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To all who are caring for a loved one and to those who offer them love and support. Especially the wonderful team of volunteers who run the uplifting Forget Me Not Dementia Café in Blackpool. Thank you for all your hard work, joyfulness and support. You give hope when there is despair.
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PART ONE

Hope of Change
1903




CHAPTER ONE

Sixteen-year-old Elisha put the heavy tub of wet washing on the ground, straightened and looked back towards Primula Cottage, which stood back from Common Edge Road, Blackpool. Ram-shackled, with its thatched roof needing to be repaired after the winter storms, its paintwork peeling and its long garden overgrown, it had once been a home that held happiness. Now, its walls were permeated with fear and drudgery.

But despite this, Elisha only had to close her eyes to feel the love that had once been woven into its fabric by her Grandma Millicent, and her ma and da. Doing so now, she imagined she could hear her grandma’s lovely gentle voice, and the sound rolled back the years like clouds floating on an endless journey.

‘Oh, Elisha, look at you. Your ma will have me guts for garters!’

‘Sorry, Grandma, I wanted to help.’

Grandma brushed some of the dirt from Elisha’s frock, ‘I knaw, lass. You take after me for loving the garden. It’s what saved us, you knaw.’

Elisha smiled to herself as she came back to the present and remembered how Grandma had gone on to tell her for the umpteenth time how devastated she’d been when she’d been left a widow.

She, and the granddad Elisha never met, had been living in Lancaster when Granddad had died from TB. Elisha had never known what that was until three years ago when her best and only friend died of the dreaded disease. It was then she’d learnt that its proper name was tuberculosis.

Destitute, Grandma had seen an advert for a housekeeper/nurse to wheelchair-bound Raymond, the then owner of the cottage.

Wanting to hear Grandma’s voice in her head again, Elisha bent to lift the heavy, dripping wet sheet onto the line and allowed herself to go back to that day in this very garden with Grandma and listen to her reminiscing.

‘I used me last pennies to get on the train! By, that was an anguished journey – me wondering if I’d be accepted with me two lads, while all around me excited holidaymakers chatted about the time they were going to have in Blackpool!’

Grandma was silent for a moment, but then said, ‘Eeh, lass, you don’t knaw you were born, you have a good life, and it’s what I strove for. Help me pick these peas – mind, no eating them! I’ve seen you chomping away on a pod afore now!’

The child Elisha was then had giggled.

‘The journey here were a lifesaving mission, Elisha, lass. If Raymond refused me, then it were the workhouse for me!’

But Raymond hadn’t refused her. Desperate for help, he’d accepted her two young boys.

‘We settled in well, lass. Me and me lads – your da and your Uncle Joe. Though Joe were never happy, and that’s why the moment he reached sixteen he went back to Lancaster.’

Remembering her deep sigh and knowing Grandma’s expression was of a mother missing her son, Elisha was glad that Grandma never knew how Joe had turned out. As now he was the object of Elisha’s fear.

Glancing back at the cottage sent a shudder through her. The curtain was pulled back and Uncle Joe stood there watching her. He moved away at seeing her look up at him.

To block out her fear, Elisha desperately brought the memory back and let herself listen again to Grandma telling how she’d fallen in love with Raymond and how, when he died and left her the cottage, she’d worked hard to build a market garden business on the land surrounding it.

‘I couldn’t have done it without your ma and da. Eeh, your da has such wonderful dreams for this place, lass. So, the quicker we get these peas picked, the quicker they can go to market and help him to realise the ambitions he has.’

The lovely fresh smell of the young peas assailed Elisha now – but only in her memory, for all around her were tangled weeds and overgrown paths in this vast neglected garden, once loved, once productive and once filled with laughter.

Elisha brushed away her tears. Tears of grief for her grandma, her da and her ma, and for her da’s dream. All gone in an instant. An instant of laughter and anticipation, two years earlier. But the act of drying her eyes didn’t stop that time coming to life again, as she once more heard that laughter as Grandma had an argument with Grundy, their beloved donkey.

‘It’s naw good you being stubborn today, Grundy!’ she’d said. ‘You’re going to market and that’s that!’

Grundy had opened his mouth and let out what sounded like a laugh. They’d all fallen about giggling. But at last Grundy had decided he couldn’t win and had trotted off pulling a cart full of veg, with Ma, Da and Grandma sitting on the bench behind him.

Elisha could see them waving and smiling. But then she covered her ears as the sound of screeching brakes and skidding tyres came to her and she saw a lorry pile into the cart.

Only Grundy had survived, as the impact had sheared the cart from his harness.

Putting both hands over her mouth, Elisha only just stopped her screams of that day releasing once again. She had to, or she would scream for ever and ever.

What had followed that dreadful carnage was the blur of a triple funeral and the coming back into her life of the uncle she’d rarely seen, as Joe claimed the cottage and the land as his.

Trembling with the sadness that weighted her heart as pain seared her afresh, Elisha was once more aware of Joe watching her as the curtain twitched, alerting every sinew of her body and sending her emotions from grieving the past to the fear and disgust of now.

This heightened as the sun glinted on the jug of brown ale Joe swigged – always when in drink he forgot she was his niece and used her as if she was a whore.

The tears came back at this thought as she bent and picked up the empty wash basket, brushed away the dripping wet sheet caught in the breeze as it tried to wrap around her, and prayed her uncle wouldn’t shout out for her to hurry as he wanted her to do that thing to him that sickened her stomach.

A clever girl, Elisha had been at the top of her class in the church school and constantly told she was destined to make something of herself. And whilst growing up, she’d been encouraged and allowed to study, and had begun to have ambitions of becoming a teacher.

To accommodate this, she’d only been called on to help with the market gardening at very busy times – picking the gooseberries or cutting the sprouts from their stalks and weighing them into bags. Always, she’d been told that she would never work the land but was to realise her ambitions.

That had changed.

Now she was at the beck and call of her hated uncle. Made to cook and clean amidst constant complaining, slaps with the back of his hand and often the snide remarks that he should never have been saddled with her. But worse than his violent outbursts were his sexual demands. He’d never taken her down but made her use her hand to pleasure him – an act that made her skin crawl and brought the bile to her throat.

* * *

A sudden banging on the window compounded her fear. Elisha drew in her breath, vowed to herself that she wouldn’t touch him or allow him to touch her, but then tripped on a loose brick in the path and winced with the smarting of her back and the cheeks of her bottom, still sore from the strapping Joe had given her when she’d refused to do his bidding last time.

But then, wasn’t that a better alternative? she asked herself. Hadn’t it had the effect that Joe desired, as he’d suddenly stopped hitting her and bent double? His knees had buckled as he’d cried out in the same ecstasy he did when he reached that point when she did as he asked. Could she take that punishment again to achieve his desire without touching him?

At this moment, she didn’t think she could.

Elisha closed her eyes. Please God, help me.

Opening the door and hearing his husky, ‘At last. What’ve you been playing at, lass, you knaws what I want!’, she hesitated. Wanted to run and never stop running.

‘Come in then and get on with it!’

Elisha’s throat tightened, but then the sound of the garden gate’s latch saved her. She turned to see a young man, not much older than herself, enter the garden. He had a heavy-looking bag slung over his shoulder.

Taller than her, he had a cheeky grin as he sauntered up the path.

‘Tell him to get out of ’ere and come back another day . . . Go on! And get back here quick!’

Blinking away her tears, Elisha turned. The young man spotted her and called out, ‘Is this where Joe Finley lives?’

‘Aye, it is.’

He looked around the garden, pushed his dirty tweed cap back off his head revealing a shock of jet black, curly hair, and let out a long, slow whistle. ‘By, it’s in need of more than a bit of seeing to.’

He was closer to her now and she could see his twinkly dark eyes that gave him the look of someone amused.

‘I’m Jack Randal. I’m a stranger to Blackpool. I’ve come from Blackburn looking for work. Walked it, I did, and I’ve spent the last couple of weeks on the step of the pub asking folk for a job . . . and for a bit of spare change to get sommat to eat . . . Anyroad, Joe told me he had a small holding and might be able to set me on, though he could only offer me one meal a day and a bed to kip in. So, here I am.’

Yes, here he was – a beacon of hope, as surely her uncle wouldn’t do anything to her with him around?

Though mystified at this turn of events, Elisha could only think that Grandma’s money must be nearly gone and that her uncle had decided it was time to try to restore the market garden and make it earn some badly needed cash for them.

‘Cat got your tongue, or sommat?’

‘Naw. I’m sorry. You took me by surprise. I’m Elisha. Me Uncle Joe hadn’t said owt about hiring anyone. But he said you were to go away and come back another time.’

Hoping he wouldn’t and trying to stop him doing so, she added, ‘He’s indoors if you want to ask if he’s still of the same mind to take you on . . . Are you a gardener, then?’

‘I like gardening, and knaw a thing or two about it. Me da had an allotment. Only, he died and I were put out of our cottage. They wouldn’t let me take on the renting of it . . . me ma died two years back you see. She had a bad chest.’

‘I’m sorry. I knaw what that feels like. Joe’s me uncle. And me only relative.’ As she told him of the accident that had taken the rest of her family, she felt like adding that she would be so glad of him coming and living in the shed – a huge potting shed that needed a good clean out – as he may stop things from happening.

But as she thought this her uncle opened the window and bellowed, ‘Oi! Scarper you! I told you to come on Friday!’

A shiver shook Elisha’s body. Without thinking she said, ‘Don’t go!’

Jack’s expression changed from embarrassment to concern. ‘Is owt wrong, lass?’

Afraid for him now, Elisha shook her head. ‘Naw . . . I – I just thought that one day won’t make a difference, you can sleep in the shed, he won’t knaw. Go out of the gate and turn left. There’s a jitty there. You’ll see the shed. Climb the fence and you’ll see a loose panel. Slip in through there. I’ll get sommat to you – a blanket and some of the stew I’ve got cooking. Mind, I can’t say what time.’

‘What’re you two talking about, eh? Bugger off, lad. I’ve business to see to. Come back when I told you to . . . And you, Elisha. Get yourself in here, now!’

Elisha couldn’t stop the tremble of her lips.

Jack didn’t comment. But then, he’d have no idea what she faced.

He straightened his cap. ‘Ta, Elisha, I’ll see you later, lass.’

He lifted his hand in a wave and slipped out of the broken gate onto Common Edge Road.

Elisha watched him go, trying to delay going inside, hoping Jack would get into the shed where he would hear any loud noise from the cottage, but her uncle’s urgent, ‘Come here, now!’ made her hurry towards the house.

When she got to the door, the sound of creaking wood told her that Jack was entering the shed. The thought gave her comfort. Though it was crowded out by her uncle’s urgent, hoarse whisper, ‘Hurry, I want it now!’

Elisha’s heart sank to see him stood with his trousers around his ankles and his need exposed to her.

‘Get on with it, you knaw what to do. And you do it well, an’ all.’

‘Naw. Naw. I ain’t doing it. It’s disgusting!’

His smarmy expression changed.

‘Get on with it . . . And hurry. I told you; I could do a lot worse to you, but I don’t. I just ask you to do this for me.’

Not sure if knowing Jack was nearby fuelled her defiance, Elisha spat out, ‘I hate you. You’re vile!’

Joe lunged forward. Stumbled and fell as his trousers tripped him up.

Elisha ran for the stairs, her footsteps resounding on the threadbare carpet.

Getting to her room, she thanked God for her da having put a bolt on her door to give her privacy.

It ground into place.

His banging and kicking on the door had her praying, Please don’t let him get in to me!

At last, all went quiet.

Elisha waited.

‘You’ll pay for this; you can’t stay in there for ever!’

The sound of his footsteps going down the stairs gave her a chance to breathe again. But with the relief came the desperate tears. Yes, she’d dodged touching him this time, but what of the next time?

Despair clothed her.

The times that she had done as he’d shown her, to save him beating her any more, she’d been physically sick the moment he’d told her to stop. Running outside, she’d held her ears against his cries. Knew he was experiencing a good feeling by the sounds he made – she hadn’t wanted to be part of that. He was her uncle. He shouldn’t make her do such things.

Hearing the door slam, she went to the window. Uncle Joe was walking down the path, his stride telling of his anger. Once through the gate he turned towards the Shovels Inn. She prayed he would get blind drunk and be carried home on a handcart as happened at regular intervals, for then he would sleep for a night and day, wake with a sore head and not remember anything, or have those feelings for days that meant he wanted her to relieve him.

Dropping to her knees, she asked, ‘Take me away from here. Please let me never have to do that thing again!’




CHAPTER TWO

Calming herself, Elisha remembered her promise to Jack.

Getting up, she poured some of the cold water from the jug on her washstand into the bowl next to it and swilled her face. This done, she went back down the stairs, relieved of that feeling of fear and dread.

The delicious smell coming from the kitchen met her, as did the sound of the lid of the huge iron pan bobbing up and down. She needed to attend to the stew before it burnt to the bottom.

Torn between saving the stew and going to check that Jack was still there, Elisha hesitated. Jack seemed like a saviour to her. But she reminded herself that besides being twinkly, his eyes had reflected his hunger. With this thought she lifted the lid of the stew.

Relief entered her on finding it just how it should be, with meat and veg tender, and a sip from the large ladle told of the gravy being thick and delicious.

Drawing the pan onto the cooler side of the hotplate, she wiped her brow as the embers from the fire heating the stove wafted up. But as hot as they were, she needed to top up the flames to keep the stove and ovens warm.

This done from the wood basket that stood in the corner by the back door, Elisha turned and went over to the sink. Leaning on it, she looked around the kitchen. How can this room, that had been the hub of our life, look the same – lovely, inviting and as bright as the days when all those I loved were still here?

The scrubbed wooden table still straddled the middle of the kitchen – how many laughs they’d had as they sat around it and enjoyed a hearty dinner. And the curtains still hung, fresh and cheery, as their pattern of yellows and blues brightened what could be a dark space at the back of the cottage, letting in light but shielding the rays of the sun. The deep pot sink, where they had stood washing clothes and pots and filling buckets to swill the stone floor, still gleamed as if life hadn’t changed. But oh, it had!

Taking a deep breath, Elisha looked into the mirror hanging above the sink. A girl with no sparkle looked back at her through puffy eyes. A girl who had always been laughing but now showed the scars of bruising on her cheeks.

Telling herself that things could be better for a couple of days, she managed a smile – saw remnants of the girl she used to be . . . Beautiful, her da had called her, ‘Just like your ma!’ That showed through now, as she did have her ma’s long chestnut-coloured, wispy hair and large blue eyes framed by black eyelashes that curled upwards.

This appraisal gave her a warm feeling as she opened the door, smiled at how it creaked and stepped outside.

* * *

Knocking on the shed door, Elisha called out, ‘Are you still there, Jack?’

‘Aye, I am. Is the coast clear?’

‘It is. Me uncle’s gone to the pub.’

The shed door creaked louder than the kitchen door had as Jack poked his head around it. His eyes showed signs that he’d been asleep. But as he looked at her, his face lit up as it had earlier, and his eyes sparkled, though instantly his expression changed to concern.

‘Are you all right, lass?’

Lowering her head to hide her blush, Elisha nodded. ‘Aye, I’m fine . . . I – I wanted to get you settled afore me uncle comes back. What do you need?’

‘A blanket, maybe, and a pillow if you can spare one. Oh, and a bite to eat, as me stomach’s dropping out.’

Knowing she was taking a chance, but not caring, Elisha said, ‘Come up to the cottage and we’ll get all you need and carry it out together.’

As they stepped inside the cottage, Jack looked around the living room. ‘Well, I didn’t expect this, it’s lovely.’

A pride entered Elisha as she followed his gaze. Yes, it was lovely. Made so by her ma and her grandma, and she’d kept up the caring of it.

The mahogany dresser displaying the best china stood proudly against one wall beneath, and almost touching, the low-beamed ceiling. And in the centre, around the huge fireplace that was set into the opposite wall, stood a sofa with a flowery loose cover draped over it and two matching armchairs. All had shiny mahogany arms.

In front of the hearth lay a beautiful rag rug of many colours, made by herself, Ma and Grandma. And, on the walls, pictures of Ma and Da’s wedding, and of her grandma and herself – a room that had only known love in the past.

Elisha could be transported back to that love just by looking around, if her fear left her, like now.

Jack muttering, ‘Mmm, sommat smells good an’ all’, brought her back to the present.

‘Aye, I’ve a stew on the stove. Come into the kitchen and have a bowl of it. I’ve some fresh bread I baked earlier for you to dip into it.’

Jack didn’t speak for a while as he tucked into the stew, but after a few mouthfuls and appreciative mumbles, he looked across the table at her. ‘Sommat ain’t right here, Elisha, I can feel it. It’s like you’re a prisoner. And how did you get those bruises, lass?’

Afraid to say anything, Elisha gave a nervous laugh, ‘I’m just clumsy. I can trip over sommat that ain’t there!’

Jack giggled, but his eyes held an intensity as he looked at her. ‘It’s your uncle, ain’t it? I can sense you’re afraid of him. Well, don’t let him intimidate you, Elisha. Stand up for yourself.’

If only he knew how much she tried to do that, had done today, but knew she would pay for it one way or another.

Changing the subject, she asked, ‘So, what did me uncle ask of you, is he thinking of getting the market garden business up and running again? It thrived once and brought in a good income that kept me and me ma and da and grandma going.’

‘Aye, that’s what he talked about. He said he didn’t knaw owt about gardening and veg growing, and was looking for someone who did. That he couldn’t pay much but could offer a bed and board. I didn’t realise that would be in a potting shed and me sleeping on a pile of sacks!’

Afraid that he was going to say that he wasn’t going to stay and take the conditions offered, Elisha thought quickly.

‘It’s bigger than most potting sheds though, and has a window and a stove. We could clear one end, and you could take the armchair and the spare bed from my room . . . me grandma used to sleep in it as we only have two bedrooms and Ma and Da had the other bedroom.’

‘I’m sorry about what happened, Elisha, it must have been hard for you to get over all of that.’

Elisha bowed her head.

‘We’re in the same boat, you and me. We’ve both lost them that were dear to us. We can help each other. I already feel I’ve met someone who understands.’

‘Ta, Jack, I do an’ all. It’s sometimes like they didn’t exist. Me uncle cares nowt for their memory. Nor does he care about me. I – I was working towards being a teacher but if I pick up a book and pen, he ridicules me. Mind, he don’t see what I do in me own room. I often get me books out and study late into the night.’

‘That ain’t right. You should be free to do what you want to do. I like to read – maybe I can borrow a book or two from you . . . I mean, if you don’t mind.’

‘You read!’

‘Aye, I do. Me da said that if you can work with what you know instead of what you do, you can be a rich man . . . he was thinking about solicitors and the like – not that I’m clever enough for that, but I like working with numbers and he said if things were different, I’d have made it to being an accountant or sommat of that nature.’

‘Me grandma said that we can all make of ourselves what we want to with a bit of determination and hard work.’ She told him her grandma’s story.

‘She sounds like my kind of lady. And me da would have loved her as that was his way of thinking. Anyroad, if we’re to sort things for me, we’d better get on and do it as your uncle could come back at any minute and chuck me out.’

‘You want to stay then?’

‘Aye, I do. I can make sommat of that garden, like your grandma did, and we can approach the customers she had and hopefully start to supply them again besides stand market as she did an’ all.’

An hour later, they had the chair and the bed set up in the shed, and Jack had a fire going in the cast iron stove that stood in the corner.

‘Home from home! All I need now is a kettle, teapot and a mug and I’ll be well away.’

‘I ain’t got a spare kettle, but I can let you have a saucepan, and there’s a tap just outside the door. The tea, cup and a drop of milk are easy to do though.’

‘Ta, Elisha, I feel as though I have landed on me feet. I just hope that Joe’s all right with it all. He seems to blow hot and cold.’

‘He’s never in a good mood with me, but I expect he’s different in the pub. He lives for a drink.’

‘Ain’t he ever married?’

‘I don’t knaw, he wasn’t in our lives really. Grandma used to fret about him and want to hear from him, but she rarely did unless he wanted money.’

‘Well, that ain’t right. Anyroad, we’ll see how things pan out.’

Wanting to know more about him, Elisha asked, ‘How old are you, Jack? Did you have a job in Blackburn?’

‘I’m nineteen turned, and aye, me da were a carpenter and taught me his trade. We had a good thing going between us, but then me da became ill and I had to care for him. We fell behind with the rent, had little food, and, well, here I am.’

Elisha had the urge to take him in her arms and make his world better, as she knew he would hers. With this came a feeling she’d never known before, but it seemed to bind her and Jack together.

In the silence that followed this revelation, they gazed at one another. Jack suddenly turned away. ‘What about you, how old are you?’

‘I’m sixteen turned.’

‘Have you any friends? What do you do besides keep this place going and cooking for your uncle?’

‘Nowt, other than read and study like I told you. I used to help a bit with the family business, but mostly I studied. Me grandma paid for a tutor for me. But I’ve naw friends to speak of . . . I – I lost me best friend to TB. I knaw a few others from school days, but I weren’t close to any of them.’

‘Strikes me you must have been a bit lonely.’

‘Naw, never that until . . . well, until the accident.’

‘You’ve had a rough time of it, Elisha, I hope things turn around for you soon.’

She wanted to say they already had with him coming into her life, but she turned to go, telling him that she was to tidy up the kitchen before her uncle returned. Truth was, she wanted to be done with all her chores and upstairs locked in her own room before he did.

‘I’ll come with you and get that saucepan and stuff, oh, and if you could lend me a book, Elisha, that’d be good. I couldn’t carry owt other than a change of clothes in me bag. And the landlord took everything that was left in our cottage as payment for the back rent.’

As they walked back to the cottage, Elisha told him, ‘I have a few Charles Dickens novels, I think you’d like them. Me others are Jane Austen, and I still have a couple from me childhood. They’re by Rudyard Kipling.’

‘Eeh, I didn’t expect owt so highbrow, but I’ll give Charles Dickens a go.’

‘They ain’t highbrow, they’re about folk like you, homeless, and how they survive, though in London, which is different to doing it here in Blackpool.’

‘What? Charles Dickens writes about folk like me?’

‘He does. What have you been reading up to now then?’

Jack looked a bit shamefaced. ‘Comics mainly. And books about maths. I got them from the library and did the arithmetic problems in them.’

‘Well, that’s more highbrow than what I’m offering you – at least the maths books are. But I reckon that it doesn’t always matter about what you read, as long as you do.’

Jack grinned. ‘Now, that sounded very much like a teacher. I reckon you’ve found your calling, lass . . . Anyroad, I’ll take the book and run, as your uncle could be back at any moment.’

Jack left a few minutes later with what he needed to make himself a hot drink and clutching a copy of Oliver Twist. Grandma had bought that book for her as a present and had written a little message inside of love and her hopes for Elisha’s future.

Feeling bereft of Jack’s company, Elisha went outside to retrieve the sheets. For the first time in a long time, she enjoyed seeing them billowing out in the wind. But before taking on the battle of gathering them in, she took a moment to lean on the gate and look down the street. With no one in sight, she sighed a contented sigh. It seemed the landlord of the pub hadn’t chucked the drinkers out, which meant they would be locked in and drinking until probably midnight.

Uncle Joe was bound to drink the most and be helped home and to bed. He wouldn’t bother with the stew. She could safely put the pan on the cold shelf for tomorrow.

As she turned back to face the garden, a thin curl of smoke came from the chimney of the potting shed. Elisha smiled. Joe wouldn’t notice that, and as the September evenings drew in, it could be cold after dark, so she felt happy that Jack would be warm and had been fed well too.

She watched for a while, finding comfort in having him so close. His face and his cheeky grin came to her mind, making her heart flutter. Her hand went to her hair and idly twirled the few curly strands that had escaped the scarf she had tied around it. But then, blushing at her thoughts, she grabbed at the sheets and stumbled back to the cottage with them rolled into a huge ball.

By the time Eliza climbed into bed half an hour later, making sure to bolt her bedroom door, the feelings she’d tapped into had grown to a warm longing. Lying back, she tried to imagine Jack kissing her and holding her in his arms.

But then, what would he think of what she’d been forced to do? Would he be disgusted that she’d even done it, despite her being afraid of a beating if she hadn’t? Did all men like women to do that to them? From what she’d read there was a lot more to making love. There were caresses, kisses and touching of private parts, but there was also the act of a man entering you to give you a baby. The thought of Jack one day doing that to her tightened Elisha’s tummy muscles and gave her a strange but nice feeling.

This once more went into the disgust of what her uncle demanded from her. Turning over, Elisha allowed the pain she’d held at bay to manifest itself in huge sobs. Someone as beautiful as Jack wouldn’t want her. She was soiled, had taken part in a vile act to satisfy her own uncle – no matter what she faced if she didn’t, she should have stood out against him. Why didn’t I? Oh, God, why didn’t I?




CHAPTER THREE

As weeks went by without any demands from her uncle, Elisha began to feel less afraid. Especially as he’d taken to going off for hours, leaving her wondering if he’d found himself a lady friend.

A happiness she hadn’t known for a long time clothed Elisha with the relief of this thought and with the joy of working alongside Jack in the garden as soon as she’d finished the chores. Chores that used to take her twice as long, as her heart wasn’t in them, but now were done in such haste, they took no time at all.

Together, they’d cleared all the weeds and twitch from the soil, given it a good turn over with garden forks, and by the end of October had planted peas and onions, and organised where the spring planting was going to happen.

Elisha looked over at Grundy. As always while they worked, he trotted up and down or stood grazing on a patch of rough grass they’d left for him. Jack had tended to and groomed him regularly, and had bonded with him. Grundy loved the attention and being let out of the stable to be alongside them in the garden as he was now.

On rainy days, Jack had worked in the shed behind the stable repairing an old cart, saying they would need it once they had their first harvest.

‘You knaw, there ain’t much more we can do today, let’s harness Grundy and go for a short ride along Common Edge Road, eh? We can head towards St Anne’s.’

Elisha grinned. The thought of escaping the perimeter of the cottage filled her with excitement. ‘Eeh, yes, let’s!’

A tiny twinge of doubt entered her at the thought of Joe returning and finding them gone, but she brushed it aside. She so wanted to be free for just a little time.

Jack’s face lit up. ‘It’ll be a chance to make sure the cart’ll stand up to being used.’

‘It better had! I ain’t going if there’s a risk of it dropping to bits under us!’

They both laughed like excited kids.

‘I’ll tell you what, while I harness Grundy, why don’t you fill a bottle with tea and pack a couple of them cakes you baked yesterday, we could have a picnic!’

‘On the beach, you mean? That’s a long way . . . what if . . .’

‘Don’t worry about Joe, he’s allus three sheets to the wind when he comes home. All he wants to do is flop in the chair and sleep it off . . . but naw, I think the beach is a little far for Grundy. He ain’t pulled a cart for a while. I was thinking of us going into one of the fields. He can graze on some nice fresh grass while we sit in the sunshine.’ Jack looked up at the sky. ‘Mind, we might need a blanket, there’s not that much warmth and the breeze is chilling.’

Though nervous about going, Elisha didn’t want Jack to talk himself out of it. ‘It’s grand for autumn. You wait till the winter comes! We don’t get the snow much, but the winds coming off the sea can cut you in two!’

‘Ha, naw snow! In Blackburn it’d be almost up to your shins in winter!’

‘Well, we sometimes get some, but it don’t hang around. I reckon the salt in the air gets rid of it. Grandma used to say we were protected by the mountains surrounding us – the Lake District to one side and the Pennines to the other . . . I’ve never seen a mountain.’

Jack turned towards her, ‘What! By, you’re missing sommat, lass. One day I’ll take you to Blackburn. You’re only a short distance from the Pennines there – and I’ll show you Pendle Hill where they hung them poor women as they thought they were witches.’

‘I’ve heard of that . . . A tragedy.’ But sadness for the women this happened to was soon swept aside by the feeling in her that there was so much in the world to see, and she wanted to see it all. ‘Eeh, Jack, I’d love to travel!’

‘Well, look lively as you can start with us going down the road, but we have to get going soon as the light fades earlier every evening!’

Elisha giggled as she ran to the cottage.

It took no time to make the tea as the kettle, always simmering on the side of the hob, soon came to the boil. The cakes – raspberry buns she’d made the day before – looked delicious. Pride filled her as she wrapped them in greaseproof paper, as even the jam filling them was from the batch she’d made herself some time ago.

This made her think of Christmas.

Jack had already begun to carve Christmas figures from scraps of wood, and planned on painting them to sell, and Elisha had the idea of making Christmas-themed cakes. The whole project had been a journey to work on together.

With everything ready for their picnic, Elisha grabbed her bonnet and a shawl from the back of the kitchen door. Then, having to stop herself from skipping with joy and excitement, went outside to where Jack stood with Grundy, both looking impatiently patient!

‘He’s chomping at the bit, lass, and so am I.’

Elisha climbed up onto the bench seat of the cart. Jack patted the space between them. Shuffling along into it heightened Elisha’s senses as their thighs touched. The look Jack gave her enhanced this further. Smiling at him to try to get some normality back into the situation, she was glad when Jack grinned and winked in response, then turned away from her and gave his attention to guiding Grundy through the open gates as he said, ‘Giddy up, Grundy, let’s see what you’re made of, lad.’

Once through, Jack stopped and jumped down to close the gates, giving Elisha a sense of loss for a moment, until he climbed back into the bench beside her and slid along.

Neither of them spoke as Grundy moved off and settled into a rhythm of almost trotting, though she knew from old that Grundy had only one pace and that was slow! But it didn’t matter. To Elisha, she was escaping into the big wide world beyond her gate, something she hadn’t done for two years, even the shopping they needed had been done by Joe dropping off a list and the delivery lad bringing their needs in a basket on the front of his bike.

‘This is wonderful! Ta, Jack.’

‘It’s a pleasure, madam!’

This took them into a fit of giggles, leaving Elisha feeling a happiness she hadn’t truly felt for a long time.

But then thoughts of what her life had been like in the abyss of loss, and of the depression she’d sunk into – the awful things that had happened, the dirty, filthy things that had soiled her young life – blotted her happiness and she looked away.

‘What troubles you, Elisha? There’re times I think you’ve a great burden on your shoulders. You can tell me, lass.’

Elisha shook her head, not just to say no, but in an attempt to banish the thought of it all and stop it from spoiling what had started as an exciting adventure.

Jack didn’t say any more as they travelled along, the motion of the cart swaying them this way and that. It wasn’t until he spotted a gateway to a field after they had travelled about half a mile that he spoke. ‘I think this will do nicely. I can’t see a farmhouse, so we’re unlikely to be spotted and shooed off.’

Once they were through the gate he offered her his hand. His grin told her he wasn’t going to pursue his questioning. This helped to lighten her mood. She grinned back. ‘I feel like a naughty schoolgirl playing truant.’

‘It shouldn’t be like that . . . And one day it won’t be . . .’

Jack looked away, then, letting go of her hand, went to unharness Grundy. Slapping the donkey’s bottom he said, ‘Go on, lad, fill your boots. This grass is sweeter than any we have back at the cottage.’

With this, the tension passed as they both laughed at Grundy’s antics as he kicked his hind legs up in the air, then arched his back and seemed to do a little dance!

‘Well, he’s happy. And so will I be if you get that tea poured and give me one of your delicious cakes!’

This further lightened the mood and Elisha felt she could put all the badness behind her for now and enjoy this rare treat.

The tea and buns tasted a million times better than they did when they sat outside at home. Though she loved the garden and the wonderful memories she had of it, it had become like a prison to her. But now she was free, and the thought made her smile as she looked up at the dancing clouds and allowed her happiness to blot everything else out.

Jack saying, ‘By, Elisha, I’m glad to have made you happy’, drew her eyes towards him. Their gaze locked. Sensations tingled through her. She longed for him to take her in his arms, but suddenly he looked away, made a pretence of wanting to check on Grundy, rolled away from her and stood up. As he did, the feelings Elisha had experienced crashed into ones of disappointment and loss.

Brushing crumbs from her skirt, she too rose. ‘I suppose we’d better get back. If Uncle Joe returns before us, there could be hell to pay!’

They arrived back at the cottage having only made a little conversation on the way. The air between them wasn’t uncomfortable, but different. Jack seemed pensive, and Elisha felt suddenly shy of him. She was glad of the distraction of working together to free Grundy from the load of the cart and bed him down in his stable at the back of the cottage.

‘I’d better go in and get the meal ready, Jack.’

Trying to lighten the moment, she told him, ‘It’s your favourite, liver and onions.’

As there was no response, Elisha made another attempt, ‘Mind, I only just afforded that! Uncle Joe hasn’t upped my housekeeping allowance and food prices are rising all the time!’

‘I’m putting an extra burden on your shoulders . . .’

‘Naw! I – I didn’t mean . . . I was just making conversation. You’re very quiet, Jack.’

‘Sorry. It’s just . . . well, anyroad, while you’re busy in the kitchen, I’ll get back to spreading more of the compost on the garden, then we can dig it in tomorrow. I’ve some carrot seedlings we can plant.’

With this he turned away and strode towards the potting shed.

By the time Elisha served the dinner, Joe had returned and, drunk as usual, had slumped into the armchair next to the fire. He was soon snoring loudly.

Not wanting to wake him, Elisha shut the door to the living room, put his plated meal into the warming oven and opened the back door to look out for Jack. She hoped they would be back to normal as they ate, as it troubled her to have this gulf of emotions hanging between them. In such a short time, everything had changed. The carefree relationship they’d enjoyed seemed to have turned into a feeling of tension.

To her relief, when Jack reappeared he was his old self and as if nothing had been silently exchanged between them, as he came bounding in with his usual grin on his face.

‘By, that looks good. I could eat a horse!’

Elisha laughed. ‘You haven’t long had a raspberry bun, lad – by, there’s naw filling you!’

Their chat was easy as they ate. Jack had brought a couple of pieces of his artwork with him to show her.

The figurines of the Virgin Mary and Joseph were exquisite. ‘Oh, Jack, I love them so much. You’ll need to make a lot of them though, as they’ll fly off our table at the fayre!’

‘That’s where you come in. I wondered if I carved them, if you could paint them? I found pots of paint in the old lean-to, there’s blues and reds, and I mixed a yellow with some of them to get the brown for Joseph’s shepherd’s crook, and then I found a white paint for Mary’s veil. Mind, I did wonder why there’s so many paint pots out there?’

‘That was Ma. She used the blue in their bedroom, the white down here, and the red for the front and back doors. The yellow she used in my bedroom. She loved painting – not how the artists do, but decorating and making the home nice, though Da used to stop her going up ladders and did the high bits.’

‘Well, she did a lovely job, I’m always admiring this cottage, and unbeknown to her, she’s helping us towards making our first income!’

‘Ooh, we might make enough to buy a cockerel for Christmas dinner!’

‘Naw, we’re not going to eat our profits, better to invest. I was thinking of a chicken run, and yes, buy a cockerel – not to eat, but to secure the future of our own egg business!’

‘That’s a brilliant idea. It’s sommat me da talked about doing, he had such dreams for this place. He wanted to buy the field at the back and expand into keeping animals.’

‘A regular farm then, eh?’

‘Sommat like that. Though me grandma didn’t think big like me da, but never thwarted his dreams and allus wanted to fulfil them for him. So she threw herself into them, keeping chickens, and even bought a roll of barbed wire in preparation for it being done the following spring . . . You knaw, Jack, one day, I’d like to carry that dream on for me da.’

‘That’s good, lass. But what happened to your grandma’s plan to build a chicken run for him?’

‘It never did materialise as . . . well . . . the accident . . .’

‘Then let’s make it happen for her and your da, eh? We can call our cockerel after your grandma, then it’ll be as productive as she was!’

Elisha laughed out loud, ‘You can’t call a cockerel Millicent!’

‘No, but we can call it Millifred!’

They both laughed then.

When they calmed, Elisha said, ‘The problem is, we need the funds from Uncle Joe, and he’s complaining all the time about what we’re spending as it is.’

‘I’ll talk to him, make him see how much money can be made from an egg business.’

To Elisha, at that moment, it seemed that their future was bright, and they would share it here for ever. This cheered her and banished her feelings that everything had changed between them. They once more seemed to be on a good friendship footing, though Elisha hoped there would more between them one day, as she tried to quieten the doubts inside her that warned that everything could be spoilt on the whim of her uncle.

She fell silent as she prayed that he wouldn’t put obstacles in the way of their plans and that he’d never, ever return to his old ways. This last thought made her body shudder and brought back the feeling of being unclean – could she ever rid herself of that? Would Jack judge her on it? She hoped with all her heart that he never found out.

The next day Elisha felt full of hope again, not having given much attention to dark thoughts and allowing only the notion of how it seemed that the sun had come back into her life with Jack by her side. She was confident, too, that he felt the same for her. For despite his reactions the day before, there was no denying the odd glance that had held their eyes locked on one another, or the times when their hands accidently brushed and released a sensation of electricity passing between them. And now, the gentle companionship she felt as they cut back the hedges together, Jack wielding the scythe as she gathered the clippings and small branches, and stacked them in a heap to burn once they had dried out.

When Jack broke the silence between them by saying, ‘You’re quiet.’ Elisha jumped.

‘I was just thinking how me life’s changed so much.’

‘Mine too . . . Elisha, can I ask you sommat?’

‘Aye, of course.’

‘Let’s sit on our buckets.’

Elisha giggled at this. Jack had spoken of wanting to repair the bench that stood under a large tree in the corner of the garden, but hadn’t found the time to do it. And so, two upturned buckets had become their resting place between chores.

Once sat, Jack became serious. ‘I think you know how I feel about you, Elisha . . . yesterday I almost said, but . . . well, I wondered if you feel the same?’

He turned to look at her, taking one of her hands in his. Elisha felt a beam of light warm her through. Happiness clothed every part of her. Her smile widened as she looked into his eyes.

‘You’re so beautiful, Elisha . . . I – I wanted you to knaw that I love you and want us to be together.’

‘Oh, Jack . . . I love you too. More than I can say.’

Slipping onto one knee in front of her, Jack said, ‘I’ve nowt to offer you, me little lass, but I
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