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Dear readers,


This is the second book in my new series. I do hope you enjoy reading it. Once again, I’ve thoroughly enjoyed writing another story set in the middle village in Ellin Valley, my imaginary Pennine valley.


This time, it’s Stella’s story. I liked that name on sight. I have a list of first names from the 1920s and I looked at those before my other lists and ‘Stella’ stood out. I not only have other lists but several books of names, because I try to choose either a classic name that goes on and on or else a name particularly popular in that era.


We also continue Wilf Pollard’s story. He’s a bit like my maternal grandfather, Fred Wild, who could turn his hand to anything. Even though those grandparents lived for many years in a one room up, one room down terraced back-to-back house, my granddad still managed to put a lathe and workshop in the cellar.


Those back-to-back houses had only one frontage and were built against a similar row of one-sided houses. Theirs opened at the back, on to a big yard, with toilets at the other side of it, each shared by two or three houses.


The housewives were ferociously clean, in spite of not having a bathroom, only a tin bath (kept in the cellar) set out in front of the fire. The bath water came in buckets from a gas water heater over the kitchen sink. And the ‘kitchen’, with only sink, cooker and draining board, was at the top of the stairs leading down to the cellar. Chopping food was done on the table in the only room downstairs. But as I said, everything was cleaner than most houses today, in my opinion – even the paved path outside the door was washed regularly and coloured by stones that left yellow traces.


I could still walk round that house, I remember it so clearly, because at one stage we lived in a two-up, two-down house (also without built-in bathroom) in the next street. Even when we moved away I often visited my grandparents, walking a couple of miles across town to get there so that I could save my penny busfare to buy books with.


The cottage my heroine falls in love with in this book is much grander. I hope you enjoy her story.


A quick reminder, if you’d like a complete list of books in each series, please visit my website, where there is a complete list and other lists too. Just go to:


www.annajacobs.com/seriesList


Happy reading!


Anna
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Lancashire, November 1931–34


Stella Newby woke with a start as someone yelled in the street. She sat up in bed, puzzled by the flickering light for a moment, then jerked fully awake as she realised what it was. She shook her husband. ‘Wake up, Derrick! Something’s on fire.’


He was out of bed in a flash, peering out of the window at his side of the bed. ‘It’s next door, love.’


Someone was shouting for help and he called, ‘Get out of the house!’ as he ran from the room.


Stella grabbed their clothes from the chair beside the bed, not waiting to put hers on because flames were flickering near their bedroom window now.


Coughing and spluttering, she raced downstairs and risked going into the kitchen to grab her handbag and the pot containing their rent money from the mantelpiece, before running out to the front. She gasped at how hot it felt there.


‘This way.’ Someone pulled her away from the house and along the street towards the corner shop, outside which people were gathering. She looked around for Derrick but couldn’t see him.


There was a clanging sound and a fire engine turned into the street, slowing as people in its path scattered.


Stella stood there in her nightdress, clutching her bundle of clothes, looking for her husband.


‘Here. Put your coat on, love. Good thing you grabbed it, eh?’


She let the owner of the shop help her put it on, then picked up her bundle again. ‘Have you seen my Derrick?’


‘No.’ Mrs Lilley turned to yell, ‘Anyone seen Derrick Newby?’


People shook their heads or murmured ‘No’.


Stella was really worried now. Where could he be?


Someone down the street was having hysterics, calling out a name again and again.


A man came running to join them. ‘There’s a little lass missing. Anyone else not accounted for?’


‘My husband.’


He stared at her. ‘Tall chap? Thin?’


‘Yes.’


‘I saw him run into the house that was on fire, saying he’d get the little lass out.’


Stella felt sick and dizzy as that sank in. When she managed to gather her thoughts, she found she was sitting on a chair, surrounded by faces. The electricity had gone off but there was plenty of light from the fire.


Someone else came up. ‘Number seven’s caught it now, gone up like a torch, it has.’


The woman next to the man jabbed him in the side and pointed to Stella. ‘That’s her house.’


He stared at her in shock. ‘Eh, lass. I’m that sorry. I didn’t recognise you with your hair down. You allus look so neat.’


‘Has anyone seen my husband?’


‘I’ll go and ask.’


The neighbour didn’t come back for a while, not till the flames were starting to die down as the firemen got things under control. A man came with him, the curate from church. He knelt beside Stella and she knew then, knew before he even said the words.


‘I’m sorry, Mrs Newby. I’m afraid your husband’s dead. He got caught by a falling beam. He was a real hero, rescued a child.’


What did she care about that? She wanted Derrick back, alive.


‘Come through to my back room, love,’ Mrs Lilley said. ‘You’ll want to get dressed.’


Stella looked down at the bundle of clothes, not even knowing what she’d grabbed in her haste to leave. The neighbour helped her sort them out and she got dressed, staring down at Derrick’s outer clothes.


She cried then, sobbing and clutching his shirt. But what good did that do? What good did anything do now?


When the tears dried up, she felt numb, as if she was made of stone.


Stella didn’t feel anything till she found out that Derrick had let the fire and life insurance payments slip. There was no money even for a proper funeral. She’d been left to start life all over again at the age of twenty-seven, with her dreams shattered and owning only the clothes she stood up in.


One of the firemen had found a slightly scorched wedding photograph of her and Derrick, saved by its glass and the fact that it had fallen down the back of the chest of drawers. Stella couldn’t bear to look at it.


She stayed with Mrs Lilley for a few days, sleeping on the rug in the kitchen. Derrick’s workmates from the factory and the people in their street took up a collection for her. Two days after the fire they presented her with a little drawstring bag of coins. She hated being the object of charity, but she took it. She needed to buy clothes and other necessities.


Once she had Derrick’s death certificate, she went to the Post Office Savings Bank accompanied by the curate to prove who she was and get access to their savings. Not that there was much, just a few pounds.


When they came out, he asked gently, ‘What are you going to do, Mrs Newby?’


‘Find a job and somewhere to live.’


‘I know a lodging house with a vacancy. I can vouch for your respectability.’


She heard of a job in an office and got there at seven in the morning, to find herself fifth in a queue of hopefuls. The second one got the job.


Next time she heard of a job she got there at four in the morning and was the first in the queue. She got that job because she had good office skills and could prove it.


People from her old street went on with their lives and the quiet evenings began for her. Stella didn’t like living in lodgings with other people and sharing all her meals, but she had no choice. She missed cooking for herself and was a far better cook than her landlady.


One thing she hadn’t expected was that some men assumed she missed the marriage bed and treated her disrespectfully. She’d been shocked rigid the first time it happened, because the man to do that had been a neighbour of theirs for years and should have known she wasn’t that sort of woman.


If her granddad hadn’t taught her ways of protecting herself when she was younger, the man might have succeeded, too, because she was small and slender, and looked weaker than she was.


As the months passed, it happened again. Several times. She learned to kick out and kept a hatpin handy for a weapon of defence. It certainly made a man yelp to be jabbed in the arm with one, or to scrape your shoe down the front of his shin or, as a last resort, kick him in a vulnerable place.


After a few months, she left Salford and moved to Rochdale to work for a friend of her employer, who was moving to the south. She didn’t keep in touch with anyone, not even the cousins who were her only close family.


By now she had enough money to hire a room where she could share cooking facilities on the landing – two gas burners and a sink.


She didn’t tell any of her new friends and neighbours about losing Derrick. Better to pretend to be a colourless spinster whose elderly aunt had just died. She was small and found it easy to dress plainly and stay in the background.


Three years later, Stella waited outside the newsagent’s for her friend to buy a coupon for the football pools, as she did every week on payday. Stella knew Lena had been doing that for over a year but had only won once, though it had been a nice little sum of just over £5.


Stella would have saved that money, but Lena had insisted on paying for them both to go to the cinema in the best seats and had spent the rest on new clothes and a handbag.


As months passed with no more wins, she tried to show Lena the sums that proved she was wasting her money gambling. Her friend had just laughed and said she got her sixpence worth every single week in the dreams of what she’d do if she won a big amount.


Today it seemed to be taking longer than usual to buy the coupon and Stella was about to go in and see what was wrong when Lena came out, beaming at her.


She held out an envelope. ‘Here you are. Happy birthday, love!’


‘Oh! I didn’t think anyone knew.’


‘I found out when I was waiting for you in the outer office at the laundry a few weeks ago. It was in the ledger with all our details in it, sitting open on a corner of Miss Marlow’s desk. I couldn’t resist having a peek.’


‘Well, it’s very kind of you to buy me a card but—’


Lena chuckled. ‘It’s more than a card, love. There’s a present in there as well. Let’s go and sit on that bench while you open it.’ She led the way across to the small public garden and plonked herself down, looking smug.


Stella sat beside her and opened the envelope. The card had a bunch of flowers on the outside and was garishly bright, as you’d expect of anything Lena bought. There was something inside it as well, so she opened it and her heart sank. When you worked hard for every penny, it hurt to see even the smallest amount thrown away.


‘Oh, Lena! You shouldn’t have wasted your money.’


Her friend got that stubborn look on her face. ‘It’s not wasted, and it’s only sixpence.’ She put an arm round Stella and gave her a hug. ‘You’ve been very down in the mouth this week and I wanted to give you something happy to dream about. I’ve filled it in for you already because my cat knows more about football than you do.’


What could she say other than ‘Thank you for your kind thought’?


Something suddenly occurred to her. ‘I won’t know how to check whether I’ve won or not!’ From what she’d heard, it was something to do with whether the teams had scored draws or not, but what difference that made, she hadn’t a clue.


‘I’ll come around on Sunday afternoon and help you check, then if the weather’s fine we’ll go for a walk. I can borrow Alistair’s newspaper because he’ll have checked his pools and be fast asleep on the sofa by two o’clock.’ She wagged her forefinger at Stella. ‘You have to promise me that you’ll dream about what you’d do if you won.’


‘All right. How much am I going to imagine winning?’


Lena thought about this for a moment, head on one side, then said firmly, ‘A thousand pounds. You might as well have a big dream as a little one. It is your thirtieth birthday today, after all.’


‘I can’t imagine having ten pounds to spare, let alone a thousand.’ Stella managed on what she earned and all she really cared about these days was looking decent, having books to read and making occasional visits to the cinema. She not only borrowed books from the local library but also bought herself a novel every month from the tray of cheap second-hand books on one of the market stalls. She’d always wanted her own bookcase, but Derrick hadn’t been a reader and said it would clutter up the room. Now she had made one very cheaply out of planks balanced on bricks and had filled two whole shelves with books.


Lena stared at her, head on one side. ‘You’re hopeless, Stella Newby. Look, you could dream about buying a whole pile of your beloved books. Brand new ones, mind, with bright, shiny covers, not those tattered second-hand ones. And a new winter coat. Yours is shabby.’


They parted company at the end of the street and Stella walked slowly home. She let out a huff of disgust as she went into the untidy hall where someone had kicked off their muddy shoes and left them lying near the foot of the stairs. She wished she could afford to rent a house of her own again. She still missed the privacy.


The previous Monday had marked the third anniversary of the fire and that was what had made her sad. She was a different person now from Mrs Derrick Newby, living a quiet life, enjoying her simple escapes into films and books.


But she remembered the happier days and Derrick’s loving smile. She always remembered. He’d been a quiet sort of man, really kind. You needed kindness in a hard world.


Well, life went on. One day perhaps she’d manage to find a more interesting way of living and to achieve her dearest dream: a home of her own. But she couldn’t afford to rent a whole house on a woman’s lower wages, so it remained just that – a dream.


She hadn’t intended to do any dreaming about winning the pools, whatever Lena said. But the dingy room made her feel unsettled, as did the sound of her neighbour splashing and singing tunelessly in the bathroom just along the landing. Jane paid the landlady an extra sixpence every Saturday evening for a bath and made it last as long as she could. The singing always got on Stella’s nerves but there was nothing she could do about it.


Imagine winning a thousand pounds, Lena had said, and dream of what you’d do. Before she knew it, Stella was working out what she’d do with a hundred pounds because she simply couldn’t imagine winning a thousand. Find somewhere nicer to live, for a start.


‘Oh, you stupid woman!’ she said aloud. ‘Haven’t you learned what happens to dreams?’


From then on till she went to bed she managed to stop her imagination running riot because she had a new library book by Angela Thirkell, her favourite author, and she couldn’t put it down.


But who can control what happens when you’re asleep? Certainly not her.


She woke up in the morning feeling angry and unrested, wishing she did have a thousand pounds, because she’d buy the beautiful little cottage she’d owned in her dreams, the sort of place she and Derrick had talked about buying one day.


By the time Lena arrived on Sunday afternoon, Stella had got her irritation under control and stopped herself from indulging in any more stupid, impossible fantasies. She kept reminding herself that her friend had meant well as she got out her tin of special biscuits. Lena was the only guest she ever had, but that didn’t mean she had to be mean with her.


She was watching out of the window as Lena walked up the street and her anger evaporated at the sunny smile on her friend’s face. Who could stay angry at such a kind, cheerful woman?


She ran down the stairs and opened the front door before the knocker went.


Lena brandished a newspaper at her. ‘Here we go.’


‘Come on up.’ She saw the curtain of the downstairs room move slightly and knew her landlady would be checking that the visitor wasn’t a man.


When they got up to her room, Stella said firmly, ‘Sit down in the chair and I’ll sit on the bed. I’ll make you a cup of tea in a minute but first, I want to get one thing clear: if a miracle happens and I win a pound or two, I don’t want anyone knowing about it.’


Lena flattened one hand across her chest. ‘I’ll keep your secret if you tell me what you dreamed about.’


Stella sighed. ‘Oh, very well. I dreamed I’d won enough to buy myself a little cottage to live in all on my own.’


‘You didn’t dream about meeting a handsome hero as well?’


Her heart clenched at that but she hoped she hadn’t shown it. ‘Good heavens, no. I’d rather have a cat than a man, thank you very much.’


‘Trust me, a man is more fun! But you’re such a quiet little thing, you don’t even try to attract anyone’s attention. Get your coupon out and we’ll go through it. My Alistair won this week, and it’ll probably be about five pounds. I have a feeling it’s a lucky week and you’re going to win as well. Got a pencil?’


‘Yes. Here you are.’ She had it ready on the mantelpiece.


Muttering to herself, Lena used the newspaper to go through the football results and mark them off on the paper. Stella didn’t bother watching her but sat staring into space, wishing her friend would hurry up then they could go out for a walk in the fresh air.


When Lena squealed and grabbed her by the arms, she nearly jumped out of her skin. ‘Stop it, you fool. You’re hurting me.’


Lena’s grasp slackened but she was staring at her as if Stella had suddenly grown horns. ‘You’ve won.’


‘I don’t believe it. Check again.’


‘I don’t make mistakes about this sort of thing.’


‘Check again. Please.’


A few minutes later Lena gave her a smug look. ‘I checked. Same results. Happy birthday, lucky lady.’


‘How much have I won?’


‘You won’t know for a day or two.’


‘You said Alistair had won five pounds. How could you tell?’


‘I said about five pounds. You’ll have to wait for the exact amount, but I can tell you now that you’ll have won a lot more than that.’


‘How much more?’


‘A hundred or so.’


‘Oh, dear heaven!’ Stella’s legs gave way and she sat down abruptly on the edge of her bed.


‘We should celebrate,’ Lena said.


‘No! You promised you’d not tell anyone.’


‘But Stella, all your friends at work will want to share such good news.’


‘You’re the only real friend I have. The others are just … workmates. All they’ll want is for me to pay for a celebration and I’m not doing it.’ She took a deep breath. ‘I think we ought to share the win.’


‘No. I bought it for you. I think it’d be wrong to take your money.’


Lena had that stubborn look on her face Stella had seen before and she knew her friend wouldn’t change her mind. ‘If you’re sure about that?’


‘I am. This is your piece of luck.’


‘All right. But please don’t tell anyone. If the local newspaper gets to know about this, they’ll go ferreting around and probably find out about my husband as well.’


Lena stilled. ‘You have a husband? You never said.’


She clapped one hand to her mouth, wishing that hadn’t slipped out.


‘What did he do? Run away? You get such a sad look sometimes. I always want to hug you.’


‘He died. In a house fire. He was a hero. Saved a child’s life. Only he lost his own doing it. Our house was next door and burned down, too. I lost all our possessions.’ She hadn’t meant to tell her friend about any of that but once she started it all poured out.


For once Lena didn’t squeal or shout, just took hold of Stella’s nearest hand. ‘I knew there was something sad in your life. That must have been so dreadful for you.’


Stella could only nod. ‘Last week was the three-year anniversary of my husband dying, and that’s what upset me. Please don’t tell anyone about this. I hate people pitying me.’


‘Only Alistair. And he’ll keep it a secret.’


‘All right. Look, it’s a lovely sunny day. Let’s go out for our walk now.’


After their tour of the park, Lena went home and Stella sat down at the small table squashed in between her bed and the window. She stared outside at the row of houses across the street, thinking she should be happy. The money would make a wonderful difference to her life.


She was happy, wasn’t she?


Of course she was.


A hundred pounds or so, Lena had said. It sounded like a fortune.


Only … she was surrounded by people struggling to make ends meet. If they knew she’d won money, they’d be pestering her to help them. And you couldn’t help everyone who needed it, much as you’d like to.


Besides, she wanted to feel secure more than anything else, and if that was selfish, she couldn’t help it. She would save the money because she hadn’t felt secure since Derrick died, was terrified of falling ill and not being able to pay her rent.


She stared blindly out, blinking away the tears, and suddenly the world came into focus. Dark little soot-stained houses. Not much smoke in the air today because it was a Sunday, and there weren’t as many mills as there used to be anyway, because some of them had gone broke and closed down.


But there were still enough mills left to dirty the air you breathed and any washing you hung out came in speckled with smuts. Suddenly she longed for the countryside. She and Derrick used to go walking on the moors sometimes. Fresh air, open spaces, birds calling in the sky above you. They’d both loved that.


And then it came to her, the best dream of all. If she had won a hundred pounds, she’d use it to move to a small town or even a village, somewhere close to the moors. She’d be careful, find a job before she moved. Working in an office was boring but she had more skills than most typists, what with shorthand and being able to understand accounts, so she should have more chance of finding employment than most women did.


But she wouldn’t know what she’d won for a day or two, so for the time being she’d just carry on as usual.


Sometimes that was all you could do: carry on.
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Wilf Pollard hesitated as he got ready for work. Enid was looking chalk white this morning and had hardly opened her mouth, though she’d got up as usual to prepare his breakfast.


‘Are you feeling ill again?’ He spoke hesitantly because she’d snapped at him for the slightest thing lately.


‘Just a bit off colour. It’ll pass.’


‘You’ve not seemed well for a while. Maybe you should see the doctor.’


‘I have done. He said to take a tonic.’


‘Perhaps you should see him again?’


‘And waste our money being told to rest? I’ve enough to worry about and will leave wasting our money to you.’


He breathed deeply and managed not to snap back at her. She was being so careful with money lately, he wasn’t finding the meals satisfying and he was sure the children ought to have more to eat. ‘It’s not wasting money to see a doctor.’


‘It is for people like us. Doctors are for rich folk who have nothing better to do than lie around in bed and coddle themselves. He says my problem is women’s trouble, if you must know, and it’ll pass once my monthlies stop.’


‘That’s what you said when you asked me to sleep in the loft so that you could get up if you needed to in the night without waking me. It’s been months now and you’ve not got any better.’ And he hadn’t heard her get up very often but had heard her groaning in her sleep as if she was in pain.


Enid had changed during the hard years he’d been on the tramp looking for work anywhere he could find it, and she now kept all her feelings to herself. Sometimes he felt as if she was a stranger, not at all like the lively young woman he’d married. It didn’t stop her being a good wife and mother in the sense that the house was always clean and so were their clothes. But the food wasn’t plentiful and sometimes he was left hungry.


‘Enid?’ he prompted when she didn’t reply.


‘Yes, well, it helps to sleep on my own. I get very restless. The best thing you can do for me now is leave me in peace till I get past this time of life. I’ll have a lie down this afternoon for an hour. That’ll help more than anything. You know I can’t abide people fussing over me.’


‘If you’re sure there’s nothing I can do to help you?’


Her voice was sharp. ‘You can get off to work and leave me to look after our home and children.’


Wilf shook his head as he got into his van and set off down the valley from the village of Ellindale. Enid was the most stubborn person he’d ever met, and was getting worse as she grew older.


He stopped just down the main road to pick up his helper and chatted to Ricky for the rest of the drive down the valley. With a sick mother to support, his young assistant was desperate for work, and although things were improving gradually, jobs were still scarce around here. Wilf wished he could give Ricky steady, full-time work, because the lad was a hard worker and a quick learner. But building jobs came and went.


Smiling, he drove through Rivenshaw and on to the farmland south of the town, patting the steering wheel affectionately. He’d bought this van earlier in the year and what a difference it had made to his life. He could find better building jobs now and more of them because he could travel further to get to them.


Enid had made such a fuss when he borrowed the money to buy it, but he’d proved her wrong by paying the loan from Charlie Willcox off in three months rather than six. A successful businessman like Charlie had believed in him, but his own wife hadn’t.


Enid had tried to make Wilf promise never to borrow money again, but he’d refused. He wouldn’t borrow money to spend on anything risky and she must trust him to know about that.


He hoped she wouldn’t speak sharply to the children as she got them ready for school today. She loved them, he knew she did, and it had been her idea to adopt them when their parents died, because she and Wilf hadn’t managed to get a child of their own after ten years of trying.


Maybe he should see the doctor himself and ask about Enid. No, the young doctor who’d come to the valley a few years ago had left recently, and the old doctor was stuck in his ways. There was a new doctor, but Wilf doubted she’d agree to go and see him.


Wilf forgot his domestic troubles as he worked on the stone barn he was rebuilding for Farmer Tidsworth to use for storage. It had been in a bad state, with the roof half collapsed, but the stone walls were still basically sound and able to be repaired. With a few new roof beams to replace the rotten ones that had given way under the weight of snow, most of the slates could be reused and the place made waterproof again.


Whoever had first built the barn had put in decent foundations, which folk hadn’t always done in the old days. He wondered why they hadn’t put in better roof beams while they were at it. Perhaps someone else had done that, someone who built shoddily like Higgerson did. Wilf scowled at the mere thought of that man. He might be the town’s biggest builder, but he only put an effort into homes for his richer clients. The houses thrown up for poorer folk were very badly put together.


At midday Wilf and Ricky accepted the offer of a bowl of broth from the farmer’s wife with real gratitude. It was not only tasty with chunks of meat in it, but it warmed you up nicely. And it’d save him nipping out to buy extra food to supplement what Enid had given him tonight.


When she saw the piece of dry bread, which was all Ricky produced for his meal, Mrs Tidsworth took it off him and buttered it, adding a few shreds of ham and topping it with a slice of her own bread before putting another ladleful of broth into his bowl.


Some folk could be so kind to those who were having a hard time, while others took advantage of them. This farmer and his wife were both decent folk.


When they’d finished their meal, Wilf led the way back outside into icy winds and a much damper feeling in the air. He got the sacks with tapes sewn to the corners out of the van. He’d oiled these sacks himself to make them fairly waterproof. They would put these round their shoulders if it began to rain and that’d keep the worst of the moisture off their bodies. It was no use buying fancy mackintoshes when you were doing this sort of rough work.


He sighed as he looked at the lowering sky. Long months of winter weather always seemed to loom ahead of you at this time of year, and it wasn’t even the shortest day yet.


He called an end to their work earlier than he would have done in summer, for sheer lack of daylight and because the rain was setting in. When he stood up after using the last of the mortar, he eased his back and studied his work, nodding in satisfaction. Whether jobs were large or small, he still liked to get them right, and he’d sorted through the stones that had loosened or fallen out and set them into the walls neatly again to match the others nearby.


He turned to Ricky. ‘You’ve worked hard today, lad. Well done. If you could just clear up any mess then put my tools in the van, I’ll work out exactly what we’ll need for tomorrow and measure up for the door frame.’


‘All right, Mr Pollard.’


Wilf had heard the sound of a motor vehicle coming to the farm a short time ago but hadn’t paid any attention to it, so when he turned round, he was surprised to see Roy Tyler standing a few paces away, arms folded, watching him.


‘You’ve made a nice job of that wall, Wilf.’


‘Thanks, Mr Tyler. There’s no one whose opinion I value more.’ He wondered what the builder was doing here. He must be a friend of Tidsworth, but if so, why had he come across the muddy yard to where they were working? Who stopped for a chat on a cold, wet day like this?


The older man nodded his appreciation of the compliment but didn’t smile. He hadn’t done much smiling since his only son had been killed while working on the roof of a house a year or so ago. He hadn’t taken on as many new jobs, either, from what folk said, which was a pity because it left Higgerson as the biggest builder in the valley, with no real competition and no one to hold him to account for his shoddy ways.


Folks said Tyler had grown old overnight after the accident, but though his hair was grey and sadness had added new creases to his weather-beaten face, he still seemed a sturdy figure of a man to Wilf. He couldn’t be more than fifty or so.


Wilf turned to Ricky, jerked his head towards the van, then waited. Tyler wasn’t known for being free with words and would say what he wanted when he was ready.


‘Have you time for a chat before you go home tonight, Wilf lad? About business.’


‘I’ve always got time for you, Mr Tyler. Do you want to talk here or somewhere else?’


‘How about you follow me back to my home in Birch End? It’ll be warmer there. It’s going to freeze tonight or I’m a Dutchman. Besides, what I have to say is private and I don’t want anyone else listening in.’


‘I have to drop Ricky off first, but it’s on the way. He’s a good worker, that lad is, if you ever have any little jobs.’


‘I could see that. I’ll bear him in mind from now on.’


‘All right. I know where you live so I’ll meet you there as soon as I can. You’d better get yourself out of the cold. Eh, I don’t know when we’ve had a November like it.’


With a nod, Roy walked back to his van – a much bigger and newer one than Wilf’s, but it looked rather neglected. The older man’s shoulders were bowed as if he was carrying a heavy burden.


Hard to lose your only son, Wilf thought. His own children might be adopted, but he didn’t know what he’d do if anything happened to either of them. They’d quickly become part of his life and he loved them dearly.


After he’d paid Ricky and dropped him in Ellindale, Wilf headed back down the valley towards Birch End. Roy Tyler lived in the better part of the village. It was a modest house, considering its owner was a builder, but detached with a large garden. It was pleasant to look at, especially now with lights showing at the windows against the dark sky, spilling out a welcome trail for visitors to walk along.


Roy opened the door before Wilf got there, hung his visitor’s coat on the hallstand and took him into the front room to one side.


Wilf stopped just inside the door and looked down at his clothes. ‘Nay, I’m still mucky from work, Mr Tyler. I can’t sit on those nice chairs of yours.’


‘I’ll ask the missus for an old sheet to put over one of them. I don’t want us to be disturbed. If we sat in the kitchen we’d be in Ethel’s way, not to mention getting interrupted by neighbours coming to the kitchen door. She’s friends with everyone around here, my lass is.’


He left the room and came back with a paint-stained dust sheet, followed by his wife with a tray containing a platter of small cakes and two big mugs of steaming tea.


She nodded to Wilf. ‘Nice to see you, lad. I’ve got one of your carved animals sitting on my kitchen windowsill. A squirrel it is. You’ve a rare talent there.’ She put the tray down and left Wilf with cheeks warm from embarrassment. He never knew what to say to compliments about his hobby of wood carving.


Roy flung the sheet over a chair and passed Wilf one of the mugs. ‘Help yourself to sugar and put a cake or two on your plate.’


He then sat staring into the fire, hands cradling his mug, and once again Wilf waited for him to speak. The delay and the serious expression on his companion’s face only made him more curious.


After a couple of minutes Roy sighed and looked across at him. ‘Well, I’ll come straight to the point. Now that our Trevor’s dead, I’m trying to work out what to do about the business, him being our only child and all the cousins being girls. It was Charlie Willcox who thought of me taking on a partner and teaching him what I’d have taught my son. He suggested you.’


Wilf could only gape at him.


‘I didn’t rush into anything. I asked about you and had a look at what you’d worked on. Charlie was right. You’re an excellent workman, meticulous. I couldn’t have done those jobs better myself.’


‘Oh. Well, thank you.’


‘My wife saw that studio you built for Charlie Willcox’s wife, so she asked Marion about you as well. And Marion could only say good things, not just about your work but about your ideas for designing her studio.’


Wilf didn’t know what to say to that. Compliments always flustered him.


‘So, my Ethel and I looked into what was involved in making someone a junior partner and that’s what I’m offering you, a junior partnership. Would you be interested in coming to work with us?’


‘I’d love to work with you, Mr Tyler, absolutely love it, but don’t partners buy into businesses? I don’t have any money to do that with. And I’m not a trained builder, just good with my hands.’


‘I’d say you’re very good with your hands and have a rare instinct for putting the pieces of a building together in your head. I always feel building is like doing jigsaw puzzles in three dimensions. Not many people can do that, you know. I believe, and so did my father before me, that you’re either born with the skill or not.’


He leaned forward to pat Wilf’s arm. ‘And Charlie is a shrewd fellow. I trust his judgement. If he vouches for you, you’re all right.’


‘Oh. Well, thank you for your kind words.’


‘If your family had been able to afford it, you should have been apprenticed to a carpenter or to any trade in the building industry. You still seem to have picked up a lot of skills and you’re able to do the basic work in most trades, not just the one. I always say there’s no keeping a good man down.’


Wilf didn’t often get such glowing compliments, and for these to come from a man he admired greatly made them even more precious.


‘How did you learn so much, lad?’


‘I took on all sorts of odd jobs when I was on the tramp and I learned whichever way I could. I don’t do electrics, mind, though I understand a fair bit about that side of things.’


‘It’s just as important to know what you can’t do as what you can. If it wasn’t for the money, would you like to be my partner, Wilf?’


‘Of course I would. But I’ve not got much saved, Mr Tyler, only enough to see my family over a bad patch.’


‘Well, I don’t want money from you. What use is money to me now that I’ve no one to leave it to? No, what I want from you is, well …’ It was his turn to pause and look embarrassed. ‘Best way I can say it is that I want the chance to pass on my skills and leave some worthwhile buildings behind when I die. I’d like to put up a few more good ones that’ll outlast you and me, not rubbish like that Higgerson’s rat-holes in Backshaw Moss. Does that make sense to you?’


Wilf nodded. ‘Aye. You want to leave the world a better place because you’ve been here.’


‘Exactly. So what I want to do is give you a minor share in my building company and the first chance to buy a bigger share of it later. If you show promise at running a business, I’ll arrange for more of it to come to you without payment. Me and Ethel have talked about it, worked it all out. She’s got a rare clever brain, my lass has.’


Wilf couldn’t believe what he was hearing. ‘Give me? You’d give me a partnership?’


‘Yes. But we’ll do it legally, mind. Charlie Willcox is buying in as a sleeping partner at the same time, because I’ve let things run down financially more than I like, but I’d be obliged if you’d keep that to yourself.’


‘Of course I will.’ Wilf struggled to find words to express his delight. ‘Eh, I don’t know what to say, Mr Tyler. I’ve never had such a gift offered to me, not in my whole life.’


That drew a slow smile from his companion. ‘Just say thank you very much and come with me to my lawyer tomorrow afternoon to sort it all out. He’s prepared the papers already.’


‘You were that sure I’d agree?’


‘I’m that sure you’re not stupid. And Charlie agreed with me.’


Wilf drew in a long, slow breath, fighting for control of his voice and his thoughts. ‘Does Mrs Tyler really approve of this?’


‘Oh, yes. It was partly her idea and I never do anything major without discussing it with her. She runs the office side of my business, always has done. She’s not one for sitting at home and fiddling around with embroidery.’ He waited, then prompted gently, ‘Well? You haven’t actually said yes.’


Wilf was hard put not to cry for sheer joy. ‘Yes please. Eh, I can’t get over it. No one has ever given me anything so wonderful, Mr Tyler. Not just the money side, but the chance to learn more and do things that matter. People’s homes are so important to them.’


The older man reached across to offer his hand and as they shook on the bargain, he kept Wilf’s hand in his for longer than usual, patting it with his free hand.


Eventually, he let go and said quietly, ‘That’s settled and I’m very pleased. You’d better call me Roy from now on.’


‘Thank you, Roy.’


When he went back to his van, Wilf sat there for a few moments in the darkness, trying to come to terms with his new role in life. Sometimes good news could be harder to take in than bad, because it was harder to believe in. Eventually he realised how cold he was and set off back home.


As he passed Mrs Morton’s house, which was the end one in Croft Street, just before the lane that connected Birch End with the main road, his headlights shone on her as she opened her front gate. The street lights were on by now and she recognised his van so turned to wave.


Not wanting to seem rude, he stopped and leaned across to wind down the window of the passenger seat and call a greeting. ‘How are things, Mrs Morton?’


‘Fine, thanks. Would you have time for a cup of tea, Wilf?’


He heard the hope in her voice, knew how lonely she was, so said yes. Half an hour wouldn’t make much difference and he could maybe ask her advice about Enid.


‘I’d love one!’ he yelled, wound up the window and parked his van near her gate.


She asked her maid to bring them some tea, gestured to him to hang up his overcoat and cap, and took him into the small parlour she usually sat in, where a cheerful fire was burning.


Once again he had to ask for something to sit on.


‘Just a minute and I’ll fetch a dust cover from the kitchen.’ Mrs Morton was back in a couple of minutes.


He sat down, as he had several times before when doing jobs for her. ‘Been out visiting, have you, Mrs Morton?’


‘Oh, just an old chap who’s sick in Backshaw Moss.’


‘You shouldn’t be going there. It’s getting worse every year, that slum is. The council ought to knock it down, they really ought.’


‘I agree, but I can’t desert Ben. He used to work for my father so I took him something for his tea and a loaf to keep him going tomorrow. What are you doing in Birch End at this time of day, Wilf? I thought you’d have been home from work by now. It’s been dark for a while.’


‘I’ve been visiting Mr Tyler.’ He paused. Should he tell her or not? But he couldn’t keep his news to himself and after asking her not to mention it to anyone until he’d had time to tell his wife, it all came out in a happy rush of words.


The maid interrupted them with the tea before he’d finished and he stopped talking till she’d gone. Luckily, he could always fit in another cup of tea.


When he’d told her everything, Mrs Morton clapped her hands. ‘Oh, Wilf, my dear boy, I’m so pleased for you! It couldn’t happen to a nicer chap. And if Mr Willcox is involved things will go well. He’s such a clever man. Your Enid will be thrilled when you tell her, I’m sure.’


‘Eh, well, I’m a lucky chap, that’s for sure. I’m still finding it all hard to believe.’


‘It’s not luck that this has happened, Wilf. I know how hard you work and yet you still find time to help others, not to mention cheering up lonely old ladies like me. You well deserve what Mr Tyler’s offering and he’ll be the lucky one to get you as a partner.’


She patted a lace handkerchief to her eyes, shedding the tears of joy that men weren’t supposed to give way to, though Wilf felt very close to it today.


Then he remembered Enid and told Mrs Morton about his worries.


Her smile vanished. ‘I was going to ask you about her because I saw her in town the other day and was shocked. She’s lost a lot of weight lately, hasn’t she?’


He could only nod because he didn’t know what to say.


‘You should take her to see the new doctor.’


‘Do you know what he’s like?’


‘Folk speak well of him. He’s Scottish and is rather blunt, but apparently he hasn’t turned anyone away, even if they can’t pay, and he’s started a free surgery twice a week for those in need. So he must have a good heart.’


‘That’s good to hear.’


‘Get Enid to go and see him. Old Dr Mitchell’s never been any good with women’s troubles. He always treats me like an idiot child, even though I’m older than him. If I ever need a doctor, I’ll go to the new one.’


‘I’ll try to get her to see him, but she’s a rare stubborn woman and she’s got it into her head that it’s “women’s troubles” and she just has to put up with it until it passes.’


‘If you can’t get her to go and seek proper help, maybe I can. I’ll call and see her tomorrow, if you like.’


He nodded, but he doubted she’d be able to change Enid’s mind.


When he looked at the clock, he was shocked at how quickly half an hour had passed in such pleasant company. ‘I’d better get going now, Mrs Morton. I’m looking forward to telling my wife about Mr Tyler’s offer. That news will cheer her up if anything will.’
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The following Wednesday, Stella could see Lena looking at her with a strange expression on her face, but as they were at work, she couldn’t ask what the matter was. At lunch time Lena waited for Stella outside the cloakroom.


‘Get your coat and come with me. We’ll go and sit in the park to eat our lunch.’


‘It’s freezing cold outside.’


Lena looked at another woman who was standing openly listening to them and said in a low voice, ‘Just do what I say! This is important.’


Stella got her lunch and followed her friend outside, shivering as the cold air hit her.


The park was only a couple of minutes away and when they got there, Lena sat down on the most sheltered bench they could find. She didn’t even attempt to open her packet of sandwiches and as soon as Stella was seated, said, ‘The payment details are out for the football pools. You didn’t give them a phone number, so they couldn’t let you know directly, but they’ll write to you, I suppose.’


She hesitated and took a deep breath. ‘You won’t want anyone at work to find out, but how I kept it to myself this morning, I don’t know.’


‘How much have I won?’


Lena swallowed. ‘Nine hundred and fifty-eight pounds.’


The world seemed to blur around them and Stella found it hard to breathe let alone say anything for a moment or two, then asked in a whisper, ‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes. My Alistair nipped out to buy a paper early this morning so he could check for his payment, because he’s won something too. But six pounds ten is nothing compared to over nine hundred pounds, is it?’


‘I can’t believe it.’


‘I’m really glad for you, love.’


Stella could only shake her head, then say, ‘It’s a shock, even if it is good news. You won’t tell anyone, will you?’


‘I didn’t tick the box that says to keep your name secret, I was in such a hurry. I’m sorry, love, but your name will be in all the papers tomorrow in the list of winners.’


Stella’s heart sank. ‘Isn’t there any way of stopping them from doing that?’


‘Not that I know of.’ Lena took out a sandwich and had a big bite. After she’d swallowed that mouthful, she added, ‘You’d better go to the newsagent after work and show them your coupon, so that you can register as a winner.’


‘Right. Yes.’


Stella couldn’t eat a thing. She felt numb with shock.


It seemed a long time till the working day ended and she had to wait in line at the newsagent’s. To her relief, Mrs Ball was busy and barely looked at her coupon, just ticked her name off on a list and signed the coupon.


Stella was ravenously hungry now, so bought fish and chips from the shop two streets away and hurried home before her food got cold. But she didn’t really taste her meal and kept stopping to think about how much she’d won. She felt faintly surprised when she found her plate empty.


What was she going to do tomorrow? The people at work would find out and expect her to have a celebration, only she wasn’t going to buy cakes for the whole laundry. There were too many people working there and she’d never even spoken to some of them. She didn’t have much to do with the other typists, either, except for Lena.


As for the money itself, the only thing she was certain of was that she wasn’t going to do anything silly with it. She’d put it in her savings bank account while she worked out what was best. And she’d try again to persuade Lena to accept a share.


When she went into work the next day, her heart sank because everyone she passed turned to stare at her.


The people in the office chorused ‘Congratulations!’ as she walked in.


Mavis in the corner called, ‘How does it feel to be rich?’


‘I’m not rich.’


‘Nearly a thousand pounds seems rich to me,’ one woman said.


‘I haven’t got used to the idea of it yet and anyway, I won’t get the money for a few days.’


‘I’d give up work straight away if I’d won that much,’ another woman said.


The young office girl sighed loudly. ‘I would too an’ then I’d go to the pictures every single day, dressed in my best.’


‘What are you going to do to celebrate, Stella?’ Mavis asked.


‘Nothing.’


They all gaped at her.


‘You’re not going to do anything?’


‘No. I’ll probably save the money for my old age.’ She took the cover off her typewriter and got ready to start work.


She could feel their disappointment at her response hovering like a dark cloud in the room. They wanted to live vicariously through her, she knew, wanted to share her excitement. Only she was still half numb and trying to come to terms with it all.


When she looked up, Lena winked at her from across the room, then Miss Marlow came in and the usual noise of typewriters started up. She’d not miss the constant tapping sound, Stella realised, not at all.


The supervisor came to stand beside her desk and said sourly, ‘The work still needs doing, you know.’


Lena stuck her tongue out at Miss Marlow from across the room and Stella was hard put not to laugh.


During the day she overheard various comments when the supervisor was out of the office, some of them intended to be heard.


‘She’s not even going to celebrate her win.’


‘Can you believe it? All that money and she’s just going to put it in the bank.’


‘Mean, I call that,’ another girl said. ‘She could at least have bought a cake.’


At one stage Lena said loudly, ‘Will you lot stop going on about it. This is her money, so it’s her choice what she does with it. Mind your own business.’


The supervisor came back just then and there were no more comments for a while.


But there were lots more remarks tossed around as everyone got their coats and left for home at the end of the day.


Stella walked slowly back home on her own because Lena had gone to the shops. What a horrible day this had been! How long would it take for the fuss and jealousy to die down? She hated to be the centre of attention. If they continued to treat her differently, she’d have to move away. She couldn’t live like this. One day of it had upset her.


Inevitably her thoughts turned again to the idea of finding a job in a country town, away from the smoke and crowded streets, somewhere she wouldn’t have to live so close to other people.


That might actually be possible now. If she could find a job. And she’d have enough money to buy a little house.


Her breath caught in her throat. Could she do it? Find a new home and way of life?


And was she brave enough to do it on her own?


When she got home the next day she found a letter waiting for her: the cheque. And only then did she admit to herself that she was definitely going to buy a cottage in the country and live in more peaceful surroundings.


She nipped out to the corner shop and bought the big box of chocolates that stood on the top shelf. From time to time someone bought it to celebrate a special birthday or a win on the horses, and it got replaced. But the shopkeeper couldn’t afford to stock more than one, so you had no choice.


When she took it around to Lena’s house as a thank you, she refused to go in for a chat because she knew her friend was in the middle of preparing tea, and afterwards Alistair liked to spend his evenings quietly reading his newspaper.


Lena gave her a hug. ‘Thanks for these. They’re my favourites. I’ll see you at the weekend.’


Stella woke in the middle of the night after a lovely dream that had given her an idea. She could buy herself a little car, nothing expensive, not a new one, a little Austin perhaps or a Morris. She’d have to get help with that. She had a vague idea that it’d cost about thirty or forty pounds for a second-hand vehicle, from what she’d seen advertised in the newspapers.


It would make life so much easier and more pleasant. She’d always fancied learning to drive, but as they didn’t own a car neither she nor her husband had bothered to try. Even if they’d had a car, Derrick didn’t think women made safe drivers. She’d not argued when he said that because what did it matter? People like them could rarely afford cars. She always saved her disagreements for things that mattered and mostly got her own way then.


Now … well, Derrick wasn’t here any longer and she didn’t see why she wouldn’t be able to drive as well as a man. She had two eyes, two hands, two feet, just like they did.


It was as if a genie had escaped from a bottle and she didn’t get any more sleep that night. The money and the independence that came with it seemed to have brought something in her to life again. For the last three years she’d been marking time. Now, she was going to do something different and live a more interesting life, if she could.


The next day she asked if she could take an early dinner break, explaining to the supervisor about the need to put her winner’s cheque in the bank.


Miss Marlow stared at her. ‘You’re carrying it around with you? Oh, my goodness! I shan’t feel safe with that in the office. Go and put it in the bank straight away. You’re never late, never take time off, so it’s not as if you ever take advantage as others sometimes do. Go on! Get it done now!’


At the bank, the manager himself came out to congratulate her. He’d never so much as spoken to her before.


‘If you need advice about what to do with your money, that’s what banks are for, my dear lady.’


‘Thank you. But I’m going to have a good long think before I do anything. I will take out twenty pounds now, though.’


‘Very wise. And in the meantime, we’ll keep your money safe.’


That evening she was so worried about carrying twenty pounds with her to the library, which she was going to visit on her way home from work, she stuffed it into the top of her knickers. She had trouble finding books that interested her and was later leaving than usual, so took a shortcut home.


Suddenly, two men came at her. One knocked her down and the other tore her handbag away from her. She tried to scream for help, but one put his hand across her mouth.


There was enough light from a nearby house to see the other fumbling in the bag and bringing out her purse. He opened it and said, ‘The bitch has only got a couple of shillings. They said she’d won a lot of money.’


The grasp on her slackened and she managed to roll out of the way, yelling for help as loudly as she could.


One man tried to kick her feet from under her but missed, and the other threw the handbag at her head, keeping her purse. A man came running out of the nearest house, followed by a screeching woman brandishing a rolling pin. He chased her attackers, but only enough to send them on their way. He didn’t really try to catch them.


The woman stayed with Stella and when her husband came puffing back, they took her into their house and sent their son for the police.
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