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1

Early 1895 – Lancashire

Abigail Dawson hurried round the house, making sure everything was tidy and in the places her father insisted were ‘right’. She did this every day just before he came home from his office because she didn’t want him in a bad mood all evening. He didn’t seem to realise that it was mainly he who left things lying around.

When she heard the key turn in the front door she lit the gas under the kettle at a low flame and turned to greet him as he came into the kitchen. 

To her relief, he was smiling and didn’t even wait for her to greet him before speaking.

‘Wonderful news, Abigail. We’re moving house on Monday.’

She stared at him in shock, her hand still outstretched towards the teapot. ‘Moving house? Where to?’ And why had he not told her before now so that she could prepare for it?

‘I’ll tell you all about it after I’ve had a quick wash and changed out of my shop clothes.’ He ran up the stairs to their tiny bathroom.

She had done the same too when she’d worked in the shop for a couple of years after she left school. She’d hated the place and its sleazy customers, not to mention the dusty and sometimes smelly items they had to deal with. 

Her mother had trained her as a small child not to defy her father or even protest once he decided on something. The trouble was, he never hesitated to make important decisions like this without consulting either of them, and sometimes there would have been better alternatives. 

As she waited for her father, Abigail’s thoughts went back eight years to when he’d also made a similarly important decision without consulting her. She’d been courting, looking forward to getting married and having a home of her own. Oh, the dreams she’d had about her future!

Sadly, after a few weeks her father had decided he didn’t want her to marry Harold after all. He said the fellow was more stupid than he’d seemed at first and though he might have provided good-looking grandchildren, he’d not have given them good brains, which was a far more important attribute. 

She’d found out the hard way. She had gone out on to the landing when there was a knock at the front door, but her father always answered it if he was at home. She’d been shocked and horrified when she heard her father tell Harold that he couldn’t marry her or even speak to her again, and had started to cry.

Her mother had dragged her back into her bedroom and told her to stop weeping this minute – unless she wanted her father to go into one of his rages. It had been one of the hardest things she’d ever had to do. 

Three months later, Abigail had wept again in the privacy of her bedroom when she found out that Harold had married someone else. 

Shortly after that her father acquired an old piano in payment of a debt and put it in the back room of the shop. She’d fiddled around with it a few times when he was out and quickly learned to pick out tunes. 

She’d told her mother how much she loved playing the instrument, and sighed at the thought of him selling it. 

An unexpected look of determination had crossed her mother’s face. ‘Leave it to me, love.’ 

Her mother had chosen her moment carefully and suggested to her husband that he let their daughter have the piano at home, and even pay for her to take music lessons for a while. Abigail clearly took after him and was showing musical promise. 

He must have been in a good mood because he had the piano delivered to their home the next day and found a man who played in a pub to teach her what he knew, which didn’t include reading music, just putting the chords and popular music hall tunes together. 

Fortunately, Abigail found out that, like her teacher, with a bit of practice she could play any tune she knew, picking out the notes by ear and then figuring out which chords to add. 

After that she was allowed time to practise and became proficient enough to entertain her parents occasionally in the ­evenings. Her father even favoured them with a song or two then and to her surprise he had a sonorous baritone voice.

She saw Harold and his wife in the street about eighteen months after his marriage and was shocked at how scruffy and down-at-heel he looked. And he didn’t look at all happy, either. He was scowling as he walked along beside a pregnant, weary-looking woman pushing a pram containing a pinch-faced baby, which was wailing loudly. He’d made no attempt to help the poor woman with the pram at any time.

Abigail realised then that her father had been right about the sort of person Harold was. But oh, how she wished she’d been allowed to find another young man. A piano was no substitute for having a family and home of her own, and escaping her father’s control.

Then, during the following winter, her mother died suddenly of pneumonia, gasping her way out of life in just three days. Abigail didn’t need telling that there was no chance whatsoever of her ever being allowed to marry from then on. 

As soon as her mother died, her father told her to take over running the house. That weekend he said they would stop wasting their time at church on Sundays now that her mother wasn’t there to be upset about it. And that was that. 

Not going to church meant she had little chance to meet or chat to people. Her main consolation was that she much preferred looking after the house to working in the shop, even though it was hard work physically and she was lonely. 

Music gave her another consolation. Her father bought her a better piano and still asked her to play to him occasionally in the evenings. He even let her hire a part-time scrubbing woman so that her hands wouldn’t be spoiled for playing.

She jerked suddenly out of her memories of the past when her father came back downstairs. She poured his cup of tea, put in the usual three teaspoonfuls of sugar and handed him the cup and saucer. He was still smiling, so clearly he was extremely pleased about this coming move. 

He took a big mouthful of tea, then gestured with one hand. ‘Sit down and I’ll tell you all about it.’

She did that, trying to look pleased at the idea of a change to their lives.

‘A few weeks ago I had a chance to buy that big house at the corner near the top of Railway Road at a bargain price, the house we’ve stopped to look at and admire sometimes on our Sunday walks. I always did love the look of it.’

Another pause to slurp down some more tea, then he continued. ‘I bargained them down a bit so it took a while to come to an agreement, but we signed the final papers at the lawyer’s office today. I’ve sold this house to pay for the improvements we’ll need to make at the new place. The sale will be finalised the day after we move out.’

Her heart sank. The new house was huge, far grander than this one, but the outside was shabby and she guessed the interior would be sorely in need of updating and renovating. 

Her father was the one who’d always stopped to admire it. She’d certainly never done so and didn’t feel happy about the move. A house that size would be much harder for her to clean and look after. Would she even have time to play her piano from now on? 

She’d definitely need to do something about getting more help with the housework, which meant persuading him it was necessary. She’d have to work out how best to do that.

Her father sat sipping a second cup of tea, continuing to issue information and instructions between slurps. ‘I’ve arranged for some tea chests to be sent here this evening plus some old newspapers for packing our crockery. More chests will arrive tomorrow morning. You’ll be able to start packing after tea and get on with it again immediately after breakfast. I’ll pack my own things on Sunday when I don’t have to go into the office.’

He always called it ‘the office’ and spoke as if it were an important business, but the place was actually avoided by respectable people. Many of his customers couldn’t borrow money from banks and her father arranged loans for them at a higher rate of interest. He had a pawnshop, too, with a second-hand shop next door where unredeemed pledges were sold. He also bought and sold other items from members of ‘the trade’ as he called it. 

The business must be bringing in a lot more money than she’d thought if he could afford to buy the house in Railway Road, because he never got into debt personally; he said borrowing and paying interest was a mug’s game. That didn’t stop him making money by arranging loans for the mugs he spoke about so scornfully.

‘Could we go round to the new house this evening, Father, so that I can see what it’s like inside? That way I’ll have a better idea of how to pack our things efficiently. I’ve only ever seen the outside so have no idea what the interior is like.’

‘I’m afraid not. The tenants are moving out tomorrow, so the place will be in chaos till they’ve gone. I’ve told them to make sure they leave it clean. I’ll take you round there on Sunday, early in the morning, and we’ll have our usual walk up to Jubilee Lake while we’re out. Just a quick one to the lower end because we won’t have time to go right round it.’ 

He loved that lake and the weather had to be very bad to stop him going up there on a Sunday. He even went round the top end when he wanted a longer walk. Most people avoided that area because the ground there was so rough and overgrown. The path had been planned to circle the lake completely but the top part had never been completed.

When he spoke in that firm tone of voice she didn’t contradict him, let alone try to get his agreement to do what she really wanted. Well, few people ever dared confront Charles Dawson. He was a tall, powerful man with a fierce temper and he rarely changed his mind once he’d decided on doing something. 

Abigail wasn’t foolish enough to disobey him – not only was she totally dependent on him financially, but she was as afraid of him as everyone else who had to deal with him. His rages were legendary in the poorer part of town, and bad things happened to those who crossed him. 

Like her mother before her, she’d gradually learned how to manage him, most of the time anyway, so life wasn’t as difficult now as it had been when she’d first taken over looking after him and the house. 

Abigail sometimes stared at her reflection in her dressing-­table mirror and sighed. She wasn’t bad looking, at least she didn’t think so, but at thirty-two, she was still a spinster living with her widowed father. She might be comfortably housed and fed, but the price for that was waiting on him hand and foot – and as he was only in his late fifties, nothing was likely to change for years. She’d long given up hope of having a ­husband or children of her own. 

She spent the whole of Saturday packing their possessions. There weren’t a lot considering the size of the house they were moving into. Why had he bought such a large place? That baffled her. Just to show off his wealth, or did he have a more specific purpose? Who knew? She couldn’t even guess what it might be, and perhaps she would never find out.

On the Sunday morning Abigail and her father walked along the few streets to the house on Railway Road, so named because it ran down a gentle slope to Ollerthwaite Station. It was a better part of town than where they had been living until now. Most of the houses even had gardens. 

It might be large but their new home looked even more run-down in the bright spring sunlight, unlike its immediate neighbours. But of course she didn’t comment on that. 

‘I’ll gradually bring the outside up to scratch,’ he said as he took two keys out of his pocket and opened the front door. He handed her one of them. ‘Do not have a copy made or lend this to anyone else.’

‘No, Father.’

Inside, her worst fears were realised. The house wasn’t at all suitable for just the two of them. There were eight bedrooms but no bathroom and only one inside lavatory, as well as the outside one at the far side of the surprisingly large backyard. 

At the end of the upper floor were stairs which presumably led up to the attics. Abigail went to climb them but her father said sharply, ‘Nothing to see up there. And we don’t need the space, so I’m going to lock it up. Apart from checking for weather damage every now and then, we’ll leave it be.’

That surprised her, but when she thought about it later, she wondered whether he had something he wanted to hide up there. He could be very secretive at times, he wouldn’t even let her clean the room he called his ‘home office’, but always did that himself. Not a word about it being ‘women’s work’ then, like the rest of the house.

He went up to the attic door, locked it, took the key out and put it in his pocket. ‘Let’s go back downstairs and check what needs doing in the kitchen and the rooms we’ll be using for everyday living.’ 

The kitchen and scullery were generously sized, but they were dreadfully old-fashioned. She pointed that out as tactfully as she could. The gas stove had probably been one of the earlier types installed just after she’d been born and was very out of date. 

Their previous home had at least had a meagre indoor bathroom with a gas geyser that gave them just about enough hot water for a shallow bath, but this place had no bathroom at all. How did he think they were going to manage without one? He loved his weekly baths. 

She tried to find a tactful way to begin making him aware of the practical problems. ‘Do you wish me to make a list of what will be needed to give you the comfort you’re accustomed to at our present house, Father? That way you’ll be able to work out the order in which to have the necessary improvements made.’

He always seemed to forget about the practical ways in which she took care of their daily needs, though he never seemed to forget the tiniest detail of what was happening in his business. He had very firm wishes about what he ate, though, and was a hearty eater. He expected a hot meal to be waiting for him in the evenings and snacks to be available at all times. No wonder he was growing fatter each year.

He looked at her now in mild surprise. ‘I suppose there will be quite a lot of things that need attention.’

‘Oh yes. And some of them will need doing quickly, too. The neighbours will be surprised if we don’t make our house comfortable. They’ll probably think we can’t afford to do it.’

‘Hmm. You may be right. People do tend to think the worst. But I don’t like you to gossip with neighbours. Remember that.’ 

She said, ‘Yes, Father,’ automatically but was still thinking about what she’d need to get done. There were several other rooms on the ground floor and she couldn’t even begin to think what they would do with them all. They were sparsely furnished and dusty. But they could wait.

When they got back to the rooms near the front door, her father walked into the largest. ‘This can be our living room.’

‘It’s so big it’ll be hard to heat in winter.’

‘We’ll have a gas fire fitted. But we can do that later when the weather gets colder. You’d better tell me what you would consider the most pressing needs.’

‘I’d say that a bathroom with a modern gas water heater is a matter of extreme urgency. You know how you love your baths. Our bathroom at the old house is tiny but you can have a big modern one installed here with a water heater which supplies enough for a deeper bath.’

‘I suppose so. But that can wait a little, surely? We can buy a tin bath to use in the kitchen for the time being. Your mother used to fill one for me every Friday and wash my back for me, too. I always enjoyed that.’

She looked at him in astonishment. ‘It wouldn’t be modest for me to see you without your clothes on, Father. In fact, it’d be quite shocking.’

‘Oh. No, I suppose not. I forget sometimes that your mother is no longer with us. Go on.’

‘It’ll be difficult to cook your evening meal on time if you have your bath in the kitchen. I wouldn’t be able to cook a meal at the same time as filling buckets from the gas geyser, or waiting outside the kitchen for you to finish bathing.’

She let that sink in then added, ‘What’s more, some of your favourite dishes, like roast lamb, need stirring or basting at regular intervals. It’d be hard not to burn your food if I can’t check it. I suppose I could give you ham sandwiches on bath nights and make them in advance.’

He scowled at that and she waited for what seemed ages for a reply. Surely he wasn’t going to insist on the impossible? 

When the silence continued, she added, ‘And we’ll need to hire a full-time cleaning woman. I won’t be able to manage such a large home on my own. But I suppose you’ve taken that into account.’ 

She almost held her breath after daring to say that.

‘Oh. Yes. I suppose you’re right. You’re of above average intelligence for a woman, that’s for sure, so I do listen to what you say about our domestic arrangements. You’re right about needing to make certain changes so I shall have to find suit­able men to do the work quickly. Leave that to me. But it’d be better if you found a cleaning woman.’

‘She’d need to live in.’

He looked at her in horror. ‘Surely not?’

‘I can’t work miracles. And it’d be very little trouble. She could use that small room behind the scullery.’

‘You’re sure it’ll be necessary?’

‘Very sure, Father. It’s a lovely big house, but what’s the use of that if you’re not comfortable in it? As for a maid, how about Mrs Blaney? You knew her as a child, didn’t you? I’m sure we could trust her.’ 

He nodded slowly. ‘Very well then. You tell her.’ He sighed and began walking towards the front door. ‘That’s enough domestic stuff. We’ll just take a short stroll up the road to the lake before we go back to our old house and get on with the packing.’ 

As they set off walking at the slow, measured pace he favoured since he’d started putting on weight, he asked suddenly, ‘Is that everything urgent dealt with?’

‘Not quite. If you want me to unpack quickly after the move and make you comfortable, we’ll need to employ Mrs Blaney from the beginning. We can get her to find a friend who can clean the house we’re leaving from top to bottom after it’s been cleared. We wouldn’t want to leave a mess behind for the people who’ve bought it, would we? That wouldn’t reflect well on a man of your status.’

They’d reached the lake so she kept quiet and let him enjoy the vista before saying, ‘I shall need Mrs Blaney to start work full-time on moving day if you don’t want to come home from work to a mess.’ 

‘The tenants who moved out have left our new house quite clean. Why will it need the expense of cleaning again?’

 ‘It’s unavoidable that dirt and dust will be tramped in from outside when the removal men carry in our possessions. No one can prevent that and it looks like the weather will be showery, so there will be muddy footprints to add to the problems.’ 

‘I suppose you’re right. I must say, I didn’t expect so many extra expenses.’

‘It’ll be worth it. We’re moving into a nice big house, Father. You’ve done so well to buy a place like that. People will be jealous of you.’

There was a moment’s silence as he mulled this over, but his frown vanished and he began smiling again. ‘They will, won’t they? I’ll leave you to arrange all the practical details and tell Mrs Blaney about her new job.’ 

It didn’t occur to him they might need to ask her if she wanted the job, Abigail thought. But she knew Mrs Blaney would be very happy to come and live in, as she was a widow who often struggled to make ends meet and had to share a cheap room with another woman. 

Abigail didn’t know why her father had to do all this in such a hurry. She’d be hard put to make the move in time. 

What would her life have been like if she’d lived with a kind and thoughtful person and had a few friends to spend time with? She couldn’t even begin to picture it; she had given up hope of a more normal life years ago. Thank heavens for her music and books from the library to read.

Mrs Blaney arrived half an hour later, out of breath and looking apprehensive. ‘I got a message to come and see you at once. Is something wrong? The lad who brought it didn’t know why.’

‘Nothing wrong at all. It’s good news, I hope. I’ll make us a cup of tea while we talk, shall I? The kettle has just boiled.’ 

‘I’d love one.’

When Abigail explained about the job Mrs Blaney beamed at her. ‘Oh, that’ll be wonderful, just wonderful. It’ll be a step up in the world for me to get a job as live-in maid.’

‘And you’ll be more comfortable, not to mention eating better.’ 

She was given another beaming smile. ‘I certainly will, miss.’

‘You’re already quite good at not upsetting father. That’s so important.’

‘I’ve noticed that. Don’t worry. I can be quiet as a mouse when needed. Eh, I’m that pleased about it.’

‘I’m pleased too. You’re a good worker.’ She saw her companion pull out a crumpled handkerchief and mop her eyes. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing. It’s just, it’ll be so comfortable not having to share a room with Alice. And I won’t have to worry about getting enough work to pay my rent and buy enough food to eat as well as the breakfast provided for lodgers. I’ll have to tell the other ladies I do odd jobs for that I can’t come any more, but I’m sure Alice will take my place, so they won’t be left in the lurch.’

‘When you come here you’ll have your own bedroom and I’ll make sure it’s comfortably furnished with an armchair and coal for your fire, because you’ll have to sit in there during the evenings.’

‘I shall enjoy the peace and quiet, miss. I’ll be able to buy a newspaper now and then to keep me occupied.’

‘You won’t need to do that. You can have my father’s old newspapers when I’ve finished with them, if you don’t mind waiting a day or two for the latest news.’

‘Even better. Thank you so much for this chance. I won’t let you down.’

‘Oh, and one other thing. Make sure you never, ever tattle about what my father does at home,’ she warned.

‘I know that, miss. I knew him when we were both children and he was just as secretive then. Who’d have thought someone from Sampson Street would do so well in business as he has?’

‘Who indeed?’ Abigail sometimes wondered exactly how he’d made his money. He never talked about his family or early life, and Mrs Blaney rarely did that either.

‘Are you looking forward to the move, miss?’

‘Not really. It’ll be hard work running such a big house.’

‘You’re a good daughter to him if you don’t mind me saying so. He’s not easy to deal with, is he?’

‘We manage. Now, perhaps on your way home you can ask your friend to help out tomorrow and I’ll finish my packing.’

She felt quite sure Mrs Blaney would be a good help. In fact, her presence was one of the best things about the new life. It’d be good to have someone to chat to occasionally. 
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The move was accomplished without any problems on the Monday, thanks to Abigail’s hard work and quiet efficiency, for which she knew she would receive no special praise or thanks from her father.

He left for work even earlier than usual and she was glad to see the back of him because he kept poking into her neat piles of items that had already been sorted out to see exactly what was in them, leaving them in disarray.

Shortly after his departure, Mrs Blaney’s friend Alice arrived, followed by the movers with their pantechnicon. The men started work, carrying furniture, bundles and boxes out to the big enclosed dray.

Abigail explained what was needed to Alice and set off just before the movers finished. She enjoyed the brisk walk to the new house, where Mrs Blaney was waiting for her, having arranged for her own possessions to be taken there before the move. 

She took Mrs Blaney round the house and showed her the room which would be hers, leaving her things there. She set her to wiping down the kitchen shelves, which they both felt were not clean enough. 

Then the movers arrived and all was chaos, with Abigail needed to direct them where to put things. She decided to take the bedroom over the kitchen and not until the man in charge of them asked her which bedroom the master’s things were to go in did she realise that her father hadn’t selected a bedroom. 

She crossed her fingers for luck as she said, ‘The big bedroom over the entrance for my father’s things. Please don’t forget to set up the bed for me.’ Then she left them to it and went down to the kitchen to start putting crockery and foodstuffs away. 

She made sure to offer the men a cup of tea and some biscuits later. Such details usually made for more willing service, she’d found. After that, the men set off back to the old house to pick up the rest of the things and she started sorting out her father’s clothes.

It seemed a very long morning and it wasn’t till the movers finally left in the early afternoon that she was able to give herself and Mrs Blaney a quick meal of bread and cheese. It was a relief to sit down for half an hour. 

Then she sent Mrs Blaney back to check that their former house was clean and to pay her friend for the work. It was good to be able to delegate some of the work and absolutely wonderful to have the new house to herself for a while to get a feel for it.

Abigail’s father came home at exactly his usual time of half-past six and walked round the downstairs with her, looking suspiciously into each room as if expecting to find something wrong, when in fact most of them were empty as they didn’t have any extra furniture. 

He then led the way upstairs. ‘I don’t know how we’ll go on with a maid living in the house with us,’ he grumbled.

‘She’s a good worker and is looking forward to the peace and quiet of having her own room. You don’t do much in the kitchen, so you’ll hardly know she’s there. You were at school with her, weren’t you?’

He nodded. ‘She was one of ten children, always hungry. No wonder she’s looking forward to us providing her with food and a room of her own.’ 

‘I said she could read your old newspapers in the evenings so don’t throw them away.’

‘No. And that won’t cost me anything.’

She nearly said something sharp because she was so tired of him talking as if he were struggling to make ends meet, but she managed to keep her thoughts to herself. ‘You didn’t say which bedroom you wanted so I gave you the big front one,’ she said quietly and led the way to it. 

He went inside and turned round on the spot, studying it, then nodded. ‘Yes, this will do me nicely.’

‘I made up your bed but I left your boxes for you to sort out because I know you don’t like anyone else messing around with your possessions. And my bedroom is along here.’

‘Good. And you said Margie Blaney will have the room behind the scullery, so she’ll be out of my way.’ 

‘Yes. I’ll show it to you when we go down just so you know what it’s like. It’s only small but it’ll be cosy with the warmth from the kitchen.’

‘Good. She’ll be out of hearing of what we say in the sitting room there as well. Now, what’s for tea? I’m hungry.’

She was utterly exhausted, so had taken the rash step of planning to go out to a nearby fish and chip shop to buy their tea.

She sent Mrs Blaney to check the old house and pay her friend Alice for the work and told her she needn’t hurry back. Hopefully she’d be able to get her father settled into the house before their maid returned.

He stared at her in shock when she told him. ‘Buy fish and chips from a shop? Surely you can cook us some ham and eggs?’

In the past she would never have dared argue back, but something gave her the courage to stand up to him today. ‘I haven’t so much as sat down all day and I’m absolutely exhausted.’

‘Mrs Blaney can do it.’

‘She’s gone to pay Alice and check the old house for me.’

‘Yes, but—’

‘You’re asking too much of me, Father! And before I fall asleep standing upright, I shall need some more money to buy fish and chips occasionally, and also to buy things for this house tomorrow.’

‘How much more?’

‘I don’t know. I got through the other money you gave me, with only a few pennies left, so another five pounds at least. Things are different here and we need extra bits and pieces for a bigger house. I’ll let you know when I’ve spent it if I need more. And I’ll have to open an account at a new grocer’s tomorrow. The place we used before is too far away from here.’

‘Five more pounds!’

She ran completely out of patience. ‘If you can afford to buy this house you must be able to afford the extra money it’ll cost to run it. I’m too tired to do anything else tonight, far too tired.’

‘Do we need to buy fish and chips for Mrs Blaney? Can’t she make do with bread and jam?’

‘No, she can’t. I already gave her the money for that because I didn’t think you’d want to eat with her.’

‘But—’ 

‘I can’t go on like this.’ She whirled round and ran up to her bedroom. She had never done this before and wasn’t sure whether it’d shock or anger him. Well, she didn’t care. She was totally exhausted.

She dashed away a tear. If only she had some way of earning a living, she’d have left home years ago, run away and hidden in some other part of the country. But though she’d saved some money from the housekeeping secretly, she didn’t have enough to leave. In some ways he treated her well; in others she was a prisoner.

She heard doors opening and closing near her bedroom, then her father’s voice calling, ‘Abigail! Where the hell are you?’

He must have already forgotten which would be her bedroom. She let him call a few times before she answered, ‘I’m here,’ and opened her door.

He didn’t apologise, of course not. ‘You’ll have to buy the fish and chips whenever we get them. It’d look bad for me to go for them.’

His expression was implacable, so she scraped together the energy to walk along the two streets to the nearest fish and chip shop. She went slowly and her spirits revived a little in the fresh air. It was good to be out of a house full of dust and chaos, good to be away from her father, too. 

She was served immediately because someone in the queue recognised her as Mr Dawson’s daughter and told the shop’s owner. No one attempted to chat to her. They just stared at her warily. It was impossible to get out of his shadow whatever she did. 

She walked back quickly, holding the package wrapped in newspaper close to her chest for its comforting warmth on a chilly evening.

When she’d given him his food, she saw that Mrs Blaney had returned so nipped into her room to have a word with her. ‘You’d better stay out of his way tonight. He’s in a bad mood, doesn’t like change.’ 

‘Thank you, miss.’

‘You can make yourself a cup of cocoa once we’ve moved into the sitting room. We’ll be spending the evenings there and leaving you in peace. And would you give the kitchen a quick clear-up before you go to bed tonight?’

‘Yes, of course. Eh, you do look tired.’

‘Yes. I can’t remember ever feeling so exhausted.’

Mrs Blaney patted her arm in a motherly way. ‘I’m here to help you in the house now, at least.’

She nodded and hurried back to eat her own meal at the table with her father before it grew any colder.

After they’d finished eating, he said grudgingly, ‘That was surprisingly good. The fish was nice and fresh, and warmer than I’d expected when you got it home. We might buy the occasional meal like that from now onwards.’

She knew it was as near as he’d get to an apology for the way he’d treated her. ‘Whenever you like, Father. I must say, it was delicious. It’s lovely that I can leave Mrs Blaney to wash the dishes and clear up and come straight into the sitting room with you from now on.’

‘Will she think to do them without you to tell her?’

‘She’s already offered without being asked. You’ll find her a very good worker.’

‘Yes, I expect so. Ah, this is a much grander room. I’m going to enjoy living here.’ He shook out his newspaper and disappeared behind it, so she got out her library book.

The following morning Abigail was woken by someone knocking on her bedroom door.

‘Miss. Your father’s downstairs and he wants you to get him his breakfast.’

She blinked and sat up in bed. ‘Just a minute.’ She slipped into her shabby old dressing gown and opened the door.

She found her father waiting for her in what he said they were to call and use as the morning room. 

He scowled at her. ‘You’re late.’

‘I overslept because I was tired. Did you get yourself a cup of tea?’

‘Mrs Blaney got it for me, but I’d rather have you making it.’

For once she told him the truth. ‘I’m the daughter of a successful businessman who has just bought a big new house, and yet you’re treating me like a skivvy. What’s more, you pay me no wages and give me barely enough money to manage on for the housekeeping, so it’s worse than a skivvy; it’s nearer to being a slave.’

He gaped in shock at this then opened his mouth to say something, but she continued talking over him. ‘At this rate I’ll be dying young like my mother did, because of overwork. We’ve got a maid now. She can get your breakfast if I’m not available.’

He tensed and clenched his fists. Though he’d never hit her before, she half-expected him to lash out at her. But he didn’t. He slowly unclenched his fists and studied her face then stepped backwards. ‘You do still look tired. You’ll have to teach her to look after me properly, mind. It’s a good thing Margie was available as our maid, because I’d not feel comfortable letting a complete stranger into my private life.’

He fiddled with the salt and pepper pots. ‘It’s fortunate she did get up earlier than you. I couldn’t even make myself a piece of toast because I didn’t know how to get that damned cooker to light.’

‘I don’t know either yet. It’s a very old one and won’t be as easy to use as our previous one. We need a modern cooker with a grill and then you’ll be able to make yourself a piece of toast whenever you fancy one.’

She waited a few moments but he merely nodded, so she said, ‘I’ll go and tell Mrs Blaney what to get for you.’

When she was dressed she came slowly down to join him, whispering to Mrs Blaney that they’d have a more peaceful breakfast if they waited till after her father had gone to work.

In the meantime she knew he preferred her company over breakfast so she took her cup of tea and sat down opposite him in the morning room.

He looked up, not putting his hovering forkful of egg into his mouth. ‘Aren’t you having anything to eat?’

‘Not yet. I don’t feel hungry. I think I must still be tired.’

He cleared his plate quickly then said, ‘I have to go to work on time. I might have promoted Dennis Bibby to take charge of the shops but I’m not sure yet that he’s going to work out, so I still need to keep an eye on him.’

She was in such a strange mood today, and spoke bluntly again, ‘I don’t like that man. The way he looks at me is an insult.’

‘Men always stare at pretty women. You’ll never stop them doing that. I’ll come back here just after ten o’clock. Please have a list ready of what we need to buy or arrange for. After that we’ll go out shopping for the most urgent things, and one of the first will be a proper gas cooker.’

‘If you can get the name of someone capable who does odd jobs of various sorts it’d help, Father. There are a lot of small things which need fixing all over the house. Like this.’ She opened a cupboard door to prove her point and it hung crookedly, one of its hinges hanging loosely.

He shook his head and made a tutting noise. ‘You’re right. Check every single cupboard and drawer first so that you can tell him what needs doing.’

After he’d gone, she and Mrs Blaney sat down together to eat breakfast. It was beautifully peaceful without him.

Mrs Blaney finished her boiled egg and sighed happily. ‘I’m going to enjoy my meals here.’

So was Abigail, but for different reasons.

Later in the morning, when her father came back, their tour of the house took well over an hour and she took careful notes as they went. She didn’t want him claiming later on that they hadn’t agreed on something. 

They went out and ordered a new gas cooker at the only shop selling them, plus hot water geysers. 

When her father asked about a handyman to do several minor repairs in their house, the shopkeeper said he knew a man who would not only fit the cooker as soon as it arrived, but fit the other items and do any other sorts of jobs they needed too. 

‘I also need to have a bathroom created from scratch. And quickly.’

The shopkeeper beamed at him. ‘I can arrange that for you as well, sir. Riley Callan is a very good plumber and Rufus Shorrocks will be able to help him get things done more quickly. What’s more, I have a bathroom suite which might suit you in stock in my back room. Would you like to come and see it?’

Abigail had noticed before how careful most shopkeepers were in her father’s presence. They didn’t chat much to her when she was out shopping alone, either, as they did to other women, but just talked about the weather and the items she was buying. 

Her father had little to do with shopping and she didn’t understand why he made the shopkeepers feel so nervous on the rare occasions he came with her. 

When they’d finished, he told the man, ‘Tell this Shorrocks fellow to come to my house early tomorrow and I’ll try him out. Seven o’clock. I want to meet him before I leave for work.’ 

Outside he turned to Abigail. ‘I need to get back to work now. You’ll be all right walking home alone, won’t you?’

‘Yes, of course I will. Is it all right if I open an account at a grocer’s? The nearest shops are better in this part of town as well as closer to our new home.’

He gave one of his rare smiles. ‘We’re going up in the world in several ways, eh?’

‘Wasn’t that why you arranged to move?’

‘Of course.’ He raised one hand in farewell and strode off down the street.

She walked up and down a whole street of shops, finding a better class of grocer whose shop she liked the looks of. She explained to the man who seemed to be in charge of it that her family had just moved into the area and she wanted to open an account with them, to be paid weekly by her father.

When she told them her father’s name and where she now lived, she again received a flattering amount of attention. But they too seemed a bit nervous of her now. Why were people so very afraid of upsetting him?
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In another part of the valley, trouble was brewing. 

Ever since his wife had thrown him out, Terry Catlow had been living in a cave just outside town on the edge of the moors. There were several caves in the outcrop of rock known as Beckshall Edge. 

At this time of year it was warm enough in a cave, though he missed a proper bed and his wife’s cooking. But living here meant that no one knew where he was or what he was doing from day to day, which suited his present plans. And now Edward Ollerton was in his sights again. 

His prey was no countryman. It amused the watcher greatly that Ollerton didn’t seem to notice the man who occasionally followed him around, let alone realise that it was the one who had attacked him before – and who fully intended to attack him again. 

But this time Catlow was going to take more care about when and how he attacked and killed Edward Ollerton. He didn’t intend the police to catch him, so would take care not to do it on impulse but to plan ahead. Most important was to make sure he did the deed when no one was around. 

Cliff Nolan, the local policeman, was retiring soon and wasn’t the sort to put a lot of effort into checking out such a crime. Well, he barely left the police station these days. 

Catlow was ravenously hungry today but didn’t dare go back and push his way into what had been his family home to demand some food. His damned wife had sworn she’d stab him with her kitchen knife if he ever went near her or the children again, and she never made idle threats.

The bitch had even poisoned his children’s minds against him so they were on her side now and it’d be no use asking them to help.

He would go back home one day, though, and beat her black and blue if she protested. He’d make sure that she was too afraid to disobey him again. But at the moment, taking all things into account, it’d be easier to keep an eye on the situation if he stayed on his own and killed Ollerton without anyone realising what he was doing.

Catlow rather liked it that no one knew exactly where he was. And he’d always liked camping out in spring and summer on the moors.

He was having to do occasional odd jobs for people to keep himself fed. He pinched food when he could but sometimes he had to work in order to buy it. He hated working for other people, letting them order him about.

He’d grown a beard and some folk didn’t seem to recognise him, especially if he tramped across the moors to villages outside the valley and stayed away for a day or two. They were glad to get cheap labour, weren’t they? 

There wasn’t always work to be found, though, or he felt too weary for long walks, so he wasn’t eating as well as he used to. But Catlow didn’t intend to go back to his family until he’d killed that fellow and avenged his grandfather’s death. 

Fortunately, Ollerton hadn’t had any children so if he could be killed before he planted one in his new wife’s belly, the family would be wiped out. Catlow, on the other hand, would be survived by six children. That thought always made him feel happy. 

So the job of getting rid of the Ollertons wasn’t finished, but he was getting into position to finish it off. One day soon he would smile as he watched Edward Ollerton take his final breath.

And if the man’s wife showed any sign of carrying a child, she’d have to be got rid of too. Terry didn’t fancy killing a woman – but if it was necessary, he’d do anything to wipe out the Ollertons. 


4

The handyman arrived at Railway Road early the following morning and introduced himself to Charles Dawson as Rufus Shorrocks. 

‘Can you tell me about your experience with this sort of work, Shorrocks?’

‘Yes, of course. I’m a former miner but came home to look after my widowed mother and little sister. I’ve worked with a lot of different tradesmen and learned from them all.’

‘Get a lot of work, do you? I’m surprised you haven’t found yourself a permanent job.’

Abigail was watching but to her surprise this man wasn’t cowed or subservient. 

‘I make more money working by the day because I’m good at all sorts of jobs, so I ask for slightly more in payment as a consequence.’

Her father nodded and actually gave him an approving look. Clearly the man had passed some kind of invisible test. 

‘I’ll give you a try-out at the job then, Shorrocks, and as long as the work looks good tonight, I’ll be able to employ you for a few more days.’ He glanced towards the kitchen clock and made an irritated sound. ‘I have to go to my office now so my daughter will show you exactly what’s needed.’

After her father had left, Abigail took Mr Shorrocks into the kitchen and offered him a cup of tea, which he accepted with alacrity. His table manners were excellent, and his voice was deep and gentle. She liked the sound of it. His gaze seemed kind, too.

‘A lot of things are in need of repair. I know some of them but I think you may discover more when you look round and I’ll take your word for that.’

‘I won’t try to cheat you, I promise.’

‘You don’t have the face of a man who cheats,’ she said before she could stop herself, then blushed at speaking so frankly to him.

Luckily Mrs Blaney came in just then, carrying the ashes from the fire in the living room, so Abigail introduced her.

‘We’ve met already,’ Mrs Blaney said. ‘I know Rufus’s mother. Is she any better?’

‘No. I’m afraid not.’ He turned back to Abigail. ‘I’ll start work in the living room, then. Call me when you’ve finished in the kitchen and we’ll examine it carefully.’

Mr Shorrocks proved to be very efficient once he started work. During their inspection of the house he pointed out some things Abigail had missed and which clearly needed ­fixing. 

‘There will be a full week’s work if they’re dealt with properly. I shall enjoy doing that because it’s a lovely house and it’d be a shame to half-do a job. I’ll begin by repairing the windows if you agree. That way we’ll keep a lot more of the draughts out.’ 

He also made one or two other useful suggestions about future jobs. He showed Abigail where the water supply came into the house at the rear and therefore which room would be the most efficient place to install a bathroom in, an aspect she hadn’t thought of before.

It was inevitable that Mr Shorrocks would need to ask her about various details as the day progressed and their encounters sometimes led to other topics of conversation. Like her, he read newspapers regularly to keep up with the wider world and he seemed genuinely interested in a woman’s view of certain aspects of modern life, unlike her father.

She wished she could have someone to chat to like this in the evenings! Her father always talked at her rather than chatting with her as Mr Shorrocks did.

When her father came home from work that first day at his usual time, he took a quick look at the work done and glanced at her enquiringly. When she nodded to tell him all had been done properly, he paid Mr Shorrocks and told him to keep coming till the work was finished. 

She had the evening meal almost ready, so as soon as Mr Shorrocks left she could finish it off because, as always, her father preferred to change out of his working clothes before eating. 

Thanks to Mrs Blaney’s labours the areas of the house they’d be using this evening were both looking and feeling cleaner, windows sparkling, woodwork gleaming.

However, she hadn’t had time to wash and change her own clothes because he insisted that his meal be ready on time. She wasn’t surprised when he stared at her untidy appearance with obvious disapproval. 

‘Why haven’t you had a wash and changed your clothes, Abigail? You know I like you to look neatly dressed in the ­evenings.’

‘Yes, Father, I do know that. I did my best today but I had to keep an eye on Mr Shorrocks and answer his questions, as well as Mrs Blaney, and I’ve only just finished the essential unpacking. There was also the small matter of cooking your tea.’

‘Ah.’

‘A larger house creates more work of all sorts, I’m afraid, and I haven’t even started on the backyard, except for sending Mrs Blaney to clean the outside lavatory properly.’ Which was a job she didn’t miss doing at all.

‘Well, I hope you’ll manage to tidy yourself up from now on. You’re sure Shorrocks did all the work properly? It looked all right to me. I had meant to come home early and do a thorough check, but I had to deal with an unexpected piece of business late in the day.’

‘He’s an excellent worker and got more done than I’d expected, you’ll be pleased to hear. He did far more than other men who’ve done jobs for us would have achieved. He says it’ll probably take the best part of a week to sort everything out, depending on whether you want all the rooms checking and their problems fixing or just those we’ll be using. The former owners didn’t keep up with maintenance very well, I’m afraid.’

‘I shall want all of them putting right, of course.’

She didn’t tell him that she’d asked Mr Shorrocks to clean out the fire and chimney in Mrs Blaney’s room the following day so that their maid could have a little fire in the evenings without it getting smoky. It would be very necessary in the winter but fortunately this house had been well built and all the bedrooms had proper fireplaces.

A week later, her father said abruptly, ‘The bathroom suite we ordered has arrived. There’s only one plumber in town who has the skill to put in new modern bathrooms properly. Riley Callan and his assistant will be starting work tomorrow and Shorrocks can help them if necessary. I want it done very quickly.’

‘Yes, Father.’

It was a chaotic few days because new gas geysers had to be fitted too. Then suddenly the bathroom and other jobs were finished and the house was quiet again. She missed having the workmen around to chat to or even just to smile at in passing, especially Rufus Shorrocks.

Life settled down and they lived as quietly in the new house as they had in the old one, neither offering hospitality nor being offered any. But at least she had Mrs Blaney to chat to during the daytime now. That
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