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Dear Reader,


Here is the third story in the Birch End series. I hope you enjoy A Woman’s Promise, which is set in 1935 and is about a woman who is not following a traditional path in life.


After that we’ll be moving on to a new series set in Backshaw Moss which is ‘near’ Birch End in my imaginary valley. I keep having to remind myself that it’s an imaginary place, it seems so real at times. I’ve ‘seen’ the heroine of the new story but I have no idea yet what she’ll get up to. She’ll show me once I start writing properly about her life.


Readers seem to have enjoyed my old photos, so I’ve added two more to the end of this book: at least, one is a photo, but the other is something a bit different.


The young couple in the photo are my parents just before they married, aged nineteen and seventeen in 1939. This was before my dad got called up into the army. He was sent to the Middle East in 1941 and spent the rest of the war there. They didn’t see one another for over four years, but they wrote every single day. After he came back, they didn’t let anything separate them, as you can imagine.


I still remember him returning after four years away. I was nearly five by then and not at all used to having a dad living with us. The family woke me up in the middle of the night and brought a big soldier in uniform into the bedroom I shared with my aunt. So of course I stuck my tongue out at him. I got teased about that for years.


I thought I’d show you something different instead of a second photo. This is a page from my great-aunt’s autograph album from about 1905, with a pencil sketch done by one of her friends. The album has at least a dozen careful drawings, really good ones too. Without the distractions of TV and computers, people often entertained themselves by doing creative things. I’ve smiled at this man falling over on the ice a good few times over the years. It’s a very feeble joke but a very careful drawing.


I hope you enjoy my new tale. There are more stories fighting one another at the back of my brain to be given their day in the sun. I’m not short of story ideas, just time to write them.


At least I don’t waste my writing time by ironing! I haven’t ironed anything for about ten years. My husband and I were wondering the other day where we’ve put the iron and if it still works. But neither of us tried to find it.


Happy reading!


Anna




How to Use this eBook


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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Lancashire: January 1935


Frankie Redfern sighed and pushed her hair out of her eyes, retying the piece of string she’d grabbed to hold her hair back as she bent over to apply a final coat of polish to the small bookcase she was working on.


It would have been more practical to have worn her hair short and more fashionable too, but her mother would have thrown a fit if she’d done that as well as going out of the house wearing ‘those ghastly men’s trousers’.


‘Was your mother in one of her moods today, miss?’ the foreman asked.


‘How did you guess?’


‘You’ve got that look on your face again.’ He gave her shoulder a fatherly pat and left her to get on with the work she loved. She’d taken her brother’s place in the family business during the Great War, but that was patriotic so her mother had had to put up with it. But to stay on working there after it ended was apparently shameful.


Her fiancé, Martin, had been killed in the last year of the war and then her twin brother Don a few weeks later. That had been the worst time of her whole life, the very worst. When others were out celebrating the end of the war, she’d locked herself in her bedroom and wept.


Frankie’s father had told his daughter to do what she truly wanted, and tried to stop her mother nagging. As if anyone could.


As a child, she’d often wondered why her mother didn’t love her. She could tell, because she saw how her mother treated her brother.


Fortunately, she had known that her father loved her and Don equally, and that had helped so much. And when both young men had been killed, her father had helped her cope with her grief.


Oh well, no use going over that again. Sometimes in life you just had to carry on.


She stopped to stare at herself in a mirror as she moved to and fro, putting away her tools. She would turn thirty-eight in a few months. Where had all the years gone since the Great War? Sixteen years it was now. With well over a million young men killed there simply hadn’t been enough men left to provide husbands for all her generation of young women, so she’d never married or had a family.


She shook her head, annoyed at herself. She had a satisfying and useful life, so must be content with that. At least she had work she loved to fill her days.


Her father came out of his office with a pleased look on his face. ‘That was Mr Paulson on the telephone. We got that job doing the repairs on that Ravensworth Terrace house, the one where they had a fire in the back room last week.’


‘Oh, good!’


‘You’ll enjoy the work because there’s a fancy mantelpiece to redo as well as repairs to some furniture. I’ll leave the delicate stuff to you while I supervise the rest.’


‘I’ll enjoy that.’


Sam nodded, picked up a chisel to get on with his work then put it down and looked round as if checking that no one was near. ‘I’d better warn you: your mother was going on at me again last night after you went to bed for letting you carry on working here. She says we’re not short of money now, which is true, and I should get a man in to do that work. She got hysterical and threatened to burn all your trousers.’


‘I thought we’d sorted that out once and for all years ago. I can’t work properly in skirts, anyway. It’d be dangerous and they’d get in the way. What started her off this time?’


‘Her friend Lily’s daughter has got engaged to a widower. Nora’s about your age apparently, so it’s raised Jane’s hopes that you can still find a husband. She’s saying it’s not too late for us to have grandchildren, even if you are a disappointment to her.’ He patted Frankie’s shoulder. ‘Eh, she never gives up, does she? And that cousin of hers seems to be egging her on. Lately it’s as if Higgerson wants to get you out of the business. What’s it got to do with him anyway?’


‘I can’t abide Higgerson. Thank goodness he’s only a distant relative.’


Frankie let her own determination show. Her father hadn’t been well lately and had given in to his wife on a few smaller things, as if he didn’t have the energy to argue. ‘I will not spend all day sitting in the office, or even worse, stop work completely, Dad. I’d go mad with boredom.’


She looked down at her hands, hard-working hands on a tall strong body. She had calluses on them here and there, earned by honest toil. She held them out to him pleadingly now. ‘I’m good at working with these, you know I am, Dad.’


‘Aye, you’re as good as any man at the cabinetmaking side of our business, I admit, and better than most. But not everyone agrees that it’s right for you to do such a job, however good you are. I’ve had people say to my face that you’re taking work away from a man.’


She snorted in disgust. ‘Show me the man in Ellin Valley who can do what I do!’


‘I can’t, because there isn’t one. You’re the best I know at what you do. Exceptional, old Bill used to say. And he was the best foreman I ever had, so no one could know better. Even so, you only got your trade papers because the authorities thought the Frankie who’d completed the apprenticeship was a man.’


‘I was lucky there, wasn’t I?’ They’d been too embarrassed about the mistake to take her trade certificate away again, especially with Bill backing her.


He sighed. ‘I worry about you, though, love. What will happen to you and the business if I die?’


‘You’re just going through a bad patch with your health,’ she said soothingly.


‘It’s more than that. I’m not as strong as I used to be and I’ll turn sixty next year. Sometimes men of my age drop dead unexpectedly. I’ve seen it happen more than once, lost a good pal last year like that.’


She felt sick at the mere thought of losing her father.


He paused, fiddled with a piece of wood and then burst out, ‘Eh, Frankie love, you’re still a fine-looking woman and you don’t look your age at all. It is still possible that you could marry. I won’t nag you like Jane does, but I hope you won’t turn away the chance if a good man tries to court you.’


‘It wasn’t only my twin brother who was killed in 1918, but my fiancé, Dad.’


‘Do you still think about him?’


‘In a way. I remember how I loved Martin with all my heart. I couldn’t marry anyone just to be able to call myself Missus. I’d have to care for him as well.’


‘We all had young loves once. Not many folk get to marry them.’


‘I know.’ Her father married his first love. After the poor girl died, his parents had encouraged him to marry Frankie’s mother even though she was older than him because Jane would bring him money. And he’d paid for it dearly.


No use dwelling on that. ‘Working with you has given me more satisfaction than a loveless marriage and life as a housewife ever could, Dad.’


‘I do understand how much you care about your work, but surely you wanted children?’


She didn’t talk about that to anyone. Of course she had wanted children, still felt sad about the lack. She tried to distract him.


‘I’m not cut out to be a housewife. You’ve heard Mother’s view of my sewing many a time. As for playing the piano, which she’s also been suggesting I try again, I was Mrs Fumble Fingers with that when I was younger. Remember?’


He grinned. ‘I used to go out for a walk if I was at home while you did your daily half hour on the piano. You’re definitely not musical.’


‘No. I’m practical and what I love most is working with wood.’ She picked up a piece of oak and ran her fingertips down the grain, a lover’s caress. ‘I was lucky. Bill was a wonderful teacher.’


‘Aye, and after the war when there wasn’t much work around, those pieces of furniture you and he made helped bring in much-needed money. People are still willing to pay more for your pieces.’


‘I know. But even now they offer less if they know they’ve been made by a woman.’


‘I don’t take less, do I?’


She smiled at him. ‘No, Dad.’


He sighed wearily. ‘I’m fighting your mother all over again about you working with me, though. It’s very wearing.’


‘Yes. We’ve both suffered the sharp end of her tongue lately and she’s getting worse.’


They were both silent for a moment or two, then she said briskly, ‘Anyway, I’m set in my ways now. I couldn’t stay meekly at home and let a man order me around. Why should I? I’ve got a good brain in my head as well as these hands.’


‘Aye, you’re right about that. But will you make me one promise, at least?’


She looked at him suspiciously. ‘What about?’


‘If you ever do meet a likely chap, you’ll give him a chance.’


She couldn’t see herself meeting anyone at her age, so shrugged. ‘All right. I promise.’


‘And if anything happens to me, you’ll find someone to marry as quickly as you can.’


She looked at him anxiously. He must be feeling worse than he’d let on.


His voice grew harsh. ‘Promise that, too.’


‘All right. I promise.’


‘I know you’ll keep your word, my lass. You’ve never in your life broken a promise to me.’


‘What happens to the business if you die?’ He’d always refused to talk about that.


‘It’s time you knew. The business has to go to her. I signed a lawyer’s paper about that when we married because her family supplied the money to set things up.’


‘She wouldn’t let me work here if she was in charge.’


‘No. I’m afraid not. I’ve always hoped she’d change her mind when she saw how good you were at the work, but she won’t.’ He shook his head sadly. ‘She’s grown more unreasonable over the years, I’m afraid. I threatened to change my will the other day when we were arguing, and she turned very strange, said I’d regret it if I did and she still had family to look after her interests.’


He looked so worried Frankie waited a few moments to let him calm down before she spoke again. ‘If anything happened to you, I’d leave home and set up my own cabinetmaking business, perhaps in another town. I have the money my brother and Martin left me. I’ve looked after it and it’s grown quite nicely. If I were careful, there would be enough to start a small business.’


He frowned. ‘You’ve got that much?’


Her voice thickened with tears. ‘Yes. But I’d rather have had them alive still than have their money, far rather.’


She kept her bank book and a few other important papers in a locked strong box she’d bought. It was at the office where her mother couldn’t break into it. She rummaged through Frankie’s bedroom regularly.


Realising that her father was still talking, she forced herself to pay attention.


‘I’ve never said anything to your mother about you dealing with the money yourself because it’d give her something else to get upset about.’


‘Does she know you pay me the same wages as a man?’


‘Good heavens, no! She’d throw a fit. Even the Bible disagrees with her on that: “the labourer is worthy of his hire”.’


‘Or her hire!’


‘In your case well worth it, love.’ He changed the subject then.


But their conversation left her feeling even more worried than before.


That evening her mother didn’t stop talking about Lily’s daughter Nora finding herself a man at last, all this interspersed with pointed remarks about Frances being so unnatural that she’d never made the slightest effort to attract one.


It was a relief when bedtime came and Frankie could take refuge in her bedroom.


One day she’d have a home of her own, where she could do what she wanted and didn’t have to go to bed so early to get a bit of peace and quiet. She could have afforded to buy a little house, but it’d cause talk for her to leave her parents’ house and live alone in the same town.


Over the next few days Frankie wished very strongly that Nora hadn’t found herself a husband, because it had stirred up hope in her mother again. She started nagging Frankie about her appearance and would probably now go on the hunt for a husband for her daughter – and just about any man would do.


Ugh! Frankie hated the thought of being paraded around like a prize cow as her mother had done after the war.


And that horrible cousin of her mother’s would no doubt join in the hunt this time. Why had Higgerson started paying more attention to her mother? It didn’t make sense. He’d never seen her so often before and he always looked bored when he came to call on them.


After days of that haranguing, Frankie decided to go for a long walk across the tops at the weekend. She loved to stride out over the moors beyond Birch End and breathe in the clean, bracing air.


It was never as good going for walks here in Rivenshaw. Towns were smoky places and the only park was small and full of people who knew her mother and reported back on who Frankie spoke to, it always seemed.


She had to run a gauntlet of criticism and even disobey a direct order to go to church. As she left the house, her mother screeched down the hall after her, ‘You’ll be sorry, you cheeky young madam. I’ll bring you to heel yet, see if I don’t.’


Frankie sighed with relief as she hurried to catch the only Sunday morning bus up the hill towards the village of Birch End. She’d walk on the moors nearby and then follow a country path she knew back down to Rivenshaw.


She needed to have a good long think about her life. She couldn’t go on like this and would have to find some way to change things.
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Jericho Harte woke in the basement bedroom he shared with his two younger brothers and looked up at the frost on the window at the top of the ventilation well next to his bed. He didn’t like to lie around once he’d woken, so got up and crept up to the living room, leaving his brothers sleeping.


His mother was already up and dressed, sitting sipping a cup of tea. He waved to her and went into the bathroom to wash and dress. As he returned, he paused at the door to smile fondly at her. They’d moved recently from the slum at Backshaw Moss into this three-room dwelling with the luxury of its own bathroom, and she hadn’t stopped smiling and looking happy since.


He was grateful to the Pollards for giving them this place in return for helping keep the house and its occupants safe. Wilf Pollard was a shining example of how far hard work could take you in life. He’d started from humble beginnings and managed to support his first wife and children through the hard times by going on the tramp to find work in nearby towns and villages. In the process he’d learned to do all sorts of jobs.


After her death he’d re-married and joined Roy Tyler as a junior partner in his building business, which was based in Birch End. They’d started giving work regularly to Jericho and casual jobs to his brothers sometimes.


Now that his family was starting to get on its feet again after his mother’s long illness and expensive operation, Jericho wanted to do more than just make a living. He was determined to make a success of his life. He might not do as well as Wilf, but he could try, couldn’t he?


He realised he was still standing like a fool, holding the teapot and doing nothing with it. After pouring himself a mug of nice strong tea he sat down at the table.


‘You’re looking well, Mam.’


‘I am well now, thanks to you boys. But I’m sorry my appendix operation and recovery from it took all our money.’


‘Your life was worth every penny. Look, I’ve got some really good news for you, Mam.’ He paused and took a deep breath, hardly daring to say it out loud, ‘Mr Tyler has offered me a regular job.’


‘Oh, Jericho love, I’m that pleased for you. Maybe now you can make a more normal life for yourself in other ways.’


He looked at her warily, guessing what was coming. ‘You’re not talking about me finding a wife, are you?’


‘Well, you’re thirty-five and it’ll be too late to start a family if you leave it much longer.’


‘I’m not marrying just for the sake of it. I’ve not met anyone I want to marry and I’ve seen how unhappy some people are if they marry the wrong person. I’d rather stay single than risk that. Far rather.’


‘Lots of people are happy together. I was with your dad.’


‘I know, Mam. I remember. But you’ve been without him for ten years now. Why don’t you find yourself another husband if you’re so keen on married life?’


‘Cheeky devil!’ She pretended to swat him with the newspaper.


He changed the subject. ‘I think I’ll go for a tramp across the tops this morning.’


She looked out of the window. ‘When I brought in today’s milk bottles it felt as if there was damp in the air.’


‘Well, even if it rains and I get wet, I won’t melt.’


He got restless sometimes, couldn’t just sit around doing nothing. Maybe once he was working full time, he’d not have that problem. But nothing ever really switched off his brain and stopped him thinking about the wider world, even if the newspapers he read for free at the library were usually several days old.


By nine o’clock the sun had melted most of the silver frost from the grass, so he put on his overcoat and wrapped his neck in the long multi-coloured scarf his mother had knitted for him. He wore it more to please her than because he would feel the cold. He put his cap on too, so that he would look respectable. It was what you did. But he’d take it off and stuff it in his pocket once he was away from the village. He loved to feel the wind in his hair.


He set off along a little-used path that twisted round the edge of the field next to their back garden and led up the hill behind the new houses in the posher part of Birch End. The council hadn’t allowed Higgerson to block that ancient right of way when he built these, thank goodness, or everyone would have had to go a much longer way round to get up to the moors.


Higgerson! Jericho hated even the sound of that name. The fellow might be the biggest builder in the valley by far, but he was also the biggest cheat, building shoddy houses which looked nice but soon developed faults.


He’d been their landlord in Backshaw Moss, owned half that slum, and his agent had refused to do any repairs. When they kept asking he’d had the Hartes and all their possessions thrown out.


Jericho clicked his tongue in annoyance at himself. What was he thinking about that sod for? They had a lovely home now, thanks to Wilf, who did know how to build and repair houses properly.


He whistled tunelessly as he strode along. He hadn’t even suggested that his brothers join him. They thought him crazy going out walking for no reason, but he loved it. It felt good to be out on the tops, so very good! He breathed deeply, enjoying the bracing air.


He was looking forward to starting work full time at Tyler’s tomorrow, but today was his own to enjoy as he pleased.


As he left the last buildings behind, Jericho saw a woman walking across the moors in the distance and stopped to shade his eyes. There was something familiar about her. Oh yes, it was Miss Redfern, who worked in her family business in Rivenshaw. Carpenters they were and had a good reputation.


She’d been pointed out to him a while back as an oddity because she did a man’s job. The conversation had stuck in his mind, because the chap who’d told him about her had got very worked up about her taking men’s work. When Jericho asked what exactly she did, his companion had scowled in her direction.


‘Claims to do fancy cabinetmaking and inlay work. I’d like to see that! No woman can do such skilled work. But if your father’s the boss, like hers is, you can say what you want, can’t you, and no one will dare to contradict you?’


‘There aren’t many men in the valley who’re trained cabinetmakers. Who is she taking jobs from? Who’s there to do the work if she doesn’t?’


‘They’d come from elsewhere. Work’s not plentiful anywhere in the north. A woman shouldn’t be doing it at all, that’s what I say, and I’m not the only one.’


Jericho didn’t argue because he didn’t care what this fool thought. Women had done men’s work during the Great War, all sorts of jobs, and had helped win the war for their country. Why, his own mother had worked in a place making parts for army vehicles and left him and his brothers with her mother. No one had complained about her taking a man’s job then, had they?


He reached the moors proper and carried on across them, knowing his path would join Miss Redfern’s. There was only one way up to Hey Top from here and it had the best view across this part of the Pennines. He hoped the sight of a man going in the same direction wouldn’t make her nervous because he’d set his heart on sitting on a sheltered rocky ledge he knew and simply drinking in the view.


She glanced in his direction a couple of times and paused once to shade her eyes and stare at him.


He carried on, striding as steadily as he could along the uneven ground of the narrow path. When he was a few paces away, they both stopped and he nodded to her. ‘It’s a lovely day, isn’t it, Miss Redfern?’


‘You know me?’


‘I’ve seen you in town.’


‘You look familiar to me, too, but I don’t know your name.’


‘I’m Jericho Harte. I’m starting a new job with Roy Tyler tomorrow. I was coming to sit on Hey Top and look at the world.’


After another searching glance she seemed to relax. ‘I was going to do the same thing.’


‘If you’d rather I leave you to do that alone, I’ll walk on and find somewhere else to sit.’


‘That’d be silly, wouldn’t it? There’s plenty of room for both of us. I love to look out across the tops to Yorkshire.’


He nodded and waited for her to move forward and choose a place to sit, then found himself a seat on the other side of a tumble of smaller rocks. She couldn’t think he was waiting to pounce on her from there.


He saw that she was still watching him, smiling slightly as if she’d understood perfectly well what he was doing. Then she took a few deep breaths, clasped her arms around her knees and seemed to forget about him.


He didn’t forget about her. She seemed to fit in here as if she was part of the landscape and by hell, she was a fine figure of a woman. He couldn’t help noticing that because he was over six foot tall and found most women too small and childlike for his taste.


‘I heard your family had moved into the back part of the cottage on Croft Street, Mr Harte,’ she said suddenly. ‘It’s such a pretty building and I envy the Pollards living so close to the moors. His children must love having a big garden to play in as well.’


He was glad she’d spoken first, had wanted to chat to her, but hadn’t liked to start a conversation.


‘They do enjoy it. They’re a grand pair of little ’uns.’


She stared into space again and when she spoke, he wasn’t quite sure whether she was thinking aloud or continuing their conversation.


‘I’d have given all my dolls and toys to be allowed to play wild out of doors as a child, but my mother didn’t think it nice for little girls to get themselves dirty. I used to sneak out to play with my brother, though, and come back dirty anyway. It was worth a scolding.’


He decided it’d be all right to answer. ‘It’s normal for kids to get dirty. Me and my brothers all did.’


‘Yes. But my mother still complains if I look less than neat, even now, though how she expects me to do my job without getting dirty sometimes, I don’t understand.’


‘Someone told me you’re a cabinetmaker. You couldn’t stay tidy while you’re doing that sort of work.’


‘No. My twin brother was given little tools and taught to use them as a boy but I had to throw a few tantrums to get my own hammer and saw, and be allowed to play with similar pieces of wood.’ She looked at him as if expecting criticism.


‘I envy you having a proper trade. I’ve had to pick up what skills I could along the way. I passed the exam for grammar school, mind, but my parents couldn’t afford to send me there. Luckily for me Mr Tyler thinks I’m good with my hands, so he’s taken me on and he’s going to give me some more training. I shall enjoy that.’


‘He’s a good builder, everyone says so. Higgerson on the other hand—’ She broke off and gave him a doubtful glance as if not sure whether to continue.


He finished it for her, ‘—cuts corners when he can. I’m not afraid to say that aloud, because he already hates me and my family.’


‘He hates anyone else who’s doing well, but he’s left my father alone so far. That’s partly because he’s a distant relative of my mother’s and partly because we only work in a small way, as well as making furniture. So that doesn’t conflict with his building business.’


‘He hates Mr Tyler. I worry that Higgerson will try to get at him and destroy his business. He must have thought it was going downhill without any help from him after Trevor Tyler was killed, but now Mr Tyler’s bringing it to life again. The lads at work are all a bit worried for his safety. We need to—’


The brightness of the day suddenly dimmed and he didn’t finish what he’d been going to say but looked up to see that while they’d been chatting a cloud had covered the sun and other clouds were racing across the sky to join it. ‘I think it’s going to rain soon. I was so lost in the pleasure of having someone to chat to that I didn’t pay attention to the weather.’


He stood up and gestured towards the path. ‘If we don’t want to get soaked, I think we’d better start back towards Birch End.’


She stood up as nimbly as he had. ‘I suppose so.’


‘You don’t sound as if you want to go back.’


‘I don’t. My mother has invited a gentleman to tea. She’s trying to match-make. I don’t want to marry.’


‘Not ever?’


‘No. Because it’d mean I’d have to stop working.’


‘Why should it mean that?’


She looked at him as if surprised. ‘Because men don’t like their wives working outside the home. They just want domestic slaves.’


‘That’d be a sad waste if you’re as good at cabinetmaking as people say.’ He noticed suddenly the calluses on her hands and enjoyed the way she was striding out as strongly as he was. She was different from other women but in ways he liked.


‘Yes, it would. But my father is getting nagged because my mother’s desperate to find me a husband. Any man will do. She’s worn my father down about things before and he’s not been very well lately so I worry, but she won’t wear me down. I refuse to marry someone just for the sake of it.’


She sighed and her voice grew softer. ‘I was engaged at the end of the war, but Martin was killed. He taught me what real love is like, though.’


She flushed and added, ‘I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s got into me today. I don’t usually talk to people about my feelings, but she’s been going on and on at me all week worse than ever and I’ve had to bite my tongue till I felt the words would burst out of me.’


‘I’m happy to lend an ear.’


‘You’re easy to talk to. Please don’t tell anyone what I said, though. It’s all just – you know, got on top of me lately. Which is why I came out here instead of going to church.’


‘I promise I’ll not say anything. And I wish you luck with your tea party.’


‘With Mr Timson? I shall hate every minute of it.’


‘Timson!’ Jericho had been about to say something but snapped his lips closed again. That man was famous for his lecherous ways but you couldn’t say that to a lady.


‘It’s all right. I’ve heard about him. People whisper titbits of gossip behind my back but I have excellent hearing. Anyway, I met Timson once or twice while his poor wife was still alive. She looked unhappy and cowed, and even when she was in the room with us he still stared at me in a way I found offensive. There is no way on earth my mother could persuade me to have anything to do with him.’


She set off walking again and he followed suit, rather surprised at what she’d told him. Being comfortably off financially clearly didn’t mean someone had an easy life. And what was her mother thinking of, inviting that lecherous scoundrel round to tea just because he was looking for a new wife to run his house and warm his bed?


As a few fat raindrops began to plop on his face and hands Jericho looked up at the sky. ‘Look at those dark clouds. It’s going to pelt down soon. There’s a sort of cave just down that slope. I discovered it as a lad. We could shelter there and wait till the worst of the rain eases off. If you don’t mind scrambling down the rough ground, that is.’


‘I don’t mind at all. You lead the way. I don’t want to go back until I have to but if I turned up soaked to the skin, she’d not let it drop for days.’


When she stumbled and nearly fell, he grabbed her hand with a laugh and she smiled back. He kept hold of it till they got to shelter.


The place was barely big enough to be called a cave but it faced in the right direction to avoid the prevailing winds. He watched her take off her headscarf and try to shake off the raindrops, but one end caught in her hair and pulled some of it out of the bun. It tumbled down on her shoulders, a lovely rich brown with chestnut glints.


‘Oh drat!’ She began to fumble with the scarf and only made things worse. ‘I can’t find where the end is caught.’


‘Keep your head still.’ He leaned across and gently untangled the scarf from the hairpin that had snagged the end of it. ‘There you go.’


‘Thank you.’ She sat on the rocky ledge, clasped her hands round her knees and stared out at the curtain of rain that had shut them into the cave. ‘My goodness, it is a heavy downpour!’


‘It’ll ease off in a few minutes.’


He stared out too, or tried to, but his gaze kept going back to her. He hadn’t realised how beautiful she could look with her hair spread over her shoulders and her face flushed and laughing. Did she hide her beauty on purpose? No, it wasn’t beauty exactly, more a sort of vibrant womanhood. He doubted she’d ever gone hungry like most poorer women. Indeed she looked to be brimming with health and vitality. That was far more attractive to him than doll-like prettiness ever could be.


Who’d have thought? He hadn’t found a woman attractive for years, nor had he tried to find one and start courting. What would have been the point? He couldn’t afford to marry and he didn’t want to get trapped into marriage and poverty by landing a woman in trouble. But Frankie Redfern was magnificent. Beyond his reach, of course, but if she hadn’t been, he’d have loved to get to know her better.


She turned and saw him looking at her. His admiration must have shown because she flushed slightly. ‘As you may guess, I’m a tomboy at heart. My mother says that sort of behaviour puts men off.’


‘It wouldn’t put me off. You’re a lovely woman.’


The words seemed to echo and it was his turn to flush. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to be personal.’


She surprised him by chuckling. ‘It’s a long time since a man gave me a sincere compliment, and I don’t find what you said at all offensive. Thank you for making me feel good about my appearance. She says I look more like a man than a woman the way I dress.’


‘She must be blind.’


They continued to sit there, not talking for the sake of it but occasionally exchanging remarks. He enjoyed the companionable silences in between too.


‘It’s easing off,’ she said after a while.


‘What a pity.’


She nodded, stole a glance at him and smiled rather shyly.


Another silence, then she looked at the little fob watch pinned to her shirt and stood up. ‘I’d better get going or I’ll be late for tea and she’ll throw a fit. I’ve enjoyed your company, Mr Harte.’


‘And I’ve enjoyed yours, Miss Redfern.’


After that they walked along, only chatting about the view or how to avoid a puddle covering a dip in the path. But he still enjoyed being with her. And couldn’t stop admiring that beautiful hair.
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When she got home, Frankie was greeted by her mother with, ‘What on earth have you been doing to come home looking like … like a beggar woman?’ She dragged her daughter into the sitting room and pointed to the mirror over the fireplace. ‘Look at you! Not even a hat! Just a scruffy old headscarf. That’s the last time you go out walking on the moors on your own, the very last.’


‘Let go of my arm, please, Mother.’


Instead, Jane gave her daughter’s arm another shake and tightened her grip. ‘Not till I’ve brought you to your senses. Take a good, long look at yourself. I will not have you going out on the streets again looking like that.’


What Frankie saw in the mirror were two women who resembled one another slightly physically, but oh, not in character. Her mother was shorter and usually had a sour expression on her face, which seemed to mar her looks. Today she was furiously angry and it showed, turning her face into a warped, ugly mask.


Again Frankie tried to pull away but her mother took her by surprise, giving her a hard shake and dragging her round to face the mirror again. She tried to keep calm, because a lack of response usually defused the situation, but even that didn’t work this time.


She couldn’t understand this fury. Was it because of Nora finding a husband? Or was her mother’s temper getting worse for some other reason?


‘Just look at yourself. What on earth made you go out walking in such chancy weather anyway? And on the moors of all places. You could have been murdered out there and your body never found.’


‘There’s no one to harm me there. It’s not as if I was in Backshaw Moss.’


‘Well, when you come back with your hair all bedraggled, you look more suited to a slum like that, more like a factory girl than a young lady. How are we to get your hair dried and put up in a nice, flattering style before your guest arrives?’


As the grip on her arm relaxed a little, Frankie pulled away and took a quick step backwards. ‘Timson isn’t my guest. I can’t stand the man and how can you not know that he has a terrible reputation as far as women are concerned?’


‘You haven’t even given him a chance. His wife must have made him unhappy at home to make him look elsewhere for comfort. I find him very pleasant and once you’ve had time to enjoy his company, you’ll feel differently about him too. He isn’t married now, so you can give him a chance – as your father told me you’d promised you would.’


‘I promised my father to give a chance to a decent man, not to a … a lecherous one.’


‘Watch your language!’ Her mother slapped her across the face so hard Frankie stumbled back a couple of steps. Jane froze, looking worried for a few seconds, before tossing her head and scowling at her daughter again.


‘How dare you hit me?’ Her new position in the room let Frankie see in the mirror that her father had been standing in the hall eavesdropping and must have seen what happened. But even as she watched, he turned and walked away, making no attempt to tell his wife not to do that again. His avoidance of this confrontation hurt her far more than the slap had done.


She whirled round and tossed words at her mother like arrows. ‘Don’t you ever–dare–do that to me again!’


‘You deserved it. You shouldn’t have spoken to me like that. I’m your mother and I have the right to chastise you as long as you’re living under my roof.’


‘I see.’ There was only one answer to that – she’d have to find another home. But she didn’t say that yet because she didn’t want to do anything rashly. Instead she contented herself with, ‘You should be ashamed to throw me at a man like him. Any man would do for you, though, wouldn’t he? As long as he was able to marry me and give you grandchildren to bully, like you’re trying to bully me now. Well, you can entertain Timson on your own. I’m not going near him.’


She fingered her cheek, which was still stinging from the blow, and another glance in the mirror showed her how red it was. The words seemed to burst out of their own accord. ‘If you ever lay a hand on me again, I shall leave this house and set up home on my own.’


‘Oh yes? And how could you afford to do that? I’d make sure you didn’t work for your father any longer, for a start. In fact, I may do that anyway. He won’t take your side against me. He knows where his money comes from.’


She’d said that before and Frankie didn’t believe her. Only something seemed to be stopping her father from intervening. She made no attempt to continue their argument, merely turned and walked swiftly past her mother up to her room.


‘Get your clothes changed and hurry up about it.’ Her mother yelled up the stairs after her. ‘I want you down here in time to greet our guest.’


Frankie didn’t answer. She locked her bedroom door on the world and went to stand by the window, breathing slowly and deeply. Once she touched her sore cheek, which felt hot. She pressed it against the cold windowpane as she tried to calm down.


All she could see through the window was their own backyard and rows of houses jostling one another in this sought-after position near Rivenshaw town centre. Large, comfortable houses, some of them, but she positively ached sometimes for the greenery and space they were lacking.


She swallowed hard but now that she was alone she couldn’t stop a few tears from trickling down her cheeks. She didn’t often let herself weep but this was too much and she wasn’t going to put up with it any longer.


Her mother had crossed a line today. She would no doubt tell her husband she’d been driven to desperation by her daughter’s unnatural behaviour. Well, Frankie was not going to be treated like that. This was the twentieth century not the nineteenth.


The role of women had changed during the Great War and though people had tried to send women back into the home after it ended, they hadn’t succeeded with everyone. She’d read in the newspapers over the years about women who did new things like flying aeroplanes, driving cars anywhere they chose or travelling round the world on their own. And like her, some went out to work in jobs other than domestic service, either out of necessity or because they wanted a more stimulating life.


Was it time for her to buy a car of her own instead of using the family car when allowed? Like many people her mother didn’t believe women could drive as well as men, and had only given in about her learning because their business needed Frankie to drive.


A few months ago she’d mentioned buying her own car and her father had begged her not to. He’d tried to make it easy for her to ‘borrow’ the big comfortable Morris Oxford, but her mother stopped her if she could. Anyway, she would prefer a smaller vehicle. Maybe she should think about it again. It’d give her a lot more freedom.


Someone knocked on the bedroom door. ‘Miss Frances! Your mother says to hurry up.’


She didn’t answer, was still trying to work out how long it would take to arrange to move out and where she should go.


Would her father really do as her mother had threatened and sack her if she left home? She doubted it but hated to make him have to choose between his daughter and his wife. And lately the wife always seemed to win.


Tomorrow, Frankie decided, she’d better make enquiries and find out what sort of house and workshop she could rent. Just to be prepared. She had a rough idea how much the whole thing would cost, but needed to check what sort of premises were available – and what sort of lodgings too.


It might even be better to move right away from Rivenshaw. No, why should she? She loved the moors and the friendly people in the Ellin Valley. The trouble was, everyone knew who she was and if she started looking at places to rent, someone was bound to gossip about it.


Five minutes later her mother tried her bedroom door, then hammered on it and yelled at her to come downstairs this minute.


She wouldn’t get an apology for the slap, Frankie was sure, so she didn’t bother to reply. She’d thought it wise to slide the bolts across the door. When she heard a key in the lock, she watched coldly as her mother found she still couldn’t open the door and yelled at her again to come out.


Frankie had fitted the bolts top and bottom herself when her bedroom key had vanished one day last year, because she felt more comfortable sleeping behind a locked door. She’d since found the key that had been pinched hidden in her mother’s work basket and had a copy made for herself, replacing it there afterwards.


In the distance the front doorbell sounded and her mother thumped the door one final time. ‘You’ll be sorry for defying me like this, my girl!’ Footsteps moved away and down the stairs.


Frankie waited a few minutes then picked up her outdoor things, holding them over one arm so that they didn’t show as obviously. After locking the bedroom door behind her, she slipped quietly down the back stairs, so that she could leave through the kitchen.


Maggie, who’d cooked for them for years, looked up then stared at her. ‘Did you bump into something, love? Your cheek’s all red.’


‘I bumped into a door. It doesn’t matter. I need to go and check something at work.’


‘Your mother was calling for you. Didn’t you hear her?’


‘I’m not having tea with that man.’


Maggie rolled her eyes, but glanced over her shoulder and then winked at her.


Frankie tied on a headscarf from the hook near the door where she hung her work clothes and walked quickly away along the back lane and into the side streets. She kept her eyes down, hoping the redness in her cheek didn’t show with the scarf pulled forward. Sighing in relief she took refuge where she’d always been happiest, in the workshop.


The first thing she did was to get out her personal tools and bring her list up to date. She’d acquired duplicates of some of them over the years so she ticked those. The extra ones would come in useful when she left because she’d have to employ a man and a boy too probably. Her father had given her some tools when she started, but they’d not been good enough. She’d bought most of the ones she now used herself, even going as far as Manchester to buy the finest she could discover. She’d have no hesitation in taking them with her.


She smiled as it occurred to her that her mother might accuse her of stealing them. Well, she still had the receipts, had kept the paperwork on what she did very carefully over the years. It was in her locked box. She even employed an accountant to help her with the taxes she’d needed to pay on her earnings.


It had never occurred to her father to check what she did about that side of things and her mother didn’t understand financial details. All she cared about were the final totals and the money that came into her hands.


Old Bill had always said your tools were your biggest friends and he’d left all of his to her when he died, a great honour. She’d stowed them in a separate box, hadn’t liked to use them. They were going with her, however. Perhaps there was a trace of his honest kindness still lingering on them and they’d bring her luck.


She would need it.


When the outer door of the workshop opened, she looked up. Her father stood there, looking unsure whether to come in and join her or not. Ah, her heart ached for him. He was a gentle person at heart and they got on well at work. His workmen thought the world of him.


She knew this ongoing discord in his own home was something which had made him spend longer hours than necessary at work over the years. Her mother didn’t question that. In her limited view of business, more work equalled more money coming in. But lately, he’d just sat around in the workshop. He might deny it but he looked ill. Please let him recover!


‘Timson has been told you’re not well and he’s gone home. Your mother’s taken to her bed in hysterics. If you come home and apologise, I’ll coax her to calm down.’


‘What would I be apologising for, Father?’


He looked at the ground as if he was ashamed. ‘Just offer her a simple apology, love, to help us all carry on.’


‘She hit me for no reason, Father.’ She pointed to her cheek. ‘And you saw her do it, so don’t deny it if she claims I walked into a door.’


He swallowed and seemed to be searching for words. ‘It’d have made matters worse if I’d interfered. I’ve spoken to the doctor about her and he says she’s having women’s troubles and she’s to be kept calm at all costs till her body gets used to the change. Some women do get upset easily at that time of life.’


‘Most don’t have the luxury and she’s always had a bad temper, so I doubt her behaviour is due to the change.’


She looked at him, only an inch or so taller than her, balding and thinner than he used to be. He was henpecked at home, a master of his trade at work and kind to everyone, even the beggars in the street sometimes. He’d always been thin, but she took after her mother physically, with a more sturdy build.


He seemed to have grown much older lately and to tire more easily at work. There would clearly be no help for her from him against her mother, because he wasn’t master in his own home. ‘I can’t apologise when I’ve done nothing wrong, Father.’


His shoulders sagged. ‘I’d hoped it wouldn’t come to this yet but I knew it’d happen one day. Sit down, love. We need to talk.’


She brought her stool across and sat close to him.


‘Your mother’s been plotting to make worse trouble for you if you continue to defy her, so I’ve made some preparations she doesn’t know about. Go and see our lawyer tomorrow and he’ll explain.’


He fumbled in the drawer of his worktable and pulled out one of his business cards, scribbling something on it. ‘Give him this.’


She looked at it. The time has come. Please help my daughter as we’ve planned, Henry.


He pulled her to him and gave her a convulsive hug. ‘You can do better in a husband than a liar and cheat like Timson, but you need to find yourself one now, because you’ll need someone to protect you legally. Henry will explain that as well.’


Then he shook his head, smeared tears away from his eyes and walked slowly and wearily out, leaving her gaping after him.


What on earth did he mean by ‘protect you legally’? What was her mother up to now?


The only other time Frankie had felt as utterly alone as this had been after her twin died.


She didn’t go home till it was nearly nine o’clock. She was relieved to find the kitchen door unlocked and knew it was for her, so locked it after her. She didn’t switch the light on but cut herself a couple of pieces of bread and put butter and jam on them by the light of the street lamp shining in from the back alley.


After eating them quickly and drinking a glass of water, she tiptoed up the back stairs to her bedroom, finding the door unlocked. Her mother must have been going through her things again. She bolted the door, switched on the light and checked her drawers, seeing at once that they weren’t as she’d left them. Well, there was nothing kept here that mattered.


It seemed a long time before Frankie managed to fall asleep. She heard the town hall clock strike the hour twice as she lay there in the darkness.


What preparations had her father made to help her escape? That was how she thought of it now, as escaping. She should have done it years ago, and would have if she hadn’t enjoyed working with her father so much.


She would go and see their lawyer first thing in the morning. Why her father couldn’t have told her himself what he’d done, she didn’t know.
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Jericho arrived at Tyler’s early for his first day at work but others were already starting at the same time and greeted him cheerfully. He was put under the care of the foreman, who gave him a series of small jobs to do, as if testing his skills. Easy jobs, they were, and Ernie nodded as if satisfied when he checked them.


At noon the lad who helped around the place came to summon him to the office, which everyone knew was Mrs Tyler’s domain.


‘Sit down, Jericho. We work a little differently from some other businesses, especially with our permanent workers. As you will no doubt have realised, we’re finding out what you’re capable of today. I’m not only in charge of how the details of daily work are organised but I help my husband with other tasks as well.’


‘Yes. So I’ve heard, Mrs Tyler.’


‘I’ll ask you to do a few jobs for me in here during the next few days so that I can get to know you better and you can gain some idea of how we operate.’


He nodded. Everyone in town knew that she was a clever woman. She was a bit like Frankie Redfern, working at a job usually reserved for men, but that didn’t matter to him. He’d answer to the man in the moon to keep a decent job.


She studied him thoughtfully. ‘They say you’re a clever chap. What are you like at paperwork?’


‘I haven’t had much chance to deal with that side of things, but I’m good at reading, writing and arithmetic, and I’m a fast learner.’


‘Well, we’re looking for someone to manage the chaps who give us a day’s work here and there, which involves noting down who does what and how much is owed to them daily or weekly, according to the job. That’s where we’re thinking of starting you off. You’ll be doing some work of your own as needed and supervising their work. What that work is will vary, but Wilf says you’ve done a lot of different jobs and will understand what’s needed. How does that sound?’


‘More interesting than jobs usually are. I’ll enjoy the variety.’


‘Good. You’ll answer to Ernie as well as me. He says you’re a neat worker – which is a rare compliment from him. He’s a skilled carpenter, though unlike you he did an official apprenticeship and has the papers to prove it. He’ll teach you anything he thinks he can improve on.’


‘I’ll enjoy that too.’


As she went on, her smile faltered for the first time. ‘Our business slowed down last year but we’re speeding up again.’


He didn’t need to ask what had caused that. Everyone in Birch End knew Roy Tyler had lost his way for a time after his only son died. Who wouldn’t be upset by such a loss?


‘We’re expecting to start work on a big job soon, and will want the best team of men trained and ready to work on it our way.’


He could guess what that job would be. He’d seen Mr Tyler and Wilf pacing out the field they’d bought recently, the one next to his new home. And he also knew that Mr Tyler had bought that piece of land from Mrs Morton, snatching it from under the nose of Higgerson, who had tried to trick her into selling it to him for far less than its real value.


‘We don’t discuss that special job with anyone, not in the pub, not anywhere in the valley.’


‘I can understand why. I won’t let you down on that.’


‘Let’s get on then.’


Jericho enjoyed the afternoon’s work with her, enjoyed it more than he’d expected. She was a very sharp woman and missed absolutely nothing. And talk about well organised. He ended up admiring her greatly.


In the late afternoon Mrs Tyler said, ‘You can drive, can’t you?’


He nodded. ‘I’ve mostly driven vans and lorries, not so much fancy cars.’


‘Good. We don’t use fancy cars here.’ She held out a piece of paper. ‘I’d like you to use the small van and take this order to our hardware supplier. Wait there and bring back the goods required.’


He beamed as he got into the driver’s seat. Everything about his first day had been good. And now a little outing into town.


Frankie walked across town to the lawyer’s rooms at nine o’clock sharp, arriving just as the clerk opened the outer front door. Once inside she gave him her father’s card.


He turned it over, drawing in a sharp breath at what he saw. ‘I won’t keep you waiting long, miss. Perhaps it’d be better if you sat in here.’ He showed her into a small room at the rear of the building and left her to go and see his employer.
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