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Forty years ago, my cousin Maureen gave me my first pair of high-heeled shoes – grey suede they were, and I cherished them for ages.

I met her again only a few weeks ago, and it was like rolling back the curtain of time.

We fell into each other’s arms and we were kids again.

Isn’t life funny?
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Summer 1890 BLACKBURN




Chapter One
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‘HIDE! QUICK! IF she finds you, she’ll flay you alive!’ He was afraid. Not for himself, but for this lovely, gentle creature who was his only child. Through these many long years of guilt and loneliness, when at times he hadn’t cared whether he lived or died, Nell had been his saviour. With her strong, beautiful spirit and smiling blue eyes, she had brought something very special into his life. No one, not even Nell herself, would ever know the awful guilt he carried inside him. A terrible guilt that haunted him day and night, and would go on doing so until the day he died.

He knew he was a coward. For many years he believed that through his weakness he had caused the pain and death of someone he loved. That had always been at the forefront of his mind. Now, though, at long last, he realised that Nell was the real victim of his wrongdoing. And she had no one to turn to but him.

Nell stood her ground, her rich blue eyes sparkling with defiance as she told him softly, ‘Let her do her worst. I’m not afraid.’

‘Oh, child! Child! You can’t know what she’s like. You can’t know how she can twist and turn a situation to her own advantage so cleverly that you don’t even know  she’s doing it, until it’s too late.’ His voice broke. It was too late for him, but Nell still had a chance. She was young, and lovely, and had her whole life ahead of her. He couldn’t, wouldn’t let Lilian take that away from her.

Nell had always believed her father nurtured a secret. She believed it now, and because of what had happened she dared to ask, ‘What is it, Dad? Why are you so afraid of her? She’s hurt you, hasn’t she? Oh, I don’t mean the way she orders you about or the awful way she likes to humiliate you. It’s something else, isn’t it? Something you’ve never told me.’ Something to do with me, she thought. Though she couldn’t be certain.

He sighed, a long weary sigh that bowed his head and stooped his shoulders. He looked into those searching blue eyes. ‘Yes, I can’t deny it, she does order me around, and I’ve lost count of the times when she’s humiliated me in public and private alike. But I don’t mind. Not really.’ How could he mind when he had brought it all on himself? He had no pride now. No ambition. No future and no love to warm his heart. ‘I’m not hiding anything from you,’ he lied. ‘You already know the story, for I’ve told it to you a good many times, by way of a warning. I hoped it would make you ache to get away from here to make a life elsewhere, a good life carved out by yourself and not made by others to ensnare you. After your mam died, your Aunt Lilian asked me to stay on. Being the eldest, your grandpappy left this house and all the land and holdings to her. I was no older than you are now when all that happened. Your aunt asked me to stay and work on the land and that’s  what I did.’ He paused, finishing sadly, ‘I wasn’t to know it was a lifetime sentence.’

Nell felt his despair and it became hers. ‘You’re asking me to go away,’ she reminded him. ‘How can I do that and leave you here?’

‘Because you have to!’ Taking her by the shoulders, he gently shook her. ‘It’s too late for me. I’m past my prime. I’ve no money and no prospects. Even when the old sod dies, I don’t suppose this place will come to either of us. So you see, I’m no different to a pauper, except I’ve a place to stay and food to keep the body alive.’ He smiled wrily. ‘And good, hard labour to keep my soul from shrivelling.’

Nell was not convinced. ‘But you’ll never be content, will you, Dad?’

‘Contentment has to be earned. I don’t deserve it.’ Dear God! In this poignant, agonising moment, when he looked into Nell’s pretty blue eyes, he could see it all as though it was only yesterday. It all came back, his first and only love, the child that was Nell. The dreams and hopes, all gone. All long gone. ‘You have to go,’ he said in a hard voice. ‘You have to get away from here, from her. If you don’t she’ll make your life a living hell.’ He shook her again. ‘You know that, don’t you, child? You know she’ll punish you day and night until she’s broken your spirit, just like she’s broken mine.’

‘I won’t let her.’

‘You won’t be able to stop her. Like I said, she’ll do it without you even knowing.’

Awed by the tone of her father’s voice and the seriousness of her own situation, Nell became silent. She  knew he was right. This was not a happy house, and the relationship between her aunt and father had always been strained. As a child she had come to accept it, but when she grew into a woman, the questions began forming in her mind. Why did her father put up with his sister’s evil ways? Why did he never respond to any woman’s advances? There had been plenty.

Not yet forty, Don Reece was a good-looking man, God-fearing and not afraid of hard work. He was honest and kind, and well-respected by all who knew him. Yet he had no friends. He worked from dawn to dusk on his sister’s land; he made his rounds at auction, buying and selling young horses from which he bred and trained some of the finest hunters in the country. He was a shrewd businessman, and over the years he had made his sister a handsome pile of money. Yet, in spite of having nothing to call his own, he would never cheat her. He kept her accounts meticulously and not one penny ever went missing. Lilian could now lay claim to a growing fortune but it was Don who had created it, out of the sweat off his back and the dirt on his hands.

The situation had intrigued and concerned Nell. But all her questions were met with the same answer. ‘You don’t have to worry your pretty little head,’ he would say, ‘because one day I’ll stride out and forge a rich future for you and me.’

Deep in her heart, Nell knew he would never ‘stride out’ to forge them a future. Being rich didn’t bother her. What did bother her was that her father worked his fingers to the bone for a woman who treated him with less respect than she gave her daily cleaner.

‘Ssh! Listen, child.’

Nell listened, and her heart froze as Lilian’s shrill voice cut the air. ‘Where are you, you little slut? It’s no good you hiding because I’ll find you, and when I do, you’ll answer for bringing shame on this house.’

In a harsh whisper Nell’s father urged, ‘Listen to me, child. I’m in no position to help you. Whether I like it or not, she has the upper hand.’ He hated himself for being the inadequate man he was, he loathed the way he had let it happen over the years, but there was nothing he could do. Not yet. Not now. Too much time had passed. Too many memories held him at her mercy. Determined that Nell would not pay the price for his wickedness, he told her fiercely, ‘You’re to leave this place. Don’t waste another minute. I’ve prepared it all. The wagon and horse are ready and waiting in the barn. You’ll find food and a little money tucked under the seat. There are warm clothes and blankets to keep out the cold, and a deal of supplies – lantern, tools, everything to get you started. It’s all secured on the wagon, and I’ve covered it with the best tarpaulin I could find. It can rain buckets and you’ll be snug as a bug in a rug. Maybe you can find work until the bairn comes.’

Nell smiled into his sincere brown eyes. ‘The baby isn’t due for a long time yet,’ she said softly. ‘Widow Pryce said I was three months gone, so I should have a good five months’ work in me before I’m forced to give up.’

His face wreathed in a sorry smile. ‘A bairn.’ He shook his head in disbelief. ‘My grandchild. Oh, lass, I can’t believe you’ll soon be a mother. It only seems like  yesterday when you were a bairn yourself.’ Thinking of it now was almost too much to bear. ‘I’ve not been much of a father,’ he admitted, his eyes swimming with tears, ‘but I swear to God there’ll come a day when I make it up to you.’

‘Just love me, like you’ve always loved me,’ she murmured, nestling into his arms. ’Don’t hate me. That’s all I ask.’

Gripping her by the shoulders, he held her at arm’s length. ‘Hate you?’ In the evening light, his face hardened like stone. ’You could never do anything that would make me hate you,’ he assured her. ‘But . . .’ he hesitated, his voice stiffening. ‘You’re only a child. Tell me who the father is.’

Smiling wisely, she gave her answer. ‘You’ve already asked me, and I’ve already given you my answer. I won’t give you his name. There’s no need for you to know. There is no need for anyone to know.’

‘All right,’ he conceded. ‘But if you need him, I pray he’ll be there for you.’

‘I’ll be fine,’ she promised. ‘Don’t worry.’

‘Ssh!’ Blowing out the lantern, he hid with her behind the door. ‘She’s coming down the stairs. Don’t make a sound.’

Hardly daring to breathe, Nell pressed herself against the wall, listening intently as the slow, deliberate footsteps descended the cellar steps. After a moment they stopped; the light from the lantern flickered over the walls as it searched for them. ‘Don? Nell? Are you in there?’

Nell closed her eyes. She wanted to run out and face  the old biddy. She wanted her father to confront his sister and tell her it was none of her business, that what he and his daughter had to decide had nothing to do with her. But she knew he wouldn’t do that. So against all her instincts, she remained perfectly still and silent until her aunt had gone away.

‘I couldn’t be certain but I didn’t think she’d come down here,’ Don chuckled. ‘She’s always been afraid of the dark. In all the years I’ve known her, I’ve never seen her go all the way down into a darkened cellar. I reckon she’d rather face a dozen stampeding elephants.’ Still softly chuckling, he lit the lantern and started away.

Nell followed. Come to think of it, she had never seen her aunt go all the way into a cellar either. It was a comforting thought, to know that the old battleaxe was afraid of something.

With her father lighting the way, they went to the far end of the cellar then up the outer steps and across the moonlit yard to the barn. He showed her where the horse was already harnessed to the cart.

‘I knew you’d see it was the only way,’ he told her. ‘Now be off, and God go with you.’

They clung to each other for a moment. Then in a tearful voice she told him, ‘I love you, Dad. I promise I’ll come back one day and she won’t be able to hurt either of us any more.’

He gave no answer to that. His daughter could have no idea what was between him and her aunt, and with the help of the good Lord she never would. ‘Look after yourself,’ he said. Then he fell silent, busying himself opening the big barn doors and telling her, ‘Go out  quietly. With a bit of luck she won’t even know you’re gone until morning.’

As she leaned down from the cart to give him a last kiss, Nell looked up and there she was, a shadowy figure standing by the open doors, her face smiling oddly in the moonlight as she called out, ‘Making a run for it, are you? So! Cowardice runs in the blood after all, eh?’

Don stepped forward. ‘Leave it be,’ he warned. ‘She’s getting away from here. She’s going where you can’t touch her, where you can’t make her suffer a lifetime for one mistake.’

Ignoring him, Lilian began walking forward, directly in front of the horse. ‘Get down from there, you slut!’ she yelled. Seeing how Nell glared at her, and thinking that here was a girl with a braver heart than her father, she cunningly changed her tone. ‘I’ll help you to get rid of the brat. I know how to do it, and I promise I won’t hurt you.’ Her tone hardened. ‘Afterwards, we’ll just have to make sure you never get a chance to bring shame on us again.’

She was so close Nell could see the madness in her eyes. ‘I’m leaving, and as soon as I can I’m coming back for my dad.’ Defiant as ever, Nell made to climb down from the seat. ‘I’m not afraid of you.’

Suddenly she felt herself being thrust upwards, back into the seat. ‘Keep going, Nell!’ her father shouted. ‘She’ll have to get out of the way!’ Raising his arm he slapped the horse hard on the rump and sent it careering out of the barn. As he suspected, his sister jumped aside, startled but unhurt.

‘Take care of yourself,’ he called after his daughter. ‘Don’t ever come back!’

Out of the corner of his eye he saw Lilian scramble up from the ground. He didn’t turn. Instead, he kept on calling out to Nell, telling her he loved her, that he would be fine; that she must never return. He went on calling, even though she was now only a distant speck in the moonlight.

When he heard the rush of air behind him, he half turned. Too late! The whip cut through the air, slicing into his back, the tip of the leather flicking across his face and making him cry out.

‘You’re a wicked, wicked man!’ she shrieked. ‘The slut may be gone, but you’re not.’ Her laughter was awful to hear. ‘If I have my way, you’ll remain here until my bones are drying in the ground.’

He thought of Nell. He thought of how she was free of this woman; Lilian could never hurt her now. And, through his pain, there shone a wonderful sense of joy.




Chapter Two
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NELL SAT IN the lane for what seemed an age. It was cold and dark, and her mind was in turmoil. Why had she run? Why didn’t she stay and fight the old battleaxe? And what about her dad? Why was he so afraid?

She didn’t even want to think it, let alone say it, but it tumbled from her lips, seeming to shock the night air: ‘Aunt Lilian has made a coward of my dad.’ But why? What had happened between her and her brother to give her such power over him?

Nell loved her father. He may be a coward where his own welfare was concerned, but he had gone out of his way to help her, even after she’d told him she was with child. He hadn’t condemned her or lectured her. When any other father might have beaten her black and blue until she revealed the name of her lover, he had consoled and advised her.

Nell would be ever grateful to him for giving her the benefit of the doubt, and for trusting her. She would never forget that, and come what may, she would keep her word and come back to this unhappy place to repay the debt she owed him and, hopefully, to root out the reason why Lilian Reece had such a hold on her younger brother.

Nell gave an involuntary shiver. Just thinking of her aunt was unnerving. Lilian Reece was a powerful, cunning woman who would stop at nothing to get her own way. She had used her younger brother to build her own fortune, eating away at his pride, sucking at his life’s blood until now he had nothing left to give.

‘The old cow would have done the same to you given half a chance,’ Nell reminded herself. The idea was horrifying.

She was distraught at leaving her father behind. ‘He could have come with me,’ she muttered, ‘instead of sending me away. We could have made a life together, the two of us.’ Her heart sank. Two little tears escaped from her eyes as she realised just how alone she was. ‘Oh, Dad, I wish you were here with me now.’

The loneliness was overwhelming. There in the deep night, on the edge of the spinney, she suddenly felt very frightened; not of the dark, or of what might be hiding in the spinney. Having been brought up in the countryside and knowing all its mysteries, Nell wasn’t frightened by them. What really frightened her was the ordeal that lay ahead – having a child all alone, not knowing whether she would find work, and then not knowing when she would have to stop. What if she became penniless, at the mercy of strangers? What if the horse should fall ill? What if the cart lost a wheel? And how would she manage if she couldn’t find work? After the baby was born, how would they live? Where would they live? So many questions and no answers.

‘Come on, Nell, stop fretting,’ she reprimanded herself. ‘It’ll be all right, you’ll see. You’re strong and  able, and the baby isn’t due for another six months. It’s the middle of summer, and there’s work in every field if you look for it. You’ll just have to work hard and save what you can for the time when you can’t go out and earn. Afterwards, you’ll have to search for work where they won’t mind you taking a bairn along.’

Climbing down from the cart, she walked round to where the grey cob was nuzzling at the hedge. ‘Well, Clarence, old feller,’ she said, gently stroking his head, ‘looks like all we’ve got is each other, eh? But I reckon we’ll be all right. As long as you don’t go lame, fall ill, or decide to run out on me.’

Two big brown eyes turned on her in the moonlight, as if to say, ‘Shame on you, Nell Reece! Would I ever do a thing like that?’

Winding her arms round his strong, thick neck, she hugged him close and smiled. ‘I’m glad you’re with me,’ she confessed. ‘If Dad had harnessed the old chestnut mare to the cart, I might only have got as far as the end of the lane. But it looks like he thought it through. He knew I’d have need of you, didn’t he, eh? You’re strong as an elephant, and gentle with it. The cart is in good fettle too. Yes, I reckon we’ll be fine, old feller.’

Her mind was clearer now. She had plans to make, roads to travel, and things to do. ‘At first light we’ll make our way into Blackburn town and pay a call on Molly Davidson,’ she decided, clambering back to her lofty seat. ‘But first we’d better find somewhere safe to get a good night’s sleep. Somewhere we won’t be easily seen. Just in case that old bugger Lilian decides to follow us.’

She drove the horse along by the spinney and up to  where Farmer Williams’ land joined the big orchard. Here she teased the wary horse along a narrow bridleway until they came to a wide, open flatland bounded on three sides by a tall hawthorn hedge. ‘This is far enough away from prying eyes,’ she declared, jumping down from the seat. She gave a small cry as she landed awkwardly on a mound of gorse; the sharp, thorny gorse pierced her ankle-length skirt and tore at her flesh.

Stooping to examine the damage, she felt warm sticky blood against her fingertips. ‘You clumsy bugger, Nell,’ she groaned. ‘You’d better hope it doesn’t turn nasty.’ But there seemed to be no real harm done. Later she would stand in the brook and let the cool water wash over it.

‘Best see to you first,’ Nell told the horse, easing off his harness and tethering him loosely to the trunk of a tree. ‘I expect you’re as tired as I am.’ She laughed out loud when the horse raised his head and gave her a sloppy kiss.

Having grown up here as a child and trudged these fields with her dad, Nell knew this area like the inside of her own mind.

‘See that?’ She brought the horse’s attention to a series of molehills close by. In the half-light they made a dotted pattern, snaking across the field and out of sight among the overhanging branches of a great willow. ‘I’d like a guinea for every time I’ve followed that trail on my way to the Morgans’ place; every day for the past three years, up with the larks and half asleep, crossing these fields, sometimes running, sometimes walking, winter and summer, in sunshine, rain and snow.’ She  smiled, shaking her head. ‘And all for a few shillings a week, and a spare ham leg now and then when Cook was feeling generous.’

She looked about her, imagining the fields in sunlight, a quiet smile on her face as she recalled the many hours of pleasure she had enjoyed here. ‘Many’s the time I’ve lingered in these fields when I should already have been up at the house, making the tea or setting the tray for Mrs Morgan’s breakfast. One time I was so late I got a beating from the housekeeper.’ She wouldn’t forget that in a hurry. ‘Oh, but this is such a beautiful place,’ she sighed, her gaze encompassing the landscape. ‘A special, secret place where you can forget all the bad things and see the wonder of nature.’ If you sat very, very still, hedgehogs, badgers, fat red squirrels, and even the tiny fieldmice would emerge and look at you with bright, beady little eyes. And there was the old oak tree silhouetted on the far side of the field, where she used to sit. Sometimes she would leave home early so she could stay longer, just to watch the creatures.

Pleasure was tinged with sadness. Now she was leaving and might never come back, never again sit under that oak tree or watch the fieldmouse wash its whiskers. She might have to find work in a town or city, and even if she did find a position in the country, she would be lucky if she ever had time to linger. She had a baby to think of now; a responsibility that would tax her to the limit in every way. ‘I’ll never forget my quiet times here,’ she murmured gratefully. ‘Nor the peace they brought me.’

In the moonlight, though, the landscape took on a  different, more sinister appearance. ‘If I’m right, the brook lies in that direction,’ she mused, turning this way then that. ‘It should run down this way to my left.’ Narrowing her eyes, she stared through the darkness, ears strained as she listened for the familiar sound. Yes, there it was. The unmistakable sound of water tumbling over stone, beyond the trees, she realised with relief. Just a few steps away, in fact.

Taking the horse with her, she limped down the bank to the brook. Leaving the horse to wander, she stripped off her boots and stood, ankle deep, in the water, sighing with relief as the pain subsided. ‘You’d think you’d know better than to jump into a pile of gorse,’ she mumbled. She soaked her ankle for a moment longer, dried it on her skirt and, leaving the horse contentedly drinking, returned to the cart to see what her father had stowed for her in his old wicker fishing basket.

There were two thick, woolly blankets, and a bag of straw for a pillow. ‘Probably couldn’t steal a pillow without her knowing it,’ she murmured. Holding the blankets out in the air, she grimaced at the strong smell of fish. Phew! She’d stink from here to next week if she lay under them. But she had to laugh. ‘A good tracker dog would find me in minutes,’ she chuckled. ‘Still, Dad’s heart was in the right place.’

Nell recognised the blankets; one was off her dad’s bed, the other off hers. ‘I expect he’s left the top ones on, so the old biddy won’t notice the difference if she decides to look into the rooms,’ she reasoned. ‘Though I can’t see her demeaning herself to do that,’ she muttered bitterly. ‘She never has yet.’ Nell and her father  kept their own rooms clean and tidy. So far, there had been no cause for Lilian Reece to venture into them. But she was an unpredictable creature and not to be trusted.

A further search of the basket revealed a bundle of Nell’s clothes, including her best Sunday boots, and a blue, crocheted shawl given her by Molly Davidson two years back.

There was also a lantern, a can of paraffin, some matches, two stubby candles, a length of rope, a muslin cloth containing a hunk of cheese. There was bread and a jug of cider and, tucked right down at the bottom of the basket, a small, red handkerchief containing a number of coins. ‘Thanks, Dad,’ she whispered gratefully. ‘Seems you’ve thought of everything.’

Returning the goods to the basket, she was both delighted and dismayed to find her father’s pocket watch hooked in the lid of the basket. The silver timepiece was the only legacy left him by his father. It was his pride and joy and, as far as Nell knew, he had never been parted from it.

Gazing at the precious old timepiece, Nell was sorely tempted to make her way back. ‘How can I take this from him?’ she wondered aloud. ‘It’s the only thing he has to treasure.’

Common sense prevailed. Her father wanted her to have it or he wouldn’t have put it in the basket. What’s more, if she went back now she’d be undoing everything he’d done. Her father had gone to a lot of trouble so she could escape her aunt’s clutches. He had set her free. She must show him that his child had grown into a  capable woman. That was what he wanted. That was what she had to prove. She owed it to her dad, and she owed it to the child inside her.

A new determination took hold of her. ‘You owe it to yourself too, Nell Reece!’ she muttered. ‘Now, get some sleep. There are things to do tomorrow.’

Fetching the horse, she tethered it, on a long rein, to the trunk of an oak tree. ‘You can lie down if you’ve a mind,’ she told him. ‘There’s a soft grassy verge right here. Now, we’d both better get some sleep or we’ll be fit for nothing tomorrow.’

 

Sleep didn’t come easily. First she lay at the head of the cart, curled up like a dormouse, with her arms crossed over her head and her feet bent beneath her body. When she became too uncomfortable and the night air made her shiver, she got under the seat at the front and blocked the gap with the wicker basket.

After a full hour of twitching and turning and trembling from head to toe, she clambered down from the cart and made a nest in the hedge. The heat from the ground warmed her and soon she was sound asleep.

Clarence stood over her all night long, and when she woke, it was to the song of a bird balancing on a branch above her. ‘Good morning to you an’ all,’ she replied brightly, then moaned aloud as she stood up; she felt as if she’d been run over by a carriage and four. ‘I wasn’t cut out to sleep under hedges,’ she told  Clarence, shouting and spluttering when he shook his head and covered her in slobber.

Leading Clarence to the water’s edge where he wandered at will to stretch his legs, Nell washed her hands and face in the brook. Afterwards, she returned to the cart where she emptied the basket, holding her nose as the ‘fishy’ contents spilled to the ground.

Carefully placing the lantern and other precious articles to one side, she took the blankets, clothes and pillow slips to the water’s edge where, while Clarence took great gulps of the cool, fresh water, she dipped the fishy articles time and again into the brook, washing and pounding, until she was satisfied the smell of fish was gone.

The basket, however, wouldn’t give up its odour too easily. Even after several dunkings in the brook, it still reeked of stale fish. ‘I’ll have to get rid of it,’ she decided, strapping it to the underbelly of the cart. ‘Happen Molly Davidson will swap it for something more useful.’ She chuckled. ‘For a softer pillow, I hope.’ She hung the blankets and other garments across the tail end of the cart, ‘to dry as we travel’, she told the curious horse.

But there was time enough before they needed to make tracks. The day had hardly begun, and most folk would still be abed, she thought.

Leaving Clarence grazing the bank, she ate a hunk of bread and a nibble of cheese, washed down with a drop of cider that made her dizzy. ‘I know you love your cider, Dad,’ she chuckled, ‘but I don’t reckon I’ve got the same constitution as you.’ With that she emptied away the remainder of the cider and refilled the jug with  water from the brook. She would travel straighter with this inside her, she thought, raising the jug to her lips and drinking a good measure of the clear, fresh water.

A short time later, Nell was on her way.

Shackled to his harness and drawing the cart behind him as though it was part of himself, the horse lazily clopped along. The hot July sun shone down, and after the trauma of last night, the world seemed a kinder, safer place. ‘First stop Blackburn town,’ Nell called out to the horse. ‘I’ll say goodbye to Molly Davidson. Then it’s on to the open road and go wherever our fancy takes us.’

In a strange way it was almost an adventure. In another, it was a frightening journey into the unknown. For a girl of seventeen, alone, three months with child, and having just lost the only home she had ever known and a father she loved, the way ahead was a daunting prospect. For Nell, though, there was no choice. There could be no going back, the only way was forward. Forward with a brave heart, on a road that might lead anywhere. To a fate she could not even begin to imagine.

 

Molly davidson was horrified. ‘Yer never setting out on yer own!’ she declared. ‘Yer only a lass, an’ there are all kinds o’ thugs and rascals just waiting to pounce on the likes of you.’ She shook her head so hard her wispy brown hair stood on end. ‘I’ll not have it, my girl,’ she said. ‘You’ll stay here with me and mine. I ain’t got much but yer welcome to share, yer know that.’

‘I can’t do that, Molly, but thanks all the same.’ Nell gazed at the kindly old soul, her heart warmed by the  affection she felt for this special woman.

Molly was not what you’d call a pretty thing, with her short, flyaway brown hair, floppy jowls, and a half-asleep, cherry-red face, got from drinking too much gin. But she was the salt of the earth, with a big warm heart and a door that was always open to those in need.

Molly was the proud keeper of four big sons and a small Irish husband by the name of Joe. Molly and her beloved Joe had lived on Haslingden Street all their married lives, and as the four big, boisterous children came along, the tiny house seemed to grow with them until it almost burst at the seams. Though there was never much money, the house rang with laughter, exuding a special kind of warmth which, Joe always claimed, was because there was a special woman at the helm, ‘My big, beautiful Molly gal,’ as he called her.

Their sons grew into fine young men. Sam, twenty-four years of age, thickset, with a shock of brown hair and strong green eyes that shone out of his pale features, was a miner in nearby Darwen.

Jack, at eighteen years old, was the moody one. An undertaker’s apprentice, he was small-built, quiet and handsome, with dark hair and striking brown eyes. Molly called him her ‘little mystery’ because, unlike the others, he kept her guessing until she was four months pregnant, when the midwife finally confirmed Molly’s belief that it wasn’t colic she had but a baby in her belly. Jack was a very quiet baby, a morose youth and, later, a silent man, seeming always to be in a world of his own.

Tommy, the youngest at fifteen, was tall and slim, with a quick smile and a merry whistle on his lips from  morning to night. He worked with a local merchant, helping to collect milk from the farms and delivering it throughout the local neighbourhood.

Bill, the firstborn and now twenty-six years old, was secretly Molly’s favourite. Tall and handsome, with wayward dark hair and laughing dark eyes, he was lean and lithe, and hungry looking. Strong as an ox, he was unafraid and wise. Blessed with Molly’s own sincere, God-fearing nature, he was loved and respected by all who knew him, and adored by Nell from the very first.

Molly loved her little house, proudly declaring to one and all, ‘I shall live here until they carry me out feet first to meet me maker.’

Haslingden Street was like a second home to Nell. Long and staggered, with cobbled ground, it was packed on either side with pretty terraced houses. There was a grocery shop, a big piece of waste ground where the children played, and a lively, popular pub called the Robin Hood where, on Friday and Saturday nights, the working men would congregate and put the world to rights, Molly’s Joe being the first to arrive and the last to leave.

Through the week, Joe Davidson pushed a rag-andbone barrow round the streets, and on a Saturday he kept a stall in Blackburn market where he sold everything from old boots to copper boilers. A beloved and familiar sight, he wore a broad, cheeky grin, a flat check cap, and a pair of oversize boots that might look better on a scarecrow. In front of his stall he’d shout and holler and entice the customers by promising them the bargain of a lifetime. Usually he kept his promise but now and  then he would have to deal with an irate customer who might have bought one of his woolly jumpers only to find it riddled with moth holes, or a copper boiler that started to leak. ‘Well now, that’s disgraceful,’ Joe would declare, scratching his hairy head and wearing a puzzled frown. ‘Sure, I’ll have a thing or two to say when I meet up with the thieving rascal who sold it me!’ But there was a twinkle in his eye and a song on his lips as he readily changed the article for another. And when the placated customer was gone, he’d chuckle and tell himself, ‘One o’ these days, Joe m’laddo, sure you’ll find yerself in a heap o’ trouble!’

On the whole, though, Joe was an honest soul; and in all his working life he had never raised his fists to a fellow man or made a single enemy. However, he did have one ear missing, on account of losing a fierce argument with a stray dog. He was never ashamed of his damaged ear. In fact he was proud of his ‘war wound’ and would discuss it in great detail over a pint. ‘The mangy dog caught me off guard, sure he did, otherwise I’d have shown him what I were made of.’ In truth, he had been frightened out of his wits when the animal leaped on him from behind.

Molly continued to argue her point with Nell. ‘Me and our Joe would love to have yer here with us,’ she declared. ‘So, why can’t yer come and stay?’

‘I can’t.’ Nell hated to hurt her feelings.

‘You’ll not be intruding, if that’s what worries yer. Me and Joe look on you as a daughter, and we neither of us want yer wandering the roads when yer could be at home here in a warm, comfortable bed.’ She raised her  head and peered at Nell through narrowed eyes, her fat lips pursed into a round, crinkled hole. ‘Besides, whatever will our Bill say when he finds out?’ There was a certain knowing look in her eye. ‘Or does he already know what yer up to?’

‘No, I haven’t seen him.’ For a moment Nell fell quiet, wondering how she could tell Bill the truth. It would be hard, especially when he had no idea how she felt about him. ‘Bill isn’t here, is he?’ she asked. ‘It might be best if I don’t see him right now.’ She felt the hot blush spread over her face and neck and, sensing Molly’s curious eyes on her, dared not look up.

Molly’s voice gentled into her thoughts. ‘He’s off to his work in the fields,’ she said softly. ‘As always, he was out of the house before any of his brothers. He went off afore six o’clock this morning and I dare say he’ll not be back till early evening.’ There was a pause while she reached out to lay her hand over Nell’s. ‘But I’m still here, lass, and I want to help, if only you’ll let me.’

Encouraged, Nell looked up. ‘I know you’d help if you could,’ she acknowledged gratefully, ‘but you can’t help, Molly. No one can. I have to deal with this one all by myself.’ Neither her dad nor anyone else could help her out of this mess. She gave a small, bitter laugh. ‘You always said, so you make your bed you’ll have to lie on it. And you were right.’

Molly’s suspicions were confirmed but it brought her no pleasure. ‘You’re with child, aren’t you, lass?’ she asked gently.

Nell nodded, her young heart burning with shame.

‘Will yer tell me who the father is?’

‘I can’t.’

‘Yer mean you won’t.’

‘All right then, I won’t.’ Enough damage had been done without dragging innocent folk into it.

‘Will he take care of you?’

Nell replied in a defiant voice, ‘I don’t need him to take care of me.’ The voice softened. ‘I can take care of myself.’

Molly’s smile was bitter-sweet. ‘I understand.’

‘Do you?’ Taken by surprise, she wondered if Molly had guessed who the father was. She hoped not.

Molly sensed Nell’s anxiety and it only made her more determined to get to the bottom of it all. ‘I could be wrong,’ she went on, ‘but I wouldn’t be surprised if the man is in a delicate situation. I mean, he can’t lay claim to you or the child because he already has a family. Am I right, lass?’

It was a moment before Nell answered. Uncertain as to whether she ought to confide in Molly, she confessed, ‘I know it sounds brazen, but I don’t want him to “lay claim to me and the child”. You see, Molly, I don’t really love him. It was one of those things that just seemed to happen. My aunt had been really vicious that morning. She caused a terrible argument between Dad and me, and I went to work feeling upset. I was crying in the barn, and . . . he found me crying. He took me aside. One thing led to another, and . . .’ She shrugged her shoulders, blushing fiery red at the memory. ‘The truth is, I haven’t told him I’m with child.’

‘Oh, but you must tell him!’ Molly was adamant.

Equally adamant, Nell replied firmly, ‘No. It wouldn’t do any good.’

Molly thought a while, all kinds of questions pushing through her mind. She had seen how Nell looked at her son. He had always viewed Nell as no more than a beloved sister, but maybe their relationship had changed and she hadn’t noticed. Her imagination ran riot. ‘Tell me the truth, lass,’ she said cautiously. ‘Is Bill the father? Has my son got you with child?’

Nell was shocked. ‘No, Molly! No!’ Her heart turned somersaults. What an idea. Bill, the father of her child? Oh, but it would be so wonderful. She had loved Molly’s son since the first time she’d laid eyes on him. She had loved him when she was only high enough to hold his hand, and she had loved him ever since. ‘Oh, Molly,’ her lovely blue eyes lit from within, ‘do you think I’d be going away if Bill was the father?’ Before Molly could speak, Nell answered her own question. ‘You know he would never let me leave. Bill isn’t that kind of man.’ She shook her head sadly. ‘No, Molly, I might wish it but your son didn’t get me with child.’ Clutching Molly’s fat, dimpled hand, she chuckled. ‘I’m sorry not to be carrying your first grandchild.’

‘So am I,’ Molly laughed. ‘So am I. Oh, lass, why won’t yer tell Bill how yer feel?’

‘Because he doesn’t feel the same way, and because it’s too late. I’m carrying another man’s child.’ Her sad, soft smile was incredibly beautiful. ‘If I thought Bill could ever love me as a woman, do you really think I would have let any other man near me?’ She shook her head. ‘Oh, Molly, you can’t know how much I love Bill, have  always loved him. When I was little, I looked up to him like the hero he is, laughing when he carried me on his shoulders or when he ducked us both in the stream on a hot summer’s day, missing him when he was out of sight. Dreaming of him. Loving him like a brother. Later, when I grew older, I loved him all the more, but in a different way. It was hard, Molly, trying to pretend I still saw him as a brother, when all the time it was more than that. If we hadn’t both been working at the same place it might have been easier, but seeing him every day was like a kind of torture. I’d be going about my work at the big house and he’d be there at every turn. One minute I’d be upstairs, shaking the sheets out of the window, and there he’d be, leading the horse down from the field or chopping wood outside the big barn.’ She closed her eyes and saw him clearly in her mind. ‘With the sun shining down on him, and the wind rustling his long, dark hair, he looked like a god.’

‘He’s a good-looking young feller, I’ll not deny that,’ said Molly, her voice soft with a mother’s love. ‘He could have been arrogant or hard-natured, but he’s not, and never has been. Bill is a good, honest man, whose heart is as kind as it’s strong.’ Watching Nell’s sorry little face, she told her, ‘I wouldn’t blame any lass for loving him but I’m glad it’s you, and I know deep down here,’ she tapped her chest, ‘there’ll come a day when he realises yer ain’t a little lass no more, and yer ain’t his sister neither. God willing, he’ll see how you’ve grown and blossomed, and he’ll know yer all the woman he’ll ever want.’

Nell could hope for nothing better but it had to be  Bill’s own eyes that saw her as a woman. ‘Promise you won’t say anything to him,’ she urged now. ‘You won’t tell him how I feel, will you, Molly?’

‘God bless yer, course I won’t,’ Molly assured her, ‘if that’s what yer truly want.’

‘It is.’ Saddened, Nell turned away, her gaze shifting to the window. Outside, the cherry tree was in full bloom, the same tree where six years before when she was only eleven years old Bill had strung a swing from bough to bough for her. The swing was still there but the child had long gone.

‘Bill may never feel the same way about me, but I do love him so.’ She raised her eyes to Molly’s quiet face. ‘I’ve never told that to anyone else, Molly, and neither must you. Bill especially mustn’t know. If there comes a day, like you said, when he realises he could love me as a woman, then that will be the best day of my life, but right now he still loves me like a sister, and that’s the way he may always love me. I have to face that fact. More than anything, I don’t want to make him feel guilty about my feelings for him.’

‘I understand, lass.’ Molly’s old heart was breaking for this lovely slip of a girl. ‘You have my word. It’ll stay our secret.’

‘Thank you, Molly.’ Nell had let her tongue run away with her, and it was reassuring to know her secret would go no further. She and Bill still enjoyed a unique and wonderful friendship, and nothing must be allowed to spoil that.

The older woman gazed in silence at the small face before her, at those strong, bright blue eyes and that  thick cloud of wavy golden hair. She looked at Nell’s slight figure, and the way she seemed to be pressed into the chair, like a small child, alone yet stubbornly independent. Her heart went out to this young creature who was without a mother to confide in or a home where she might feel comfortable. Cursed with a spiteful aunt for a guardian and a weak, foolish father who had shown her little companionship over the years, Nell was now being thrown out into the world, with no roots and no prospect for the future. It was a sorry state of affairs.

Molly’s anger spilled over into her homely features. She blamed Don Reece and his sister Lilian for Nell’s lonely existence. She blamed Don Reece because he was too steeped in the past to see how his own lovely daughter needed him. She blamed Lilian Reece for wrapping a conspiracy round the long-ago past, which had brought about a dangerous and unfortunate situation, the root cause of Nell’s unhappiness even though she had taken no part in it.

There was never any proof that Lilian Reece had done what she was rumoured to have done. It was one of those things no one spoke about out loud. One of those ‘family’ issues that other folk kept their noses out of.

Nell seemed to have taken the brunt of it. The child, then the girl, and now the blossoming woman had never known the love of a mother, nor of a father. She had grown wild and free, like the creatures in the fields. All too often she had been left to her own devices, her young carefree nature curbed by the selfish, demanding woman who was her aunt.

Molly had always longed for a daughter, and when Nell had come into their lives she seemed to fill the gap in her heart. That was twelve years ago now, when Nell was five and Bill a strapping young man of fourteen. It was two days before Christmas. Bill was out gathering holly from a nearby field when he found Nell lying hurt after falling from a tree. Taking her in his arms, he ran all the way home to Molly who lovingly tended the child and afterwards took her home to her own family.

Molly got no thanks for her troubles. Instead, Lilian Reece had declared haughtily, ‘The girl is a source of worry to her father and me. She has a stubborn, rebellious nature and I’m afraid she will have to learn the hard way.’ She then ushered Nell inside and slammed the door in Molly’s face. Later, Molly learned how Nell had been slippered by her aunt; her legs and buttocks had been so raw and sore, she could hardly sit down for days.

Molly’s love for Nell had strengthened over the years. It didn’t matter that the girl had let this unknown man take her innocence, or that she was determined to protect his identity. Nor did it matter that she had refused to stay here. Nell had a mind of her own, she was a strong, independent soul who would prefer to owe no debt to any man. Life had made her like that. Life had been hard and unjust but it had taught her how to survive, and that was good.

‘I won’t press you for the man’s name,’ Molly promised, ‘but I need to be sure you’ll be all right.’

‘Don’t worry. I’ll be fine.’

‘Where will you go?’

‘I’m not sure, but I won’t stay round here. There’s work all over, and I’m strong enough yet to turn my hand to anything.’ She went on to describe how her father had provided her with plenty of supplies. ‘There’s enough to keep me going for a while. Besides, it shouldn’t be too long before I find work.’

‘What about money?’ Molly wasn’t altogether satisfied.

‘I told you, I’m all right.’

‘I expect that aunt of yours has taken your wages for this week, eh?’

Nell shook her head. ‘I don’t think so. But she’ll have them quick enough when she finds out they’re still waiting to be collected.’

Wide-eyed and indignant, Molly sat up. ‘What? Yer mean yer ain’t got yer wages yet?’

Nell shook her head. She couldn’t explain why she dared not go back to the Morgan house. ‘Don’t need them,’ she muttered.

Molly wouldn’t have it. ‘Stuff and nonsense!’ she declared angrily. ‘Yer worked for ’em, didn’t yer? Worked bloody hard an’ all!’

‘I don’t need my wages,’ Nell lied. ‘Aunt Lilian can have them.’

Molly shook her fist. ‘That woman don’t deserve nothing from you. All these years she’s run you and yer dad into the ground. Yer fetch and carry for her. Yer cook and clean, and work like a dog to keep the peace in that house. Don’t think I don’t know. Don’t think the whole bloody neighbourhood don’t know what a dance she’s led yer. I know how yer come home from a hard  day’s grind at the Morgan estate only to start all over again with that wicked old bat standing over yer.’ Red in the face and growing angrier with every word, she wound her fists together. ‘I could strangle her with me own two hands for what she’s done to you over the years.’

‘That’s all in the past now.’ Nell’s mind was filled with thoughts of her dad, and the knowledge that while she’d got away, he was still there. ‘Oh, Molly, I wish my dad had come with me.’

Molly was momentarily lost for words. It was on the tip of her tongue to say how her dad was tied by things that happened before Nell was born, but she wasn’t certain and never could be, so it was wiser to keep her own counsel. ‘Did yer ask him to come with yer?’

‘I begged him to but he wouldn’t.’ She looked into Molly’s eyes and searched for an answer. ‘Why wouldn’t he come with me, Molly? Why does he stay there when he’s so unhappy?’

Molly took a moment to answer, always wary of saying things that might not be true and afraid to stir up muddy waters. ‘Yer daddy’s a grown man,’ she replied. ‘He made his choice and yer must respect that.’

Try as she might, Nell could not respect her father’s decision to stay. ‘I’ve promised him I’ll come back some day,’ she murmured. It was a promise she meant to keep. ‘When I’ve had the baby and made a new life, I’ll come back for him.’

‘I know you will,’ Molly said. ‘You were always a woman of your word.’ She wouldn’t let the other matter go. ‘But now I’d like yer to make me a promise too.’

‘If I can.’

‘When yer leave here, I want yer to go and collect yer wages. You’ve earned that money, lass, and it riles my blood to think the old bat might get her greedy mitts on it.’

When Nell hesitated, Molly saw there was something troubling her. ‘What’s wrong, lass? Is there a partic’lar reason why yer can’t go back to the Morgan estate?’

‘No.’ Another lie.

Molly continued to stare at her, a terrible thought entering her head. ‘My God, lass!’ She clapped her hand over her mouth and took a deep breath. ‘It’s somebody there, ain’t it? Some bad, cowardly feller that’s got you with child?’

This time Nell could answer truthfully, because Vincent Morgan was not a bad, cowardly feller. ‘No, Molly. It’s just that I’d rather not see Bill, in case he tries to talk me out of going.’ Also, she was afraid that if he looked at her in a certain way she might blurt out her love for him. Then she would have to tell him about the child and he might demand to know who the father was and go after him. Nell inwardly shivered. It was all too dangerous and she couldn’t risk it. ‘There is another reason,’ she admitted.

‘Oh aye, and what might that be?’

‘Just that I’ve started my journey. I’ve come away from there and now I don’t want to turn the wagon round. It would be like turning tail.’

‘Then yer can sit yer “tail” here while I go and collect yer wages,’ Molly decided. ‘The only good thing yer aunt ever did was to teach yer how to read an’ write. And you  took the time to teach my son, God love yer.’ She scrambled out of her chair and was soon rummaging round in the drawer. ‘I want yer to scribble a note. Tell them up at the estate that yer ill and want me to fetch yer wages.’ She threw a pile of papers and other paraphernalia out of the drawer on to the dresser top. ‘Damn and bugger it! I could have sworn our Bill had writing paper in here.’

Nell felt she was making a nuisance of herself. ‘All right, you win,’ she conceded, helping Molly return the stuff to the drawer. ‘If it’ll make you happy, I’ll go and collect my wages.’

Molly gave her a suspicious look. ‘Yer wouldn’t say one thing and do another, would yer?’

‘You know I wouldn’t.’ Nell closed the drawer. ‘I’ll go right now.’

‘Oh no yer won’t, my gal!’ Molly retorted. ‘You’ll not leave Molly’s house on an empty stomach. Bill came home last night with a box o’ new-laid eggs. Sit yer arse down an’ I’ll have a couple fried up in no time.’

‘Honestly, Molly, I’m not hungry.’

Molly wouldn’t take no for an answer. ‘Soft-yolked, the way yer like ’em?’

‘I’ve already had a meal.’ It wasn’t much, but it would do.

‘I’ll turn ’em over so they’re gently cooked on both sides.’ Molly grinned impishly. ‘I’ve got newly baked bread straight out of the oven this very morning.’

All this talk of new-laid eggs and bread straight out of the oven was making Nell hungry. As a rule she didn’t have much of an appetite; she assumed the rising hunger  must be because she was pregnant. ‘Crusty, is it, the bread?’ she asked.

‘Aye, lass. Soft on the inside, an’ all brown and crackly on the crust.’ She licked her lips. ‘There’s a big fat tub of newly churned butter in the larder an’ all,’ she chuckled. ‘Bill fetched it home when he brought the eggs.’

That did it. Nell was ravenous. ‘I’ll set the table and make us a fresh brew of tea,’ she said, limping into the kitchen.

Molly noticed at once. ‘What have yer done, lass? Yer weren’t limping when yer came in.’

Nell had deliberately tried not to limp when she first came in because she knew what an old fusspot Molly was. ‘It’s nothing,’ she said. ‘I expect I’ve got cramp from sitting in the chair too long.’

Molly drew her to a halt, at the same time bending her head to examine Nell’s ankle. There was a trickle of blood over the bone. ‘Looks like you’ve cut yer ankle, lass.’

Ignoring Nell’s protests, Molly pushed her into the chair and went to fetch hot water and flannel. In no time at all she had Nell’s shoe off and her leg stretched up on the stool. ‘My! Look at this,’ she exclaimed, her brown eyes wide as she stared at the birthmark on the sole of Nell’s foot. ‘I ain’t never seen this birthmark afore.’

‘That’s because you’ve never seen the sole of my foot before.’

‘By, but it’s lovely.’ Holding the small foot between her hands, Molly gazed at the mark. ‘It’s like a painting,’ she said. ‘Like a half-moon over a forest.’

Nell laughed. ‘What an imagination you’ve got, Molly. It’s just a brown splodge with a spot over. The sole of my foot is the best place for it, I reckon.’ The odd thing was, the man who had bedded her had seen the same image in the mark as Molly had. Vincent too, had likened it to a painting.

Subdued by thoughts of him and the consequences of their impulsive act, Nell tugged her foot from Molly’s hands. ‘I’d best be on my way,’ she said, eager to put as much distance between herself and Vincent Morgan as possible.

Molly would have none of it. ‘You’ll go when I’m done,’ she retorted, grabbing the foot once more and wedging it in her lap. ‘The cuts are deep and festering, and I’ll not be content till I’ve tended ’em. So yer might as well sit still and stop complaining. And then you’re going to eat.’

Knowing Molly would have her own way, Nell did as she was told. It was only minutes before the ankle was bathed and bandaged. Molly gave Nell a piece of her mind. ‘Yer little sod! Why didn’t yer tell me you’d hurt yerself, eh? And how did yer do it? Climbing trees, were yer? You’ve allus been a devil for climbing trees.’

‘I jumped off the cart on to some gorse.’

‘Well, yer shouldn’t be jumping, not with a bairn inside yer. From now on, you’ll have to be more careful, my girl.’

‘Oh, I will.’ In the face of Molly’s chastising, Nell felt like a naughty child. Her face melted into a warm, grateful smile. ‘Thanks
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