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A Note for the Reader

The Editor's Daughters is a warm, clean post-war saga with a closed-door romance: no explicit content and no gore. This book includes a war widow's grief for a husband killed in action, a former prisoner of war of the Japanese with recurring illness and troubled nights (never described in detail), a parent's failing eyesight and an eye operation, homeless families living in an old army camp, unemployment and hardship in the severe winter of 1947, a German prisoner of war as a Christmas guest, a flood, and a childbirth that takes place behind a closed door.
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Chapter One
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The train from Keighley brought Josie Thwaite home on Monday the twenty-eighth of October 1946 with a kitbag, a ration book, a coupon allowance for a coat she had not yet bought, and the private intention of leaving again by Easter. She had told nobody about Easter. She had not quite told herself, except in the corridor at Keighley, with her forehead against the cold glass, where she had said it under her breath to see how it sounded. It sounded reasonable. It sounded like a corporal's plan.

The branch line ran the last six miles at a walking pace, as it always had, and the light was already going. It was half past three, grey and mild and damp, with the sort of low sky that makes a town look as though it has been put away in a drawer. Josie let the window down on its strap and put her head out, and the smell came in before the view did: coal smoke, wet stone, and under it the sour sweetness of scouring wool from the mill. She had smelt petrol and canvas and cordite for five years. She had forgotten that home had a smell of its own, and that it would get into her uniform before she was off the platform.

The mill chimney stood up first, black against the grey, with the dam shining dully at its foot. Then the roofs came, tier on tier up the hillside, every one of them slate and every wall soot-black, so that the whole town seemed carved from a single piece of coal. Skel Beck was loud. She heard it above the wheels as they crossed the bridge, brown water going over the stones as if it had somewhere better to be. And above it all, filling the sky at the top of the town, was the Moor, brown with dead bracken, with a pale scar on its shoulder where the old searchlight camp sat. She had last seen it with the lights sweeping over it in 1941.

The station porter took her ticket. He was a man she had known all her life, and he looked at her greatcoat, dyed navy at the Keighley cleaners, and said, "Josie Thwaite. Thought you'd be a general by now."

"Corporal," said Josie. "They ran out of generals."

She walked up. The kitbag was heavy, and she preferred it so. Past the goods yard, across the bridge with the beck shouting underneath, and up the hill into the Market Place, where the war memorial stood in its railings with a fresh wreath of paper poppies already tied to the foot. The bank, the Co-op, the council offices with their one lit window; the bus stand empty; the Woolpack's lamp lit early over the door and throwing a yellow smear on the wet cobbles. Nothing had moved. That was the shock of it. She had expected the war to have changed something, a shop gone, a name painted out, and instead Skelbeck stood exactly where she had left it, with its hands in its pockets, waiting to see what she would say.

She had driven a three-ton lorry through a blackout on a road with no signposts. She had put a staff car down a Belgian lane with a colonel in the back, who had told her that if she hit the next crater he would see to it she drove a handcart. She had slept under a lorry in a field in Germany with her boots on. She had not told her mother any of it in her letters, and she did not mean to start now.

The Skelbeck Gazette and Upper Dale Advertiser stood on the west side of the Market Place at number 3, tall and dark, with its name in gilt on the fascia and again on the window. Last Friday's front page was pinned up behind the glass, held at the corners with brass drawing pins, and a small knot of people were reading it as they always did, shoulders hunched. The folio line said what the whole paper had come to that week. Eight pages. She had heard about the newsprint ration. She had not understood until she saw how little there was to read.

The brass bell on the counter rang as she opened the door.

"We're closing for small ads at five," said Kathleen, without looking up. She was writing in the small-ads book with a steel pen, and a woman in a headscarf stood at the other side of the mahogany with a look of deep private anxiety. "Pram, in good order, hood a bit worn, three pounds ten or near offer. Is that all of it, Mrs..." She stopped. She looked up. "Josie."

"Hello, Kath."

Her sister put down the pen with great care. She was thinner than Josie remembered, with her dark hair pinned flat and her wedding ring loose on her finger, and she was wearing a grey cardigan with the sleeves pushed up. "Well," she said, and came round the counter, and held her hard for exactly as long as it took the woman in the headscarf to look at the ceiling. Then she went back behind the mahogany and picked up the pen. "Three pounds ten," she said. "Or near offer."

On the stool by the end of the counter, with a jotter open and his tongue between his teeth, sat Nigel, in a grey jersey with a hole in the elbow, doing sums. He had been a baby in a shawl when she left. He looked up, said "Hello," with enormous politeness, and returned to his column of figures, and Josie understood that she was an aunt to a stranger.

Through the half-glazed door was the counting house, and in it the green lamp lit already against the dusk. Her mother sat at the desk under it with the advertising ledger open, a pencil behind her ear, her reading glasses on the end of her nose. Maud Thwaite rose, took off the glasses, folded them, and came across the floor in four steps. She kissed Josie's cheek, once, cool and dry, as if she were stamping a form.

"You're thin," she said. "Have you eaten?"

"On the train."

"A bun on a train is not eating." She held Josie off by the shoulders, looked at the greatcoat, the cap, the kitbag, and said with the faintest tightening of the mouth, "I see they've not made you a lady." Then she turned the page of the ledger with one finger, to show that the matter was closed. "Your father is in his room. He has been in his room since two o'clock, pretending he is not listening for the door."

The editor's room was the last on the passage, behind the counting house, and it smelt of old paper and lamp oil and the soap he had used since she was small. Her father sat at the roll-top desk with the green lamp pulled low, bent over a long strip of damp proof with his big round magnifying glass held in front of one eye, and the end of his nose almost on the paper. His lips moved. He had not heard the door. He had grown smaller, she thought, or the room had grown larger, and the glass in his hand looked like something a jeweller would use.

"Father."

He looked up. He put the glass down very slowly on the proof, and it took him a second to find her, as if she were at the far end of a field, and then he stood up so quickly that the chair went back. "Josephine," he said. Nobody else in the world called her that except her mother when she was angry. In his mouth it was a name for a person of consequence. He took both her hands in both of his and held them, and did not let go. "Josephine. You're thinner. You didn't say which train."

"I did. I wrote Thursday."

"Did you? I shall have it somewhere." He was smiling so widely that his spectacles had slipped. "I shall have it somewhere. Sit down. Sit down, lass, sit, you've been travelling." But he went on holding her hands, and she stood where she was, and for a moment neither of them said anything at all.

When he did sit, he picked up the glass again and went back to the proof, apologising, saying it was a wedding report set early for Friday, and he liked to see the proofs himself. She took the other chair. From where she sat, across the corner of the desk, she could read the strip upside down, because she had read his proofs that way across this desk since she was small. It was a wedding at the parish church, bride and groom and bridesmaids, and the bridegroom's mother in lavender. The bride's surname, in the first line, had a letter turned round in it, the sort of slip a compositor's finger makes at the end of a long week. Anyone who knew the family would see it from across the street.

Her father's glass passed over it. It moved on to the second line, the third. He sighed, satisfied, and reached for his pencil, and ticked the margin.

Josie said nothing. She watched the tick go in. It was a very small tick, and the pencil in his hand was not quite steady. She put the matter away carefully, as she had learnt to put away a noise in an engine, and told herself that there would be time.

"Go across and say good afternoon to the works," said Rowland. "Jabez will want to see you. They'll all want to see you." He lifted the glass again. "Mind the step."

She took the passage door to the yard, where the beck was louder, running at the foot of the wall with a noise like a long breath, and crossed the cobbles to the works. A good heavy door, with the paint worn off at the handle. When she pushed it, the smell took her by the throat: linseed oil and lamp-black, hot metal, paraffin, and a damp mustiness of paper stacked in a cellar. It was the smell of every Friday of her childhood. Her eyes pricked and she was furious at them.

The composing room ran the length of the building under a row of dusty skylights, with the cases on their sloping frames down one side and the stone at the far end like an altar. The Linotype stood by the wall with its gas-heated pot muttering, and old Jabez Sugden sat at the keyboard with his good ear to the machine, so that he saw her last. Through the arch she could see the machine room, and Wally Midgley in his brown overall, oiling the Wharfedale with a long-spouted can, and a ball of string on the ledge beside him, because Wally mended everything with string. Billy Hepworth was sweeping. He had grown a head taller and a neck thinner since 1941, and he had stopped, broom in hand, with his mouth open.

At the nearest case, with his back to her, a man was distributing type. He was broad, dark and short in the hair, in shirtsleeves with a leather apron, and he worked with astonishing speed, taking a handful of dead lines from a galley and feeding the letters back into their boxes with his thumb and finger so fast that it sounded like rain on a roof. She did not know him. She cleared her throat.

"Works is no place for visitors, miss," he said, without turning round. "You'll find the front office through the yard."

It was so exactly the voice of a sergeant of the motor pool that Josie laughed. She stopped herself, because the back of that dark head was perfectly serious. "I did come through the yard," she said. "It was extremely dull."

"Then you'll know the way back."

"Mr Sugden," said Josie, loudly, past him, and the old man at the Linotype raised a hand like a bishop without looking round.

Billy had dropped his broom. "That's Miss Josie," he hissed, in the sort of whisper that carries across a parade ground. "That's Mr Thwaite's Josie. Vince. That's the editor's daughter."

The broad man's hands stopped. He stood quite still for a second, with a little drift of lower-case e's between his fingers. Then he turned, without hurry. His face was square, tired and brown, with level eyes of no particular colour that went over her uniform and her stripes and the kitbag and came back to her face, and gave nothing away. There was a burn scar the size of a shilling on the inside of his left wrist. "Miss Thwaite," he said.

"Mr..."

"Garnett." He nodded, once, as though that were sufficient, and turned back to his case, and the rain on the roof began again.

"He's the Father of the Chapel," whispered Billy, scarlet. "Union. He's all right. He's only..."

"Billy," said Vince Garnett to the case, "the floor."

Billy went for the broom. Josie stood there with her mouth in a straight line, and found, to her astonishment, that she was not at all sure whether she wanted to hit him or shake his hand. She settled for going down the room and kissing Jabez on the top of his bald head, which made the old man say, "Eh, now," twice, and go pink to the ears. Behind her she heard a sound, very quiet, that might have been a man swallowing a laugh. She did not look round.

Gladys Hepworth, who did for them on Mondays, Wednesdays and Thursdays, had gone home by five, and there was a stew on the range when Josie climbed the stairs over the office with her kitbag. Mrs Hepworth had left it with a lid on, and a note in pencil under the salt: Dumplings in the tin, don't let Cynthia eat them all. The kitchen was the same, the big scrubbed table and the Windsor chairs and the wireless on the dresser, warming up with its small orange glow. The kettle was singing. It was so exactly the same that she stood in the door a full minute before she understood that the thin young man at the far end of the table was her brother.

"Gilbert."

"Josie." He stood, and shook her hand, and then, as if recollecting that this was not enough, put his arm very briefly round her shoulder. He was twenty-three. He looked forty. His wrists stuck out of his cuffs like sticks and he sat down again as soon as he decently could. "You had a good journey?"

"Not bad. Slow."

"It is slow." He smiled. It was polite, careful, and went nowhere. He turned the cup in his hands, and she saw that he did it so as to have something to turn.

Esther came in from the cottage hospital at six, in her navy cape with the red lining and a face pink from the wind, and took Josie's face between her cold hands and looked at it for a long time with her calm grey eyes, as she must look at patients. "You're tired," she said. "But you're all right." It was a diagnosis. Josie, who had been ready to be teased, found she was almost in tears.

Cynthia arrived at a run, with her school satchel banging, and her hair coming out of its ribbon, and a copy of Picture Post flung down in the middle of the table like a flag. "Josie, you have to see this, it's London, it's the girls on the buses, look at the photographs, look at the light on that one, that's all done with a flash, and have you been to London, I mean really been, and is it true you drove through Brussels?"

"Cynthia," said her mother from the door. "Let your sister eat."

They ate. It was a good stew, mostly swede, with something that had once been a rabbit, and one dumpling each, and the bread cut thin to save the units on the coupons. Maud counted the loaf with her eyes as she sliced it. Rowland came up at seven and said a short grace in the Methodist manner, so that nobody quite knew when to say Amen, and for a while the talk was all small: who had married, who had died, who had been seen at the pictures with whom. Kathleen filled Nigel's plate and cut his dumpling in four. Gilbert said almost nothing. He ate neatly and slowly, and when Cynthia asked whether he had seen the photographs in the Picture Post he said, "Yes, thank you, very good," and Josie saw her mother's eyes drop to the cloth.

"And Mr..." Josie stopped, for she could not for the life of her think of the old reporter's name. "Who's on the reporting now? Who took over from the old man? He used to cover the council, and the chapels, and the dale."

There was a short silence of the kind that is made by several people not looking at one another.

"He retired at Michaelmas," said Maud. "To his daughter's, in Morecambe."

"And since?"

"Nobody," said Kathleen. "Father's been doing it himself."

Josie looked down the table at her father, who was cutting a piece of swede into smaller and smaller pieces. He did not look up. His hands were quite steady, now, in the lamplight. She thought of the proof, and the glass, and the tick.

It was late when she went down again, past eleven, when the others had gone up and the stairwell was dark except for the strip of light under the door at the end of the passage. The works were quiet across the yard. The beck was louder in the stillness. She knocked and went in.

He sat at the roll-top desk with his coat off and a fresh proof before him, the lamp turned low, the big glass in his hand. He put it down when he saw her. In the half light he looked older than he had at four, and she thought of all the nights since Michaelmas that he must have sat just so, alone, with the council minutes and the chapel anniversaries and the dale.

"You ought to be in bed," he said.

"So ought you." She shut the door. "Father, I'll do the reporting. Until something turns up."

He looked at her, and she saw him begin to say that she must not feel obliged, that she had just come home, that there was no hurry, all the things a reasonable man would say. He said none of them. "Yes," he said instead, and it came out so quickly that it was almost one word with her own. "Yes. Yes, that would be... yes. If you would." His hand found the glass again and turned it round on the blotter, and she understood, with a sinking she did not examine, that he had been afraid to ask. "Until something turns up."

"I only want to be useful."

"You will be." He cleared his throat. "Josephine. A word, and then I'll let you go. When you write a name, any name, whoever's it is and however small, you spell it right. You check it twice and then you check it again." He lifted his head, and his eyes, in the green light, were milky at the edges and perfectly kind. "Spell the name right. It may be the only time they're ever in the paper."

"Yes, Father."

"Good lass. Good night."

She climbed the last flight in the dark with her hand on the wall. The old nursery had two beds and a rag rug and the same wallpaper with the faded ducks on it, and Cynthia lay asleep in the far bed with one arm flung out and the Picture Post under her pillow. Josie undressed without a light. She lay on her back and listened to the beck, which was louder here than anywhere, running down behind the yard wall to the river and on to the sea, and tried to feel like a person who had come home.

Easter, she told herself again. Only till Easter.
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Maud Thwaite had kept accounts since she was fifteen, first her father's and then her husband's, and on Tuesday morning she could tell from the way Josephine came down the stairs that her second daughter had not come home to stay.

It was the tread. Kathleen came down like a woman with a list, Esther like one who had been up for hours already, and Cynthia like a dropped tray. Josephine came down lightly, one hand just touching the rail, as a person does on the stairs of a boarding house. Maud heard it from the kitchen, over the sound of the porridge catching, and set the pan to the side of the range, and said nothing at all. There was a great deal to be said for saying nothing at all until you had checked the figures.

"Morning, Mother," said Josephine, in her khaki shirt with the sleeves rolled. She had slept in the nursery in the bed by the window, where she had slept at eleven, and she had the look of a girl who has found the old room smaller and meant to be polite about it.

"Porridge," said Maud. "You'll want the salt. There's no sugar to speak of until Friday."

It was market day, and the Market Place had been loud since before six. Maud had listened to the lorries backing in, the hurdles going up, the first lowing from the cattle pens behind the Woolpack, and the stallholders shouting each other's business across the cobbles as they hung out their tarpaulins. By eight there would be cabbages under the front windows and a man selling enamel bowls at the corner of the office, and every farmer's wife in the dale would come in at the door with a notice for the small ads and a remark about the weather. It was the best day of the week for the counter and the worst for the nerves.

At half past eight Maud sat down in the counting house, where she was most herself, and took the green cloth ledger out of the safe.

It was a handsome thing, red-ruled, with a spine she had re-glued herself in the spring of 1942. Every shop, every club, every auctioneer and every farmer who wanted to sell a tup had his line in it, and against each line ran the same four columns: the date of the insertion, the inches, the charge, and what had been paid. Maud ran her pencil down the fourth column as other women ran their eyes down the Psalms. Nineteen of the forty-one accounts were behind. The Co-op was a month behind, which did not matter, because the Co-op had never failed to pay in forty years and was merely slow, like a good funeral. The auctioneer was two months behind, which did matter. A draper on Kirkgate owed three pounds eleven and had sent a note saying he would call, which meant he would not.

And above all of them, at the head of the page, in her own plain copperplate, stood Beckside Mills: a quarter column every Friday, three pounds ten, paid on the nail by a clerk in a stiff collar on the first Monday of the month. A hundred and eighty-two pounds a year. It was the biggest single item in the book, and nothing else came near it. A paper that lived on twopences and small ads could not afford to say so, and Maud never said so either, but she opened the ledger every Tuesday morning at that page first, the way a farmer looks out of his window first for the weather.

In the drawer under the ledger lay the newsprint envelope. It came every quarter from the government, buff and very thin, and it told her to the ream what the Gazette might use between now and Christmas. It would stretch to an eight-page week, then a six-page week, then an eight and a six again, and not a sheet more, however many weddings there were. The Ministry did not care how many weddings there were. She had read the allocation twice on Monday night and found the sum no kinder.

Gilbert came in at nine and sat at the side desk with his pen. He was twenty-three and had been home a year. He said "Good morning, Mother" in the voice of a very polite lodger, and opened the day book and began to add. Maud could hear him from where she sat. He carried the one into the wrong column, then the wrong one into the right, and arrived at a total that was out by eleven shillings, and he wrote it down firmly and went on to the next page. He did not care. That was what she could not bear: not that he was wrong, but that he was wrong without any interest in it. She would find the eleven shillings at lunch and put them right and not mention it, and tomorrow he would do the same again. She had learnt, in a year, that you could love a person completely and still correct their arithmetic in secret, and that the two things did not get in each other's way.

She kept the ledger because somebody had to, and because she could not do otherwise. She had been fifteen, in a house in Bradford with a brass plate on the door, when her father had put the books in front of her and said, "You've a head for it, Maud, and I haven't," and she had believed him, and he had been quite right on both counts. Mr Sowden, wool merchant, of Bradford, who bought fleece by the ton and sold tops by the bale and had gone to bed every night believing that the price would hold. She had kept his books for years, and she had married a printer's son in 1914 and gone on keeping them in the evenings. In 1921, when the slump came and took every price in the trade down with it in a single season, she was the only person in that family who knew to the penny what he owed. She had stood in his hall, twenty-nine years old and well dressed, while two men in bowler hats wrote the chairs down in a list.

She had never once been in debt since. Not a shilling. Not a week's grocery. Not in the war, when it would have been easy, not in the winter of 1941, when it would have been natural. It was the whole architecture of her. It was why she was frightened, and she would have died before saying so.

She was frightened now, a little, in a way that came on at the same hour every morning and sat quietly beside her until noon. It was not the figures. The figures were bad and honest, and she could face them. It was Rowland's eyes.

She had known since the summer. Dr Lund had sat in the sitting room in July with his bag on his knee and said "cataracts" and "both" and "the left worse," and she had sat very upright on the settee and asked him sensible questions about the fee. A surgeon in Leeds, a very good man, would operate in the spring, when they were ready, which meant when they had ripened sufficiently and not before, as though a pair of eyes were a plum. The fee was enough to make her put her hand flat on the arm of the settee. Rowland had said, in the voice he used for the pulpit, that they should tell no more people than they must, and in particular not the younger ones, who had enough to carry. So she had told Kathleen, because Kathleen would have found it out by the end of the week, and nobody else. And she kept it in the ledger of herself, in a column no one else could see, and every Thursday she watched him bring the proof up to the end of his nose and said "There's a cup of tea going cold, Rowland" in an ordinary voice.

The fee was not on any page of the green book. It would have to come out of somewhere. She had begun, in pencil, on the back of an old rate demand, to find where.

On Wednesday morning Mrs Hepworth was in the kitchen by eight, with her sleeves pushed up and the range already blacked.

"Mrs Thwaite," said Gladys, with a little nod, not stopping.

"Mrs Hepworth," said Maud.

That was all it had ever been. In three years Gladys Hepworth had never once been "Gladys" in Maud's mouth, and Maud had never once been "Maud" in hers, and it was not coldness. It was a form of respect, rather like a handshake, between two women who each knew exactly what the other was worth. Gladys had buried a husband, raised a boy, and kept her back straight through a war. Maud had no wish to cheapen that by being familiar. Gladys, for her part, was the only person in Skelbeck who had never asked Maud for anything, and Maud valued it more than she would have admitted. They shared the kitchen like two ships in a narrow channel, with great care and perfect courtesy.

There was a copper going in the scullery, and a smell of soap and wet wool, and Gladys's elbow going at the board.

"That's a lot of blankets," said Maud.

"Miss Josie's. Off the Army." Gladys wrung a sheet like a neck. "They want boiling twice. I'd not say what was in them."

"I'd not ask."

Gladys put the sheet through the mangle and said, to the mangle, "She's taken the round, then. The reporting."

"For now," said Maud.

"For now," said Gladys, and turned the handle a good deal harder than the sheet required.

That was how they spoke of Josephine, the two of them, without speaking of her. Maud did not say that she thought her daughter would not stay, and Gladys did not say that she thought so too, and each knew the other had thought it, and the thing was settled between them as exactly as if it had been entered. Billy Hepworth was the apprentice, and Maud did not doubt that Water Lane had heard all about the Gazette's new reporter by Tuesday night. Maud left the kitchen with her back very straight.

Josephine came down at nine, in the ATS greatcoat. It had been dyed navy at the cleaners in Keighley, and it hung on her with all the buttons wrong and the shoulders still holding the shape of someone else's war. She had a notebook in the pocket and a pencil behind her ear, and she looked, thought Maud, like a girl on her way to the station.

"Registrar first," said Josephine, counting on her fingers. "Then the undertaker. Then the minister at Ebenezer, then the council offices for the housing committee minutes. Father says that's the round."

"It is the round," said Maud. She looked at the coat. "You need a proper coat, Josephine. And a husband. In that order."

Josephine laughed. It was a good laugh, quick and genuine, and Maud felt it go through her like warm water, and was annoyed to find that it had. "In that order! Mother, I've coupons for the coat and none at all for the other."

"Then the coat will have to come first, which is as it should be. A woman should always have a good coat in hand before she starts looking."

"I'll tell Father you said so."

"Your father has never needed a coat for the purpose."

Josephine was still smiling when she turned back from the door. "Mother. May I ask you something? Father says the mill's column is the most important thing in the book. I can see it's big. But why does it matter so much, that one account? There are forty others."

Maud looked at her over the ledger, which she had brought through under her arm out of long habit. She did not pause. A pause would have meant that she was thinking about it, and she was not going to give her daughter that.

"Because it pays on the first Monday of the month," she said, "and the draper on Kirkgate has never paid on any Monday since 1939. A ledger has no feelings, Josephine. That is what it is for."

There was a short silence, and then Josephine gave a shout of laughter and put her hand over her mouth. "That's the best thing I've heard since Belgium. May I put it on my tombstone?"

"You may put it in your notebook, if you'd like to remember it," said Maud, "and you may take your gloves, because it's damp."

She went out into the grey.

It was from the counting-house window, a quarter of an hour later, that Maud saw the yard. She had not meant to look. She had gone to the window to open the sash an inch because the paraffin stove was smoking, and the yard lay below her in its wet cobbles: the works door, the pump, the wall with the beck loud behind it, and in the middle, crossing from the front, a figure in a navy coat.

Josephine had not gone round by the street. She had come through the passage to cut a corner, and the works door had opened, and Vince Garnett had come out of it with a galley in his hands. He was a broad, dark young man in an inky apron, and he stopped at once, as one stops for a door. Maud saw her daughter stop too. She saw her say something, and him say something back, short, with his head slightly on one side. And then Josephine threw her head back and laughed, openly, in the middle of the yard in the wet, with her notebook in her fist.

Maud did not like the laugh.

She could not have said why, and she stood quite still at the window and considered it, the way she would have considered an entry that was in the right ledger but in the wrong hand. It was not the sort of laugh Josephine had given at the door, the polite one, the one she gave her mother. It was her laugh from the age of nine, the one that had got her sent from the Sunday school. It had been absent from the house for five years, and it had turned up in the yard for a compositor.

Well. He was a clever young man, and Rowland thought highly of him. The girl had been in an Army lorry for five years and was glad of anyone who talked back. Maud shut the sash. She turned back to the ledger. The draper on Kirkgate wanted looking into.

That evening the house had the particular hush of a Wednesday. Copy closed at six, and for a quarter of an hour before it the ground floor held its breath: Kathleen had put the shutters up on the front office early, Gilbert had gone upstairs without being asked, and the clock in the passage ticked in a way that Maud could have set her watch by.

At ten to six Josephine came through the counting house with a sheaf of typed copy and went straight on into the editor's room without a word. Maud heard the door, and the creak of Rowland's chair, and the green lamp's little click. She did not follow. She sat with her pen over the ledger and her ears the length of the passage.

Rowland was reading.

She could picture it exactly. He would have the sheets to the lamp, his nose almost on the paper, the magnifying glass in his other hand, moving along the lines at the pace of a man going up a ladder in the dark. Josephine would be standing at the corner of the desk with her arms folded, pretending to be looking at the bound files. He would not say anything. He read as he prayed, to the end. And then, because Maud knew her husband, she could hear him begin again at the top.

He held it under the lamp for a long time. Longer than he held anything. She counted by the clock in the passage and gave up at four minutes.

Then he said something in his low pulpit voice, and she heard Josephine say, "Do you think so?" in a smaller voice than she had used all day, and Maud looked down at the page in front of her and found that she had written a nought where a five should go.

She rubbed it out carefully. She added the week's figures: the shops, the clubs, the auctioneer, the Co-op, the farmers, the Friday column from Beckside Mills, three pounds ten. It came to a little less than it had the week before. It was not much. It was a few shillings, no more than the draper's note. But it was the first time in a year that she had written the total smaller, and she wrote it down in her plain copperplate, as small as the figure would go, and drew a line under it.

A ledger had no feelings. She blotted it, and sat looking at it, and listened to the lamp click off down the passage.
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Chapter Three
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By two o'clock on her first press day Josie had learnt that a compositor could read a page of type upside down and back to front faster than she could read her own handwriting, and that Vince Garnett could do it while telling her what was wrong with it.

She had come across the yard at nine with her copy folded in her coat pocket, feeling rather as she had on her first morning at the motor pool, when a sergeant had handed her the keys of a three-ton lorry and asked whether she knew where the gears were. The works did not wait for her. The mill hooter had gone at half past seven and the Linotype had been clacking ever since, a steady dropping rhythm like someone dealing cards very fast, and the whole composing room smelt of hot metal, lamp-black and gas. Jabez Sugden sat at the keyboard with his bad ear turned to the room, and above his head the pot glowed under its little hood. Every few seconds a line of type dropped into the tray, still warm. Josie had put a finger on one without thinking and learnt something about type metal.

"They call it a slug," Billy said, passing with a galley in both hands. "You'll want to leave 'em be till they've cooled. Mr Garnett says every new hand does that once."

"Mr Garnett might have said it before I did it."

"He likes to see if you'll learn it yourself."

That was the first she had heard of how the place taught people. She had three jobs to get through before the pages were made up, and she did them in the order of the copy: the births, marriages and deaths, which Kathleen had sorted from the spike and which wanted nothing but accuracy; a column and a half on a Skelbeck girl sailing from Liverpool on Saturday to join her Canadian husband, whose mother had come to the counter to ask for the neighbours to be thanked; and the housing committee's minutes, typed on the council's grey paper by someone who wished the council to be thought tidy. She had read those on Wednesday evening with the green lamp throwing a circle on the desk. There were eleven items. The tenth said that the position of certain families at the old searchlight camp on the Moor had been noted. She had read it three times for the rest of the sentence before she understood there was none.

"Noted," she had said to the empty editor's room.

Now it stood in the galley as one line of type, among the plumbing repairs, and she thought: that is sixty people, and the council has spent one line on them.

The pages were made up on the stone, a great flat slab of iron-grey in the middle of the composing room with a lip of wood about it, where the type was built into pages and locked up. Vince had the front page of the paper laid out in an iron chase. Each column stood in its rule, packed round with wooden furniture and tightened with quoins. Josie watched his hands go over the surface with the quick delicate touch of a man buttoning a baby's coat. Now and then he tapped the type with a wooden planer and the sound went through the room, a short flat knock, like a knuckle on a door.

He did not look up when she came to the stone. He said, "Miss Thwaite," and she said, "Mr Garnett," and that was the whole of their morning greeting, as if they were two regiments exchanging courtesies at a bridge.

At two o'clock Billy brought a galley proof across the yard, the first pull of the page, and Vince had it flat on the table beside the stone before she had finished her tea. He put his finger on a line in the war bride's farewell, then reached out without a word and took a stick from the case and held it up so she could see.

"This one's yours," he said.

She looked at it. The line was a row of small grey letters, each standing on its head, the whole thing running the wrong way, like writing seen in a spoon. She could make nothing of it.

"The bride's name," Vince said. "You've given her one T. She has two. It's on the counter book in her mother's hand and you've copied it from your own notes, and your notes are wrong."

Josie felt her face go hot. She had been a corporal. She had never once misdelivered a staff officer.

"I'd have seen it on the proof," she said.

"You'd have seen what you expected." He turned the stick a quarter turn in his broad fingers. "You'd have read it forwards, and your eye would have put the second T in for you, because your head knew it ought to be there. It's the same for everybody. The ones who've written the thing are the last to see what's wrong with it." He held the stick out to her. "Read it backwards, Miss Thwaite. That's where the mistakes hide."

She wanted to take the stick and throw it at the Linotype. She took it instead, because it was either that or admit she could not read the wretched thing, and she looked down at it with her jaw set. The letters were the wrong way round and upside down and every one of them, singly, said nothing to her at all. Then she did what he said. She began at the end and went back along the line, letter by letter, not trying to make words, and she saw it: there was the lonely T in the middle of the surname, one where there should have been two.

"There," she said, before she could stop herself.

"There," he agreed, and went on watching her for a second longer than she liked.

"How do you do it so fast?"

"Fifteen years of getting it wrong." He took the stick back. "Start at the bottom right. Go left, then up. Don't read it; look at it. You're not after sense, you're after letters. Billy, give her the old galley and let her have a go at the Co-op's notice."

Billy gave her the old galley, with a grin she thought somewhat unfair to a corporal, and Josie stood at the stone for twenty minutes learning to look at words as if they were wheels on a vehicle. She was furious for the first five of them and interested for the rest, and by the end she had found a transposed letter in the Co-op's flour offer which had survived two previous proofreaders. She did not tell Vince. She did not need to. He glanced at her pencil mark, grunted, and said, "That'd have cost them a customer," which she took, rather to her annoyance, as praise.

It was a little before noon, two hours earlier, that she had seen the car.

She had been crossing the front office on her way to the editor's room when the black Wolseley drew up outside, long and polished and entirely out of place among the farmers' vans and the bus stand. The man who stepped out of it wore a good overcoat and carried his hat in his hand. He came in under the brass bell, said something quiet to Kathleen at the counter, and Father came out of the editor's room and took him upstairs to the sitting room, where visitors of consequence went, and the door had shut. When Josie came down from the kitchen an hour later the Wolseley was still there, and the man in the overcoat was coming down the stairs. At the turn of the stair he stopped.

"Miss Thwaite," he said. He was about fifty, brisk, with a pleasant smooth face and a way of inclining his head as if everyone he met had said something interesting. "The daughter who drove for the ATS. I'm delighted to meet you. Norris Haigh. Your father tells me you are going to be a great help to him."

"I'm helping for now," Josie said.

"Of course." He smiled as if she had made a very good joke, and went on past her down the stairs.

She had heard the other thing earlier, through the half-open sitting-room door, as she went up past it with her copy. It was not meant for her. Haigh's voice was easy and unhurried, the voice of a man with a train to catch and no worry about it. The future's in Leeds, Mr Thwaite, he had said, and her father had said nothing at all.

Afterwards she asked, in the careful voice she used when she wished to appear not to ask. Father was at his roll-top with the magnifying glass in one hand and a proof held to the end of his nose, and he answered without looking up.

"A Leeds man. About ink."

"Ink," said Josie.

"Prices," said her father, and turned the glass a little on the page.

She stood a moment in the doorway. She had spent five years among men who told her the convoy was on time, and she knew very well what a kind lie sounded like. This was one. She might have said so. She might have asked what Leeds wanted of a country weekly with four thousand readers and a Wharfedale that was held together with string. She said, "I'll tell Mr Garnett the proofs are on their way," and went out and let it go.

The Wharfedale started at a quarter past five. Josie had never heard it before, not up close, and it was like standing next to a sleeping animal that has opened its eyes. The flatbed rolled to and fro under its great iron frame with a thump on the forward stroke and a long sigh on the return, thump and sigh, thump and sigh, and on every stroke a sheet came off the feeding table with Wally Midgley's practised hand beside it, and slid out printed. Wally was a small round man with a face like a pudding and a length of string round his waist. He fed the sheets one by one without taking his eyes from the cylinder, and spoke to Josie only to tell her to stand back. The machine room smelt of hot ink, linseed oil and lamp-black, a smell that got into the back of the throat and stayed there. At the end of the room the folding table filled up with warm grey sheets, and the girls from the Co-op's front shop (who came on press night for a shilling an hour) folded them in four, sheet after sheet, until the pile rose to the height of her waist.

She was still there at eight, with a smear of ink across one cheek which Billy had been too polite to mention, when Vince began closing up. He swept the metal off the stone into a bucket and set the lamps on their hooks. He had a way of leaving a room, she noticed, as if he were taking the measure of it: each case shut, each drawer pushed home, each light in its place. She had picked up the broom, not because she was needed but because she could not bear to stand about.

"You've had a day, Miss Thwaite," he said.

"I've learnt to read a stick."

"It's a start." He put the last galley on its rack. "You'll want a real story, though. All you've had today is the births and a bride's farewell and the bits council chairmen leave in. That's the paper's bread and butter, I'll grant you. But it's not what the paper's for."

"What's it for?"

"There's sixty people living on a hill in tin huts," Vince said. "Through the winter, with one tap. My sister's one of them. And the council wants them off it, and the council minutes say they've been noted." He said the word flatly, as if he had put it in a vice. "If you want to see what that's like, I go up on Saturdays."

He picked up his cap from the peg, and nodded to her, and went out into the yard. The door swung shut behind him. She stood in the empty room with the broom in her hand and the Wharfedale still thumping in the next one, and she did not say yes, because she was only home for now and had not decided; but she did not say no either.

The Gazette went on sale on Friday at seven. Josie had been up since half past five. She drove the van herself, the green Morris Eight with The Skelbeck Gazette in gilt on its side, with Billy beside her and the bundles in the back tied with string, and she had not so much as touched a steering wheel since she handed in the keys of her last staff car at a depot in Germany. She turned the key and the engine caught on the second try. The gear lever was stiff and sweet under her hand, and the clutch came up with the old small judder, and the van rolled out of the yard under the arch and into the Market Place as if it had been waiting for her.

She had been low for four days. She had been, she supposed, quietly afraid
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