the truth of it.’

‘I told you . . . he wanted shut of me. He owed me a living, and that’s all there was to it.’

‘Did you ever wonder where he got the money from to set you up with delivery wagons and a warehouse right smack in the centre of town – not to mention contracts with the locals to get you started? O’ course not! Well, I’ll tell you. He mortgaged his home and his farm; something he swore all his life he would never do. Afterwards, it played on his mind. He couldn’t rest until it was paid off. Morning, noon and night, he worked like a dog, until every penny was repaid.’

Tears filled Ben’s eyes. ‘And yes, you’re right. I did work alongside him and was proud of it. And shall I tell you why? Because I loved that man, more than you could ever know. And if he’s thought to leave me here, where I’m content, I’ll thank him to my dying day.’

‘That’s ’cause you’re a coward,’ Jacob repeated viciously. ‘A cissy who’d rather hide away in this godforsaken place than get out and face the real world. You and him, you were just the same – both cowards. Both afraid of the world beyond these fields. At least I went out and did my best.’

‘No, you didn’t! You threw it all back in his face . . . wasted all his efforts to look after you. Women, boozing, driving flash cars, up to your ears in every shady deal that comes along – that’s you, Jacob. That’s why you want to get your hands on his land . . . to get your business out of trouble and finance your high-living. And when this land’s gone, and all the money with it, you’ll find a way of cheating somebody else out of everything they cherish. Dad had you down for what you are: a user. You’ll never change.’

His brother laughed in his face. ‘Well, you see, I always did know how to enjoy myself. But I’m back now, and like I say, I intend laying claim to what’s rightfully mine. I am the eldest, don’t forget, and it’s time I put you in your place. Since I’ve been gone you seem to have taken over.’

‘If you think that, why didn’t you make your way back when Dad was alive, when he needed you? When we both needed you.’

‘You know why – because he would have sent me packing. But he’s not here now, is he?’ His face  contorted with loathing. ‘And I can’t say I’m too sorry about that!’

His cruel taunts hit hard. With a roar, Ben lunged at him, and each time he was thrust aside, he came at him again. For his part, Jacob gave as good as he got; and though the fighting was terrible to see, there was no victor, for one was as strong as the other.

Helpless, Mike Ellis watched until he could bear it no longer. Torn and blood-spattered, the brothers were locked in a struggle so vicious it would take more than one old man to separate them.

Taking to his heels, Mike ran to the hedge and scoured the horizon. ‘If anybody can stop them, it’s Louise,’ he said aloud. But there was no sign of her. ‘Where the devil is she?’

Convinced they would kill each other if they weren’t stopped, the old man set off at an awkward run towards the farmhouse, to find the only person who might make the brothers see sense.

 



IN THE GARDEN, Louise hung the last of the washing on the line. Turning to push up the prop, she didn’t see the old mongrel dash out and grab the bloomers off the line. It was only when she heard his playful growl as he dashed about, that she realised what he’d done, ‘Hey! Come back here, you devil.  Them’s me mother-in-law’s bloomers. She’ll have my guts for garters if they get torn.’

The more she chased the mongrel, the more he enjoyed it . . . diving in and out of the line, off down the path one minute and into the shed the next.

That was where she cornered him – in the shed. ‘You little sod!’ Breathless and laughing, she persuaded him to drop Sally’s bloomers, which by now needed a second wash. ‘You rascal, you.’

Even so, she had to laugh at herself. ‘You had me running a right old dance.’ Stuffing the bloomers under her arm, she confided, ‘If it were up to me, you could have these awful bloomers for dinner, but they’re Sally’s, not mine, thank God, and I’ve been entrusted with their safekeeping, so you’re not having them, however much you might wink your little eye.’ Boris had a habit of closing one eye and laughing with the other, which gave the appearance of a mischievous wink.

Making her way back to the washing line, Louise kept a wary eye on him. ‘Don’t you dare!’ she threatened when it seemed he might make a beeline for the washing basket. Wagging a finger, she dropped the bloomers into the basket and afterwards, hoisted the prop as high as she could get it to keep the washing out of his reach.

With the washing safe and the basket tucked securely under her arm, she took a moment to look  out across the valley, the magnificence of it taking her breath away, as always.

It was a beautiful scene, with the valley sweeping away to the river, seeming to merge with the skies when it climbed away up the other side. The recent showers had quenched the parched earth and now the fields spread out before her, like velvet patchwork beneath the blue, sunny skies. There was contentment here in this lovely place, she mused. It had an uncanny way of quieting the soul.

Her thoughts turned to her father-in-law, Ronnie Hunter, a man she had loved and respected. ‘This was his little piece of heaven,’ she sighed. ‘We’ll miss him, that’s for sure.’

Blinking away the tears, she let her mind picture him in the field; she could see him clearly now – a short, round figure, strong and solid, though slightly stooped at the shoulders from his many years working the land. He would always walk his dog along the same track, stopping every now and then to pick a flower for his beloved wife, Sally. ‘Aye, she’ll miss you an’ all.’ Glancing towards the cottage, Louise gave a wistful little smile. ‘Sally’s tekken it badly. But we’ll help her through,’ she promised. ‘God willing, we’ll help each other.’

From inside the cottage, Sally looked out the window to see her daughter-in-law in deep thought. ‘You’re a good lass,’ she whispered, her fond gaze  taking in Louise’s slim figure and strong stance, and the way her long brown hair lifted in the breeze. ‘Eh, love, it’s been a sorry few days. God only knows what I would have done without you.’

She ambled away from the kitchen window and eased herself into the rocking chair beside the empty firegrate. She looked up at the mantelpiece, and at the photograph of her late husband – a jolly-faced fellow with bright blue eyes. ‘You silly old fool!’ she chided him gently. ‘What did you want to go and leave me for, eh?’

The tears trembled in her smile. ‘We had some good years together, you and me,’ she murmured. ‘I wouldn’t change one day of it.’

Then the smile slipped away, and the aging features stiffened. ‘Except for that lazy, no-good son of ours!’ She recalled the day she had brought her firstborn into the world; such joy and high hopes, only to be dashed the minute he could decide for himself.

‘Thinking of him now, she felt heavy-hearted. Jacob was born bad,’ she whispered. ‘’Tweren’t nobody’s fault. He could have shouldered his responsibilities like a man. Instead he turned his back on all of us. A waster and a liar, that’s what he is, and I rue the day I ever gave birth to him.’

Her voice shook with emotion. ‘Even when he’d been told you were so poorly, he made no effort to  come home, to say his goodbyes.’ She paused, unable for a moment to go on.

Taking a deep breath, she smiled wryly at the photograph. ‘Oh, he’ll show up for the reading of the will all right, you can be sure o’ that! Truth be told, I’m surprised he’s not already sniffling about, looking to cause trouble, like always.’ She shook her tiny fist in the air. ‘Let him try, that’s all. Just let him try!’

A moment or so later, her fast-beating heart had quietened. She closed her eyes and was beginning to nod off, when Louise’s urgent voice woke her up. ‘I’ve to get off down the bottom field,’ she cried. ‘Mabel’s here – she says them two buggers are down in the valley, looking to kill each other, by all accounts!’

Her face drained white, Sally clambered out of the chair. ‘I knew it!’ she gasped. ‘I knew he’d be back to cause trouble.’

‘Don’t you worry,’ the younger woman consoled her. ‘He’ll not get the best of our Ben, you know that. An’ he’ll not get the better o’ me neither.’

Ushering Mabel in, she explained, ‘Mabel’s agreed to sit with you till I get back.’ To their visitor she said, ‘Put the kettle on, won’t you. Mek the pair of youse a brew, an’ I’ll be back afore you can say Jack Robinson.’

Leaving the women to settle themselves, Louise  lost no time in making for the bottom field. ‘Sal was right,’ she muttered. ‘It was only a matter of time before he came back here, looking for trouble. With his dad out of the way, he’ll have his mind set on taking over, or so he thinks.’

She quickened her steps. Jacob was well known to be a bad lot. When he wanted something badly enough, he usually got it one way or another. But not this time, she thought bitterly. If there was any justice, he’d not get his mucky hands on this farm . . .

She paused, catching her breath and thinking back over the years to a time when Jacob had had a yearning for her. ‘An’ if he thinks he can get his hands on me after all this time, he can damned well think again.’ Ten years ago, she had rejected him in favour of Ben – a decision she had never regretted, and one for which Jacob had never forgiven her.

‘Hurry, Louise!’ Mike Ellis had seen her making her way down and ran to the hedge to urge her on. ‘For God’s sake hurry, afore they kill each other!’ He had never been more thankful to see her.

In a matter of minutes she was beside him. ‘There!’ Pointing to the river, he told her, Jacob’s got yer man under the water. You’ve got to stop ’em, lass, or there’ll be murder an’ no mistake.’

With the little milkman stumbling behind, she  went like the wind across the field towards the river; and on the way taking a precious minute to retrieve a shovel from the old barn.

With the shovel secure in her hands she rounded the bank and there they were, as Mike had said, intent on killing each other. Jacob had Ben by the throat and was about to duck him in the water again, but Ben was too quick for him and, grabbing him by the legs, he pulled him under. Once he had him at his mercy, it seemed he might keep him there until the last breath was gone. ‘Stop it!’ Louise screamed out. ‘Have you both gone mad or what?’

Startled, Ben glanced up. As he did so, Jacob took his chance. Knocking Ben off his feet, he first smashed his fist into his face, before thrusting him beneath the water and holding him there; the more Ben struggled, the harder Jacob pressed him down. By the look on his face, he meant to finish his brother off, once and for all.

Horrified, Louise ran at him; swinging the shovel she landed it smack on the centre of his back. ‘You little bitch!’ With a roar he grabbed at the shovel and when she clung to it, he drew her towards him, the scowl on his face turning to a leer and leaving her in no doubt as to what he intended.

‘Leave us alone, Jacob!’ she demanded. ‘Nobody wants you here!’ Defiant as ever, she warned him,  ‘If you’ve come back for the farm, you’ll be sadly mistaken. Did you really think your father would leave it to you, after what you did?’

‘Whether he’s left it to me or not doesn’t matter. I’m the eldest. I’ll get the farm, one way or another.’ Close enough to reach out and take her, he grinned wickedly. ‘Besides, it’s not just the farm I’ve come back for. I want you with it.’

‘Never.’ Throwing the shovel at him, she ran to where Ben was lying on the ground, half in, half out of the water. Before she could help him, she felt herself being lifted up by the waist, Jacob’s evil laughter assailing her ears. ‘Leave him,’ he murmured, drawing her to him. ‘It’s me you want. Why don’t you admit it?’

Grabbing her by the hair, he yanked her head back, and was bending to steal a kiss when two things happened all at once. First, Louise kneed him hard in the groin, making him cry out in pain, and while he was bent double, cursing and threatening, Ben leaped on his back.

Though dazed and half-drowned, he had seen his wife in danger, and mustered every ounce of strength to protect her.

Beaten and humiliated, Jacob was soon flat on his back, moaning softly.

‘Clear off out of it – go on, get out of my sight!’ Standing over him, Ben watched his brother  scramble up and make his escape, though as he went, Jacob turned to shout out defiantly, ‘You’ve not seen the last of me yet!’

When his brother was far enough away, Ben held out his arms and Louise came running. ‘Let’s get you home,’ she murmured. The deep gashes on his face and neck were evidence of the fierce struggle between these two. ‘We need to clean you up,’ she observed, ‘but I don’t want your mam to see you like this. She’s got enough to contend with.’

The very same thought had crossed Ben’s mind. Turning to Mike, who had seen the whole terrible scene unfold, he asked, ‘D’you think I might tidy myself up at your wagon?’

Mike had been on the point of suggesting the same idea. ‘As if yer need to ask!’ he chided and, without delay, the three of them made their way there.

As they went across the field and on towards the lane, Mike leading the way, the couple talked of Jacob and what he might be planning. ‘Did he mean what he said,’ Louise asked anxiously, ‘about us not having seen the last of him?’

‘No, he’s all mouth,’ Ben reassured her.

‘I hope you’re right.’ With her arm round his waist, Louise felt safe and secure.

Suddenly he paused and, taking her by the  shoulders, he asked intensely, ‘What he said – about you wanting him . . .’

His wife had half-expected him to mention that. She shook her head. ‘You know what he’s like, how his pathetic brain works. Just because we had a brief fling before I met you, he thinks he has a claim on me.’

‘You do know he’s mad about you, don’t you?’

‘I really thought he’d have got over all that by now.’

Judging by what he said, he still feels the same towards you.’

‘I’m sorry, Ben, but I can’t help how he feels.’

His quiet gaze penetrated her soul. ‘And what do you feel?’

She met his look with honesty. ‘Contempt – that’s what I feel for him. I was just a kid when I met him, but it didn’t take me long to see him for what he was.’ Her brown eyes crinkled into a smile. ‘It’s you I love.’ The kiss she gave him allayed his fears. ‘Jacob means nothing to me, and never will. That was all done with a long, long time ago.’

Ben was satisfied. ‘I’m sorry, but I had to be sure. I don’t know what I’d do if I ever lost you.’

‘And are you sure now?’

He nodded. ‘My God, lass. I’d break every bone in his body if he ever touched you.’

‘He won’t.’ She would die first.

With the atmosphere less tense, Ben even managed a grin. ‘I never knew you had such a way with a shovel.’

Louise laughed. ‘Neither did he, I shouldn’t wonder.’

Mike, who had waited for them to catch up with him, heard the last two remarks and quipped, ‘Remind me never to get on the wrong side o’ you, young lady!’

 



MIKE KEPT ALL manner of things in his wagon; a car was impractical to use in the narrow cobbled byways and country lanes of Salmesbury. He dug out a clean old towel and a screw-top bottle of water he’d brought along to quench his thirst. Despite his trade, the little man had no liking for milk.

It took all of ten minutes to tidy Ben up and bathe the cuts and bruises. ‘You still look like you’ve been in a fight.’ After swilling the dirty water into the ditch, Louise rolled down her sleeves. ‘Unfortunately, your mam knows the two of you have been fighting. I had to explain why Mabel was at the cottage you see.’

‘Well, at least she’ll be pleased to know he’s gone. After what’s happened today, he won’t want to show  his face round these parts again. There’s nothing here for him. He knows that now.’

Before they left, Mike spoke up: ‘You don’t reckon on him being at his da’s funeral tomorrow then?’

His pointed question caused Louise and Ben to look to each other for the answer; in the event, it was Ben who spoke. ‘He’s got nerve enough, Mike, I won’t deny that. Mind you, as he said himself, he is the eldest son, and by rights he should be there. Whether we like it or not, it’s his duty to stand beside our mam and lead us into church.’ He shook his head in dismay. ‘God help us!’

Louise intervened. ‘That might be true enough, but Jacob and duty don’t exactly go together, do they?’

Her husband agreed. ‘There’ll be nobody more surprised than me, if he shows up tomorrow. My brother came here with a prime purpose – to cause mischief. Well! He managed that an’ no mistake. All in all, I don’t suppose we’ll ever clap eyes on him again.’

In a hurry to get back to Sally, they bade Mike Ellis cheerio. ‘Tell yer mam I’ll be there tomorrow, to pay my respects,’ he assured them. ‘Yer father was a good man, so he was.’

As they hurried away, shaken by events but ever content in each other’s company, he watched them  climb the brow of the hill. ‘Yer wrong, me laddo.’ Shaking his head despondently, he recalled Ben’s parting words. ‘I wouldn’t be so sure about not clapping eyes on yon Jacob again.’

Shifting his gaze to where the young man had already gone from sight, he voiced his own, disturbing thoughts. ‘Jacob Hunter is a law unto himself. He ain’t done yet, not by a long chalk. If you ask me, he’ll be gone long enough to lick his wounds, then he’ll be back, bad as ever.’

Returning his sorry gaze to Ben, he commented, ‘Oh aye, he’ll be back all right. And when he is, you’d best keep a sharp look over yer shoulder, ’cause if I’m any judge of character, that brother o’ yourn won’t rest till he’s got what he wants.’

Just before she disappeared from view, he caught sight of Louise; a slender, strong figure, she was bunching her long hair into a fist but it made no difference; the breeze took hold of the flailing tendrils and blew them about her pretty face.

The old milkman smiled. ‘Yer a lovely lass, Louise Hunter, an’ that husband o’ yourn would walk over hot coals to please yer. But he’ll need to be wary, I can see that. It’s you Jacob wants . . . more than the farm or the money – more than anything else.’

He had seen the look on Hunter’s face when he had Louise in his arms. And he had never seen a man more determined to take what he believed to be his.

Preparing his wagon for off, the old man continued to mumble, ‘How can a good man father two sons so unalike? One out of his own mould, and the other akin to the divil?’

When the horse gave him an impatient nudge, he remarked with a twinkle, ‘And how would you know, eh? You’re nobbut a four-legged animal, with a mind for a bag of hay an’ a sight of them pretty mares in Farmer Shaler’s field!’

Going to the back of the cart, he threw the canvas over his precious wares. ‘Don’t want the sun to ruin me market-stall, do we, eh?’

Once his precious cargo was secured, he climbed on to the seat and took up the reins. ‘Let’s be off, me ol’ beauty,’ he urged with a tickle of the reins. ‘We’d best mek tracks, afore Mabel Preston comes after us at the gallop.’

He laughed aloud. ‘By! If ever there’s a woman on the face of this earth who puts the wind up me, it’s Mabel Preston an’ ’er painted face. Like some bloody Indian on the warpath, she is!’

The sound of his laughter rang out above the clip clop of hooves as they went at a fair lick down the lane; as far and as fast as the old horse could carry him.




Chapter Two
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SEATED ON THE doorstep of the farmhouse, Ben Hunter looked a sorry, lonely man. Finding a small degree of comfort in the stub of a cigarette, he held it between his fingers until it scorched the skin and made him cry out.

Unthinking, he flicked it into the shrubbery. Preferring to smoke a pipe in times of stress, he was never a lover of cigarettes but, having found the stub in his coat pocket and matches to go with it, he had lit it, taken two drags from it, and quickly lost interest.

After a bad night, twisting and turning in his bed and woken by dreams of his father, he felt worse for wear. Louise was the same, for if he couldn’t sleep, then neither could she. And what with Sally walking the bedroom floor through the early hours, it seemed none of them would be going to church looking their best.

Not for the first time that morning, Ben’s thoughts turned to his brother Jacob. Involuntarily, his fists clenched. ‘Don’t do it, Jacob!’ he warned softly. ‘Don’t make this day harder than it is, especially for our mam. By! If you turn up and cause trouble at the church, you’ll answer to me!’ He had hoped Jacob would keep his distance after yesterday’s humiliation; now though, he knew in his heart that his brother had it in him to turn up and break their mother’s heart all over again.

Wearied by his own thoughts, and blinded by the bright sunlight, he closed his eyes. Rubbing his hands over his face, he leaned back against the door and shut out all thoughts. He needed to breathe. He needed to clear his mind, before the ordeal ahead.

But there was no peace. Try as he might to rid himself of bad thoughts, he remained a troubled man. Not just because of Jacob and his uncanny ability to wreck other people’s lives, but because he knew how difficult this day would be for his mother. On the surface, Sally had been so brave, but Ben knew that underneath she was grieving for her beloved Ronnie, more than she would ever say.

‘I know how you feel, lad. This is allus the worst day.’

Startled by the intrusion, he blinked against the bright sunlight. ‘Oh, it’s you, Auntie Edie.’ A distant relative of Louise’s, the woman had always been  known hereabouts by the fond title ‘Auntie Edie’ whether or not she was related.

Here to offer support to them as needed it, she gave him a warm open smile. ‘Now then, lad. What can I do to help?’ A wise, kind soul, Edie was as reliable as day following night.

About fifty years old, though never admitting her age, Edie must have been pretty in her youth, for she had the softest green eyes and clear skin. That skin now hung loose round her jowls and her shoulder-length hair was fast beginning to grey. Scraped back from her face, it was tied up with a wide, scarlet ribbon – the ‘ribbon’ being a strip torn from her best, slowly diminishing tablecloth.

Ben returned her smile. ‘Thanks, but you’d best see Louise.’ He gestured to the front door behind him. ‘You’ll find them both in the kitchen.’

‘Coping, are they, yer mam and her?’

‘Well enough.’ Much as he liked her, he wasn’t in the mood for a long conversation. ‘I’m out here keeping watch for the cars.’

‘Right ye are then, lad.’ Edie understood. ‘I’d best go in – leave you to it, eh?’ Wide and comfortable as an easy chair, she had no airs or graces, and possessed the wickedest sense of humour. But not today. Today was occasion for reflective thought.

Quickly on his feet, Ben moved aside to let her past, and as she did so, he gave her a welcoming hug.  ‘Our mam’s getting herself in a bit of a state, if you know what I mean,’ he confided. ‘Have a word with her, will you?’ he pleaded.

No sooner had Edie gone in, than the cars could be seen arriving in the distance. In what seemed no time at all, they were drawing up outside – two smart black Austin saloons. One carried his father, the other would carry them.

At the sobering sight, Ben’s heart sank to his boots. This was the moment he had dreaded.

In that same, memorable moment, the young man had mixed feelings.

Relieved that his father’s last journey would soon be over, he was also saddened by the fact that it was happening at all. These past years he had been especially close to his dad, having worked with him from early light to late evening. Without him, life would never be the same again, he knew that.

But he must put aside his own feelings for now, he chided himself. There was his mother to think of. And today, she was foremost in his mind.

Like a dutiful son, he tended the family one after the other. First his mother. ‘Take your time, Mam.’ Helping her to the car, he was shocked to see how small and frail she seemed. When she was got safely into the car, he helped his wife in, then Auntie Edie. Finally, after making sure the house was secure, he too climbed into the car.

As was the custom, he and his mother, as nearest kith and kin, sat in the front of the car, while Louise and Auntie Edie sat in the back.

It was a good fifteen-minute drive into Blackburn town; fifteen minutes that seemed like a lifetime. Along the way, there was talk of Ronnie and how so many of his mates had called at the house to pay their respects. Auntie Edie asked if there was anything else that needed doing back at the house. ‘There’s bound to be a lot o’ folk who’ll return for the tea.’

Louise reassured her. ‘It’s all done, love. Me an’ Sal kept ourselves busy all morning getting it ready. But thank you all the same.’ Grateful for the offer, she squeezed her hand.

Throughout the journey, Sal and Ben spoke not a word. Instead they sat hand-in-hand, steeped in quiet thoughts, each concerned for the other.

‘I allus reckon this is the worst part,’ Auntie Edie whispered to Louise. ‘After today, it’ll get a bit easier. It’s final, y’see, once he’s tekken into the Lord’s care.’

Her well-meaning words brought tears to the younger woman’s eyes. ‘I’m sure you’re right,’ she replied in a whisper, hoping Ben and his mam hadn’t heard.

But they had heard – and somehow felt better for it.

 



ON ARRIVING AT St Peter’s Church, Sal gasped at the large gathering waiting outside. ‘By!’ The sight of it filled her heart. ‘I knew he were well-liked, but I’d no idea so many folks would turn out.’

Louise’s relatives stepped out ready to line up behind the procession. First came her kindly parents, Patsy Holsden, a little woman with a homely face, and Steve, small and wick, wearing his best flat cap and stiff collar. Then came her younger sister, Susan. An attractive young woman with a good figure, baby-blue eyes and wonderfully thick, shoulder-length auburn hair, in her new, short-skirted brown suit and navy court shoes, she made a stunning sight.

Unfortunately, in her early twenties, Susan was irresponsible, and something of a heartache to her parents. She was not considered to be bad however, just wayward and rebellious. As her dad was fond of saying, ‘She’s never bloody well grown up, that’s the trouble!’

Behind the Holsdens came farmers Ronnie had known, several neighbours, and other folks that Sal didn’t even know, but who had come to pay their respects all the same.

On seeing Ben’s bruised face, they were assured  of the trouble between him and Jacob. There had already been talk of it down at the pub last evening; Mike Ellis had oiled his tongue with too much booze and it got loose enough to tell the tale. ‘Knocking hell out of each other, they were.’ He related the shameful incident – ‘And their daddy not yet put to his rest.’ Then he wept into his beer and they had to carry him home.

Ignoring their obvious embarrassment, Ben greeted them all with a nod, before linking his arm with his mother’s. ‘All right, are you, Mam?’

Sally didn’t hear him. Her attention was taken by someone approaching from the other side of the churchyard. Following her gaze, Ben was not altogether surprised to see Jacob striding towards them; in dark suit and trilby, he looked almost unrecognisable.

‘Don’t worry, Mam,’ Ben murmured. ‘He knows better than to cause trouble here.’

The entire gathering watched as Jacob made straight for his mother. ‘I’ll take you in, Mam.’ Crooking his elbow he waited for her to accompany him.

There was a long, poignant moment when Sally looked him in the eye, her face set like stone as she locked her gaze with his. All around them, the silence thickened.

Unnerved by the hardness of her stare, Jacob  asked again. ‘Mam, it’s my place to lead you in. You need me!’

Sally smiled at his words. ‘Your father needed you,’ she reminded him. ‘Where were you then, lad?’

When he seemed lost for words, she turned to her younger son. ‘I’m ready,’ she said, and together they walked into the church. Behind them came the family and friends and all those who had attended in a spirit of affection.

When they were all gone inside, only Jacob remained – a solitary figure, seething with rage. The rage soon dissipated and in its place came defiance. He had not gone to all that effort only to be shut out.

Making a noisy entrance so they would all know he was not yet defeated, he entered the church. Walking boldly to the front, he then squeezed himself between his mother and his brother.

To his annoyance, neither of them acknowledged him.

When, a short time later, the service was over, he led the way to the churchyard and took his place at the head of the family. But, for all the notice anyone took of him, he could have been a stranger; even when he went about shaking hands and thanking everyone for attending, they merely nodded and moved away as quickly as possible. They all knew his badness. And because of it, not one of them had an ounce of respect for him.

 



UNDAUNTED, HE FOLLOWED the mourners back in his own car to the farmhouse. ‘It seems you’ve got no shame at all!’ Louise saw him arrive and went to intercept him. ‘Can’t you see nobody wants you here?’

He smiled, a wicked, blatant smile. ‘I can’t recall being told to leave.’

‘Very well – I’m telling you to leave. Go away and leave us be, Jacob. Like I said, nobody wants you here.’

‘Not even you?’ he said in a low, intimate voice.

‘Especially not me.’

‘I don’t believe that, Louise. I know you still want me, only you’re afraid to say it.’

‘You’re mad.’ Realising she could never reason with him, Louise swung away, sighing, ‘I’m not arguing with you, Jacob. You’re not worth it.’


‘Hey!’ Reaching out, he caught her by the arm. ‘I’m not done with you yet.’ Before she could stop him, he slid one arm round her waist and the other over her mouth and face. Hustling her into the shrubbery, he fought her to the ground. Like a crazed animal, he tore at her underclothes. He meant to claim her; whether she wanted it or not.

‘Come away with me, Lou,’ he pleaded, his mouth against hers, his hands all over her. ‘I’ll  forget the farm . . . he can have it. It’s you I want. We’ll have a good enough life, you and me. I’ll work hard, you’ll see.’

His words tumbled one over the other, and all the time she tried to cry out, but he was too quick for her, stifling her cries with the flat of his hand, while she twisted and fought to throw him off.

Later, when she thought about it, Louise could not imagine where she got the strength to free herself from him. It might have been the awful prospect of him taking her like that, or maybe she was afraid of what would happen if Ben suddenly came round the corner and saw what his brother was up to. Murder would have been done. Or it might have been the awful realisation that she had not yet been missed from the gathering, so help would not arrive in time.

One thing was certain: someone ‘up there’ was looking after her because, before he could defile her altogether, she managed to get the better of him. Reaching out her arm, she fumbled about on the ground, her long sturdy fingers searching, until suddenly they were curling about the small, heavy stone.

Clutching the stone tightly in her fist, she raised her arm and brought it down on his head as hard as she could, rolling away as he cried out in pain. Jesus!’ Though he wasn’t badly hurt, Jacob was shocked enough to release his hold on her. ‘Bitch!’  His face contorted with rage, he stared up at her. ‘Filthy bitch!’
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