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Chapter 1



August 1921





Eva stared out at the Pennine foothills as the new motor bus chugged slowly towards Heyshaw. It had been wonderful to see all the family at her sister Polly’s wedding, but she had come away envious of her two sisters’ happiness. She was angry with herself for that, not wanting to be mean-spirited, but could not help wishing she too had a husband to love, children tugging at her skirts and calling, ‘Mam, Mam!’ in that insistent way you could not ignore.

   She smiled at the thought of children, then sighed. Why would any man fall in love with shy, prim Eva Kershaw, former schoolmistress, who was neither beautiful nor remarkable in any way? She was twenty-four now, had never attracted a suitor and wasn’t likely to, either, now that so many young men of her generation had been killed in the war.

   Oh, heavens, she was getting maudlin! Pull yourself together, my girl, she scolded, and sat very upright, relieved to be nearly home – and yet fearing what she would find there.

   She got off the bus in the centre of Heyshaw, a place not large enough to be called a town or to have its own railway but still larger than most villages. She enjoyed living here, loved the rolling sweep of the moors just above the village and even loved the magnificent lowering skies that brought rain sweeping in.

   She was anxious now to get back to Alice, who had been more of a mother to her over the past ten years than her own ever had and who was slowly dying. Eva blinked away the tears that would well in her eyes every time she thought of that, hoping none of the other passengers had noticed. She had given up teaching the previous year to care for her friend – willingly – and although Alice had lived for longer than the doctors had predicted, they both knew it could only be a matter of weeks now.

   What Eva didn’t know was how she would cope afterwards without Alice’s wise guidance and motherly affection.

   Picking up her suitcase, she set off to walk up the rise to the outlying district known as North Hey, glad of a chance to stretch her legs after the morning’s journey from the Fylde Coast.

   But as she passed an alley something caught her eye and, hearing children’s cries, she stopped automatically to peer along the narrow space between two rows of houses. At the far end three girls had a smaller one trapped. She was cowering against the wall, tears pouring down her face, and they were clearly threatening her.

   As Eva watched, the tallest girl darted forward to punch the victim in the arm, taunting, ‘Dummy! Dummy!’

   If there was one thing Eva hated it was bullying! She had been bullied as a child herself for being cleverer than the others and could never pass by when someone was suffering the same treatment. Without thinking she began to run down the alley, shouting, ‘Hoy! Stop that at once!’ as if she were still a teacher.

   The trio turned towards her, glanced at one another, then started to run. The largest girl pushed past, nearly knocking Eva over, and while she was struggling to regain her balance, the others followed. By the time she’d turned round, all three were clattering out of the street end of the alley.

   She didn’t try to chase them, though she’d recognised two of them from her days as a teacher. The large one was called Christine and was the leader of a rough group of girls who were always in trouble about something or other.

   Their victim slid to the ground and buried her face in her hands. The whole of the child’s body was shaking with her weeping and yet she was making no noise. Automatically Eva knelt to put an arm round the child’s shoulders, whispering, ‘It’s all right. They’ve gone now.’

   Gradually the flow of tears stopped and the girl wiped her face on her sleeve, hiccuping as she did so.

   ‘Here.’ Eva took out her own handkerchief and offered it. ‘What’s your name?’

   The reply was only a whisper. ‘Molly.’

   The child must be new at school since Eva had taught there, because she didn’t recognise her. She was poorly dressed, with a hole in one sock and a tear in her skirt, and she was staring at the neatly pressed and folded handkerchief as if she had never seen such a thing. Taking it gingerly, she looked at Eva for permission to use it.

   ‘I don’t mind if you dirty it, dear. That’s what handkerchiefs are for.’ She watched the little girl mop her face and blow her nose vigorously, then offer the handkerchief back. ‘No, you keep it. I have plenty of others at home.’

   The child said nothing, but clutched it tightly and began to chew one corner of it.

   ‘Where do you live?’

   There was a shout from the end of the alley and a bigger girl came pounding down it. ‘I’ve been looking for you all over, our Molly. Why didn’t you wait for me outside the shop?’ Then she recognised Eva and gasped. ‘Miss Kershaw!’

   ‘Hello, Gracie. Is this your little sister? I found her being bullied.’ She named two of the girls responsible and asked, ‘Why would they do that? They were so much bigger than Molly they can’t even be in the same class.’

   Gracie shrugged and grabbed her sister’s hand. ‘I don’t know, but thanks for helping her, miss.’

   Knowing Gracie’s brusqueness of old, Eva didn’t try to question her further, though she could tell the girl did know something. She picked up her suitcase and handbag. ‘Come on. I’ll walk with you to the end of your lane. They may be waiting for you down the street.’

   Gracie scowled at her. ‘There’s no need. They won’t dare attack her when I’m here, because I can beat them lot any day.’

   ‘It’s on my way, so we may as well stay together.’

   Gracie grunted something and Molly gave Eva a shy smile.

   Ten minutes’ brisk walking brought them to North Hey, which was mostly inhabited by the better class of people, who lived in large detached houses set back from the road. It always made Eva smile when she thought of that, because although she lived here now, she had grown up in the mill terraces of Overdale and her family had been desperately short of money after her father was killed. The smile faded as she tried to remember his face and failed. She had been only eleven when he died, about the same age as Gracie now. It all seemed so long ago.

   Just before they got to Eva’s house she stopped to say goodbye and watch the girls turn down the lane leading to Linney’s Farm, where their father was a labourer. A little way along Molly stopped and gave Eva another tentative smile, but her sister jerked the hand she was holding so that Molly had to do a little half-run to catch up with her.

   Eva watched them go with a sigh of regret. She really missed teaching, loved being with children. She walked slowly back towards Rose Villa, which had once belonged to Alice’s uncle and would, her friend said, belong to Eva one day. As if she cared about that! She wished Alice could live for ever. But she did love Rose Villa, which stood in two acres of well-tended gardens, surrounded by high stone walls. The house was square, built of creamy millstone grit, with a grey slate roof. Alice always joked that it was a back-to-front sort of place, with the main gardens at the rear looking out towards the moors and sheltered by a wall, just as the main rooms were on that side as well.

   When she went through the gates Eva stopped for a moment in shock at the sight of a car parked in front of the house, a gleaming black Riley tourer with its hood down. Surely Jenny hadn’t had to call in the doctor again? No, this wasn’t the doctor’s. Whose was it, then? You didn’t see many cars in Heyshaw, or visiting strangers, either. Had something happened to Alice? If her friend had died with only their maid to keep her company, Eva would never be able to forgive herself.

   She broke into a run but before she got to the front door, Jenny opened it. ‘I saw you coming from the kitchen, Eva love. Don’t worry. Miss Blake’s all right.’ She lowered her voice, casting a quick glance over her shoulder. ‘I wanted to warn you. There’s a fellow turned up two days ago, said he was Miss Blake’s nephew – well, he may be, I don’t deny that – but from the way he was eyeing the house before he rang the bell, you’d think he’d come to sell it. And she asked him to stay. If he had any thought for other folk, he’d not put an extra burden on us at a time like this. I’ve given him the big room in the attic.’ She winked. That room had the most uncomfortable bed and was next to the plumbing pipes, which gurgled and moaned at times.

   Eva stared at her in surprise. It wasn’t like Jenny to take a dislike to someone. She’d been with them for several years now and was only a few years older than Eva herself, more a friend to her than a maid.

   A door opened at the rear of the hall and a man came out, smiling. ‘Ah, you must be Eva. I’m Gus Blake, Alice’s nephew.’

   She could not help staring at him. He was tall, about six foot, and quite good-looking though rather lanky, with dark eyes and brown hair parted near the middle and kept in place with hair cream. He had a couple of bad scars on his forehead, but a fresh complexion otherwise. She had never liked moustaches, though, especially thin ones like his. Was he really the son of Alice’s step-brother? And if so, why was he visiting? Her friend had always said that all the relatives she liked were dead and she didn’t care if she never saw the others again.

   He moved forward with one hand extended and when Eva shook it, he held hers for longer than she liked, clasping it with his other hand and staring down at her. This made her feel a little uncomfortable and she tugged her hand away, taking a hasty step backwards. She was not used to holding hands with strangers. Well, she didn’t meet many new people because they led a very quiet life here. Mr Blake was still blocking her way, however, and she didn’t like to push past him.

   Behind her Jenny cleared her throat. ‘I’ll take your suitcase upstairs for you, miss, shall I? Excuse me, sir, but Miss Kershaw needs to get past.’

   Only then did he move. The glance he threw towards the maid was not at all friendly but when he turned back to Eva his smile reappeared. ‘Cousin Alice is waiting for you.’

   He waved her along the hallway as if she were the visitor and he the one who lived there. He seemed too big and masculine in their feminine household. Even the dainty sprigged wallpaper looked wishy-washy beside him and his tread made the polished floorboards creak in protest.

   As he opened the door for her, Eva paused in the doorway of Alice’s cosy sitting room with its sweeping views over the moors. It looked different, somehow. The chair she always thought of as hers was pulled over beside Alice’s daybed and two of the small tables had been shoved back so carelessly that the china figurines and enamelled boxes were askew, one of them dangerously near the edge.

   Alice, who was lying on the sofa, turned a glowing face towards her. ‘Eva, darling, look who’s come to see us – my half-brother Simon’s son all the way from London. I thought Gus had been lost in France, but it seems he was just missing for a while.’

   Eva hurried across to hug her friend and study her anxiously, worried at how tired Alice looked – or had she been this bad before? It was hard to tell when you lived with someone day in, day out, but after three days away Eva felt as if she were seeing everything with fresh eyes. ‘Are you all right? You mustn’t overtire yourself, dear.’

   ‘Oh, I shan’t. It was so mild Gus carried me out into the garden yesterday, right down to the far end so that I could see the stream on the other side of the wall. I can’t tell you how much I enjoyed it. There were a couple of trout, only as big as my hand, lying behind a rock, just moving slightly, the way they do. We’re going to go outside again tomorrow after I’ve had my rest.’

   ‘That’s lovely for you.’ Eva smiled at Gus, grateful for anything that made Alice’s life more enjoyable.

   ‘Now, sit down and tell us all about the wedding. Did the sun shine? What did your sister wear? How is her poor little son?’

   So Eva launched into a description of her sister Polly’s wedding to Captain Richard Mercer, late of the North Fylde Rifles. Her eyes grew misty as she spoke of the love that was so visible between them and the beauty of the summer’s day in the little village church, with her two brothers and other sister all gathered for the occasion.

   ‘I wish I could have gone.’ Alice sighed. ‘It’s lovely to think that Lizzie and Polly are both happily married now.’ Her eyes rested on Eva thoughtfully. ‘It’ll be your turn next, dear.’

   She didn’t like Alice saying such things in front of a stranger, so said brusquely, ‘You know I’ve no intention of marrying. I’m quite content as I am.’ Her friend was looking so exhausted she added gently, ‘And I think you need a nap now.’

   Alice sighed again, but nodded.

   Gus Blake left the room at once, but was waiting in the hall, blocking Eva’s way again.

   ‘If you’ll excuse me, Mr Blake, I’d like to go up and unpack.’

   ‘Oh, do call me Gus. We’re almost related, after all. And I’d like to ask you about my aunt. Let’s go into the small sitting room.’ He pointed to the right near the front door.

   ‘We’ll use the garden room, if you don’t mind, Mr B—Gus, I mean. That sitting room is my own private domain.’

   He stood back with a flourish of one arm to let her lead the way. ‘Certainly. Sorry to have intruded. I didn’t realise it was yours.’

   Alice’s uncle had built the garden room at the side of the house. It had windows along two sides and there were several ferns in pots, not flourishing now that Alice was no longer able to care for them. Eva did her best, but knew she didn’t have green fingers.

   ‘What is it we need to discuss?’ she asked, impatient to get on with her unpacking.

   ‘What does the doctor say about my aunt? She won’t talk about it, but she looks – well, as if she hasn’t got long to live.’

   Eva could not prevent tears from welling in her eyes, too many to blink away so she fumbled for her handkerchief, only to remember that she’d given it to the child.

   ‘Here, take mine.’ He thrust a crumpled piece of white cotton into her hand.

   Eva wiped her eyes and handed it back to him. ‘Thank you. Alice has a growth in the stomach, I’m afraid, and she’s already lived for much longer than the doctor expected, so we just – take each day as it comes.’

   He stared down at the handkerchief, which he was still holding. ‘I wish I’d known earlier. Aunt Alice is the only close relative I have left now. I lost my parents a while ago so I can sympathise with what you’re going through.’

   ‘I’m sorry. That must have been very sad for you.’

   He nodded, taking a deep, shaky breath before continuing, ‘It was. Which is why I thought I’d get in touch with my aunt. Only I’m just in time to say goodbye, it seems.’

   Eva gave him a moment to pull himself together, bending to nip some dead leaves off the plant next to her.

   ‘Sorry. Didn’t mean to unload my troubles on you. You must have a sympathetic face.’ He looked at her with a wry half-smile.

   She knew she didn’t have that gift. It was one of her personal regrets that she could not overcome her innate shyness, except with children – but she didn’t challenge his remark. She realised he was waiting for her to say something and searched desperately for words. ‘It was a long war and a lot of people suffered, not just the soldiers. Alice and I were quite lucky, really. We had larger classes to teach and there were food shortages, but we were glad to do our bit. She’s not one to complain, so it wasn’t until after the war that I realised that it wasn’t just indigestion that ailed her.’ She paused for a moment, then decided to ask him bluntly, ‘Might I ask how long you’re intending to stay?’

   ‘Oh, I’m not in a hurry to rush off. I’ve been helping a couple of chaps out with this and that since the war, but that’s finished now. I’ll probably start up some sort of business of my own eventually.’

   Eva tried to hide her dismay. That sounded as though he were planning a long stay in Heyshaw and she didn’t want to share Alice’s last days with anyone except Jenny. This man might be a relative but he wasn’t really close to Alice, who hadn’t seen him since he was a child. ‘Well, that’s very kind of you, Mr Blake, but I think a couple of days’ visit will be more than enough for your aunt at the moment. She gets very tired, as you’ve no doubt noticed.’

   ‘I keep asking you to call me Gus. And yes, of course. I’ll leave whenever you say. I don’t want to outstay my welcome.’ He stood up. ‘I think I’ll take a stroll down into the village and get a breath of fresh air, leave you to unpack.’

   She nodded and went into her own sitting room to watch him stride off down the drive, trilby perched jauntily on his head. What was a man like him doing in Heyshaw? He was so different from the locals he made her nervous. And she hadn’t expected Alice’s nephew to have such a pronounced London accent because he’d only gone to live there when he was nine.

   With a sigh she sat down at her desk, still feeling unsettled. The mail lay to the right, as always, a letter from an old teaching friend who had married and moved to Bristol. She reached automatically for the paper knife then frowned as she realised it wasn’t there. It took her a moment or two to find it under a pile of papers. The papers were in their usual place, so how had the knife got under them? She was certain she hadn’t left it there. Alice often teased her about being incurably neat, but when you were a teacher you had to set standards and keep track of many bits and pieces.

   She slit open her letter and skimmed through it. Not bad news, thank goodness. She’d read it properly later after she’d unpacked, but first she’d better confer with Jenny about meals.

   ‘He eats like a horse, that one does,’ Jenny said gloomily, leaning back against the kitchen dresser and folding her arms. ‘I’ve done a potato pie for tonight. Nice and filling, and the butcher had a piece of lovely suet to make the crust with. Miss Blake sat up for dinner with him yesterday, but perhaps you can persuade her not to do that tonight. She’s worn out by teatime these days.’

   But as Eva went up to her room to unpack, it occurred to her that this would leave her to dine alone with Gus Blake – and the thought of that made her feel even more nervous. It was ridiculous, really. She didn’t know the man and he’d been nothing but polite to her so why did she feel like this?



Alice enjoyed another brief chat with Gus and Eva over a cup of tea, but afterwards admitted she didn’t really feel up to joining them for dinner, so Gus carried her upstairs. His being able to do that certainly made things easier, Eva thought as she helped her friend undress. Alice was very weak now and needed help moving even a few paces.

   ‘It was lovely to sit outside today,’ she said wistfully. ‘I do hope the good weather will continue, so that we can do it again.’

   ‘I’m glad you enjoyed yourself. Shall I give you your medicine, now?’

   ‘I suppose so. I hate feeling woozy, though.’ Alice made herself comfortable then asked suddenly, ‘Do you like Gus?’

   ‘I don’t know him.’

   ‘His father used to tease me unmercifully when we were children – he was older than me – but Simon could be fun, too. He and his wife came to visit us once or twice before I went to live in Overdale, but I didn’t see them again, though we exchanged letters and Christmas cards, of course, until they died.’ She smiled reminiscently. ‘Gus was a lively lad, always in trouble, but I did enjoy their visits. He’s grown into a fine young man, hasn’t he?’

   As her friend yawned and drifted into sleep, Eva went into her bedroom next door and changed her crumpled travelling clothes ready for the evening meal. She wished she could eat in the kitchen with Jenny, as she usually did these days; wished most of all that Alice did not look so frail.



Jenny served the meal very formally, setting the table in the dining room and not attempting to chat as she brought the food in. She thought Eva was looking very stiff and correct tonight. Well, she was always stiff with young men because she hadn’t known many. And actually Miss Blake had discouraged one or two fellows who’d taken a liking to Eva, which Jenny had thought unfair.

   When the bell rang she went to clear away and was surprised at how little was left in the serving dishes.

   Eva smiled at her. ‘Thank you, Jenny. That was lovely.’

   When their visitor said nothing, Jenny felt irritated. He had a hearty appetite but never bothered to say thank you or tell her he’d enjoyed something and she’d made a special effort since his arrival. She reckoned he was bone idle. When he wasn’t with his aunt, he lounged around reading or strolled down the road to the local shop for cigarettes. If he’d had anything about him, he’d have gone out and tidied up the garden for them.

   After she’d cleared up the kitchen, she walked across to her Grandad Gill’s cottage opposite with the leftovers. She had been delighted to find a job so close to him after her grandmother died, because they were the only two Gills left now.

   ‘I’ve got your tea here, Grandad,’ she called as she walked in, then realised Wilfred Horrocks was sitting with him. ‘Sorry. Didn’t know you had visitors.’ Her grandad looked at her basket and opened his mouth. She frowned at him, hoping he wasn’t going to offer to share. He’d give his last egg away if someone looked hungry, her grandad would.

   ‘I’m just leaving,’ Wilf said abruptly.

   She waited till he’d clumped off down the path to ask, ‘What’s wrong with him today? He looks like he’s lost a pound and found a farthing.’

   ‘He’s out of work. His firm closed down a week or two ago and he can’t find anything else. He’s tried everywhere. Says there are long queues if there’s so much as a sniff of a job.’ John Gill sighed. ‘And he’s running out of money. Can’t even afford the bus fares to seek work away from Heyshaw any more.’

   ‘Oh, no. Poor thing!’ She knew Wilf was an upholsterer and had been working for a small furniture manufacturer in Rochdale. Like quite a few people, he had been on short time for a while, but unlike most he had no family to fall back on. He was an outsider who’d come to live in lodgings in North Hey after the war. Everyone agreed he was a nice, polite fellow, though he never said much about himself.

   He’d helped her grandfather one day when the old man had fallen over and since then had called in regularly, which she thought kind of him. And it wasn’t out of pity, she’d seen that for herself, but because he genuinely enjoyed the old man’s company.

   ‘His landlady’s told Wilf he can stay on for a week or two, but she can’t feed him until he starts paying her again, so he’s managing as best he can,’ Grandad said with a sigh. ‘He gets the odd night’s work behind the bar in the Dog and Duck, but that’s all. He was hungry today. I remember that look from when I was a lad.’

   Jenny looked down at the plate, feeling guilty. ‘Well, there isn’t enough for two tonight. That nephew of Miss Blake’s is a right greedy pig. I don’t know how he stays so thin. I’ll try and bring a bit more tomorrow, so tell Wilf to pop round in the evening.’

   ‘He’s a bit touchy about taking charity.’

   ‘Then trick him into being here when I bring your tea across.’ She grinned at him. ‘And don’t tell me you can’t. You’re a cunning old devil when you want something.’

   He opened his eyes wide. ‘Me? Eh, I never!’

   While they chatted, Jenny cleared up the room quickly and efficiently. Grandad lived mainly in the kitchen since her grandma had died and recently he’d started sleeping in the front room because he found the stairs hard to manage. It was a good thing he owned this little cottage and had her to help out, because the old age pension didn’t go very far. Those who had to pay rent as well as buy food found it impossible to manage on it without their families’ help.

   She sighed as she strolled back to Rose Villa. Grandad wasn’t strong enough to do much work around his house now, though his spirit was undiminished and he was no one’s fool. But he needed her help on a daily basis and she was beginning to worry about what would happen to her after Miss Blake died. She’d heard her mistress say everything would go to Eva, and her friend had assured her nothing would change, but would there be enough money to keep the big rambling house going? Would Eva really want to stay there on her own?

   If Jenny had to look for work further afield, how ever would her grandad manage?



When they heard the kitchen door close behind Jenny, Gus jumped up and hurried out into the hall, opening the front door a crack and peering out.

   Eva, who had followed him, could not imagine what he was looking at. ‘Is something wrong?’

   ‘That maid is taking advantage of my aunt, stealing food from her.’

   Eva stared at him in amazement. ‘Jenny?’

   ‘Yes. I saw her last night slipping out with leftover food in a basin and she’s doing it again tonight.’

   Anger nearly choked Eva. How dare he spy on them and jump to conclusions like this? ‘You’re absolutely wrong. Jenny is as honest as they come. She takes food to her grandfather every evening, sometimes leftovers and sometimes stuff she buys specially, because he’s old and on his own. Alice knows all about it and is glad to share with him because Jenny does the work of two and always has.’

   ‘Oh. Sorry. Just trying to keep an eye on things for my aunt.’

   ‘Well, you can leave that sort of thing to me, thank you very much,’ Eva snapped. ‘I’ve been managing this house for the past two years and Alice hasn’t complained. Now, I’ve got things to do so I’ll leave you. We go to bed early, as I’m sure you’ve realised.’

   He smiled, leaning against the wall, hands in pockets, not seeming in the least put out by the sharpness of her tone. ‘So I gathered from your maid’s disapproving manner last night. But your aunt’s given me a front door key and I’m not at all tired, so I think I’ll take a stroll down to the pub and sample the local brew. I’ll try not to disturb you when I come back and you can trust me to lock up properly.’

   When she heard the front door close behind him, Eva breathed a sigh of relief and went into her sitting room. Taking out her account book, she began to do last month’s totals, but kept making mistakes, and in the end she pushed it away, knowing she was too upset to concentrate. For a time she sat staring into space, seeing Alice’s body, so painfully thin except for the lumpy stomach where the growth was eating her away.

   She didn’t hear Jenny return because suddenly it all overwhelmed her and she started weeping. Putting her head down on her arms, she gave way to the grief she felt for Alice.

   She didn’t hear the knock or even the door opening, but suddenly Jenny was there beside her, hugging her and making comforting noises.

   ‘I’m s-sorry.’

   ‘Eh, Eva love, no one can be brave all the time and I bet you had to put a good face on things while you were away so as not to spoil your sister’s wedding.’

   Eva nodded, her breath catching on another sob.

   ‘Why don’t you come into the kitchen – I’ve got a lovely fire going there – and we’ll have a nice cup of cocoa.’ Jenny kept her arm round Eva’s shoulders as they walked along the short passage, thinking that Miss Blake wasn’t the only one who’d lost weight lately.

   As she sat down in front of the kitchen fire, Eva gave a watery smile. ‘What would we both do without you, Jenny dear? You’re like a member of the family. I’m sorry Gus Blake speaks to you so arrogantly.’

   ‘Eh, I don’t let that sort of thing bother me. There’s some as think you’re stupid and below them because you’re a maid. Well, they’re the stupid ones, not me.’ As they sat there waiting for the milk to boil, she hesitated then said bluntly, ‘He’s trouble, that one is.’

   ‘Why do you say that? He’s been very pleasant to me and Alice is delighted he’s come.’

   Jenny scowled as she poured the hot milk into their cups and stirred the cocoa in vigorously. ‘Because of the way he stares at everything, so calculating and sly.’

   ‘Well, I suggested he stay only for a day or two, because of my friend’s condition, so he’ll be leaving soon.’

   ‘I’ll believe that when I see it,’ Jenny muttered. ‘He’s trying to worm his way in, if you ask me. Now, tell me more about the wedding . . .’

   But although the chat with Jenny cheered her up, Eva felt her apprehension returning as she made her way upstairs. She looked in on Alice, who was sleeping soundly, thank goodness, then sought her own bed.

   It was a while before she slept. She could not help wondering what Gus Blake wanted. It was one thing for a man like him to drop in and visit an elderly aunt, quite another for him to stay on for several days in a quiet village where nothing much ever happened. It just didn’t make sense.


Chapter 10



As soon as she saw Mr Beaman return home from his office that evening, Eva hurried across the road to see him. His housekeeper opened the door but seemed reluctant to let her in.

   ‘He doesn’t see people at home,’ Mrs Pannell insisted.

   ‘This is an emergency and if you don’t let me in, I shall stay here and bang on the door until he agrees to see me,’ Eva insisted.

   ‘Well, I never heard the like!’

   The door was closed in her face, so Eva waited a couple of minutes, then banged the knocker hard. When no one answered, she banged again.

   This time the door was opened by Mr Beaman himself. ‘Surely this can wait until tomorrow, Miss Kershaw? I don’t see clients at home.’

   ‘Either you see me or I’ll stay here and thump on your door all night long!’ she shouted. ‘This definitely can’t wait.’

   He drew himself up. ‘Very well then. But how you can expect me to help you when all the papers relating to you and your inheritance are in my office, I don’t know.’

   ‘We don’t need papers for this.’ She followed him into a small study and when he gestured to a chair burst into speech before she’d even settled in it. ‘Gus Blake came back this morning and says he’s entitled to stay in Rose Villa for a year under the terms of the will, even though he and I can no longer be married. Surely that’s not true?’

   Mr Beaman sighed. ‘I’m afraid it is. I did suggest to Miss Blake that the clause in question was rather – ambiguous. And had I suspected the true state of affairs, I would never have allowed her to include it. But you were at that stage engaged to Mr Blake and shortly to be married, so it didn’t seem important.’

   ‘How can I get him to leave, then?’

   ‘You can’t. He has a legal right to stay there.’

   Eva stared at him in horror. ‘But I can’t live in the same house as him! Not now.’

   Mr Beaman shook his head regretfully. ‘There is nothing you can do about it, though I do see that it’s awkward for you.’

   She sagged against the hard back of the chair, which was as unyielding as Mr Beaman’s expression, trying to think of a way to bribe Gus to leave. ‘What about the furniture and Miss Blake’s other possessions, then? Is he entitled to a share of them?’

   He shook his head again. ‘No, neither of you is. The contents of the house are to stay as they are until the end of the year, when the other provisions in the codicil come into force. Except for your own personal possessions, of course.’

   ‘What are those provisions? Surely you can give me some idea?’

   ‘I’m afraid I can’t. My client insisted they remain secret until the year is over.’

   ‘I suppose everything will go to one of Alice’s favourite charities.’ Eva swallowed hard. ‘I shall have to leave, then. I can’t live with him, I simply can’t.’

   When he said nothing she looked up, but his face was completely expressionless. He was famous for that look. Don’t even give you a smile, that one don’t, he’s such a tight-arse, Grandad Gill had once said in her hearing, which was very vulgar but true.

   ‘What do you suggest I do?’ she asked, feeling desperate.

   ‘It’s not for me to suggest a course of action.’

   ‘But you were Alice’s lawyer.’

   ‘Miss Blake’s lawyer, yes, but not yours. My first responsibility is to the estate. I shall send my head clerk to take an inventory as soon as it can be arranged. If you feel you need legal advice, you should find yourself a lawyer, someone other than myself.’

   She stood up, suddenly sickened by his coldness. ‘Send your clerk whenever you like. It makes no difference to me. I don’t have the money to pay for a lawyer for myself. I don’t even have enough to support myself for a year after the burglary.’

   She left the house, banging the front door shut behind her and walking slowly back to Rose Villa, feeling furious as well as afraid. How pretty it looked in the setting sun – and how reluctant she was to go inside!

   Eric Beaman watched her go, feeling very sorry for her. It did not do to get involved and of course he couldn’t break client confidentiality, but he’d felt very tempted to help her. He had admired the way she’d looked after Miss Blake and knew she had been a capable and devoted teacher. He would never, he decided, agree to putting such outrageous terms into a will again, even if it lost him clients. The situation was giving him a great many worries.

   If he could see a way to help Eva Kershaw without compromising his professional obligations, well, he would. But he did not intend to raise false hopes. It was not his way to speak until he was sure of something.



Jenny was in the kitchen and jumped in shock as Eva pushed the door open so abruptly it bounced off the door stop. ‘Ooh, you gave me a start.’ She lowered her voice. ‘What did Beaman say?’

   ‘He said he couldn’t advise me because it was his job to act for the estate,’ Eva said dully. ‘But Gus does have the right to stay here. Where is he?’

   ‘In the sitting room, smoking his head off. The place stinks of him already. He came in here looking for something to eat, but I made sure he didn’t get anything. I told him straight I’d bought that food myself and if he took any of it, I’d report him to the police for stealing. Should have seen the look on his face.’ She shivered and glanced over her shoulder as she added, ‘I was frightened he was going to thump me.’

   Eva went to sit at the kitchen table and rest her forehead on her hands. ‘I don’t know what to do.’

   ‘Me neither. But I’m taking the rest of the food up to my room tonight and tomorrow we’ll get Wilf to put a lock on that pantry door as well. Blake won’t get anything to eat from me. Do you want something?’

   Eva shook her head. ‘Just a cup of tea, if you’re having one.’

   ‘You need to keep up your strength.’

   ‘Food would choke me.’

   As Jenny handed her a cup she said gruffly, ‘Make sure you lock your bedroom door tonight, love.’

   Eva looked up, horrified. ‘He wouldn’t!’

   ‘He might. Just don’t give him the chance.’

   To their relief Gus went out soon after that, but he left his car behind and walked off down the road, whistling.

   ‘Going to the pub, if you ask me,’ Jenny said, peering out of the window and not turning round until their unwelcome visitor was out of sight, when she said loudly, ‘Good riddance!’ and began to gather the fresh food together in a couple of shopping bags, muttering to herself every now and then.



Wilfred was helping behind the bar that evening and when he saw Gus Blake come into the pub, he nudged Charlie, who whistled softly in surprise.

   ‘Never thought I’d see that one in here again,’ Charlie said. ‘Still, a customer is a customer. See what he wants and make sure you’re polite to him.’

   So Wilfred moved along to where the bar opened into the lounge, ready to take an order. From there, he saw the whole thing.

   Gus strolled across to where Eric Beaman and Sid Linney were sitting and made as if to pull out a chair.

   ‘That place is occupied,’ Beaman said frostily. ‘In fact, all the places at this table are occupied.’

   Sid stared from one to the other. He’d have let Blake sit there if only to hear his side of things – though how anyone could explain away a wife turning up just as he was about to marry another woman, it’d be hard to say. However, Beaman had that look on his face and Sid wasn’t getting at outs with him. The lawyer was very rigid about right and wrong, and he knew too many useful people so on the rare occasions he came in here, Sid toned his language down and didn’t tell any of his cruder jokes.

   ‘They don’t look occupied to me,’ Gus said mildly.

   Beaman simply turned his back and asked Sid how the effort to start a local football team was going.

   Gus shrugged. ‘Suit yourselves.’ He went across to the bar and ordered a pint of best bitter.

   Wilf obliged, but when offered a tip pushed the extra coppers back across the bar. ‘No, thank you, sir.’

   ‘You’re as stupid as your sour-faced lady friend.’ Gus sauntered across to an empty table where there was a newspaper lying on one seat and shook it open.

   Charlie sidled along the bar to watch. ‘What a nerve,’ he breathed in Wilf’s ear. ‘Cool as a bloody cucumber, he is!’

   ‘He’s not happy, though. Look at that scowl.’

   ‘Why did you turn down his tip?’

   ‘Because I’ve not sunk low enough to accept money from someone like him.’

   Charlie let out a sniff of amusement. ‘Well, his money’s good enough for me, so don’t you go doing anything to upset him. Remember: the more customers we have, the more often you’ll get work.’

   ‘Yes, Mr Featherstone.’ Wilf began to wipe the counter.

   A little later, as he collected the empty glasses and wiped a few tables in the public bar, he quickly related to Grandad what had happened.

   ‘Brassy sod, isn’t he?’ Grandad marvelled. ‘Alice Blake must be turning in her grave.’

   A little later, when Aaron popped in, Grandad passed the news on to him.

   ‘Where’s Blake staying now?’

   Grandad eyed the scant inch of amber fluid in his glass with regret. ‘He’s back at Rose Villa.’

   ‘Nay, surely not!’

   ‘Jenny said the will allowed him and Eva Kershaw to live at the house for a year without marrying. That won’t have changed.’

   But although Grandad spoke phlegmatically, he was worried about his Jenny. He didn’t trust that scheming sod one inch and he knew his lass was more vulnerable than she seemed.



At ten o’clock Gus still hadn’t returned, so Eva went to bed, sliding the new bolt Wilf had fitted to her bedroom door and feeling better for its protection. She kept the bedside lamp on, trying to immerse herself in a book until she was ready for sleep. But tonight she couldn’t seem to concentrate. She kept wondering what they were going to do and finding no hint of a solution, however hard she racked her brain.

   At eleven o’clock she heard the front door open. It was slammed shut and Gus went into the kitchen. A few minutes later she heard the sound of cursing and concluded that Jenny had been right – he had been intending to take their food. Had he always been so predatory? His obvious anger at the situation made her feel more than nervous. Let’s face it, she was rather afraid of him in this mood.

   Slow footsteps sounded on the stairs and once they reached the top there was a pause. Eva listened intently. What was he standing there for?

   Although she heard nothing, she suddenly gasped as she saw the door handle turn. ‘What do you want?’ she called.

   ‘Some company.’ He rattled the door handle, but the bolt was a sturdy one and held fast.

   ‘Go away!’ she called.

   ‘Don’t you want to see what you’re missing?’ he taunted through the door. ‘Don’t you get tired of your virginal bed?’

   She didn’t answer. His words were slurred. He must have drunk too much.

   He thumped on the door. ‘Sod you, you stupid bitch! What normal man would want a woman like you anyway? It was only the money I ever cared about, that’s for sure.’

   His footsteps sounded on the attic stairs, heavy, ominous. She was glad Jenny was sleeping on this floor now. She heard the door of his bedroom closing and almost immediately the creaking of the hard, narrow bed.

   Shuddering, she slid down under the covers, leaving the lamp glowing beside her, glad they had electricity here, so that she didn’t need to sleep in the darkness or set a candle by the bed and fill the room with flickering shadows. She’d be afraid every shadow was him, creeping up on her.

   How could she ever have thought of marrying him? She must have been very naïve and stupid. Well, she was naïve where men were concerned, she knew, but she hadn’t thought herself stupid before.



The next few days passed in an uneasy truce at Rose Villa. Mr Beaman’s clerk came and went, a shrivelled elderly man who made long lists of every item in the house. Although he accepted cups of tea from Jenny, he did not allow himself to be drawn into casual conversation or make any comment on the situation.

   Gus took over the big sitting room and they left him to it, hating to see the once-pretty room turned into a pigsty, but as Jenny said, if they tidied it up or waited on him in any way, he’d come to expect it.

   However, he also used the kitchen and left that in a mess, too, which was of more immediate concern.

   Sick of this, Jenny went to see him one day. ‘We’d be grateful if you’d clear up the kitchen when you use it, Mr Blake.’

   ‘Why should I when there are two women in the house to do that?’

   ‘We’re not your servants!’

   He got up and came across the room to her, towering over her. She fumbled behind her for the door handle, feeling suddenly uneasy.

   He set one hand on the door and prevented her from opening it, then used his body to pin her against it. Smiling, he whispered, ‘I do believe there’s a woman underneath that starched pinafore. Let’s find out.’

   She was so shocked she could not move, but when he began to make free with her body, touching her breasts and running his hands over her, she began to struggle. He was so strong she could not push him away.

   ‘What you need is a man between your legs,’ he growled in her face, and began to tug her skirt up.

   She gave up trying to keep a brave face on it then and screamed for help, her voice sounding shrill and terrified, but she couldn’t help it, couldn’t stop screaming.

   Dimly she heard footsteps come pounding down the stairs and then at last he moved away from her with a soft laugh. ‘You can’t prove a thing. But I’ll make sure we’re not interrupted next time.’

   Jenny wrenched the door open and almost fell through it into Eva’s arms, sobbing uncontrollably.

   ‘What have you done to her?’ Eva yelled over her shoulder at Gus.

   He picked up his book. ‘Nothing.’

   ‘He took liberties,’ Jenny sobbed. ‘Touched me!’

   ‘She’s making it up. Another sour old spinster dreaming of a man.’ Gus laughed and opened the book, ignoring them completely.

   Eva stared at him for a moment, then pulled the door shut and put one arm round Jenny’s shaking shoulders. ‘Come into the kitchen, love. I’ll make you a cup of tea and—’

   Jenny stumbled along, looking so unlike her usual ebullient self that Eva was seriously worried about her. ‘Is he – he didn’t—’

   ‘He just touched me.’ Jenny scrubbed her eyes with her apron and collapsed into a chair, shuddering. ‘I went in to ask him to clear up after himself in the kitchen. He shut the door and wouldn’t let me leave, then pushed me against it and – touched me. All over.’ She gulped and tried to hold the tears back, but couldn’t – couldn’t even keep her sobbing quiet.

   Eva hovered next to her, patting her shoulder and trying to work out what to do. ‘We should report him to the police.’

   ‘He knows we won’t,’ Jenny sobbed. ‘He knows they wouldn’t believe us, and even if they did, they couldn’t do anything, because there’s no proof, only my word.’ She looked at Eva then bowed her head. ‘It happened to me once before, you see, only that time the fellow – he went all the way. And he hurt me, too.’ Her voice trailed away and she bowed her head again to mumble, ‘No one believed me. He was my employer, you see, well thought of. I was only nineteen and a newcomer to the town. Since then I’ve only worked for women.’

   ‘Oh, Jenny, how dreadful.’ Eva gave her a hug and for a moment the two women sat there in silence.

   Jenny wiped her eyes, then whispered, ‘I think he’s trying to get rid of me.’

   ‘But why?’

   ‘I don’t know. Maybe so he can go after you.’

   ‘I’m no use to him now,’ Eva said bitterly. ‘All he wanted was the money and he can’t get that if he’s already married.’

   ‘Well, there has to be some reason for this.’ After a minute’s frowning thought, she said, ‘Maybe he wants the house to himself, then?’

   ‘I can’t see why. I can’t even understand why he’s come back, whatever he says about having business in the north.’

   ‘No, I can’t, either.’ Jenny’s lips quivered and her eyes refilled with tears. ‘I thought I’d got over that, but this has brought it all back again.’

   ‘We’ll stick together from now on.’

   Jenny looked at her. ‘We can’t. Not all the time. And it only takes a few minutes to attack someone.’

   Eva sat lost in thought. ‘Then we must each carry something around with us, something heavy to hit him with.’

   ‘We’re neither of us very big. He’s tall and strong with it. Do you really think we’d stand a chance of fighting him off? He’d just take the weapon away from us and laugh while he did it.’

   ‘I’m not giving in to this,’ Eva said fiercely.

   Jenny sighed. ‘Well, we’ll see how we go, but if you have to go out, let me know. I’m going to nip across to Grandad’s from now on or ask Wilf to come over here. I’m not staying here on my own with him.’

   And there they left it, except that Eva walked past him as if he didn’t exist. ‘If anything is broken or damaged,’ she said loudly to Jenny when she knew Gus was within earshot, ‘then I’m calling in Mr Beaman as well as the police. They did take an inventory, after all.’ She heard a sound and spun round, grabbing a rolling pin when she saw that Gus had come through from the hall and was leaning against the door of the kitchen.

   He chuckled. ‘So fierce, aren’t you? It might be fun getting to know you, after all, Eva Kershaw. Why didn’t I realise there was passion inside that prim little schoolmistress?’

   She continued to ignore him, but her heart thumped as he spoke. Jenny was right. It was frightening when a man looked at you like that and made suggestive comments.

   But she would lose her self-respect if she let him drive her away.

   And anyway, she had nowhere else to go, not yet. She had written off for two or three governessing jobs and the replies would be coming to this house, so she had to wait here till she heard. Surely, with her experience, she’d get one of them? She had to.



Aaron asked Angela Linney if he could nip home at lunchtime, since Sid had gone into Rochdale, and she readily gave him permission. He wanted to see if Lil was all right, because she’d looked like a ghost that morning. He was surprised to find Gracie there. ‘Who said you could take time off school?’

   ‘Mum was ill after you’d left this morning. She coughed up blood, a lot of it.’ Gracie shuddered. ‘Then just as we were leaving Mrs Harrop sent word she couldn’t come. I didn’t want to leave Mum on her own, so I took Molly along to school and then came home again.’ She glanced upwards and lowered her voice. ‘She’s getting worse, isn’t she? What are we going to do?’

   ‘Try to make sure someone can look in each day.’

   ‘You can’t afford someone every day.’

   He stared at her. ‘How do you know that?’

   She shrugged and stared down at her feet. ‘I can’t help hearing things. The walls are thin and there are cracks in the floorboards.’

   He glanced up to the ceiling, which was also the floor of the room above. Talk about a hovel! This place had been built on the cheap by Sid Linney’s grandfather and was falling down about their ears. ‘Gracie, love, I –’ He tried to put his arm round her, but she shoved him away.

   ‘Why is it happening?’ she demanded suddenly, hands on hips. ‘Mum’s not a wicked person. She doesn’t deserve this!’

   ‘I don’t know why.’ For once he let his guard down. ‘It was the same in the war. Decent men getting killed, nasty men staying alive, things happening no human being should have to see, let alone experience.’

   She looked at him with an expression too old for a child of ten. ‘That’s why you have the nightmares, isn’t it?’

   He nodded.

   ‘Tom Luccan’s dad’s the same. Only he can’t work at all now because he can’t breathe properly.’

   Aaron nodded again. Ben had been gassed. They all saw him around the village, shuffling along, wheezing, more often than not just sitting outside his house watching what was going on. Aaron had even slipped him the odd tanner he could ill afford. The effects of the war would last for some people’s whole lives – he glanced down at his leg – including his own. And he was one of the lucky ones. He realised his mind was wandering and pulled his thoughts together. ‘That still doesn’t mean you can stop going to school, love. Your mother and I want you both to get a decent education.’

   There was a thumping on the floor. Lil’s stick.

   ‘I’ll go,’ he said hastily.

   She was lying back against the pillows, looking nearly as white as them. ‘I don’t want either of them missing school for me,’ she said in a thread of a voice. ‘I told Gracie that but she wouldn’t listen.’

   ‘I don’t want you left on your own all day, either, though.’

   ‘I don’t count now. But I want the best for my girls, the very best. You’ll look after them, I know.’

   He went across to hold her hand and pat it absent-mindedly. She raised the other one to run a finger down his cheek, then let it drop again, as if it were too heavy to hold up.

   ‘You’re a kind fellow, Aaron Brierley, even if you don’t love me,’ she said, with a shadow of her old grin. ‘No, don’t bother to deny it. This is no time for lies. If I can face the truth, so can you.’

   She was gasping with the effort of talking, so he tried to take his hand away, but she clung on to it.

   ‘See if you can find someone to come and sit with me, if it makes you feel better. Anyone. Maybe that Wilf of yours would pop in sometimes. He’s a nice fellow.’

   ‘A man!’

   ‘Well, we can’t find a reliable woman, can we? They have their homes and families to look after. Wilf could come for an hour now and then, maybe.’

   ‘You need a woman to look after you properly,’ he said stubbornly. ‘I’ll see if I can find someone else. In the meantime it won’t hurt Gracie to have a few days off school, just this week.’

   Lil’s face puckered and tears welled up in her eyes. ‘No. Please, no. I don’t want my daughters to see me die, Aaron. I’d rather die on my own than mark them for life.’

   ‘You’re a brave lass, Lillian Brierley.’

   It pleased her, that compliment. He never gave compliments lightly, her Aaron didn’t. Though what else you could do but be brave if you loved your family, she didn’t know. She wasn’t always brave during the dark hours of the night or when she was alone in her house. But she never let herself weep for long enough to redden her eyes.

   Aaron could feel moisture welling in his own eyes as he went downstairs. He dashed the tears away and stared round, noting that Gracie had made an effort to tidy up. ‘Good lass. It looks a lot better in here.’ He hesitated, then asked, ‘Did you hear what we were saying, your mother and I?’

   She nodded.

   ‘Then we’ll let you stay off school for the rest of the week, but you’re going back on Monday whatever. Is that clear?’

   ‘Yes, Dad. An’ I’ve told Molly to come straight home tonight.’ If her sister got out quick as soon as the bell rang, she’d be all right.



But Miss Deevers was in one of her moods and she kept the whole of Molly’s class in for ten minutes, making them sit in absolute silence with their arms folded.

   When Molly got out of school she could see her tormentors waiting for her, so she went the long way round. But they got to the end of her lane first, all three of them barring her way. She stood in the middle of the road transfixed by sheer terror.

   Eva was in the kitchen when she saw the child weeping hysterically. Without even thinking, she ran out to see what was wrong and recognised Molly.

   ‘You can’t stand in the middle of the road, dear. Come and tell me what’s wrong.’

   Molly pointed with a shaking hand and Eva saw some heads bob back behind the wall that ran along the lane to Linney’s farm.

   ‘Are Christine Smart and her friends still bullying you?’

   Molly nodded.

   A gust of icy wind made Eva realise she wasn’t wearing a coat, so she put an arm on the child’s shoulders. ‘Come into the house while I put a coat on and I’ll walk you home.’

   Molly sighed in obvious relief.

   ‘Where’s your sister?’

   ‘At home.’ It was so faint a whisper that Eva could only just hear the words.

   ‘Is she poorly?’

   ‘No, it’s for Mum.’

   Eva wondered why the child was speaking only in a whisper, but didn’t press for an explanation. Children did strange things when they were upset and this poor child had more than enough to worry her.

   She led Molly in through the kitchen. ‘See who I found,’ she said cheerfully to Jenny. ‘Do we have a drink of milk and a biscuit for Molly? I’m going to walk home with her when I’ve got my coat on and I think I’d better take an umbrella too.’

   Jenny pulled out a chair. ‘Sit down, love. Won’t be a minute.’ Within seconds she had put a plate and a glass of milk in front of the child.

   ‘Thank you.’

   When Eva returned, Jenny said, ‘I think she must have a sore throat, poor thing. She can only whisper. But she’s still a polite little girl, aren’t you, dear?’

   Molly nodded, then took another drink of milk, leaving a white moustache as she started on the biscuit. When she’d finished she licked her lips, then looked from one to the other, as if uncertain what to do.

   Eva finished tying on a headscarf and picked up the umbrella. ‘Well, are we ready, Miss Molly Brierley?’ She turned to Jenny. ‘If he comes back you can nip across the road, can’t you?’

   ‘Yes. You get off.’

   The wind was blowing more strongly now, gusting so hard at times you had to lean into it. There was dampness in the air that said it would rain shortly. When they got to the lane, Eva saw three girls she recognised vaguely running away down it. Why were some children like that? Some adults too!

   She felt a hand slip into hers and clasped it tightly, saying nothing. When they got to the far end of the lane, she turned left towards the farm cottage where the Brierleys lived. The wind was at their backs now, blowing them along.

   ‘Goodness, what a wind.’ She laughed down at the child. ‘It’ll not blow us away, though.’

   Molly looked up at her and smiled.

   Aaron saw them from where he was working in the nearby field. He hardly recognised the prim teacher in this glowing, wind-swept woman. Why was she bringing Molly home? He ran across to the wall and shouted, ‘Is something wrong?’

   They stopped to look up at him. ‘Nothing’s wrong,’ Eva said lightly, shaking her head to warn him not to pursue the matter. She was relieved that he seemed to understand quickly and said nothing else. ‘I’m just bringing Molly home. Well, it’s the wind that’s bringing us, really.’

   As another gust howled around them, he stepped back. ‘You’d better hurry up. It’s trying to rain.’

   At the cottage Eva would have let go of the little girl’s hand and set off home again, but the door opened and Gracie rushed out.

   ‘What’s wrong? Why didn’t you come home straight away, our Molly?’

   A whispered explanation had her scowling again.

   ‘I didn’t catch that,’ Eva said. ‘Is it something I can help with?’

   ‘Only if you can stop Miss Deevers picking on Molly. She kept the whole class in because of her, so they were mad at her.’

   ‘Why does she do that?’

   After a moment’s hesitation, Gracie pushed Molly inside, then said in a low voice, ‘Because she can’t speak any more, only whisper. I wasn’t at school today to look after her, you see.’ She glanced over her shoulder and muttered, ‘Mum’s ill again, so I stayed home. Molly will have to stay at home with me tomorrow. She can walk to school safely in the morning if she’s careful and once she gets inside the yard she’s pretty safe, but they wait for her afterwards when they know I’m not there.’

   Eva knew Geraldine Deevers of old. She always did manage to find a victim or two in her class and make their lives a misery for a whole year. And she had a particular aptitude for turning the whole class against those victims. ‘Why don’t I go and meet Molly tomorrow afternoon, then? I’m not busy at the moment.’

   ‘Would you?’

   ‘Of course.’

   ‘You won’t be late?’

   ‘No, I won’t be late.’

   Eva walked back lost in thought. Those two poor little girls! As if they hadn’t enough problems with their mother dying. She didn’t at all mind helping them. It took her mind off her own troubles.


Chapter 11


On the Wednesday of that same week Gus came into the kitchen where Eva and Jenny were washing up their breakfast things. ‘I’m going away for the night.’ He grinned and for a moment his expression lost its nastiness and reflected the genial man he might have been in other circumstances, the role he acted at times, the phantom Eva had thought she was marrying. But he only looked like that for a moment, then leered and added, ‘Didn’t want you to worry about me, girls. I’ll be back tomorrow or the next day. Don’t wait up for me.’

   He went out, leaving his unwashed breakfast things still sitting at the end of the table.

   Jenny and Eva exchanged glances.

   ‘No,’ Eva said. ‘We’re not doing them.’

   ‘I hate having his dirty things lying about,’ Jenny admitted. ‘Makes me feel ashamed, as if I’m doing something wrong.’

   ‘Forget about him. It’s going to be wonderful not to have him around.’


At quarter to four the next day, Eva came into the kitchen in her outdoor things. ‘I’m going to pick up Molly from school.’

   ‘I’ll just nip across to Grandad’s, then, in case he comes back. Can’t be too careful,’ Jenny said with a wobbly smile.

   Eva hesitated, scarf in hand. ‘If it weren’t for me, you’d leave, wouldn’t you?’

   Jenny also hesitated, then nodded.

   ‘I’m grateful to you for staying on, I really am,’ she wrapped the scarf slowly round her neck, ‘but we can’t go on like this for ever. I wrote for another governess’s job from the newspaper today.’ She brandished an envelope. ‘I’m bound to get one of them soon and then we’ll both leave here together.’

   ‘I’ve decided not to look for another job yet. I’ve got a bit saved and I don’t want to leave Grandad. I’ll see if anything turns up in the neighbourhood. You never know.’

   Eva nodded and went to find her everyday hat, the one that made Gus laugh every time he saw it, because he said it made her look like a schoolmarm. Well, let it. That’s what she was. Or would be if they’d let her.

   She arrived at the little red-brick school with its pointed gothic windows and walled asphalt playground just before the bell rang, nodding to a mother she knew and waiting for Molly, who came hurtling across the yard as if all the fiends were after her.

   Miss Deevers stood at the door and shouted, ‘Molly Brierley, come back this minute and walk out properly.’ She saw Eva and frowned.

   The child hesitated, then walked slowly back.

   Eva could see three girls hovering nearby. She didn’t wait, but entered the gates and marched across towards the entrance.

   ‘Parents are to wait outside the gates,’ Miss Deevers said stiffly.

   ‘I’m here to stop those girls bullying this







































































































































































Anna Jacobs is always delighted to hear from readers and can be contacted:



BY MAIL:



PO Box 628

Mandurah

W. Australia 6210



If you’d like a reply, please enclose a self-addressed envelope, stamped (from inside Australia) or with an international reply coupon (from outside Australia).



VIA THE INTERNET:



Anna now has her own web domain, with details of her books and excerpts, and invites you to visit it at:



http://www.annajacobs.com



Anna can also be contacted by e-mail at:



anna@annajacobs.com



If you’d like to receive the latest news about Anna and her books by e-mail every month or two, you are cordially invited to join her announcements list. Just e-mail her to be added to it.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
THE NEW SAGA BY THE BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF
OUR LIZZIE AND LANCASHIRE LEGACY

ANNATAGODS






