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About the Book


Jenny Carter has always led a sheltered life, protected by those she loves. Leaving school at fourteen, she is faced with no alternative but to help her mother run Pleasant View boarding house in Blackpool. To the holidaymakers it is a welcoming retreat, but to Jenny and her younger sister Violet, who struggle to keep up with their mother’s intolerable demands, it feels more like the workhouse. Then Jenny meets Tom Bradshaw, an idealistic young Yorkshire lad who not only stands up to Annie’s caustic remarks, but whisks Jenny straight off her feet and down the aisle.

Happy though their marriage is and much as she loves their young daughter, Jenny feels she has slipped uncontrollably from dominated daughter into doting wife and mother, and there are times when she yearns for the independence she has been denied. Then Germany invades Poland, and Tom, eager for a slice of the action, joins up to fight in the Second World War.

The ensuing war years provide Jenny and her sister with their first taste of freedom: Violet finds work in an aircraft factory, while Jenny takes in a little evacuee. And before long, both girls have begun to fall in love. . .




In memory of my mother and father and Grandma, and the Blackpool boarding house.


Chapter 1

There had never been a season like it. They swarmed from the excursion platform at Central Station in their thousands. Harassed-looking women with pale pinched faces, their tightly permed hair confined in almost invisible hairnets. Jolly-looking men, pallid too, like their wives, sporting Fair Isle pullovers and white pumps, joking and talking loudly. This might prove to be their last taste of freedom for some considerable time, so they’d laugh and be happy, and be damned to that Hitler and Chamberlain and the lot of them. Plump, perspiring grandmas in navy spotted dresses, grandads with handkerchiefs knotted over their bald heads.

And the children . . . They dug furiously with their wooden spades – or the coveted metal ones for those of a more advanced age – scattering the sand far and wide, often over the protesting adults, in their attempts to construct the biggest and best sandcastle ever seen. The boys wore knee-length serge trousers and the girls were often arrayed in frilly party frocks. A trip to Blackpool was quite an occasion for which you dressed up in your best clothes, never mind the unsuitability of the attire. ‘Now, try to keep it clean, our Doris. Cost a lot of money, that frock did . . .’ You could hear the cries of anxious mothers echoing across the beach. Many of the children gathered round the red and white striped booth of the Punch and Judy man, laughing uproariously at the antics of the funny hook-nosed character whirling his baton. ‘That’s the way to do it . . .’ Mr Punch bellowed in his nasal tones while dog Toby, with a frill round his neck, sat meekly watching it all. And what would a visit to Blackpool be without a ride on a donkey? Bells jingled and hooves thudded rhythmically as the youthful jockeys urged their patient steeds to greater endeavour across the stretch of smooth golden sand.

The grown-ups sprawled in deck chairs, beetroot-red faces lifted towards the sun. They paddled in the sea, the men with their trousers turned up and pullovers discarded to reveal collarless shirts and braces, the women lifting their skirts to their knees, forsaking modesty for that blissful feeling of sand between the toes and cold water lapping round their ankles. Then, clanking metal spades along the pavements, carrying tin buckets filled with sand and shells and seaweed, they trooped to their boarding houses for high tea at half past five. You could see it through the lace-curtained windows of hundreds of houses – boiled ham with salad, triangular-cut bread and butter, and a plate of ‘fancies’.

‘Hey, look at t’Tower . . .’ many an astonished holidaymaker would cry as they stared upwards, craning their necks, at the gigantic ironwork structure pointing into the blue sky, a staggering 518 feet.

‘Looks as though it’s movin’, don’t it? Hey, you don’t suppose it is, do you?’

‘Go on, Albert, you daft ’aporth! ’Course it’s not moving. It’s been there well nigh fifty year. I reckon it’ll stand up a bit longer . . .’

The Tower did look as if it were swaying when you stared at it for long enough, an optical illusion often noticed by the awe-struck visitors.

It had been a record-breaking season. The number of railway passengers arriving at Easter and Whit was up one fifth on the previous record, but for Blackpool, in this summer of 1939, the outbreak of war came two months too early. The season staggered to an abrupt end instead of finishing in the blaze of glory which would have been a fitting climax to twenty years of growth in the holiday trade in this, the king of all holiday resorts.

Blackpool had lived up to its motto, ‘Progress’, throughout the Thirties. The culmination came in 1939 with the opening of the Odeon Cinema, the new Opera House, the casino at the Pleasure Beach, and the new bus station in Talbot Road. In 1940 the Central Station was to be rebuilt at a cost of two million pounds . . . But Adolf Hitler put a stop to that.

‘Gosh! I don’t think I’ve ever felt so tired,’ said Jenny Bradshaw. She collapsed gratefully into the depths of a shabby armchair in the kitchen of her mother’s boarding house and wiped her hand across her perspiring forehead. ‘Phew! It’s a scorcher today an’ all. Trust Mother to insist on having the bedrooms bottomed on a day like this. She’s a slave driver all right!’

‘She is that,’ replied Violet Carter with feeling.

Violet was Jenny’s sister, her junior by eight years, but unlike her both in looks and temperament. Jenny was small and pert with dark curly hair and a prettiness that inclined towards plumpness, whereas Violet was tall and thin – ‘like a yard of pump water’, her mother often said, with scant regard for her younger daughter’s feelings – with straight blonde hair that fell limply to her shoulders.

‘You’ve got to admit, though, that she pulls her weight,’ Violet went on. ‘She works just as hard as we do. I sometimes wonder where she gets all her energy from. She’s not getting any younger and she’s as strong as a carthorse.’

Jenny nodded in agreement, smiling at her sister. Trust Violet to see both sides of the question. She was a kindly lass, always ready to see the best in folks. ‘Yes, you’re right. Mother can do more than her share when she’s a mind – when she’s not too busy telling us what to do. And we’ve all been rushed off our feet this summer. I can’t ever remember a season like it.’

The season had started way back in the spring, at the Easter weekend. There had been a few visitors then, but at the end of May, in Whit week, it really got going. They had been full up ever since, until this last week or two. The visitors were mostly regulars, from the inland towns of Lancashire – from Rochdale and Oldham, from Burnley, Blackburn, Accrington and Chorley and, above all, from Wigan. There was a sign by the front door which read ‘“Pleasant View”, Landlady, Mrs Carter from Wigan’. It had been the custom at the time the house was built, at the end of the last century, for landladies to advertise in this way. It made visitors from the landlady’s home town feel welcome, and went a long way towards ensuring their return the following year. It was an old-fashioned custom, but then Annie Carter was old-fashioned in many ways.

With regard to other aspects of her boarding house, though, she’d had to move with the times. There were now washbasins in all twelve bedrooms and a WC on each landing. Even so, there was quite a bit of queuing and peeping round bedroom doors to see when it was free. They provided full board – cooked breakfast, midday dinner, and high tea – and all their visitors agreed that they got good value for money, many of them returning year after year.

‘It must have been dreadful in the olden days,’ said Violet, leaning back in the armchair opposite her sister. She folded her hands behind her head and sprawled her long legs across the clipped rag hearthrug. If her mother saw her she would accuse her of slouching. But Annie Carter was still upstairs, sorting out the sheets and pillowcases in the big cupboard on the landing, and the sisters knew that they could safely snatch five minutes’ peace. ‘Mother’s always telling us gruesome tales about what it used to be like. Just imagine – visitors bringing their own food and expecting it to be cooked just the way they wanted it! It doesn’t bear thinking of. It’s hard enough now.’

Jenny laughed. ‘I don’t know about it being the olden days. I don’t think it’s all that long ago. I remember something of the sort when I started working for Mother. And she’s told me many a time how some landladies used to charge a shilling a week for the use of the cruet. Mother never did that, though.’

‘No, you can say what you like about Mother, she’s not stingy.’ Violet stretched languidly and gave a loud yawn – something else her mother wouldn’t approve of – then rose to her feet. ‘Tell you what, Jen. I’ll go and make a nice pot of tea. Mother’ll no doubt be wanting one in a minute, and your Tom’ll be calling round soon, won’t he? I’ll go and put the kettle on.’

Jenny closed her eyes as her sister disappeared into the back kitchen. What she had said to Violet was true. She couldn’t remember ever feeling so tired. She was weary, both physically and mentally. A glance in the mirror that morning had shown her that she didn’t merely feel tired, she looked it as well. Her greenish-hazel eyes that normally shone with merriment – Jenny could, as a rule, always find something to smile at – appeared dull and lacklustre, ringed with dark shadows. She glanced down now at the cotton dress she was wearing, green with a pattern of large white daisies. It had been so clean and crisp-looking when she had first run it up on her sewing machine last year. Now she was aware how shabby and dishevelled it was, like Jenny herself felt. The hem was coming undone and hung down limply and there was a button missing from the bodice, but it was good enough for working in. At one time Jenny had made a strict rule for herself, that she would always change out of her working clothes into something pretty and presentable before her husband Tom came home from work. Now, more and more often, Tom was coming home to a Jenny who hadn’t bothered to change, who hadn’t combed her hair and washed her face. Not that he ever seemed to notice . . .

It was hardly surprising that she was tired, though, with all the work that had to be done in the boarding house. Mountains of crockery to be washed up, beds to be made or changed, washbasins and lavatories to clean, the fire to light in the lounge – there were very few days, even in the middle of the summer, when it wasn’t necessary – fresh food to be bought every day, and meals to be cooked for more than twenty people, as well as serving at the tables. A young girl came from across the road to help with the serving when they were extra busy, and Cousin Ada came once a week to ‘do’ the bedrooms, but most of the work fell to Jenny and Violet and their mother.

Jenny had been glad when the visitors had dropped off about two weeks ago, but she still felt just as exhausted. It was all this talk of war, she supposed. It was enough to make anyone feel weary. And now the Germans had invaded Poland . . .

‘I knew it! I knew this would happen,’ said Tom, later that afternoon. He leaned forward, his grey eyes gleaming with fanaticism. ‘I could have told you we hadn’t heard the last of it when Chamberlain came back from Munich, waving his scrap of paper. Peace for our time, indeed . . .’

Jenny suspected that Tom had wanted it to happen. He just couldn’t wait to don a khaki uniform and go off to defend his country. And for what? All for some quarrel in a faraway land which was none of their business anyway.

‘At least Mr Chamberlain tried, Tom,’ said Jenny. ‘And I don’t care what you say now, at the time most people were glad to believe him. I feel right sorry for him. He seems a nice little man, and he was only trying to avoid a war. Only complete idiots would want to go to war again so soon.’

‘The trouble is, we know too much now,’ remarked Annie Carter. She glared belligerently through her thick-lensed spectacles. ‘It doesn’t do to know too much about what’s going on. In the last war, we had no idea what was happening over there. And a good job too – we just had to get on with our lives as best we could. We found out soon enough when something serious had happened.’ She sighed as she settled her considerable bulk more comfortably in the sagging easy chair.

Jenny thought her mother was looking tired. She could do with a good rest – couldn’t they all? – but it didn’t look as though there would be much respite for any of them. If rumours were to be believed, they might soon have to accommodate a houseful of evacuees.

They tell us far too much,’ Annie repeated, nodding aggressively. ‘There’s far too much news in those bloomin’ papers.’

‘That’s why they’re called newspapers, Ma,’ said Tom with an uncharacteristic touch of humour. ‘Because they tell us the news.’ He smiled and winked at Jenny.

Annie went on as though she hadn’t heard him. ‘I don’t hold with all this reading. Sheer waste of time, I call it. Our Violet’s always got her head stuck in a book. And you’re not much better, our Jenny. Always reading those silly magazines when you should be working.’ Annie sniffed and glared at her daughter.

Jenny had to bite her tongue, as she frequently did at her mother’s remarks. She did like magazines and nice romantic books; nothing too heavy though, none of the books that Violet read – great thick volumes with small print. Jenny felt that she would go mad if she couldn’t escape now and again into her make-believe world. She had the sense to know it was only make-believe; Jenny had her feet firmly on the ground. But her mother’s comments were unfair. She only read her magazines when she had finished her work. It was no use arguing with Annie, though. She would always have the last word.

Jenny was only too glad that she could escape, when her day’s work at the boarding house was over, to her own little home round the corner with Tom and their little daughter Patsy. Poor Violet had to put up with Mother all the time, and her younger sister was even less inclined than Jenny to stick up for herself. Violet had been such a clever girl at school, always top of the class. She read all sorts of serious books – Dickens and Trollope and Thomas Hardy and goodness knows what else – like Mother said, she was always reading. She had wanted to be a teacher, but Mother had soon put paid to that idea.

‘Where’s the sense in educating a girl?’ she had said. ‘You’ll only go and get married, and what use will all that book-learning be then? No, my lass, you’ll leave school, same as I did, and come and work here with me.’

So Violet had left school at fourteen – that was in 1934, the year that Patsy was born – and had worked in the boarding house ever since. Jenny didn’t know how she stuck it, day in and day out, putting up with Mother’s caustic comments. No doubt Violet would get married some day, but she was nineteen already and there never seemed to be any sign of a boyfriend. Jenny had been married when she was nineteen.

She glanced across the room to where Violet was holding an animated conversation with Tom. She thought, as she often did, that her sister could do so much more with herself if she tried. Her faded blue and white gingham frock with the Peter Pan collar, and the shapeless cardigan that she wore over it, did nothing to enhance her appearance. But then, who am I to talk? thought Jenny, realising full well that just recently she hadn’t been bothering much what she looked like either. Violet’s hair was a pretty pale-blonde colour, almost flaxen, and might wave slightly if allowed to, but she always fastened it back tightly with a pair of childish slides. It made her features look even more angular, her nose even sharper. Her eyes were her best feature, hazel like Jenny’s, but much greener, with long dark lashes.

Jenny, too, as a girl had cherished wild ideas of finding employment in the wide world outside. She knew that she wasn’t as brainy as Violet, but she’d always been lively and interested in what was going on. It would have been lovely to work in a shop, a ladies’ dress shop maybe, or in Boots at the lending library. But Mother had put a stop to her fancy ideas too. Jenny also had worked for her mother since she was fourteen; that had been in 1926.

At least she had met Tom and escaped, even if it was only to the next street. If Annie had had her way, they would have had two rooms in the attic. But Tom had insisted on their own home. He could stick up for himself, and for Jenny, when he wanted to, and Annie seemed to admire him for it. No one ever seemed to stand up to Annie, except Tom occasionally, and Cousin Ada, of course . . .

Jenny hadn’t really been listening to the conversation going on between Tom and Violet. She had heard it all so many times before. All about Hitler marching into the Rhineland way back in 1936, and about the Spanish Civil War. Jenny couldn’t understand what that had to do with the present situation, but according to Tom it was a victory for the Fascists and another step nearer to the inevitability of war between Britain and Germany.

Violet knew such a lot about it. She and Tom often had these involved discussions. Jenny thought at times that Tom would have been better married to Violet; but she, Jenny, was the one he had fallen in love with, and she knew that he loved her still. There was no mistaking the ardour, at certain times, in his pale-grey eyes – an ardour that she couldn’t always answer.

‘So you agreed with Mr Churchill then, did you, Tom?’ Violet was asking now.

‘Yes – I agreed with him. I think he was right to call for rearmament, but the Cabinet wouldn’t listen to him. And most people wouldn’t have wanted it at that time. A lot of people called him a warmonger, but he was right, you see, after all.’

‘Mr Chamberlain began to wake up to reality, though, didn’t he, when Hitler invaded Czechoslovakia?’ Violet’s green eyes glowed intensely as she looked at her brother-in-law.

‘He had no choice, Vi.’ Tom spread out his hands in a dismissive gesture. ‘Chamberlain brought pressure on the Czechs to hand over a large part of their country to Germany. There were three million Germans living in Czechoslovakia, you know, so I suppose they did have some cause for complaint. But even that wasn’t enough to satisfy Hitler.’

Czechoslovakia, and now Poland. But to Jenny, and to most other people too, she suspected, these countries were so far away. And what business was it of Britain’s anyway?

‘It’s got nothing to do with us,’ she protested now, finally joining in the conversation. ‘Why can’t they sort it out amongst themselves? It’s ridiculous dragging us into it.’

‘We can’t give way to aggression, Jenny,’ Tom replied patiently. ‘The British and French have both threatened war, unless the Germans withdraw from Poland.’

‘And do you think they will?’

‘No – I don’t,’ said Tom flatly.

Annie sighed. ‘Well, we’ll all know soon enough. That Mr Chamberlain’s talking to us all on the wireless tomorrow, isn’t he, Tom?’

‘That’s right, Ma. At eleven o’clock.’

‘You’re coming round here then, are you? It’ll happen be best if we’re all together when they tell us what’s going to happen.’

‘Yes – we’ll all be here, Mother,’ Jenny replied wearily. She couldn’t wait to get away today, back to the security of her own home with Patsy and Tom. Perhaps when she got Tom on his own she might be able to convince him of his foolhardiness in wanting to enlist. It was a forlorn hope, though, she feared. ‘We’d best be off now. Our Patsy’s gone out with Cousin Ada this afternoon. She’s taken her down to Pablo’s ice-cream parlour for a treat, but she’ll be bringing her back soon for tea.’

‘Huh!’ Annie grunted, as she always did when Cousin Ada’s name was mentioned.

There was little love lost between Annie and her niece. Jenny knew that it was because, in Ada, Annie had met her match. Ada, just like her aunt, had a caustic tongue and a fiery temper, but they concealed a surprisingly tender heart. Ada thought the world of Patsy. Jenny and Tom’s little daughter had proved to be a very great blessing to them all. Patsy was the only one who could find the chink in the armour that both Annie and Ada wore to protect themselves. Against what? Jenny often wondered. Could it be against loving, or feeling things too deeply? Tough northern folk such as they often found it difficult to show their emotions. It took the innocence of a child to break down the barriers.

Ada came back with Patsy soon after Jenny and Tom arrived home.

Patsy was jumping up and down with excitement. ‘It was lovely, Mummy. I had a great big ice cream with nuts on it, and red stuff squeezed all over it out of a vinegar bottle. And Auntie Ada had a milk shake in a big glass. She had a right long spoon to scrape out the last little bit, didn’t you, Auntie Ada?’ She pulled at her aunt’s hand, her eyes, hazel-brown like Jenny’s, gleaming with the remembered wonder of it all.

‘Yes . . . We’ve had a grand time, haven’t we, lovey?’ Ada stooped and gave the child a quick hug, then fondly stroked her fine ginger hair. ‘Eh dear, I don’t know I’m sure,’ she said quietly, turning to Jenny and Tom. ‘It makes you wonder what it’s all about. One minute we’re sitting eating ice cream at Pablo’s, as right as ninepence, and the next minute we could be at war with those bloomin’ Germans. Whatever is the world coming to? I think they’ve all gone mad.’

‘I’m sure they have,’ said Jenny. She looked pointedly at her husband. ‘That’s what I keep telling Tom. I’m sure it’s not worth fighting about, whatever it is, but I can’t get him to see sense.’

Tom shook his head sadly. ‘It’s not me that needs to see sense, love. It’s all them bigwigs, the top brass. Small fry like us, we just have to do as we’re told . . . Anyroad, we’ll all know the worst tomorrow.’

‘How’s your ma?’ asked Ada, somewhat ungraciously. ‘I daresay she’ll have a lot to say about it all. She’s always got an axe to grind about summat.’

‘She’ll be glad when we know for certain,’ said Jenny. ‘Same as the rest of us. It’s this waiting that gets you down . . . We’re all going round for our dinner tomorrow. I wouldn’t want Mother and our Violet to be on their own.’

‘No, I suppose you’re right,’ replied Ada grudgingly. ‘Families have to stick together at a time like this. I shall have me work cut out tomorrow seeing to my ladies. They’re getting all hot and bothered about it already, I can tell you, and it hasn’t even started yet. That reminds me, I’d best be getting back to ’em. It’s supposed to be my half-day, but they’re not much good at fending for themselves.’

Ada departed with a curt nod at Jenny and Tom and another hug for Patsy. Her cousin was a good sort, thought Jenny as she watched Ada’s stocky figure walking purposefully down the street. Ada was employed as housekeeper-cum-companion to two maiden ladies who lived near the centre of Blackpool. It was a pity she’d never married, but there didn’t seem to be much likelihood of that happening now. She was too set in her ways. She looked years older than she really was, with her iron-grey hair scraped into a roll and skewered with lethal-looking hairpins, and her face red as though with enthusiastic scrubbing and devoid of any trace of make-up. Yes . . . it might have made a world of difference to Ada if she’d got married.

Jenny said as much to Tom as she turned from the window and started laying the table. ‘Our Ada’d have made somebody a good wife. She’s such a hard worker and a wonderful cook. It seems a waste for her to be looking after them two old biddies.’

Tom laughed. ‘A fellow wants a bit of something else from a wife besides hard work and nice meals. I like my food as much as the next man, but I like a bit of the other now and again as well.’ He looked slyly at Jenny from beneath lowered eyelids. ‘I can’t see Ada providing any of that there, can you, Jen?’

Jenny flicked the cloth over the table in a deft movement as though she hadn’t heard his last remark. Silently she turned to the sideboard drawer and started taking out the knives and spoons.

‘Anyway, I reckon she’s left it a bit late for getting wed now, hasn’t she?’ Tom continued. He knew jolly well that Jenny wouldn’t answer him when he started making provocative remarks. She was a bit straitlaced at times, was Jenny. She responded to his lovemaking – usually – in the depths of the double bed, but it certainly wasn’t something to be talked about in the middle of the afternoon. ‘Your Ada must be pushing forty now, isn’t she?’ he asked.

‘Yes – thereabouts,’ said Jenny. ‘There was a milkman that seemed keen on her a year or two back, a widower he was – d’you remember? – but she sent him packing. He lived in a tiny little house in South Shore and Ada said she’d be a fool to leave a comfortable home to go and live in a one-bedroomed cottage.’

Tom shrugged. ‘I suppose she was right if she was only thinking of marrying him for the comforts he could provide. I must admit she seems happy enough living with the Frobisher ladies.’ He chuckled. ‘It tickles me the way she always calls them “my ladies”.’

‘Yes . . . I don’t suppose she’ll change now,’ Jenny agreed. ‘She’s always laughing about it and saying she’s on the shelf. But she says she knows when she’s well off. If she’s happy living in somebody else’s home, then it’s got nothing to do with us.’

Jenny never ceased to be thankful for her own little home, humble though it might be. Home, to Jenny and Tom and five-year-old Patsy, was a two-bedroomed terraced house, identical to hundreds of others, in the area of Blackpool known as North Shore. Solidly built of Accrington brick, these houses had sprung up all over the town soon after the turn of the century.

There was no garden, the door opening straight off the street into a tiny hallway, the floor of which was covered with orange and brown linoleum in a pattern of squares and rectangles. A strip of rather worn red carpet covered the stairs which led up immediately behind the front door. The room at the front of the house, which Jenny usually referred to as the best room or the front room, was rarely used except at Christmas or on very special occasions. The rest of the time it smelt musty and slightly damp. They couldn’t afford to have a fire in both rooms, and it was nice to have a room to keep for best, in the way that you always wore your best clothes on a Sunday. A cumbersome three-piece suite in maroon moquette, and a bow-fronted display cabinet were the only items of furniture, and even so the small room seemed overcrowded.

Jenny kept her best china tea service, patterned with pink roses, in the cabinet, together with an accumulation of treasures acquired over the years. A china lighthouse emblazoned with ‘A Present from Scarborough’ was a reminder of their honeymoon. There was a Coronation mug of Edward VIII – commemorating the non-event – and one of his brother, King George VI; a box covered with varnished seashells; a paperweight with a pattern of tiny flowers; a silver-plated butter dish and a set of small glasses with gold rims. Treasures very rarely used or noticed, and dusted once a year at spring-cleaning time.

The back room was the heart of the house. Jenny loved this room, which they always called the kitchen. It wasn’t a kitchen at all really. The cooking was done in a minuscule scullery, the back kitchen, opening off the main room. The furniture in the back room was second-hand, all that they could afford, bought at a saleroom. A dining table and four chairs, a bit shabby, but serviceable; two comfortable fireside chairs, and a Victorian oak sideboard with a pattern of fruit and flowers carved on the doors.

In this room were Jenny’s real treasures, her most precious possessions, bought one by one after a great deal of scrimping and saving. There was a wind-up mahogany gramophone – a modern one without a horn, with the speaker cleverly concealed in the cabinet – a wireless with a sunray design cut into the front, and a mirror shaped like a flower with petals of pink and green glass, which hung over the fireplace.

On the sideboard stood Jenny’s pride and joy, a figure lamp that Tom had given her on her last birthday. It was in the shape of a lady; gilded and completely naked, she stood on her toes holding in her upraised arms an enormous beach ball through which the light filtered, shedding an orange glow in a dark corner of the room.

‘Disgusting!’ had been Annie’s comment when she saw the figure. ‘You should be ashamed of yourself, our Jenny, having a thing like that in the house. Whatever will people think?’

But Jenny didn’t care about what people thought, or about what her mother said. She would do as she pleased in her own home. To Jenny the female figure represented beauty and joy, and the freedom that she herself so fervently desired.

And now, what was to become of them all? Was the freedom so painfully fought for and won only twenty years ago to be thrown away at the whim of a power-mad dictator?

‘That Hitler’s crazy,’ Jenny persisted, later that night after Patsy was tucked up in bed. ‘They’re all crazy. I reckon that if the leaders of all these nations want a war, then they should get together and fight it out amongst themselves, like children do in the school yard. They’re just like children anyway, wanting something that doesn’t belong to them. That’s all that wars are ever about, isn’t it? Wanting land that someone else has got.’

Tom didn’t answer. He stared into the fire, preoccupied with his thoughts.

‘If the ordinary people refused to fight, they couldn’t have a war, could they?’ Jenny went on. ‘Then they’d be forced to sort it out. It’s only complete fools who want to fight.’

Tom sighed. ‘Look, Jenny love. We’ve been over all this before. I’ve told you – we can’t give way to aggression. We must defend our rights, and protect the nations that are being persecuted.’

‘But why enlist, Tom? It isn’t as if you were a very young man.’

‘I’m only thirty-one, Jenny. I haven’t exactly got one foot in the grave yet.’ Tom could be very pedantic at times.

‘Thirty-one is quite old – for a soldier. And if you persist you may well end up with two feet in the grave. There are lots of men who are younger than you. They’ll be called up first. Just wait until they send for you – please, Tom.’

‘I can’t, love.’ Tom shook his head. ‘My father died defending his country, and what’s it all been for? I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t go and carry on where he left off.’

‘That’s not strictly true, Tom. Your father died from Spanish ’flu, the same as mine did, well after the war.’

‘But it was as a result of the war, wasn’t it? His chest was weakened, and his heart, and he had no resistance left.’

‘Perhaps if he had died on the battlefield you might feel differently. It’s not just a game of toy soldiers, you know. I heard my dad talk often enough about the trenches. The mud and the noise of the shells and the stench of decay . . . He couldn’t seem to get it out of his mind. Mother wouldn’t listen to him. She used to tell him to shut up. She didn’t want to hear such horrible tales. But I heard him talking to Uncle Bert many a time. I was only a little girl. I wasn’t supposed to be listening, but it’s something I’ve never forgotten.’

Jenny hadn’t forgotten either that it was drink, not the war, that had finally killed her beloved father. He had been a frequent visitor to the pub round the corner, driven there, no doubt, in an effort to subdue his gruesome memories and to escape from his wife’s nagging tongue. When the Spanish ‘flu epidemic hit the town, his weakened body and mind could put up no resistance. Jenny supposed that her mother must have wept at her husband’s death, although she didn’t remember seeing her do so. What she recalled most vividly was Annie’s determination to start afresh. She had scraped together what little capital she had, and the insurance money, and put a deposit on the Blackpool boarding house. They had moved there from Wigan in 1921, Annie and nine-year-old Jenny, and Violet who was then a baby of ten months.

‘There’ll be no trenches this time,’ said Tom. ‘We’re much more up to date now. A lot of the fighting will be done in the air. Not that I fancy joining the RAF. Glamour boys, that’s what folk call them, with their curly moustaches and swanky voices. No, the Army’s good enough for me. Anyway, it may be all over by Christmas, and I’d never forgive myself if I went and missed it all.’

Tom didn’t really think that the war would be over by Christmas, but there was no point in alarming Jenny. He couldn’t make her understand that it was a question of honour, something that he knew he must do. Of course he realised it wasn’t like a game of toy soldiers. Jenny was inclined to be scathing about his soldiers, as though he was a little boy who’d never grown up, playing endless games. She didn’t understand that, to him, they were real, fighting imaginary battles helped him to sort out problems in his mind, and they also evoked vivid memories of his father.

He remembered the set of Britain’s cavalry figures that Dad had bought him for his eleventh birthday, just after the war ended. Tom had loved the Life Guards on their black horses, with their red uniforms and swords upraised, and the bandsmen with cymbals and trumpets and drums. Other sets had followed: infantrymen; the kilted Scottish regiments; gunners – some lying down and some standing up, with guns ready to fire; and native warriors – Zulus, Egyptians and North American Indians.

Tom and his dad had played for hours, planning battle campaigns, arranging their men in strategic positions, retreating and advancing. And after his father died Tom saved his pocket money to add to his collection. He had carried on collecting even after he was married. His latest acquisitions were tanks and ambulances and armoured cars – new models that were just coming on to the market. He couldn’t make Jenny understand that this was far more than just a game. To Tom, it was at times as real as life itself.

Jenny understood so little about him these days and Tom feared at times that they were growing apart. She looked tired lately, and she had lost some of the vital sparkle which had attracted him when he first set eyes on her. That had been nine years ago on his first visit as a holidaymaker to Pleasant View. How bonny she had looked then, her dark curly hair framing her elfin face, and her hazel eyes – sometimes green, sometimes brown – twinkling merrily as she smiled at him and Bob.

He had discovered that this pretty girl in the frilly apron, serving at the tables, was the landlady’s daughter. He’d had to put up with a few black looks from Annie, although she had agreed, somewhat grudgingly, that Tom could take Jenny out.

‘Make sure she’s in by half past ten, mind,’ she had warned him. ‘I’ll have no girl of mine gallivanting about till all hours. She’s only seventeen.’

Annie could be a battle-axe all right, but Tom got on with her well enough now. You just had to show her that she couldn’t always have her own way. She worked those girls far too hard, though. It was no wonder that Jenny looked so weary, and that she had developed recently, to Tom’s dismay, a sharp edge to her tongue. Like her mother . . . No – Tom brushed the thought away hurriedly. His beloved Jenny could never turn out like her mother. God forbid! Never in a thousand years.

She didn’t really mind the toy soldiers. To Jenny, that was just what they were – toys – another instance of how some men never grew up. She just knew that she had to dust them. There was a selection of them arranged on the chest of drawers in the bedroom. The others – boxes and boxes of them, neatly catalogued – were stacked away in the drawers. Across the top of the chest were red-coated guardsmen, marching as to war, together with Tom’s father’s war medals, a peace mug celebrating the Armistice, with the flags of the Allies surrounding a globe of the world, and a Toby jug depicting General Kitchener.

Jenny didn’t mind this memorabilia of war cluttering up their bedroom. After all, a bedroom was only a place where you went to sleep. There was never any time for lounging in bed. It was a habit that Annie had never encouraged.

‘You die in bed,’ had been a favourite expression of her mother, when Jenny, as a young girl, had wanted a lie-in.

Perhaps – one day – Jenny thought longingly, she night have a posh bedroom, with a dressing table and wardrobe in bird’s-eye maple, and a quilted satin eiderdown. Perhaps – one day – they might be able to afford a semi-detached house in Marton or Layton, or even Bispham . . .

But Jenny knew that Tom had set his heart on returning – one day – to Yorkshire.


Chapter 2

They had travelled by train to Blackpool from Castleburn, for a week’s holiday at the seaside. It would have been easier to go to Scarborough, or Whitby or Bridlington, and Tom would have preferred it. He didn’t care much for crowds and noise but his mate Bob had been insistent. Bob wanted to see the Tower and the new promenade, and the Golden Mile. And Stanley Park, he had heard, was just like being in the country. Bob was twenty-two years old and he’d never been to Blackpool, something he meant to put right without further delay. So Tom had tagged along somewhat reluctantly, but he had never regretted it.

There had been a slight reduction in the number of visitors to Blackpool in this summer season of 1930. The depression was hitting the Lancashire mill towns and the Yorkshire woollen trade too, but, so far, Tom had always managed to find employment as a builder and he could well afford a holiday.

They found the boarding house in a side street near the promenade. It seemed to be just what they were looking for and there was a sign in the window saying ‘Vacancies’. Pleasant View attracted many visitors who came on spec, with its bright yellow paintwork, polished brass door knocker and letter box, and scrubbed stone steps edged in white with a donkey stone. ‘Pleasant View’ was a misnomer, though, if ever there was one. The only view was of a row of identical houses across the street, red-brick and three-storeyed with attic windows, each set in its own paved front garden behind a low wall topped with iron railings. If you climbed to the attic bedroom at the front of the house and stood on tiptoe on a chair you could see the sea – just – a triangle of water, sometimes greeny-blue, but usually grey, shimmering between the slated rooftops.

There was no doubt, however, about the north-country welcome that awaited you at Pleasant View. Annie Carter prided herself that her boarding house was a home from home. Her Lancashire hotpots and steak and kidney pies were out of this world, as were her home-made Eccles cakes and almond tarts that graced the table at tea time. The feather mattresses were comfortable, the sun shone all week, and the company was congenial.

Bob had found himself a girl right at the beginning of their stay, when they went dancing at the Tower. She was a mill girl from Oldham, and Bob knew that it was unlikely that he would ever see her again. Tom, however, returned to Yorkshire with happy memories of Jenny, the lively girl who had gone out with him a few times that week. He loved her gaiety and the wholehearted delight that she took in all that went on around her. ‘Ooh, look, Tom. Look at that . . . Aren’t they lovely?’ or ‘Isn’t it exciting?’ she would cry joyfully at the sight of the donkeys on the sands, or the milling crowds on the ballroom floor, or the brightly coloured marigolds blooming in the rock gardens on the promenade. He remembered how her greenish-brown eyes lit up and sparkled with happiness, how she would almost skip and dance for joy, like a child. In some ways Jenny was childlike; she had an appealing innocence and naivety which had made her irresistible to Tom. He guessed that treats, even such simple ones as riding on a tram or dancing at the Tower Ballroom, were rare occurrences for Jenny, tied as she was to the drudgery of her life in the boarding house.

Annie Carter could be rather a tyrant and Jenny appeared at times to be almost frightened of her mother. But Tom, astutely, had perceived a softness in the older woman’s glance, behind the thick-lensed spectacles and behind the shrewd look that she had given him when he had asked if he could take her daughter out. He suspected that her bark was a great deal worse than her bite and that her grudging manner concealed a real affection for her daughter. It was only natural, after all, that she should be anxious about someone who wished to start courting Jenny and, already, Tom’s thoughts were heading in that direction. He felt sure that when and if the time came he would be able to surmount Annie Carter’s objections.

And so he wrote to Jenny, a chatty, friendly letter, telling her how much he had enjoyed her company, and that he hoped he would see her again. Much to his delight she wrote back, and later that year, when the Illuminations were on, he managed to snatch a long weekend from work. The following summer he visited Blackpool again, this time without Bob, and spent a week at Pleasant View. And no one was more amazed than Tom, unless it was Jenny herself, when, that autumn, Annie allowed her daughter to visit his home in Yorkshire for a whole week.

Annie had been surprisingly agreeable about the visit.

‘Yes, you can go, lass, if you’ve a mind,’ she said, graciously for once. ‘It’s about time you had a holiday, and we’ve not got many folks booked in for that week.’

Jenny’s proposed visit was to be at the end of September. By then the Illuminations season would be in full swing, but it was mostly weekend trade.

‘Mrs Hanson and I can manage,’ said Annie, referring to a neighbour who sometimes came in to help out, ‘and happen Cousin Ada can come in more often if we’re pushed. Her ladies, as she calls ’em, don’t seem to mind her helping here a bit . . . That Tom seems a nice lad, quiet and steady like. Of course, he’s not from Lancashire. I must admit I’d like it better if he were, but I reckon Yorkshire’s not all that, far away. It’s not like getting friendly with a Londoner. I’d better drop a line to his mother first, though, before you go. It would only be proper.’

So Annie wrote and Tom’s mother replied, saying how much she was looking forward to meeting Jenny.

She had never been so far from home before and Jenny was bubbling over with excitement as she said goodbye to her mother and sister at Central Station and climbed on to the Preston-bound train. That was where she would change for the train that would take her across the Pennines – the backbone of England, that separated Lancashire from Yorkshire, she remembered being taught at school – towards Tom’s home town. She was apprehensive about the change at Preston. Supposing she couldn’t find the right platform? Supposing the train went without her? A kindly porter, however, pointed her in the right direction and she boarded the train and leaned back against the prickly upholstery feeling a real sense of achievement. She was a traveller now. The sepia photographs on the carriage wall opposite her showed seaside views of the distant resorts of Scarborough, Bridlington and Filey, all places in Yorkshire, Jenny thought. The only seaside resort that she knew, apart from Blackpool, was Southport, where she had been once on a day trip. Perhaps, someday, she might travel even further afield than Yorkshire. She hugged the thought delightedly to herself as the train chugged away with a hiss of steam and a screech of wheels in a cloud of dense grey smoke.

After Preston, the flat landscape of the Fylde gave way to gently rolling hills, and the hedges dividing the fields were replaced by dry-stone walls. Then the hills became steeper, sweeping stretches of moorland coloured purple with heather, their vastness broken by outcrops of rock and grazing sheep. Jenny had never seen so many sheep. She leaned forward in her seat and eagerly watched it all. It wasn’t just a different county; it was like a different world. She ate the potted-meat sandwiches, carefully wrapped in greaseproof paper, that her mother had prepared for her, then sat with her hands tightly folded in her lap, trying to still the fluttering sensation in her tummy and the thudding of her heart against her ribs. Because, as the train clattered along, gobbling up the miles, nearing her destination, Jenny’s apprehension was growing.

She felt shy and nervous, almost sick with anxiety. It was three months since she had seen Tom, time enough to forget quite a lot about him. And when all was said and done, she didn’t know him very well at all. The whole of their time together, when added up, amounted to less than a month. They had corresponded regularly, though. Not a week went by without a letter from Tom, and Jenny had written almost as frequently. When he had begged her to come and stay at his home in Castleburn, Jenny hadn’t needed much persuading. It would be wonderful to have a week away from the drudgery of the boarding house – and from Mother too, Jenny admitted to herself – but now that she was here she was beginning to have second thoughts. Suppose Tom’s family didn’t like her? Suppose she didn’t care as much for Tom when she saw him on his home ground?

The train slowed down and squealed to a stop and Jenny read the signboard – Castleburn. She had arrived. She tugged her battered leather suitcase off the rack and struggled to open the carriage door. Then she stood on the empty platform and looked round uncertainly. Where was Tom? He was supposed to be here to meet her. She stood in the unfamiliar station and watched the train disappearing into the distance, a tiny puzzled frown wrinkling her brow. Then she saw him, and she wondered why ever she had been so worried. He was dashing along the platform, his sandy hair flopping over his brow, his grey eyes shining with delight at seeing her again. He looked so comforting and familiar that Jenny felt as though she were coming home.

‘Jenny, love!’ His arms went round her in a bear-like hug. ‘It’s real grand to see you. I’m sorry I’m late – Mr Jenks from down the road brought me in his car and I had to wait while he filled her up with petrol. Come on, let’s be having you.’ He picked up her heavy case in one hand and put his other arm protectively round her waist.

Mr Jenks’s old Hillman car felt like a Rolls-Royce to Jenny. She leaned back in the worn leather seat and watched the grey-stone houses flash past. They looked strange after the red-brick houses of Lancashire, but very welcoming.

Tom’s home stood on the outskirts of the town in a short cul-de-sac. It was solid and square, like the houses that children draw. The other houses in the street were terraced, but the Bradshaw home, standing on its own at the end of the street, was detached. It was perfectly symmetrical. The green front door was flanked by two large square windows, each with four panes of glass, and there were two identical windows directly above. The roof was of grey slate and two chimney pots sat squarely in the middle, one of them puffing out clouds of smoke, in spite of the warmth of the September day.

Martha Bradshaw came bustling out of the kitchen at the back of the house when she heard the door open. She was a tiny woman, only about five feet in height, grey and prematurely wrinkled. Her brown skin was crisscrossed with a network of deep lines and she was dressed entirely in black. Her long skirt almost reached the ground and the only touch of colour on her dress was the pink cameo brooch which she wore at her throat.

‘So you’re Jenny,’ she said, her beady brown eyes looking appraisingly at the girl. ‘Come on, lass. Let’s have a look at you.’ She put her head on one side, like a bird, and nodded once or twice, then a huge grin lit up her tiny features. ‘Aye – I reckon you’ll do. Our Tom said as how you were a bonny lass, and you are that – right bonny.’

Jenny smiled uncertainly. ‘I’m very pleased to meet you, Mrs Bradshaw.’

‘Well, come on in, lass, and make yourself at home. And you, Tom – don’t stand there gawping like one of Lewis’s dummies.’ His mother gave him a not too gentle poke in the ribs. ‘Take Jenny’s case up to her bedroom.’

Jenny knew right from the start that she would love Martha Bradshaw. The Bradshaws were ‘not without a bit of brass’, as Tom’s mother was fond of saying. Mr Bradshaw had been a foreman builder, and Martha had worked long hours in the woollen mill up to and after her marriage, enabling them to ‘put a bit on one side’. Tom had followed in his father’s footsteps and was employed as a bricklayer by the same firm. Now there was just Martha and her unmarried daughter Lilian living at home, and Tom, of course, who was two years younger than Lilian.

There were five children in the Bradshaw family. Jack, the eldest, still lived in Castleburn with his wife and family, but the next two, Hilda and Joe, had moved away when they married. Both of them, however, had chosen partners from Yorkshire, and their homes, in Bingley and Bradford respectively, were not too far distant.

‘Yorkshire folk don’t often get wed to strangers from foreign parts,’ Martha Bradshaw remarked, as the three of them sat drinking tea by the black range in the kitchen. There was a small parlour and a dining room, too, at the front of the house, but the family usually gravitated to the kitchen.

Jenny cast a startled look in Martha’s direction. Was that what they thought of her, because she came from the other side of the Pennines? A stranger . . . Her own mother, she recalled, had made a similar remark about Tom. But it wasn’t as if she was going to marry him. There had been no talk of that, not yet. Jenny experienced a moment of panic. Oh dear! She did hope that she hadn’t got off on the wrong foot.

Martha noticed her discomfiture. ‘Eh, dear . . . You didn’t think I was meaning you, did you, lass? Nowt of the sort. I was just going to tell you about our Jack.’ She leaned forward and grasped hold of the hissing kettle with a red knitted pan holder and poured the contents into the brown earthenware teapot which stood on the hob. ‘I think this’ll stand a drop more water . . . Now, what was I saying? Oh aye, our Jack. He got friendly with a foreigner after the war. He served in Palestine during the war, did our Jack. Anyroad, he met this ’ere foreigner, a lass from London she were . . .’ Jenny smiled to herself. Londoners, to her own mother, were always classed as foreigners and seemingly they were to Martha Bradshaw as well. ‘She was the sister of one of his mates in the Army, but nowt came of it. He got wed to a girl from round t’corner.’ She gave a chuckle and leaned across and placed her lined brown hand over Jenny’s. ‘Tek no notice of me, lass. I allus says what I think. Our Tom’ll tell you that. I believe in calling a spade a spade, like most Yorkshire folk do!’

‘I’ll say you do, Mam,’ said Tom, smiling at her fondly.

He always referred to his mother as Mam and he obviously thought the world of her. Jenny couldn’t help comparing his feeling for his mother with her own for Annie. Did she love her mother? She supposed she did, although she had never thought much about it before. Annie certainly wasn’t the sort of person to enkindle spontaneous affection, not like Tom’s mother was. This undoubtedly was a happy household; she could feel the warmth encompassing her already. She sipped her tea, feeling very much at home.

It was when Lilian, the daughter next in age to Tom, came in from work that Jenny became aware of a faint feeling of tension, of unrest . . . Nothing that she could put her finger on, but the cordial atmosphere that had pervaded the house had been disturbed. Not that Jenny could say that Lilian had been anything but pleasant to her. She called out a cheery ‘Hello, you must be Jenny’ as she quickly swilled her hands under the kitchen tap. Her handshake was firm, but cold and rather damp – she hadn’t bothered to dry her hands properly – and Jenny noticed a coolness in her eyes as she told Jenny, ‘We’ve heard a lot about you.’

Jenny was struck by the startling resemblance between Lilian and her mother; the same build and stance, the same rapid movements of the head and hands and the same beady brown eyes, but in Lilian’s the vital spark of warmth was missing.

Lilian worked in the local Woolworth’s store in the High Street and had done so ever since it opened, about ten years before. She threw her working overall over the back of a chair and sat down at the well-scrubbed pine table. Jenny had noticed that the chair at the head of the table, a wooden Windsor armchair, was left unoccupied. It had been so when she and Tom and Martha had eaten their tea earlier, and Jenny had felt puzzled; it looked by far the most comfortable chair. Why didn’t someone sit on it? Now Lilian, also, sat on one of the smaller chairs at the side of the table.

After a studied glance round the room, Jenny guessed at the reason. She felt that it was an unspoken tribute to the memory of Albert Bradshaw, Tom’s father, who had died, she had been told, a couple of years after the end of the Great War, as her own father had done. Photographs of Albert Bradshaw, along with other family groups, abounded in every room. An individual study of him in a stiffly starched collar, sporting a prolific growth of beard and moustache – not unlike the king, George V, when he was younger – stared down from the mantelpiece over the place at the head of the table where Jenny was sure he had once sat.

Martha fussed round her daughter. ‘Here you are, lovey. We’ve saved you some nice ham and pickles. We had our tea earlier. We knew you wouldn’t mind. Jenny was fair famished after all that travelling . . . This tea’s not long been mashed. I reckon we can squeeze out another cup or two . . .’

As she ate her meal, Lilian chatted about her work at Woolworth’s store, where she was in charge of the sweet counter. They had had a busy day.

‘I should think that’s every little girl’s dream,’ Jenny remarked. ‘When I was a child I used to think how lovely it would be to work in a sweetshop – you know, like all little boys want to be an engine driver. Did you, Lilian?’

‘Yes, I suppose I did.’ Lilian gave a curt nod, her eyes on a dish of custard tart which had followed the plenteous helping of ham. She didn’t look at Jenny as she answered. ‘I’d always fancied working in a shop of some sort. Good job I did too, because I wasn’t clever enough to do owt else. Our Hilda was the brainy one. Went on to the Grammar School, she did . . .’ Jenny was aware of a note of envy creeping into the young woman’s voice. ‘Miss La-dida she was an’ all, I can tell you, going to a posh school. Me and the lads had to make do with the Senior School up the road.’

‘Same here,’ said Jenny with feeling. ‘I wasn’t brainy either. It’s my sister as is the clever one.’ She gave a self-conscious laugh. Lilian was making her feel slightly uncomfortable. She glanced concernedly in the young woman’s direction, but Lilian was tucking into her custard tart as though she hadn’t had a meal for a month.

Jealousy . . . could that be what was plaguing Lilian? thought Jenny. She found it strange; she had never been envious of her own sister’s ability. She had always accepted the fact that they were just different, as sisters often were. Poor Lilian . . . it must be dreadful to have a feeling like that gnawing away at you. She made up her mind to try to get to know Lilian this week and to make an effort – hard though it might be – to like Tom’s sister.

Martha Bradshaw threw a little more light on the subject the next morning as she and Jenny were washing the breakfast pots. ‘Now, don’t you be taking too much notice of our Lilian, She’s allus been like that, ever since our Tom came on the scene. She was only a little lass, nearly two years old, and I reckon she felt as how she’d got her nose pushed out. That’s why I fuss round her, happen a bit more than I should, to make up for it. Eh, lass . . .’ Martha gave a sigh, ‘. . . it’s not easy being a mother. You can’t allus show your feelings, not the way you’d like to.’

Jenny looked at her enquiringly, but without having any idea of what to say. She wasn’t accustomed to heart-to-heart talks – Annie certainly didn’t indulge in them – but Martha didn’t need an answer.

‘You’re not supposed to have favourites.’ She shook her head. ‘Any mother knows that, but it’s hard. Aye, it’s hard, lass.’ She emptied the bowl of soapsuds down the drain and wiped her hands on the towel. Then, still talking, she started to stack the breakfast pots away on the dresser. Ordinary actions, and the words were delivered in matter-of-fact tones, but the feelings expressed came from the heart. ‘He’s been my sun, moon and stars ever since he came along, has that lad. And when Albert died, it was Tom as I turned to for consolation, young as he was. He was a comfort to me. He was that . . . Mind you,’ Martha looked at Jenny and lowered her voice confidingly, ‘it were a bit of a shock, I can tell you, when I first knew I was expecting him. I thought I was going through the change and then, would you credit it, the doctor told me there was another bairn on the way.’

Jenny felt faintly embarrassed. Her own mother, so forthright about most things, was strangely reticent when it came to talking about ‘women’s problems’. Jenny remembered the humming and haaing there had been when Annie had tried to explain to her about periods. ‘Being unwell’, she always called it. Jenny had already known about it, but had refrained from saying so. She had just listened to her mother going on about not washing your hair or eating ice cream, and on no account should you ever have a bath when you were ‘like that’.

‘Aye, he’s always been a good lad, has our Tom,’ Martha went on, ‘and I’ve prayed that he’d meet a nice lass.’ She beamed at Jenny. ‘And I reckon he couldn’t have done any better.’

Jenny felt again that the older woman was jumping to conclusions, but, at the same time, she was happy that she was being made to feel so welcome. So all she said was, ‘Yes – we get on very well, Tom and me. And . . . thank you for inviting me, Mrs Bradshaw.’

‘Like I was saying, I’ve tried not to make it obvious,’ Martha continued. ‘Not that the others would have cared much. They’ve all made a fuss of our Tom, with him being the youngest. I’ve had a grand family, thanks be to God, and they’re all different, Jenny. Aye, as different as chalk and cheese. That’s one of the best things about being a mother, watching how they all turn out. Our Lilian though, she’s a deep ’un. Always has been. I’m blessed if I know what makes her tick at times.’

Poor Lilian, Jenny thought again. It certainly seemed as though envy was at the root of the girl’s difficulties. This feeling was increased when she met the eldest brother Jack and his family, and noticed the easy camaraderie that existed between the two brothers, despite their difference in age. Again, Lilian seemed to be on the outside, looking in. But Jenny’s persistent attempts at friendship won through. Lilian began to chat to her more animatedly, although Jenny noticed that the older girl hardly ever let their eyes meet in a direct glance. However, she did go so far as to offer to lend Jenny her bicycle, so that she and Tom could go for rides in the surrounding countryside.

Tom had taken a week’s holiday from work so that he could be with Jenny all the time.

‘You can ride a bike, can’t you, love?’ he asked her when he heard Lilian’s offer.

‘Of course I can,’ she replied eagerly. ‘I do errands for Mother on my bike. And sometimes I go for rides in the summer, with my friend Eileen. We go to the sandhills at Squire’s Gate, or up to Nobreck. It’s so flat in Blackpool, it’s lovely for cycling.’

Tom laughed. ‘Well, it’s not so flat here. You’ll find you have to push a lot harder. But you might as well make use of our Lilian’s bike, then we can see something of the countryside.’

As the week went by, Jenny found herself more and more delighted with all that she saw on this her first visit to Yorkshire. Castleburn was a bustling market town and roads converged from all directions into the cobbled market square where the farmers from outlying villages brought their produce every Wednesday morning.

Jenny wandered happily round the stalls, a basket over her arm. They were shopping for Tom’s mother, but Jenny was doing more stall-gazing than shopping. Tom took it all for granted – he had seen it all before and he didn’t care much for shopping anyway; he said it was women’s work – but Jenny was enchanted by the sights and the sounds and the smells. She gazed in awe at the stalls piled high with apples, pears and oranges, and the biggest cabbages and cauliflowers she had ever seen; eggs with deep brown shells; enormous round cheeses; jars of home-made lemon curd and honey. Jenny breathed in deeply. She could almost taste the aromas which emanated from all the different kinds of produce. A decaying, cabbagey smell from the greengrocers’ stalls, the pungent scent of overripe cheeses, a sugary, minty smell from the sweet stall.

‘Ooh – look, Tom. Let’s buy some of that Yorkshire mixture,’ she cried in delight, feeling like a child again.

Tom indulgently produced sixpence and they bought a huge bag of boiled sweets – red and yellow pear drops, stripy mints, fruit cushions and butter drops.

Jenny bought three yards of material, a blue cotton print with a pattern of white daisies, from an apple-cheeked old woman. ‘It’s for our Violet,’ she told Tom happily. ‘It’s about time she had a new frock for best, and Mum and I can run it up for her as easy as not.’

Then she chose a cup and saucer in fine china with a gold rim, emblazoned with a design of pansies, as a present for her mother. ‘Mum likes a nice cup of tea. She’s got nothing as posh as this, though. It’ll look a treat on her dresser.’

Tom smiled at her fondly. ‘You’re always thinking about other people, Jenny. Come on, let’s buy something for you. What would you like?’

Eventually she chose a bowl of china flowers, brightly coloured anemones in red, blue and purple. ‘Aren’t they pretty, Tom?’ she said. ‘I’ll put it on my chest of drawers and then I’ll think of you every time I look at it. Oh, Tom – I’m so happy!’

Jenny’s cheeks were flushed with excitement and her eyes danced delightedly as she tried to take in every detail of the scene around her and imprint it for ever on her memory. They walked up to the far end of the market to the animal pens. Here were squealing piglets, squawking hens, geese, ducks, and fluffy week-old chicks.

‘Oh, Tom – look. Aren’t they sweet?’ Jenny reached out a finger and tentatively touched the pale-yellow feathers of a tiny chick.

Tom laughed good-humouredly. ‘Come on, Jenny. They don’t stay like that, you know. Little chicks grow up soon enough into bad-tempered hens, like that lot over there. Anybody would think you’d never seen real live chicks before.’

‘I haven’t.’ Jenny stared at him, wide-eyed with the wonder of it all. ‘Don’t you realise? I’m a town girl, not an old country bumpkin like you.’

She was fascinated by the countryside around Castleburn. The grey-stone houses, nestling beneath clumps of sycamore trees whose leaves were already tinged with the first yellow and orange of autumn; grazing sheep; cascading waterfalls; gently flowing rivers. Surrounding it all were the limestone hills, grey and forbidding, but here and there carpeted by a sweep of purple heather, then unexpectedly giving way to rich pasture land, shining emerald-green when lit by a sudden burst of sun peeping from behind the clouds. And Castleburn itself was so picturesque, with its fourteenth-century castle, which gave the town its name, at one end of the main street, and at the other end the parish church with its square Norman tower.

The last day of Jenny’s visit they picnicked by the river. Nearby were the ruins of the twelfth-century Cistercian abbey, standing like a sentinel in the well-tended meadowland. Jenny pulled her cardigan more tightly round her shoulders. There was a distinct nip in the air today, although the sun was shining. Autumn was fast approaching, as was Jenny’s return to her native Lancashire. It was only just across the Pennines, but to her it felt as though it were a million miles.

She sighed. ‘It’s so peaceful here, Tom. You don’t know how lucky you are, living in a place like this.’

‘So what’s wrong with Blackpool, then?’ he replied, grinning at her. ‘I thought you liked living there, Jenny?’

She shrugged. ‘Oh, I like it well enough, I suppose. I didn’t know any different till I came here. I don’t remember much about Wigan. I was only nine when we moved, so Blackpool’s the only place I’ve known well. I’m not sand-grown though. Neither is our Violet, but she nearly is. She’s lived there since she was about ten months old.’

‘Sand-grown? What’s that?’

‘It’s what they call you if you’re born in Blackpool. They’re very proud of it, are Blackpool folk. “I’m a sand-grown ’un”, you’ll hear them say. My friend Eileen’s sand-grown . . . Everybody seems so much more friendly here, though.’

‘Aye – there’s nowt much wrong wi’ Yorkshire folk, lass,’ said Tom, laughing and exaggerating his native accent. ‘Come on, though, Jenny. You can’t tell me that Blackpool folk are much different. They seemed all right to me, the ones that I’ve met.’

‘Yes, I suppose so. The trouble is, we’re so busy we don’t get round to making many friends. We’re too busy making money, though to hear Mother talk, you’d think we hadn’t two ha’pennies to rub together.’

‘What about the winter, when the visitors have gone? What do you do then?’

‘Oh, there’s always plenty of jobs. Painting, decorating, sewing curtains, mending sheets . . . We never seem to have a spare minute.’

‘Your mother certainly gets her money’s worth out of you, love. I don’t think she appreciates you.’
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