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  Long after the man had finished pacing and calculating, his footfalls seemed to echo round the house, bouncing off walls that had heard no sound in many a year. He scratched an

  ear, shook his head, talked to himself for a few moments before going back to work all over again. He measured room after room, the instrument in his hand clicking with every metre he covered.

  There had to be something wrong with the new-fangled digital equipment. Three times, he had measured Briarswood; three times, the result had been ridiculous enough for a Walt Disney cartoon.




  ‘According to this, the place should have fallen down years ago,’ he muttered. But there were no huge cracks, no faults, no gaping wounds in the plasterwork or in the exterior stone

  and brick fascia. A place of this size had to have twelve-foot underpinnings – it needed a solid base. And nowhere on the architect’s aged plan did a flatbed foundation get a mention.

  Anyway, why stabilize the back of the house and leave the front to chance and nature? The rear part was correct, each storey matching the one below right down to the basement, yet the front

  remained a mystery.




  In a huge bay window, he paused and wondered, not for the first time, whether modern science represented any real improvement in his job. Sighing, he put away the newer tool of his trade and

  drew from a pocket that good old standby – a metal measure encased in bright orange plastic. He would start again. This time, he began in attics, moving down to bathrooms and sleeping

  quarters, finally tackling ground floor and cellar. The answer was the same. The cellar was smaller than the rest of the house and this fact presented something of an enigma for prospective

  purchasers. As surveyor, he had to hand in a sensible report and there was nothing sensible about Briarswood.




  He sat on an abandoned kitchen chair and wrote down the bare bones of his findings. Never a fanciful man, he shivered and looked up, expecting to blame an open door for creating the draught, but

  he was still alone. The house was dark and reeked of emptiness. Could a place express loneliness? Could a house complain about solitude and neglect? A tap dripped. Jaundice-yellow emulsion was

  peeling itself away from walls. He wrote about slight roof damage, ancient rainwater goods and some broken tiling in a bathroom. He reported the need for damp-proofing, a suspicion about wall ties

  in a gable, a decaying perimeter fence in the rear garden. Lastly, he remarked on the impossible: the footings were smaller than the building. There was no dry rot, no wet rot, no decaying timber.

  But there was something amiss with the specifications.




  Outside, he stared into a thousand eyes created by ornate leaded windows, many of whose panes were the imperfect products of primitive glassmakers. Normally, the faceted diamond effect would

  have pleased him, but this place reminded him of long-ago textbooks in which, as a child, he had studied magnified diagrams of insect eyes. Like a mature bluebottle, the large house owned a

  plethora of aspects through which it viewed the world. It seemed alive, yet dead. And he needed a double whisky, his dinner, his family, his newspaper.




  As he climbed back into the car, he felt as if the house were continuing to watch and analyse him. It was just the sinking sun, he told himself impatiently. He wasn’t one for ghosts and

  ghouls, but even he had to admit that there was something strange about Briarswood. Almost laughing at himself, he pushed the gear-stick into first and drew away. Did the house need an exorcist

  rather than a property surveyor?




  At the gate, he braked and looked for traffic. Ah, well. He would commit the peculiarities to paper tonight, would hand in the work, then move on to the next project. No mention need be made of

  icy tingling in his spine, of hairs on arms standing to attention, of the feeling that he had been followed for two hours. It was just another house, a residence built of sandstone and imitation

  string courses designed to allow the house a relationship with Tudor mansions. ‘I get dafter with age,’ he mumbled. Nothing ever went bump in the night; most certainly not at four

  o’clock in the afternoon. The sun disappeared behind scudding cloud and every eye in the windows was suddenly closed.




  Shadows appeared. Staring into his rear-view mirror, the man studied Briarswood. There was no one in the place, yet he imagined movement and felt sadness soaking through the building’s

  fabric and right into his bones. ‘Well, I wouldn’t put my name down for a seance in there,’ he told his notebook, which he had placed on the passenger seat. In a career that

  spanned some twenty years, he had never surveyed a property so creepy and odd. No wonder it had remained empty, he mused as the sun reappeared and woke the windows once more. There had been

  rumours, stories of families leaving the place in a hurry, hints about disappearing objects and noises in the night. Lancashire had long been awash with such tales, many of which were aired and

  embellished by folk who had taken too much ale. The whole thing was crazy and he needed to pull his ideas together and stop talking to himself before going home.




  But he found himself shivering anew until he turned out of the driveway and accelerated towards Wigan Road. Someone would have to get to the bottom of the equation, and he thanked God that his

  part in the business was now over.




  







  Chapter One




  1964




  It was a tin of Barker’s Lavender Polish this time. He picked it up, stared at it for several seconds, turned and left the shop with the container clasped tightly

  against his chest. As always, he looked like a man on a mission, not exactly in a hurry, but with no time for dawdling.




  ‘Mr Grimshaw?’ Eva Hargreaves moved very quickly for a woman of twenty stones and fifty years. ‘Come on, Fred, you’ve not paid.’ But he was yards ahead and the

  ironmonger dared not leave her business untended. The old chap wasn’t in his right mind just now, and his daughter would bring the money. She always coughed up, did poor Agnes. Aye, she

  suffered in more ways than one, had done for years. Some folk endured very bad luck and some got away with murder. It was an eternal mystery and people cleverer than Eva would never find an answer

  to it. All the same, the theft was a damned nuisance and no mistake, but Glenys Timpson was entering the shop and would be waiting for her firewood, so the shopkeeper returned to her rightful

  place.




  Glenys tutted when Eva came in. ‘He wants putting away in the asylum,’ she said, sour mouth even more down-turned than usual. ‘Doesn’t know what he’s doing.

  There’s no rhyme and no reason to his carryings-on. That Agnes Makepeace wants to stop at home and see to him. God knows he looked after her for long enough.’




  Eva Hargreaves didn’t want to lose a customer, yet she chose to reply. ‘Agnes’s husband isn’t paid over-well by them in yon big house. Family needs her cleaning money.

  Her pop will get better – he’s better already; it were only a small stroke. She’s gone from the house nobbut three hours a day, and she looks after her grandparents for the other

  twenty-one hours. The old fellow walks in the night as well, you know. It’s nobody’s fault. Agnes has always done her best, and I dare say she’ll carry on the same

  road.’




  The customer sniffed. ‘Two lots of firewood, Eva. I’ve company expected at the weekend, so I’ll be wanting a parlour fire.’ She inhaled again. ‘For his own good, he

  wants putting somewhere safe. Mark my words, he’ll be under a bus any day now. What price a little job in the pub when that happens, eh? She should know her duty – and not just to her

  kin, but to us as well.’




  ‘It were only a tin of polish.’ The shopkeeper placed two wired bundles of kindling on her counter. ‘And he’s miles better than he was. Takes time, getting over a

  stroke.’




  ‘Happen it were only a tin of polish, but he’d not get away with it in town, would he? Then if the court says he’s insane, which he is – a few raisins short of an Eccles

  cake if you ask me – he’ll definitely get put away. Agnes’d be best doing it the right road, through her own doctor. No use sitting about waiting for a disaster. It wants sorting

  out now, before he goes from bad to bloody ridiculous.’




  Eva offered no comment. She knew Agnes Makepeace and couldn’t imagine her parting with the man she called Pop. Agnes was well aware of her duty and would see her elders through to the

  bitterest of ends. ‘Anything else?’ she asked her customer.




  ‘Nay, just the firewood.’ Glenys stalked to the door, then turned as an afterthought processed itself before pouring from her lips. ‘Were he in his pyjama top?’ she

  asked.




  ‘Yes.’ Eva was rearranging bottles of Lanry bleach. Fred Grimshaw was in his pyjama bottoms, too, though they were almost covered by a pair of tattered, unclean overalls.




  ‘Nowt good’ll come of it,’ pronounced the redoubtable Glenys before striding homeward.




  Eva sat on her stool for a few moments. She was getting too tired for this lark and her weight didn’t help. Poor old Fred Grimshaw – what was he up to this time? Should she close her

  shop and dash along to the pub for Agnes? No, he’d be long gone by now. For a man with health problems, he could shift at a fair rate of knots. ‘He is getting better,’ she

  reminded herself through clenched teeth. ‘And he deserves to get better, bless him. There’s no man finer than Fred Grimshaw.’




  She found herself praying to a God who would surely have mercy on a poorly gentleman, because Fred had been just that – one of Nature’s better creatures. Then she stood up to measure

  paraffin into a container. Life had to go on; customers wanted their goods and homes needed to be heated, even in summer once the sun went down. Like Agnes Makepeace, Eva Hargreaves was completely

  powerless. Fred had likely gone missing again and there was nothing to be done.




  Fred Grimshaw had never been late for work in his life. Even during this war, he still stuck to his tools, turning out ammunition instead of wrought-iron gates. His skills were

  required. All those railings wanted melting down and the place was full of women these days. Hard workers, all right, but they chattered a lot when his back was turned. A foreman needed eyes in the

  back of his head, that was a fact.




  He stood outside the factory and blinked. Entwistle Motors? Ah, that must be a government thing, a way of hiding what really went on inside those sheds. Hitler was planning an invasion and he

  and his army needed to be confused. Entwistle Motors. Unimpressed by the new name, Fred entered his little kingdom.




  Where was the furnace? Where was his lathe? The women had all gone home, curlers rattling beneath turbans made from headscarves. It wasn’t home time. Bullets didn’t make themselves,

  did they? How the hell could he carry on with no equipment and no workforce? Was he supposed to supply the army on his own?




  He dropped the tin of polish and it rolled away across a flagged floor. The place was full of motor vehicles, some in one piece, others with their intestines spread out across floor and benches.

  His jaw dropped. How could things change overnight like this? Only yesterday, he had stood here making casings for bullets – he even remembered bandaging his thumb after he’d . . .

  There was no bandage on his thumb. He had made another mistake and another headache threatened.




  Sam Entwistle raised himself out of a pit. ‘Fred?’ The unhappy wanderer was here once more, body intact, head nineteen years or more late. ‘Come on, old lad. Let’s be

  getting you home, shall we? Don’t start upsetting yourself.’




  Fred blinked. ‘I’ve done it again, haven’t I?’




  ‘You have. Your mind’s playing tricks because of your stroke. And I can’t keep taking time off to drive you home, can I? These here apprentices get up to all sorts while

  I’m off the scene.’ He shouted across to his second-in-command. ‘Keep an eye on that crowd of buggers while I run Fred home.’ Sam sighed. Fred was known far and wide as a

  man of opinions, a man who liked to speak his mind and shame the devil. He had even been labelled cantankerous and loud, yet he had been reduced to this in one cruel, fell swoop. ‘Come on,

  Fred.’




  Meek as a kitten, Fred allowed himself to be placed in the passenger seat of Sam Entwistle’s van. ‘I’m not right,’ he said softly when Sam was seated beside him.

  ‘I’m half here, half there and half no-bloody-where.’




  ‘That’s three halves.’




  ‘I know. See what I mean?’




  The fact that Fred had insight into his own condition was the biggest cruelty, Sam mused as he turned the vehicle into Derby Street. Yet there was hope, because this was not senile dementia

  – it was the aftermath of a bleed and the man would come good. ‘See, Fred, you weren’t well at all. You were a fighter, and you survived. Look – you’ve got your

  talking back and you can shift on your feet better than most your age. Another few months and you’ll be right as rain in the memory department. It’ll stop. I promise you – this

  carrying-on will stop.’




  The passenger nodded. ‘I blinking well hope so, son. I wait for our Agnes to come home from school – she’s been working for years and she’s married. I do daft things like

  this – going to work, getting on buses and throwing stuff out – I’m bloody puddled half the time.’




  ‘But the other two halves of the time, you’re all right. Takes a while, old son. My dad had a stroke and he never walked again. Be patient. You’re doing all right, believe

  me.’




  Fred was cross with himself. He knew full well what had happened – hadn’t it all been explained in the hospital? A stroke meant all kinds of things and he could walk and talk well,

  could behave properly for most of the time. ‘In me pyjamas again,’ he pronounced morosely.




  ‘At least you’re not naked and frightening the horses.’ Sam pulled up at Fred’s front door. ‘Now, listen to me. Find something to do with your hands – make

  toys or furniture or whatever you feel like. Your head’s got a broken wire in – like a telephone that doesn’t carry the message. There’s things you’ve got to relearn,

  you see. And you’re one of the lucky ones – you’re not flat on your back or in a wheelchair. Get busy. Keep yourself occupied, that’s my motto. It’s the only way to

  stay out of the graveyard, old lad.’




  Fred entered the house and inhaled deeply. It smelled of death. His good old girl was on her way out. He’d been married to Sadie forever, and she was leaving him. He should have been

  looking after her. He should have been looking at the card propped next to the clock, a white background bearing the numbers 1964 in large black print. Agnes had put that there to remind him of the

  year. There was a list somewhere – the Prime Minister and other stuff that didn’t matter. Tory or Labour, they were all the bloody same, in it for what they could get out of it. He

  smiled wryly; some things were impossible to forget. Somewhere inside himself, Fred remained as angry and positive as ever.




  Sadie was on morphine now. She didn’t laugh any more, didn’t talk to him; she just lay there till a nurse came to clean her up and try to get some fluids into her. Cancer. He hated

  that word. It meant crab, and crabs owned sharp claws. ‘Sadie,’ he whispered sadly. His wife needed to die. That was another bit of sense he had retained – the ability to judge

  when a person had taken enough. And his Sadie had taken well more than enough.




  She was in the downstairs front room. Denis and a neighbour had brought the bed down; Fred slept alone in a contraption that felt like an ex-army cot, just canvas stretched over a metal frame.

  ‘But I’m alive,’ he accused himself. ‘And I have to learn . . .’ Learn what? How to be a human being, how to get from morning till night? Hadn’t he been doing

  that for over seventy years? Did he have to go back to Peter and Paul’s nursery, start all over again?




  Agnes would be home from school soon. No, that was wrong – she would be home from work. He had to behave himself, must make sure that he didn’t . . . Tin of polish. Had he paid for

  it? Where was it, anyway? He was stupid. Then he remembered Sam Entwistle pushing something into a pocket of the decaying overalls and he plunged his hand inside. It was there. ‘I

  remembered,’ he breathed. He could go and pay for it, could complete the errand. They could call him daft if they wanted, but he was going to show them.




  After looking in on his wife, he set forth to pay his debt to Eva Hargreaves. At the same time, he would buy a notebook. ‘I’ll write everything down,’ he said to himself.

  ‘That road, I’ll have half a chance of remembering to be normal.’




  Normal. What the blinking heck did that mean and who had decided? Normal was having no weak blood vessels in the brain, no cancer, a full memory. He could see the war all right – his war,

  the war to end all wars. Jimmy Macker blown into a thousand pieces, flesh and bone everywhere, corpses stacked beneath mud in endless miles of trenches. But he couldn’t remember the current

  days, weeks and months; was not normal.




  Jimmy MacKenzie, usually known as Macker. Aye, he could see him now, cheeky grin, stolen silver cigarette case twinned with a silver matchbox, both taken from a body in a trench. That daft smile

  had been blown away with the rest of Jimmy and with a million others, all ploughed in now, all gone from mud to dust. Alice in Wonderland. He had read that to Agnes a few weeks – no

  – a few years back. Cheshire cat. The grin remained when tail, body and whiskers disappeared. Macker’s grin had lodged itself into Fred’s mind, clear as crystal . . . Poor

  Macker.




  But what had Fred eaten for breakfast? Did it matter? Was breakfast important enough to be remembered? Yes, he would write everything in a notebook. Eva sold notebooks and pencils, didn’t

  she? It was the only way to learn. He could copy the date from the newspaper at the top of a page. He would make a note of every damned thing he did, ate and said. Sadie needed him. She

  didn’t talk, but he felt sure she knew when he was there. He must spend more time with his wife and less time wandering about in pyjamas. There was probably a law about pyjamas in the street.

  Blessed government – they all wanted shooting.




  Glenys Timpson was cleaning her windows again. Oh, he remembered her all right. She stoned her steps and cleaned her outside paintwork several times a week, because she couldn’t bear to

  miss anything. She was a curtain-twitcher and a gossip. That hatchet face was not something that could be forgotten.




  ‘Fred Grimshaw?’ There was an edge of flint to her tone.




  He stopped, but offered no greeting.




  ‘You pinched a tin of polish from Eva’s shop before. I were there. I watched you pocket it and run.’




  ‘And I’m going back to pay for it.’ He was glad she had reminded him, as he still needed to acquire his memory notebook and the polish was not at the front of his mind any

  more.




  ‘You should stop in the house,’ she snapped.




  He took a step closer to the woman. ‘So should you. That scraggy neck’s grown inches with you poking your head into everybody’s doings. Mind your own business.’ Another

  dim memory resurrected itself. ‘You could try keeping your lads sober for a kick-off.’ He marched away, head held high, the mantra ‘Pay for polish’ repeating in his head.

  But there was triumph in his heart, because he had remembered that nosy neighbour. One of these days, she’d end up flat on her face and with no one to help her up.




  Glenys Timpson, who declared under her breath that she had never been so insulted in all her born days, retreated into her domain. Eva was right – the old man was getting better. Or worse,

  she mused, depending on a person’s point of view. Some folk thought they were a cut above their neighbours and that there Agnes Makepeace was one of that breed. Aye, well – pride came

  before every fall.




  Her lads weren’t drunkards. They liked a drink – especially Harry, who was an amateur boxer – but they didn’t go overboard unless it was a special occasion. Perhaps

  special occasions were becoming more frequent, but she wasn’t having her lads tainted with the reputation of drunkards. She set the table angrily, throwing cutlery into place. Some folk

  didn’t know when to keep their mouths shut. Some folk wanted teaching a lesson. It was time to have a word with Mrs Agnes Makepeace.




  Fred entered the shop.




  ‘Hello, love,’ Eva began. She liked the man, had always had time for him and his loudly expressed opinions on most subjects. She could tell from his expression that he knew he had

  done something wrong and was struggling to remember the sin.




  He held up a hand. ‘I need help,’ he said bluntly. ‘Seems some of my memory got muddled while I was in the infirmary. I could do with a notebook and a pencil to help me make

  lists of stuff. My brain’s got more holes than the cabbage strainer.’




  Eva nodded. ‘I’ve some coloured pencils. You could write about different things in separate colours. You could use both ends of the book as well – important business at the

  front and details at the back.’




  ‘Good idea,’ he said. ‘And you can take pay for that tin of polish.’ He had remembered the polish. This was a red-letter day, and he would mark it on the page in scarlet.

  ‘Funny how you remember things,’ he said. ‘It’s not the things themselves that come back right away – it’s a smell or a sound or some bit of detail. Like Jimmy

  Macker’s smile. I’ll never forget his smile.’




  Eva took money from his hand, counted it out, placed it in the till. ‘Fred?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Did you use that polish at all?’




  He frowned. ‘I don’t think so.’




  ‘Do you know whether your Agnes needs polish?’




  He had no idea.




  She looked at the tin. ‘Tell you what – seeing as it’s you, I’ll take it back. That’ll save you money and it’ll save your Agnes worrying over where her new

  tin of Barker’s came from. And you’ll get your book and pencils for the same price as the polish.’




  ‘Fair enough.’ With his coloured pencils and his stiff-backed notebook, Fred went home. He intended to sit next to his dying wife and write the date in red at the top of the first

  page. Nothing was impossible. For the sake of his Sadie and his beloved granddaughter, Fred Grimshaw would carry on. There was life in the old dog yet.




  The drain was blocked again.




  Agnes, who had come to the end of her shortened tether, flung mop and bucket across the floor. Ernie Ramsden, nicknamed Ramrod by his staff, was too stingy to send for a plumber, so he would

  deal with this himself. He would uncover the outside drain, piece his rods together and riddle about until he had shifted the offending item. Derby Street was about to smell like a sewage works

  again, and the problem would return within days, but why should she worry? It was his pub, his stink, so he could get on with it, while she would clean elsewhere in the building.




  In the bar, she picked up polish and duster and began to work on the tables. Ramsden came in. ‘Have you done the men’s already?’ he asked.




  ‘Blocked,’ she answered tersely. If he wanted to go poking about in ancient drains, that was his privilege.




  ‘Are you sure?’




  Agnes shrugged. ‘There’s stuff all over the floor and nothing goes down. When I flushed, the place flooded. The women’s isn’t much better. So yes, it’s happened

  again. You need a plumber.’




  ‘Brewery wouldn’t stand for that,’ replied the landlord.




  ‘And if something isn’t done, your customers won’t stand for it, either. They won’t be able to stand, because they’ll be overcome by fumes. Every time you lift the

  pavement cover, folk start crossing over to the other side of the road. You’re becoming a health hazard. Will the corporation not help with this mess before people start ending up in

  hospital?’




  Ernie Ramsden shook his head. ‘Nay. Trouble is, the blockage is here, under the pub. Not the town’s property.’




  Agnes stopped polishing. Several months, she’d worked here. It was part time and it was driving her part mad. But there was little she could do about it, because the hours suited her.

  Looking after aged grandparents meant that she couldn’t take a full time job, so she came here every day and, at least once a week, needed her wellington boots so that she could wade through

  excrement and lavatory paper. ‘Up to you,’ she said before resuming her attack on a circular table. ‘I can’t do any more.’




  Ernie stood for a few moments and watched Agnes at work. She was a corker, all right. Denis Makepeace was a lucky fellow, because his wife was built like a perfect sculpture – rounded,

  ripe and strong. She was a good worker, too. She did her job, invited and offered few confidences, then rushed home to see to her elders. ‘How’s the family?’ he asked.




  ‘All right,’ came the dismissive response.




  The landlord sighed before retreating to his living quarters.




  They were a long way from all right, mused Agnes as she placed a pile of ashtrays on the counter. Nan was dying of cancer, while Pop, who had been the old lady’s chief carer, was fighting

  for the right to return from a world all his own. Only last week, he had been marched home by a bus conductor, a female whose vehicle had remained stationary for at least ten minutes at the top of

  Noble Street. Agnes could still hear the woman’s shrill voice. ‘Can you not keep him in? He’s no right to be on a public vehicle in his dressing gown and carpet slippers. Said he

  were on his way to catch the train to Southport – and his train ticket were nobbut a label off a condensed milk tin. I can’t be leaving the bus to bring him home all the

  while.’




  Agnes swallowed hard while she wondered what Pop had got up to today. She’d locked the front door, but he needed to get out into the yard for the lavatory, so the back door was on the

  latch. Into the open drain beneath the tippler, he had thrown his lower denture, a week’s worth of newspapers, one brown shoe and, she suspected, an antimacassar taken from the front room. It

  was probably Pop’s fault that the area’s drains were getting blocked. No, it couldn’t be him. The stoppage was the sole property of Ernie Ramsden and the Dog and Ferret.




  ‘I’ll just have a go meself,’ muttered Ernie as he struggled past with his rods. He was always having a go himself and he knew that the problem was way beyond the reach of his

  rods.




  Agnes prayed that she had left no matches in the house. Pop needed to be separated from anything combustible or sharp. Knives were wrapped in sacking on the top shelf of her wardrobe. What a way

  to live. If she’d been one for visitors, she would have needed to excuse herself in order to fetch an implement with which to cut cake. But few people came to the Makepeace house.

  Denis’s work took him away from home for many hours – and who wanted to sit with a poor old woman and a mad old man?




  The familiar scent of human excrement insinuated its way into the pub. Almost automatically, Agnes took a small amount of cotton wool from her apron pocket and stuffed half into each nostril.

  The men’s lavs were bad enough, but this smell was unbearable. Ramsden, fearful that the brewery might close him down, was trying with little success to keep the men’s facilities in

  working condition, but he was losing the battle.




  Voices floated through the open door. ‘At it again, Ernie?’ ‘Somebody been passing bricks down yer lav?’ ‘Let us know when you strike gold, eh? Carry on this road

  and you’ll hit Australia.’




  She sat down for a few minutes. Even the mills were better than this, but she couldn’t abandon the people who had reared her, could she? Agnes’s mother had died two hours after

  giving birth to her only child, while the father was listed as unknown. Sadie and Fred Grimshaw, having cared for their own daughter, had been presented with her newborn baby girl and had simply

  continued with life. They had been firm, but kind, and Agnes owed her life to them.




  A red-faced Ernie entered the arena. ‘I reckon yon drain’s collapsed,’ he announced.




  ‘Then you’ll have to close down and tell the brewery,’ she replied. She and Denis would struggle to manage. Pop could do a lot of damage in three hours, so Agnes needed to bite

  the bullet and quit. It wasn’t going to be easy, but it had to be faced; she would soon need to stay at home all the time. Even five minutes was time enough for Pop to create disaster, and

  Nan was becoming too ill to be left to the poor old chap’s mercies.




  Ernie poured himself a double Irish. ‘You’re right,’ he admitted gloomily. ‘End of the road, Agnes.’ He drained the glass. ‘What’ll you do? Mind,

  I’ll take you on again like a shot if the brewery lets me carry on. You’re the best cleaner I’ve ever had.’




  She bit her lip and pondered. It seemed as if every other building on Derby Street was a pub. The Dog and Ferret, never truly popular, had lost more customers because of the drains, and its

  owners could well close it down or renovate it before putting someone younger in charge. There were too many pubs, and she disliked them, hated the smells, was afraid of what drinking did to

  people. She had taken enough. ‘Nan’s dying,’ she said after a few moments. ‘I was meaning to give notice soon, because she needs nursing round the clock. I won’t have

  her spending her last days in hospital. I promised her she’d stop at home no matter what.’




  ‘And is the owld chap still a bit daft?’




  Everyone knew Fred, though few remembered the dedicated worker who had toiled for forty-odd years in the town’s foundry. He had been a big man, but age had withered him and he was shorter,

  thinner and extremely frail. No, she told herself firmly – Pop was getting better. ‘He’s old,’ she snapped. ‘He’s had a bit of a stroke – that’s his

  only sin. None of us can fight the years – he’s been a hard worker in his time.’




  ‘I didn’t mean to offend,’ he said.




  Agnes placed her box of tools on a table. ‘I’m going.’ She straightened and took one last look around her place of work. She would miss the thinking time more than anything,

  this island of relative solitude alongside which she had been allowed to moor herself for a few hours each day. At home, she had to face the reality that was Nan, the burden that was Pop, the same

  four walls day in and day out. If only that judge fellow weren’t so selfish, Denis would be working regular hours for decent pay, but the judge represented rules in more ways than one. He

  interpreted the law of the land during working hours, then set regulations to suit himself and only himself when he got home. Judge Spencer was a tyrant, she supposed.




  ‘I’ll miss you, lass.’ Ernie’s expression said it all. He would probably lose his livelihood within days.




  ‘They’ll find you another pub,’ she told him.




  ‘I’m no spring chicken.’ He left her and returned to his living quarters.




  Agnes put on her coat and stepped outside. She removed the cotton wool from her nostrils and crossed the road, anxious to be away from the stench of human waste. Managing on Denis’s income

  was not going to be easy. It would mean less meat, more vegetables and no new clothes for some time. She was twenty years old and she owned nothing, no record player, no transistor radio, no decent

  shoes. Denis, her husband of twelve months, was in possession of a weak chest and was unfit for anything approaching hard labour. Nan was dying; Pop . . . Pop was walking down Noble Street with a

  package in his hands. ‘Pop?’ she cried. Oh, no. What had he done this time and who would be knocking at the door?




  He turned, frowned because she had grown again. No, she hadn’t. It would go in the notebook – Agnes was a woman and no longer went to school. Denis was her husband – that, too,

  would be recorded. Denis Makepeace, bad chest, huge heart.




  ‘Where’ve you been?’ she asked.




  He had been sorting out his life, but the details were vague. ‘Coloured pencils,’ he told her. ‘And a little book to help me remember.’




  She grinned, recalled him swinging her in the air, running round the duck pond with her, laughing at Laurel and Hardy at the local cinema. The Grimshaws had been good parents and Agnes had

  lacked for nothing during childhood. They could have abandoned her to an orphanage or to adoption, but they had given her a happy life and now she had to care for them. ‘Oh, Pop.’ She

  smiled. ‘I hope you’ve been up to no mischief.’




  ‘Me?’ He was a picture of innocence. ‘I can’t remember,’ he admitted eventually, ‘but I think I went to work again. I’m worse in a morning, you know. By

  afternoon, I can nearly remember my own name.’




  ‘The year’s on the mantelpiece.’




  ‘Aye.’




  ‘I put it there for a reason.’




  ‘Aye.’




  ‘And if you say aye again, I’ll clout you.’




  ‘Aye.’




  They walked down Noble Street until they reached Glenys Timpson’s house. She was out in an instant, seeming to propel herself with the speed of a bullet from a gun. Thin arms folded

  themselves against a flat bosom. ‘He’s been thieving again.’ Triumph shone in her eyes as she nodded in Fred’s direction. ‘Not fit to be out.’




  Agnes stared at the irate creature. ‘Mrs Timpson,’ she began after an uncomfortable pause. ‘Your sons, Harry, Bert and Jack – have I got their names right?’




  The woman jerked her head in agreement.




  ‘You’d best keep them in, missus.’ Agnes moved closer to her adversary. ‘I’ve heard talk. They’ll have to start watching their step.’




  ‘Eh?’ Like many of her generation, Glenys wore a scarf turban-fashion, curlers peeping out from the edges. She raised her eyebrows until they all but disappeared under pink and blue

  plastic rollers. ‘You what? What are you incinerating?’ She frowned, knowing that the word she had delivered was slightly inappropriate.




  The younger woman lowered her voice until it became almost a whisper. ‘Selling jewellery round the pubs. Probably from that safe job in Manchester. Remember? Wasn’t your Harry in the

  army during his service? Perhaps he learned about explosives and a safe might be easy for him. He hangs around in the wrong company.’




  ‘What are you saying?’




  ‘I’m saying keep your mouth shut about Pop, or I’ll open mine about a few cheap brooches and bracelets. I’m saying mind your own business. Pop forgets things. Your sons

  are just plain bad.’




  Glenys fell against the front door, a hand over her heart.




  ‘Don’t forget – my husband works for a High Court judge.’ Noting that the street’s biggest gossip had gone into shock, Agnes took Pop’s arm and marched him

  homeward. As she walked, she shook from head to foot, but she remained as straight as she could manage, because she didn’t want Glenys Timpson to see how scared she was. At twenty, Agnes was

  female head of a household and it wasn’t easy, especially with a man like Pop causing bother from time to time.




  Gratefully, she closed her front door.




  ‘Were that true?’ Pop asked. ‘Have her sons been stealing?’




  Agnes studied her grandfather. ‘You remembered that all right. Yes, it’s true. She’s so busy watching other folks’ comings and goings that she misses what’s under

  her nose. They’ve been chucked out of the Dog and Ferret twice for trying to sell things. I’ve heard they’re not welcome in the Lion and all. Now, I’ll go and look at

  Nan.’




  Sadie Grimshaw was curled into a position that was almost foetal. Her granddaughter cleaned bed and body, listened to shallow breathing and found herself praying for the poor woman to be

  released. This wasn’t Nan, hadn’t been Nan for weeks. It was a skeleton with yellowing flesh barely managing to cover bones, a curled-up creature with no life in it. Life had dealt some

  cruel blows to Sadie, who had suffered many miscarriages, whose only surviving child had died after Agnes’s birth, who had raised Agnes and worked hard all her life.




  Pop came in. ‘She’s in a terrible state,’ he whispered.




  ‘She needs to be in hospital – they could control the pain better.’ The old lady was now too weak to groan or cry.




  ‘They’d finish her off and she wants to be at home. We promised her, pet. Even if she doesn’t talk, I reckon she knows where she is.’




  Not for the first time today, Agnes realized that her old Pop was on his way back. Since the stroke, he had acted in a way Nan might have described as ‘yon-derly’, a term invented to

  describe someone who was present in body, but not in mind. ‘Would it be a bad thing if the hospital gave her a helping hand?’ whispered Agnes.




  He shrugged and asked if she knew where his baccy and pipe were. So his thoughts were still skipping slightly, though he seemed capable of concentrating for several seconds, at least. And he had

  remembered Glenys Timpson’s sons for about two minutes, so that was a good sign. ‘Behind the clock,’ she answered.




  Fred disappeared, came back almost immediately with the postcard that marked the year. ‘What’s this?’




  ‘The year. Your pipe’s behind the clock.’




  ‘Right.’ Off he went once more.




  Agnes held a withered claw that had once been a hand, a hand that had fed and clothed her, a hand belonging to the only mother she had ever known. ‘Please, please go,’ she wept.




  The front door opened and Nurse Ingram stepped into the room. She studied the scene for a few seconds, then stood behind Agnes, squeezing the young woman’s shoulder in a way that was meant

  to be supportive and encouraging. ‘Let me get the ambulance, love,’ she begged.




  ‘I promised she’d die here.’ The words were fractured by sobs.




  ‘I know that. But we want what’s best for her, don’t we?’




  Agnes nodded.




  After a pause of several seconds, the nurse spoke again. ‘Get me a bowl of water while I wash her face.’




  ‘I just did that.’




  The nurse walked a few paces and stood eye to eye with Agnes. ‘Get me a bowl of water and a towel. Go on. It’s what I need.’




  Agnes looked into the sorrow-filled eyes of a person she had come to know and trust in recent weeks. Although no words were spoken, she heard what the woman was not permitted to say. Unsteadily,

  she rose to her feet and dried her eyes. ‘Thank you,’ she said.




  ‘She’ll be all right,’ said the nurse. ‘Just let me see to her.’




  Agnes filled the bowl and ordered Pop to follow her. They re-entered the front room just as the nurse stamped a heavy foot onto a phial.




  ‘I get clumsier all the time. Second piece of equipment I’ve lost today,’ announced Alice Ingram, her eyes fixed on Agnes’s face. ‘She’s going now. Stay with

  her.’




  ‘Where’s she going?’ asked Fred.




  ‘To Jesus,’ Agnes replied.




  So it came about that Sadie Grimshaw left her body and went to meet her Maker. The only evidence that she had been awarded an assisted passage was ground into a pegged rug beside the bed. With

  Fred on one side and her granddaughter on the other, Sadie breathed her last. Free from pain and all other earthly shackles, she floated away on a cloud of morphine, her ravaged features relaxed

  for the first time in months.




  Nurse Alice Ingram wiped the patient’s face. ‘I’ll get the doctor to sign the certificate,’ she said, her voice shaky. She had done the right thing. Sadie would not have

  survived the journey to the infirmary, she told herself repeatedly. ‘I’ll lay her out myself.’




  Fred looked at Agnes. ‘Is that it? Has she gone?’




  Agnes nodded.




  His chin dropped and he stared at his dead wife. ‘I’ll have to pull myself together now, Sadie,’ he said. ‘I’m all our Agnes has left, aren’t I?’




  He left the room.




  ‘How can I thank you?’ Agnes asked.




  ‘By saying nowt. I’ve done wrong, but it was right in my book.’




  ‘And in mine. I know you’re not supposed to . . . But sometimes, it can be a kindness.’




  In the back living room, Pop was weeping quietly in the fireside rocker. Agnes squatted down and took his hand. ‘It was time. Every day was worse than the one before. That wasn’t Nan

  any more. She needed to go.’




  He smiled through his grief. ‘Your mam wasn’t a bad girl, you know. And when she died, me and Sadie got you. Eeh, you were lovely. You kept us going, gave us something to fight for.

  Losing our Eileen were the worst thing that ever happened to me and my Sadie. But she wasn’t bad, your mam. She didn’t mess with all kinds of men.’




  Agnes patted his hand. He could go back twenty years, but he struggled to remember yesterday. ‘Is Sadie all right now?’ he asked.




  She swallowed hard. ‘Nan died a few minutes ago.’ This had been a long day. Nan was gone, the job was gone and Pop was on his way back.




  He stared hard into the blue depths of his beloved little girl’s eyes. ‘I’m not that daft, lass. I know she’s dead. I were there when she went. Nay, that’ll

  stick.’ Red-letter day. Why had this been a red-letter day? It was black now, dark, clouded over, miserable. He had pencils and a notebook; he had returned the polish; his wife was dead. This

  had become a black-letter day and he had to keep going for Agnes. It had always been for Agnes, because Agnes deserved the best. ‘I wish we could have got you educated, love. You’re

  cleverer than your friends, but you work in a mill.’




  ‘No, I left the mill and went to clean the pub, but the pub’s closing.’




  ‘Closing time already?’




  ‘Closing for good, Pop.’ Like Nan, the Dog and Ferret was about to become just another piece of local history.




  They waited for the hearse. Denis, who had been given a day off, was smart in his dark suit and white shirt. He paced about, uncomfortable in new shoes. Outside on the cobbles,

  Judge Spencer’s Bentley gleamed in morning sunlight weakened by layers of dust and smoke from nearby mills. The judge had lent his precious motor so that Sadie’s family could travel in

  style to church and graveyard.




  Denis kept a keen eye on his calm wife. Agnes took things in her stride, but this stride had been a mile long, because she had adored her grandmother. She had no job, little money and the old

  man to care for. If only Denis had enjoyed health good enough for a proper job, things would have been different, but he was a manservant on low wages and he hated to see his beloved wife so poor.

  Her navy suit was clean and pressed, but shabby shoes told the world how impoverished Agnes was. The new shoes had been for him and should have been for her. His love was so strong that it hurt,

  especially now. ‘All right, pet?’ he asked for the third time. The judge had paid for Denis’s shoes – they were part of the uniform.




  She smiled at him. Here she sat, surrounded by Nan’s furniture, Nan’s rugs, Nan’s memories expressed in photographs on the mantel. Every pot and pan in the place was

  Nan’s, but that lovely woman was dead and Agnes felt numb and chilled right through to her bones. How could a person be cold on a nice June morning? Could she carry on here without the woman

  who had formed and nurtured her? Could she live among Nan’s little treasures, those constant reminders of better days?




  Pop was quiet. He was scribbling again in his little book, brow furrowed as he struggled with spelling, never one of his strong points. Since the death of Sadie, the notebook had been his

  constant companion. Every meal, every walk, every memory got space on the page. He was going to bury his beloved today, and each move would be recorded.




  Denis sighed. He knew full well that Fred would make notes through the requiem and at the graveside, but that was the old fellow’s way of coping. If the system worked, it must be employed.

  Agnes hadn’t wept properly yet; Denis hoped that this would be her day for tears.




  A sudden commotion in the street caused all three occupants of the room to move towards the front door. Hearses were quiet vehicles, but tyres screeched and someone ran quickly down towards

  Deane Road. They stood and watched as police dragged Harry Timpson into a car. His mother, turban dangling loose from curlered hair, was screaming and pulling at the nearest officer. ‘Leave

  him,’ she yelled. ‘He’s done nowt.’




  The drama was over in seconds. As the police car drove off towards town, the hearse entered the other end of the street, moving slowly towards Sadie’s house. It stopped and two men stepped

  out to collect the floral tributes and place them on the coffin.




  Agnes felt a hand on her arm. She turned and saw a dishevelled Glenys Timpson with a bunch of flowers that had seen better days. The woman was weeping. ‘For your nan. Sadie, God rest

  her,’ she sobbed. Then, for the first time within living memory, Glenys apologized. ‘They’ve took him away,’ she added. ‘He’ll be in jail. Seems you were

  right.’




  Agnes offered a weak smile. ‘It’s a bad day for all of us,’ she said softly. ‘I’ll see you later.’




  Fred and his granddaughter occupied the rear seat of the Bentley while Denis drove. Without the chauffeur’s cap, he looked like any other car owner, but the vehicle had to be returned and

  garaged by this evening.




  There was a large crowd outside the church of Saints Peter and Paul. Sadie Grimshaw had been loved, because she had been a caring, generous woman. The people parted and lined the path they had

  created while coffin and chief mourners entered the cool interior of the porch, then the large congregation of neighbours and friends filed quietly into the church. Catholics blessed themselves

  after dipping fingers in small fonts of water, Protestants split again into two types – those who tried to copy genuflection and the Sign of the Cross, and those who sat at the back.




  It was in here that Agnes allowed everything to become real. In the arms of her loving husband, she poured out the grief she had contained for days made busy with arrangements, with the cashing

  of policies and the choosing of hymns. It was a long Mass and, at the end of it, a drained Agnes was helped outside by Fred and Denis. Her eyes moved away from the coffin for a moment and she saw

  Glenys Timpson, whose son had been arrested just an hour ago. This street gossip, although living through one of her own darker hours, had come to pay tribute to Sadie Grimshaw.




  Glenys smiled through her tears.




  Agnes leaned towards her. ‘I didn’t say anything to the police,’ she whispered.




  ‘I know you didn’t, love.’




  The cortège drove through the town into Tonge Cemetery, past the Protestant graves and to the Catholic side in which Fred and Sadie had bought their little bit of England. A gaping hole

  was blessed by the priest before Sadie’s coffin was moved for the last time. It was done.




  Fred had stopped his writing. He threw soil into the grave, mouthed a few indistinguishable words, then stepped away to make room for Agnes and Denis. The sun shone brilliantly, and happy birds

  flitted about in trees and bushes. ‘We can go now,’ said Fred. ‘She’d want us to have a nice cup of tea and a butty.’




  People came and went all day. The Noble Street house was filled with neighbours and friends; the priest came, as did a Methodist preacher and two nuns from the Catholic school.




  When daylight began to dwindle, Denis took Judge Spencer’s car back to its rightful owner. Sadie’s chair was now occupied by Agnes, just as it had been all through the illness. Fred

  scribbled and dozed, Agnes stared into the fire and wondered about her future. Was it time to think about going for a proper job? Pop would recover completely before long, so Agnes would be free to

  choose the course of her own future. Her friends would be coming back to sit with her soon and she would discuss the matter with them. Lucy and Mags had got Agnes through this day.




  No matter what, it would be lonely without Nan. But Nan would be up in heaven and expecting Agnes to do her best. And Nan always got her own way in the end.




  







  Chapter Two




  Helen Spencer, a spinster in her thirties, lived a monotonous life in a grand, colourless house that belonged to her father.




  Judge Zachary Spencer was a mean-spirited man whose years in the courts had served only to make him bitter about his fellows, and age had not mellowed him. He listened to advocates, heard

  testimony, sat on his grand courtroom throne and said very little. Murderers, fraudsters and thieves were part and parcel of his daily grind, and he expected little of his daughter when he arrived

  home. She was not a son; she was, therefore, one of the more bitter disappointments in his self-absorbed life.




  Control was something he prized above all things, so, apart from the booming works of Wagner and some of Beethoven’s louder compositions, he enjoyed an uneventful life cocooned by domestic

  legislation invented and imposed by himself. He seldom spoke except to bark an order and made no attempt to conceal from his daughter the contempt he felt for the merely female. Servants had

  disappeared over the years, and the household was held together rather tenuously by one Kate Moores, who owned an admirable ability to ignore her employer.




  Helen was lonely to the point of desperation, though she had been careful to hide her discontent with life. Quietly resentful, she attended church, worked in the Bolton Central Library and,

  during breaks for coffee and tea, found herself virtually incapable of enjoying conversation with colleagues, so lunchtimes were spent in a quiet, sedate cafe away from crowds and noise. She feared

  people and did not trust her own ability to cope in any social situation. Of late, she had begun to quarrel with herself. The steady rock to which she had clung was suddenly embedded in quicksand,

  and self-control was becoming a luxury.




  Why? was a question she asked herself repeatedly. Had her mother survived, would life have been different, better? Would siblings have cheered her, or had she been born different from the

  norm? Father didn’t help, of course, all noisy music and imperious shouts, but surely other people survived such trials?




  An avid reader, she screamed inwardly with Miss Catherine Earnshaw, allowed Heathcliff to break her heart, wept over Jane Eyre and her blinded master, allowed Dickens to place her in the company

  of Miss Havisham presiding over an uneaten and decayed wedding breakfast. Helen also laughed when she read, though she seldom even smiled in real life. Fiction had always been a place in which she

  might hide, a retreat from a stale, unattractive life.




  Until now. He had slid noiselessly into her pale existence, had made her giggle and told her stories of his childhood, of his life at home, of his wife. His wife. Helen poured milk into her tea

  and stared blindly through the window. Today he was not here, because he was burying his wife’s grandmother. Denis Makepeace was a quiet man, self-educated, willing and worthy of trust.

  Father had lent him the car and the good man was grateful for that. Like Helen, he had to make do with leavings from the top table. He was a servant and she was a woman. Both were treated by

  Zachary Spencer as peripheral characters – no, as part of a backdrop created to serve only the judge, who was the main figure on the canvas. Judge Spencer was Henry VIII all over again; Helen

  and Denis were two of the crowd to whom he occasionally threw a bone.




  Helen Spencer, having never been in love, owned no yardstick against which she might measure her feelings for Denis. Love was in books; it had never figured on the pages of reality. Was the

  quickening of her heart a symptom, were the shameful dreams created by genuine affection for him or by the nagging frustrations of a lone, untouched female? Her cheeks were heated as she sipped her

  tea, and she wondered whether other women endured such night torments. Of course, she was younger and more beautiful when asleep. Awake, she was plain, ordinary and colourless. No one looked at

  her. She stamped books, collected fines, kept the reference section in order. Over the years, Helen had become part of the library, although she was not worth reading, so she remained on the

  shelf.




  The mirror over the mantel told its familiar story – brown hair, hazel eyes, pale skin, nothing remarkable about the face. She was neither fat nor thin, yet her body had no real shape and

  she had never sought to embellish her physical self. Would she actually use the frivolous purchases she had made and could she change herself gradually in order to avoid comments from her father

  and work fellows? Suddenly giddy and young, she was about to embark on an adventure usually enjoyed by females half her age.




  She took herself off to the privacy of her bedroom where, once seated on the bed, she began to unwrap the evidence of her folly. Silk slid through her fingers, soft, smooth undergarments in many

  shades – including black. Patent leather shoes and matching handbag were placed carefully in a wardrobe beneath a hanger bearing a fine wool suit in emerald green. Blouses and skirts remained

  in their packages, because she had more interesting objects to investigate.




  Across the surface of the dressing table, Helen set out her stall. The girl in the department store had been patient and friendly, had shown the nervous customer how to attain a daytime

  ‘natural’ look, how to make herself up for the evenings. Evenings? Where on earth would she go and with whom? The Halle Orchestra in Manchester, perhaps? Concerts in the Free Trade

  Hall, a single ticket to the theatre, a lone seat in the cinema? There was nowhere to go, because she was nobody; perhaps, if she became a somebody, things might begin to happen.




  Darnley’s Liquid Satin foundation, compressed powder, four lipsticks, half a dozen eye shadows, an eyebrow pencil, mascara – did she dare? A small phial of Chanel No. 5 had taken a

  fortnight’s wages, while the rest of the articles had cost a king’s ransom. Did she dare? Would she ever obtain the courage required?




  There was an anger in Helen, a deep resentment that, since childhood, had been forbidden to show its face at the surface. It had bubbled up recently in reaction to a small event, a comment made

  by a child in the library. The little girl had remarked to her mother that the lady had an unhappy face, and this same unhappy-faced lady had gone that very lunchtime for a make-up demonstration in

  a store. Perhaps she could not change her soul – no one had the power to alter the past – but she might make some attempt to reshape her future. Yet she had cleansed herself after the

  event, had removed from her face all evidence of the effort made by the gentle girl who had tried to help.




  Now, she unveiled cleanser, moisturizer, a tiny pot of cream for delicate areas around the eyes. Pearl nail polishes in pink and white were lined up in front of other bottles and boxes. Like a

  man playing soldiers, Helen assembled her troops in preparation for battle. It would have to be done gradually, but she intended to make the most of her minimal assets. Other women wore make-up and

  perfume, so why should she be the exception?




  The car purred its way into the drive and she leapt up. Father was away in London for a few days, yet Denis had been ordered to garage the vehicle after the funeral. Father did not trust the

  people of Noble Street to treat his precious Bentley with the reverence it warranted.




  She peeped round the edge of a curtain and watched Denis. He was an excellent man, a reader, an interesting teller of tales. He was the one who had awoken her inner self, who had reminded her

  that she was a woman with real needs and desires. She could not have him; he belonged with another woman, but he might, perhaps, bring her out of herself and help her across stepping stones between

  her own silent world and normality. Denis listened. She had never been a great talker, but he encouraged her to speak out. One of Nature’s gentlemen, Denis Makepeace was Helen’s only

  friend.




  Feeling very daring, she dabbed a small amount of perfume behind her ears before going downstairs. Apart from the ticking of clocks, the house was silent, Wagner-free and peaceful. She stepped

  out of a side door and made for the garage.




  Denis was inspecting paintwork when she arrived. He looked up and smiled at her, trying hard to squash the small surge of panic that visited his chest. Miss Spencer was becoming dependent on

  him. At first, their conversations had been brief and infrequent, but lately he had come to realize that the woman waited for him. She had no life. Her father was a cold fish and her job was dull,

  but what was she expecting from a chauffeur-cum-handyman?




  ‘How did it go?’ she asked.




  ‘All right.’ He drew a soft cloth over the car’s bonnet. ‘Fred wrote in his memory book all through the service. Agnes cried. It’s about time she cried. She took it

  too well.’




  He was right, of course. People should show their feelings. ‘Did her friends come?’




  ‘Oh, yes. She had a good natter with them afterwards and they were very kind to Fred. Most folk treat him as if he has some kind of dementia, but he hasn’t. He’s getting

  better. Lucy and Mags talked to him as a normal person – he responds to that. Pity more folk don’t understand that he’s not on the slippery slope.’ She was standing too near

  and was wearing perfume. This gauche woman had no experience with men and was behaving like a teenager. No, he was over-reacting, he reassured himself. He was just a servant and she knew he was

  married.




  ‘Do you have time to look at my car?’ she asked. ‘It may be dirty petrol – I let the tank get very low yesterday – but it’s not running smoothly.’




  Would he take a look? This was happening too often – a drawer in her bedroom beginning to stick, the need for another shelf in her little dressing room, a squeaking floorboard. Helen

  Spencer presented as a good person, but she was isolated to the point of desperation. He feared her, feared himself, too – wasn’t pity said to be akin to love?




  He fiddled with the innards of the Morris Minor, drove it round the paddock, declared it to be as fit as a flea. ‘It’s running well,’ he said after two circuits.

  ‘Whatever was wrong must have cleared up. I’ve cleaned the plugs just in case.’




  ‘Thank you.’




  He closed the garage doors and declared his intention to go for the bus.




  ‘I’ll take you home.’




  The calculated nonchalance in her tone startled him anew. Had her father been in residence, Helen Spencer would never have made such an offer. ‘I’ll be fine on the bus,’ he

  answered. ‘I’m used to it.’




  ‘No, I insist. You must be tired after such a long day.’




  God, what should he do? If Miss Spencer ran him home, he would have to ask her in for a cup of tea – to expect her to leave immediately would be churlish. Lucy Walsh and Mags Bradshaw

  would still be there, and Helen Spencer was no good with folk – hadn’t she already confessed as much? Agnes might notice how she looked at him, how she hung on every word – he

  didn’t know how to reply.




  ‘Let me do this,’ she was saying now. ‘And I shan’t intrude, not on the day of the funeral.’




  Meek as a kitten, he got into the passenger seat of the Morris. Her hands on the steering wheel were the hands of a lady – long fingers, slender wrists. She played the piano – he had

  heard her during her afternoons off. Helen Spencer’s music was not angry – the pieces she played sounded peaceful and melodic. He was out of his depth and he could feel the glow in his

  cheeks. She didn’t even know that she was sending out signals, but he recognized them plainly enough. He was sitting next to a female animal anxious to breed before its time ran out. His

  collar was suddenly tight and he pushed a finger between it and his throat. There had to be a way out of this situation, yet he could not reject her, since she had made no definite move in his

  direction. It was coming. Helen Spencer was losing her balance and he would be expected to catch her when she fell.




  ‘You look smart,’ she said before starting the engine. He cut a fine figure. He was nearer in age to her than he was to his young wife. Agnes was twenty, Helen thirty-two, Denis

  twenty-nine. Father would hate it, of course, but divorce was becoming more commonplace these days. She chided herself inwardly. An honourable woman, she would make no attempt to spoil

  Denis’s marriage. Would she? Her heart quickened and drummed in her ears. She was changing. The change was not connected to cosmetics or black underwear – she was losing her grip on the

  life she had made for herself.




  She pulled onto Wigan Road and drove slowly towards one of the poorer ends of town. ‘Perhaps you should move,’ she suggested. ‘There are cottages in Skirlaugh Fall and it would

  be easier for you, especially in winter. You’d need no buses.’




  ‘We’re settled where we are, Miss Spencer.’




  ‘Helen. I’ve told you to call me Helen – except when Father is within earshot, of course. Wouldn’t a change of address suit your wife and Mr Grimshaw?’




  ‘I might think about it. Thanks.’ He needed to change his job. He needed a change because Miss Helen Spencer needed a change, and he dared not figure in her calculations. She had

  never walked out with a man and Denis could not afford to be a participant in her delayed adolescence.




  ‘Look at those girls.’ She pointed to a small group at a bus stop. ‘Father says they are asking for trouble by dressing like that. Miniskirts? I have a winter scarf broader

  than those. No wonder there’s an increase in attacks on young women.’




  Denis found no reply.




  ‘What do you think?’ she asked.




  ‘People should dress the way they want to dress.’




  ‘Does your wife wear such things?’




  ‘No. She covers her knees.’




  ‘Glad to hear it.’




  Discomfort now bordered on pain, because Denis was acutely aware of Helen Spencer’s dilemma. The judge was a pain in the backside, arrogant, stubborn, selfish and domineering. He treated

  Denis as an article, one of life’s inanimate necessities. His daughter was guilty of not being a son, of not being bright enough for what he considered a true career. She was substandard in

  all departments, and he had no time to waste on her. Helen Spencer had never known love. ‘Have you ever thought of leaving home?’ Denis asked.




  She turned briefly to look at him. ‘I have money enough for a small house, yes, but I have never lived alone. It’s a large step to take.’




  Denis kept his thoughts to himself. Aloneness and loneliness were not the same. Living with her father, she was lonely; a person could be isolated in a city teeming with folk. She would be alone

  if she got out of her father’s house, but loneliness would not necessarily be the result.




  ‘I suppose I am afraid of change,’ she said.




  ‘We all are. Agnes is frightened of life without her grandma. Things alter even if you stay in one place – life happens no matter where we are.’




  ‘Yes, I suppose so.’




  He knew why she stayed at Lambert House. She stayed because she would automatically inherit property, land and money once her father died. If she angered him by moving on, he might very well cut

  her off without a penny. But some prices were too high to pay, thought Denis as the car pulled into Noble Street. The woman should clear off and start again; needed interests, hobbies and a place

  where she could be herself.




  ‘I am grateful to you,’ she said as she stopped the car. ‘No one ever spent time with me before – unless nannies and governesses count. I scarcely remember my mother, and

  you know how Father is.’




  ‘Yes.’ He didn’t need the gratitude, didn’t want it. She was hungry and he dared not be the one to feed her. ‘I still think you should find a life for yourself.

  Your father could last for a long time yet. Start going out; join – oh, I don’t know. They have reading groups and poetry meetings at the library, don’t they? And there’s

  your music.’ He sighed. ‘Sorry, I shouldn’t interfere.’




  She placed a hand on his arm. ‘You are a good friend. Thank you.’




  He stood on the narrow pavement and watched as she drove away. It was silly, but his arm glowed from the touch of her hand. It was all nonsense. He loved Agnes, and that was all he needed to

  know.
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