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 Chapter One

‘Right, you ready then?’

‘Me ready?’ Margaret Cartwright hissed harshly as she peered upwards. ‘I’ve been standing here like an idiot for the last half hour. Now if you don’t hurry up and get your backside down this ladder this instant, you can forget the whole idea. And stop making so much noise. You’ll wake the whole village.’

‘All right, all right. I’m coming,’ responded Lettice Cartwright as she gingerly lifted her plump cotton-stockinged leg over the sashed window ledge, turned her comely body and placed her booted foot on a rung of the ladder. Very tentatively she then brought her other leg over the sill to join it. The ladder wobbled dangerously and she clung to the ledge of the whitewashed, two-storey cottage in fright. ‘A’ you sure this ladder’s safe?’ she whispered as she peered nervously down towards the stone-flagged ground ten feet below.

‘Of course it’s safe,’ her sister snapped back. ‘I’m holding it, ain’t I?’ Peggie shivered as the cooling night air wafted under her calico nightdress and swirled around her shapely bare legs. ‘For God’s sake, Letty, just hurry up. If Mam and Dad catch us, we’ll be skinned alive.’

Letty tightened her grip and once more looked down. ‘Oh,  our Maggie, I think I’ve changed me mind . . .’

‘Changed your mind! I’ll give you changed your mind. You’ll climb down this ladder if it’s the last thing you do, especially after all the trouble you went to to get me to agree to this stupid idea in the first place.’ Peggie’s large blue eyes flashed in sudden temper. ‘And what did you call me?’ she snapped.

Letty, clinging even tighter to the ladder, pursed her lips. ‘Maggie. Well, that’s your name, ain’t it?’ she retorted sharply.

Peggie shook the ladder angrily. ‘I’ve told you never to call me Maggie. My name’s Peggie. A’ you listening – PEGGIE!’

Letty stifled a cry of anguish and felt the sweat of fear running down the bridge of her nose past her spectacles. ‘All right, all right. You’ve made your point,’ she cried, seeing the ground looming dangerously nearer.

‘Well, say it then.’

‘Peggie. Peggie!’

The smile on Peggie’s face quickly vanished as a snow white head followed by a gnarled face and toothless scowl rose above the garden wall.

Peggie inhaled sharply. ‘Hello, Old Moth – Mrs Hubbard. I thought you’d be asleep at this time a’ night.’

‘I’d love to be asleep,’ the old woman grumbled. ‘Specially since I ’ave to rise at the crack of dawn. But the racket coming from outside wa’ enough to awake the dead. I thought at the least we ’ad burglars. I might a’ known it’s be summat to do with the Cartwrights.’

Peggie tightened her mouth. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Hubbard. We didn’t mean to wake you.’

‘No, I’m sure you didn’t,’ Bella Hubbard replied, unconvinced. ‘You youngsters ain’t got no consideration for  others.’ She peered nosily around. ‘Well?’

Peggie from below and Letty from above eyed her cautiously. ‘Well, what?’ they said in unison.

‘What’s going on? That’s what.’

The girls looked at each other, then back at Bella Hubbard. ‘Nothing,’ they said innocently.

‘Nothing! What d’yer take me for – daft? You’re both up to summat. I’ve never known a day pass when one a’ your family ain’t up to summat. So what is it? And if you don’t come clean I’ll wake yer mam and dad. See what they have to say about all this.’

Peggie sighed loudly. ‘You’d better tell her, Letty, unless you want trouble. I told you, didn’t I? I told you we’d get copped if you did it this way.’

‘Oh, shut up, our Mag . . . Peggie,’ Letty quickly corrected herself, feeling mightily defenceless clinging to a woodworm-riddled ladder ten feet above the ground. Her elder sister, at five foot two in her stockinged feet, might be three inches shorter than herself, but with her quick fiery temper could still put the fear of God into her regardless of their love and respect for one another. Besides, she needed to get off the home-made contraption and quick, before she either fell off or it disintegrated. ‘Well, if you must know,’ she said haughtily, ‘I’m eloping.’

‘Yes,’ Peggie cut in before she could stop herself. ‘She is. But why she couldn’t elope through the door like everyone else beats me. But no . . . our Letty has to come down a ladder.’

‘You don’t elope through a door, our Peggie. I’ve told you before, it has to be a ladder or it’s not really eloping, now is it?’

‘Eloping, eh!’ Bella cackled, rising further above the piece  of wall that divided the two cottages from the coal sheds and outside privvies. Intrigued, she rested her flabby arms on the top. Her piggy, slate grey eyes widened maliciously. ‘I hope it ain’t with that soppy ha’porth you’ve bin seeing? Your mam’ll have a fit.’ She chuckled. ‘That’s if his mam don’t first!’

Peggie froze.

Letty swung round and nearly overbalanced. She hastily righted herself. ‘I hope you’re not referring to my Wilfred?’ she snapped, bravely releasing one hand from the rung and pushing her glasses further on to her nose.

‘And who else would I be referring to?’ Bella mimicked. ‘Unless you’ve bin seeing someone else behind his back. If you ask me . . .’

‘We didn’t ask you, Mrs Hubbard,’ Peggie said coldly, sensing her sister’s anger. ‘Now please, just mind your own business. If our Letty say’s she’s eloping with Wilfred then she is.’ She turned her gaze upward. ‘That right, Letty?’

‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘And marrying me will be the best day’s work he’s ever done.’

Peggie turned back to Bella. ‘Right, Mrs Hubbard, if you don’t mind, me and Letty would like to get back to the matter in hand. And if I were you I’d go back inside before you catch your death. Goodnight. Oh,’ she added as an afterthought, ‘you needn’t bother rushing round in the morning to tell me mam and dad because I’ll already have told ’em.’

Bella Hubbard’s eyes bulged. Her mouth opened then snapped shut as she scrambled off the wooden crate she was standing on, marched inside her adjoining cottage and slammed the door indignantly, sending a cascade of early rambling rose petals fluttering to the ground.

Peggie and Letty looked at each other and giggled.

‘Nosy old devil,’ Letty said as she inched down the ladder and thankfully felt firm ground beneath her feet. She turned to her elder sister and sighed in relief. ‘Oh, I shan’t be doing that again in a hurry. I was frit to death and could have done without her sticking her nose in.’ She smiled warmly. ‘Thanks for sticking up for me.’

‘Don’t I always?’ Peggie replied, returning the smile.

The two women faced each other and for an instant Peggie felt envy rise within her. In a few short moments twenty-five-year-old Letty, with her short crop of fine mousy hair and large round metal-rimmed spectacles that hid alert pale blue eyes and part of her rather attractive chubby face, would rush off to marry the man she had been courting for the last ten years. And although Peggie would deny her not one moment of happiness, she could not help but feel cheated.

A vision of Harry Machin reared up, strikingly handsome and proud, decked in his private’s uniform, standing by the gate waving a final goodbye before marching off to join his colleagues on the battle fields of France. The feel of his passionate kiss still lingered on her lips, and try as she might his presence would not leave her. Oh, Harry, her mind screamed. Why did you have to die so senselessly? If the war had not intervened she would have been married by now with several children to fuss over and a loving husband to care for. But it was not fair to brood at a time like this. It would spoil Letty’s happiness and that was the last thing Peggie wanted.

She held out her arms and pulled her sister close. ‘A’ you sure you’re doing the right thing?’ she asked softly.

Letty gazed down into her eyes and nodded. ‘I’ve never bin so sure about anything. I love him, Peggie. Really I do. But if he doesn’t get away from his mother now, he never will.’

Peggie nodded in agreement. ‘Then I wish you all the best. I only wish I was going to be there to see you both wed.’

Letty gulped back the lump in her throat. ‘Oh, so do I. So do I,’ she said sincerely. ‘And Mam and Dad, our Billy, Ronnie and Primrose. I know it’s not right doing this behind their backs, but it’s the only way.’

‘I know, love, I know. His mother would never agree to him marrying, whoever it was to.’ She sighed loudly. ‘I just feel for our mam. She ain’t gonna like being done out of seeing you married.’ Peggie released her sister and breathed deeply to stem the tears that threatened. ‘Come on, Letty. Get your bag and be off. You don’t want to keep Wilfred waiting.’ She grinned mischievously. ‘He might be picked up for loitering.’

Letty stepped forward and once again hugged her sister fiercely. ‘I shall miss you.’

‘Miss me! Don’t be daft. Once you’re settled you won’t keep me or the rest of the family off your doorstep. Now be off, I said.’

Letty picked up the old tapestry carpet bag that held the cream wedding suit she and Peggie had secretly made, sewing long into the night when everyone else was asleep, and the new cotton nightdress bought with her savings. ‘You sure you don’t mind breaking the news?’

Peggie shook her head. ‘Of course I don’t,’ she lied, not relishing the idea for one moment. ‘But don’t forget to send that postcard once you get to Gretna Green. And, remember, not to here – care of Aggie’s, else Dad and our Billy will come after you and poor Wilfred won’t know what’s hit him.’

‘I won’t, Peggie,’ uttered her sister, shuddering at the thought. ‘As soon as I arrive, I promise.’

Letty turned and opened the back gate. She waved before  she closed it after her and hurried down the lane.

 

After struggling to replace the ladder against the coal shed, Peggie picked her way over the cluttered yard, careful to avoid the rusty bicycle Billy used to ride the four miles to his job down the mine in Merrylees near Desford, which was propped up against the mangle, and Primrose’s old perambulator still filled with the disintegrating remains of old rag dolls and hand-knitted covers. She squatted down on the stone back step, running her fingers through her mane of long blonde curls, and sighed deeply. There was going to be hell to pay in the morning when she broke the news. But by then Letty and Wilfred would be well on their way to Scotland.

Regardless of the scene that would erupt, and despite her reservations about the mild-mannered Wilfred and his tyrant of a mother, she was pleased for her sister who deserved all the happiness she could get. After all, she had patiently courted the man for the last ten years and hadn’t had an easy time of it.

Peggie lifted her head and shut her eyes as the fragrant scent of her father’s two prize roses, planted by the side of the vegetables in the tiny plot of garden, wafted towards her. She smiled to herself and remembered how the family, on the strictest of instructions from her father, had tended the two precious plants whilst he had been serving his time as a store-man in one of the large transit barracks near London as the Great War had raged in Europe. The plants and her father had survived but many of the village menfolk had not.

The war had wreaked havoc with many lives but those left to pick up the pieces must surely have had the worst deal, she mused sadly. Her thoughts were interrupted by the creaking of  the back gate as it slowly opened and her brother Billy crept through.

‘Oh, my God, Billy,’ she gasped. ‘What a shock you gave me.’

He froze for a moment then clutched his hand to his chest. ‘Peggie,’ he whispered, striding towards her. ‘What the blazes a’ you doing out here at this time of night?’ He squatted down to join her, pulling off his cap.

She eyed him sharply. ‘I could ask the same of you? But then I know where you’ve been, and you should watch it, my lad. One of these days you’re gonna get caught.’

‘Don’t start lecturing, Peggie. Not at this time a’ night.’

‘I ain’t lecturing, Billy. I’m just stating the obvious. Bull Hammond ain’t gonna take lightly to the fact that you’ve been messing with his wife. He ain’t nicknamed Bull for nothing, you know. He’ll have your guts for garters and hang your gizzards from the rafters! And then it’ll be Mam and Dad’s turn. That’s if there’s ’ote left of you, that is.’

‘Look, Peggie,’ Billy said innocently, ‘you’ve got it all wrong.’

‘Don’t lie,’ she snapped. ‘I never could stand a liar and especially not me own brother.’ Her eyes softened and she placed her hand on his knee and stared up into his face. No wonder Alice Hammond had fallen for her younger brother. At twenty-two years of age he lived life on the edge, charming his colleagues, friends and the women of the vicinity with his flashing smile, quick brain and his eye for a deal, whether crooked or straight. One day, Peggie felt sure, he would land in serious trouble if he wasn’t careful. ‘Just watch out, our Billy. I don’t want to see you hurt. Not for a bit of fun, I don’t.’

He took a deep breath and eyed her tenderly. ‘Rest assured,

I won’t. Trust me. Now you still haven’t answered me question?’

‘What question?’

‘What you’re doing out here at a quarter to midnight?’

Peggie smiled. ‘Couldn’t sleep, that’s all.’

‘Oh.’ He sighed knowingly. ‘Still harping on the dead.’

‘Don’t be so callous, Billy Cartwright. You don’t know what it’s like to lose someone you love.’

‘True. But you can’t go on mourning for ever. I’m sure Harry wouldn’t have wanted that.’ Billy shifted himself further round to face her. ‘You should get out a bit more before it’s too late. If you’re not careful you’ll end up an old maid.’

‘Old maid!’ she erupted. ‘You cheeky devil! I’m only twenty-seven, and if I wanted to go out I would. But I’m quite happy, thank you.’

‘Happy! How can you be happy moping round the house night after night? The only time you ever go out is to Aggie’s for a natter. It’s a wonder you two haven’t talked yourselves to death.’

Billy started at his sister for a moment. True, she wasn’t beautiful but Peggie had a magnetism that made everyone sit up and take notice of all five foot two of her. She had natural blonde hair that was far too curly, like clock springs hanging down her back. As a teenager she had fussed for hours trying to tame it into some sort of style by sleeping in rags and using a flat iron to straighten it, but like its owner her hair had a mind of its own which eventually even the strong-willed Peggie had had to resign herself too.

Her attractive heart-shaped face was marred by a long straight nose which overshadowed full pink lips, and her quick temper, bossy ways and overactive tongue could drive a  man to drink. But for all that Peggie had qualities that many men hankered after. He had long got over his brotherly protectiveness at the way they all stopped and stared when she marched down the street, her full breasts bouncing, her trim waist and shapely hips swaying beneath her clothes as she strove to keep her straw hat perched at a jaunty angle on top of that mane of curls. All the women he knew secretly envied her and if only she would bury the past he felt in no doubt she had a promising future.

He took a deep breath. ‘I could fix you up with a date tomorrow if you’d only say the word,’ he said cautiously. ‘Sam Harkins . . .’

‘Sam Harkins! Don’t you mention Sam Harkins to me. The only reason Sam Harkins is interested is because he thinks I’ve got some savings put past under me bed.’

‘Now who’s being callous?’

Peggie’s features softened. ‘Sorry.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with the bloke, Peggie. You could at least give him a go. It wouldn’t do any harm to go to the pictures with him or summat.’

She sighed. She knew her brother was right. She’d had plenty of offers since word had spread she was available but couldn’t bring herself to accept any of them.

‘I’ll think about it,’ she replied to close the subject.

‘Good.’ He yawned loudly. ‘I’m going to bed. And you’d better an’ all else you won’t get up in the morning.’

‘In a minute,’ replied Peggie.

Billy disappeared through the back door.

She raised her eyes and stared up into the star-laden sky and her fingers absently felt the locket round her neck that Harry had given her as his parting gift. Once again she saw  him standing by the gate, his last words to her being his solemn promise of return. And she had believed him. No one could touch her Harry, not even the dreadful Hun.

After his departure, the then twenty-three-year-old Peggie had sat out the terrible war with the rest of the women of the village. She joined long queues for rations, helping to dig allotments for growing vegetables, consoled the bereaved – and there were many of those. In fact Peggie, like the rest of the Cartwright family, had turned her hand to anything that would take her mind from the happenings in Europe.

Of an evening, by the light cast from the iron paraffin lamp hanging from the ceiling, she wrote long, cheerful letters and accosted the post lady each morning for news of her loved one. Harry’s letters came regularly at first, then dwindled to a stop and for two miserable years there was nothing. Then his widowed mother received the telegram that gave her a massive heart attack which put her six foot under in the tiny graveyard at the bottom of the village. Harry, like millions of other young men, had been posted missing, presumed dead.

For months after Peggie survived in the hope that it was all a dreadful mistake, that one day he would jump off the train and come running towards her, gathering her up in his arms, just as he had promised when he had waved his goodbye. But, finally, with the help of her family, she conceded the truth of his demise and it was only through their love and support that she had learned to live with her grief.

‘Harry. Oh, Harry,’ she whispered thickly. ‘Will I ever stop loving you? Will I ever lay your memory to rest?’

Since the day of the telegram she had made a promise in Harry’s memory that she would never take another. No man  would ever fill the place in her heart as completely as he had, and as time passed she could not envisage that promise being broken.

She lowered her gaze and absent-mindedly plucked at the petals of a bright orange marigold that nestled between a variety of colourful early-summer blooms planted in the half barrels by the side of the step, and listened for several moments to a dog barking in the distance. She wondered if the dog had been disturbed by Letty and Wilfred making their way down the rutted dirt lanes towards the railway station in the next village of Bagworth.

Her gloomy thoughts were quickly dispelled as she pictured Letty clinging to the ladder in fright, her glasses slipping down towards the end of her pert nose. Peggie hugged her knees and stemmed the mirth that threatened. That was a memory that would be talked of plenty when they were both old and grey with at least Letty’s grandchildren hanging on their skirts.

Suddenly her spirits lifted and she rose, yawned loudly and stretched her shapely body. Her bed beckoned. In the morning she had to be bright and alert for her job as a cutter in the hosiery factory in Earl Shilton, a small town seven miles away. It didn’t pay to be half asleep. The foreman was a tartar and the cutters sharp. Many a finger had been lost through absent-mindedness and she had no intention of losing any of hers, she valued them too much.

She crept into the small bedroom she shared with her sisters in the tiny two up, two down cottage, and as she lowered her body beneath the warm covers, Primrose turned over and stared up at her.

‘Letty get away then?’ she asked matter-of-factly.

Peggie peered at her in the darkness, frowning. ‘How did you know about our Letty?’

Primrose raised herself up. ‘Because nothing’s a secret round here. And besides, you both made enough noise to wake the whole village. I’m surprised Mam and Dad slept through it.’

Peggie inhaled sharply. ‘So you know she’s eloped?’

‘Yeah, with that soppy Wilfred. She wants her head examining if you ask me.’

‘I didn’t ask you, Primrose. I suppose you’ve been snooping as usual?’

Primrose shrugged her twelve-year-old shoulders and drew aside the curtain of dark brown hair that had fallen across her face. A face that, once rid of its smattering of teenage pimples and when it learned to smile more, promised to become very pretty. ‘I don’t snoop, you shouldn’t talk so loud. Anyway, Mam’s gonna go mad in the morning when she finds out.’

Peggie, too tired to battle, snuggled down beneath the covers and turned her back on her youngest sister. ‘Go to sleep,’ she commanded.

 

A muffled sob roused Peggie and she opened her eyes, taking several moments to accustom herself to the darkness. Primrose lay snoring softly, dreaming up her next batch of excuses for avoiding attendance at school. Peggie frowned, wondering who on earth was making the noise. It was with surprise she realised the sounds were coming from Letty sitting on the edge of the large bed sobbing quietly into her handkerchief. Peggie raised herself, careful not to wake Primrose.

‘Letty, what’s wrong?’ she asked, but deep down already knew the answer.

Letty slowly turned her head, her red-rimmed, tear-filled eyes, blinking miserably behind her steamed-up spectacles. ‘He didn’t come,’ she croaked.

‘Oh, Letty, Letty! I’m so sorry,’ she said, trying to stem her anger against the absent Wilfred. She drew back the covers and crawled down to the bottom of the bed, placing her arm around her sister’s shoulders for comfort. ‘Er . . . maybe he’s ill, or you got the wrong time?’

‘Don’t make excuses for him, Peggie. He’s let me down for the last time. I’m finished with him. I hope he’s happy now he’s broken my heart!’ Letty bent her head and sobbed uncontrollably into Peggie’s shoulder.

Finally, Peggie persuaded the distraught girl to hide her bag and get into bed and eventually, with Primrose’s knees digging into her back and Letty’s tearful face resting on her chest, Peggie decided exactly what she was going to do come morning.




 Chapter Two

Generations of Cartwrights had lived in the village of Barlestone in Leicestershire. It was rumoured that they were even mentioned in the Domesday Book. But by the year 1920 the numbers had dwindled through war, disease and emigration, and all that remained were the seven residing in the tiny whitewashed cottage at the end of an identical row of four on Chapel Lane before the imposing Norman Church of St Giles.

At the age of eighteen, employed as a junior store-man in a local factory, Septimus Nathanial Cartwright had married Elinor Mickleby, a pretty young sixteen year old from the neighbouring village of Stanton-under-Bardon. Her hand in marriage had been won fair and square from all her other suitors, and proud and very much in love, Septimus had brought his new bride to his parents’ cottage in Chapel Lane.

Sadly they were both long gone, killed before their time by the harshness of daily life. His two elder brothers had emigrated many years before to America, never to be heard from again. Septimus didn’t know whether they were alive or dead and had long ago stopped wondering. His two younger sisters had been denied their right to life by a plague of measles that had struck one dreadful cold winter when the village had been cut  off for several weeks by snow. The children hadn’t stood a chance as the disease had relentlessly raged and many a family besides their own had been bereaved. Even the wealthy Peggs who owned the large Church Farm Estate hadn’t escaped. Their young son, Miles, had been buried in the family vault in the churchyard near the other poor mites who had succumbed.

All that was left of the once large Cartwright family was Septimus and if he had his way, the next generation would always reside in the village of their birth.

For forty-six-year-old Septimus, it had been a terrible wrench to leave his family when his name had been read out along with several of his workmates. He had thought himself too old for fighting, and thankfully he was, but his skills as a store-man were desperately needed to keep the fighting men on the front well supplied. Resigned to do his bit for King and Country, Septimus had squared his shoulders and caught the troop train with several of the last remaining eligible village men – his only consolation that Billy, his elder son, who worked as a miner, was safe. Thankfully his name had not been drawn in the lottery of who went and who stayed in the pit. At least Septimus would know his beloved family was being taken care of while he was away.

He returned home, like many others, full of hope and glad the terrible fighting was over, expecting to pick up just where he had left off. It was with a dreadful shock that he found his job gone and none to replace it. Overnight his self-respect had been stripped from him through no fault of his own. But unlike others, Septimus had not wallowed in self-pity and was not resigned to his lot. He was only fifty years of age; not ready for the scrap heap just yet.

Straightening his broad back and squaring his muscular shoulders he had travelled the roads in search of work, sometimes walking miles on hearsay of a day’s pay. He joined long queues to pitch against younger, more able men, all after the same demeaning handful of vacancies that offered a pittance of a wage. Sometimes he was lucky and would earn a few coppers for a long day of hard labour but these times were few and far between.

It was only his unwavering drive to support his beloved family that kept him going. Septimus believed his children should not have to tip up most of their earnings in order to keep a roof over their heads and food on the table, his adored wife should not have to skivvy for others. He was the head of the house, it should be his pay that was divided up on a Friday night for rent and food. One day he knew that something would happen to reverse the situation and give him back his self-respect. As long as he kept the faith he would one day turn the corner and his luck would change. And once again he would see pride in his family’s eyes, not pity.

 

When Peggie arrived in the kitchen at five-thirty sharp the following morning she found her mother bustling around. Little Nell, as she was fondly referred to by her family because of her lack of inches, was tying her wrap-round floral pinafore over her black ankle-length cotton twill working skirt and white high-necked blouse. Her once shapely body, one that had caught the eye of many of the young lads in her youth, had expanded generously over the years until from a distance she resembled a ball. Placing a bowl of porridge on the table, she eyed her daughter keenly.

‘You’re up sharp this morning and you don’t look as  though you’ve slept a wink. You ailing for something?’

Peggie stifled a yawn. ‘I’m fine,’ she said lightly, not wanting to arouse any suspicions of last night’s escapade. The longer her mother was kept uninformed the better. ‘It was awful warm during the night and Primrose didn’t stop snoring. I’m sure she needs her adenoids sorting.’ She unhooked a mug from the Welsh dresser and sat down at the well-worn pine table placed in the centre of the cluttered kitchen.

‘Huh,’ her mother grunted unconvinced, hurriedly scraping a comb through her thick, still honey blonde hair. She grabbed at the length at the back and expertly twirled it into a bun at the nape of her neck, securing it with several kirby grips. Raising herself on tiptoes, she quickly glanced in the large oval mirror hanging from a nail embedded in the wall above the blackleaded range. Age was steadily creeping up on her, but despite her dumpy body she knew she still looked far younger than her forty-seven years and felt most of that was down to having a closely knit family, despite the fact that each one of them in turn was causing her heartache.

She sighed deeply as she turned and discreetly looked at her eldest daughter who, elbows on the table, was absent-mindedly sipping from her mug of tea. Peggie, so vibrant, so strong-willed, with an answer for everything, who flew through the day like the devil himself was on her heels, worried her deeply. The girl still hadn’t recovered from her fiancé’s death. By now she should be going out and enjoying herself, not staying in night after night moping. It was a pity there was such a shortage of young men, she needed to fall in love again, but the dratted war had seen to that and the slightest new prospect arriving on the scene was quickly snapped up by the other village spinsters and paraded before the Reverend Forest  before the poor man had a chance to escape his fate.

But somehow her motherly instinct told her that Peggie was not destined to remain alone. She felt in her heart that there was someone somewhere waiting to appear when the time was right and then she would once again see the spark of happiness in her daughter’s lovely blue eyes. But one thing was for sure, Peggie wouldn’t find this man sitting at her kitchen table. No, the girl had to be encouraged to go out. Normally she would have spoken to Sep on such matters but he had enough on his mind. She decided to speak to Billy, see what he could suggest.

Billy . . . Now why did she have to think about him when she was in such a tearing hurry? Hurried thoughts were of no use whatsoever regarding her elder son. The best time to think about him was when she sat late at night in her ancient rocking chair by the fire doing her never ending darning and mending. She smiled to herself. Not that Billy was a bad lad, far from it. He was . . . resourceful. Yes, that summed up her Billy. In the right circumstances he would make a very good businessman, but unfortunately for him he had been born to parents who could not afford to have his keen brain nurtured by good schooling and had ended up down the mines.

Maybe that in itself had been good luck. If Billy hadn’t gone down that path he would surely have ended up fighting in France and probably wouldn’t be here now for her to worry over, plus the fact that the coal he procured by some means or other kept them warm many a bitter night when otherwise they would have gone cold, and the parcels of meat, odd sack of flour and other bits and pieces he brought home helped to eke out the meagre supplies she had to feed her ravenous family on.

She felt the familiar pain creeping up her legs and winced. Quickly turning her back on Peggie, she raised her skirt. Her swollen legs were getting worse. How she managed to keep them hidden from Sep was a miracle. Her legs, she knew, were only swollen from the hours she had to stand on them without rest. The cure was to give up work and do less around the house, but she couldn’t envisage being able to do that for a long time to come. But she knew, should her husband catch sight, he would drag her down the doctor’s and demand treatment. And treatment cost money that they could not afford. When Sep found full-time work, then she would do something about her legs. In the meantime she would continue with the poultices she applied late at night when they were all asleep.

Peggie broke into her thoughts.

‘Where’s Dad?’ she asked, sprinkling sugar over her porridge and adding the last of the milk from the jug by the huge brown teapot.

Nell dropped her skirt and turned round. ‘He’s managed to get a ride on a draycart into Leicester. Danny Sperry popped in last night and told him he’d heard a rumour Wolsey were looking for some Wet Finishers for their factory on the Abbey Meadows. Although your dad’s never done that kinda thing before, he thought it might be worth a try.’

Peggie raised her eyes. ‘If he gets work there he’d have to travel over twelve miles each way.’

Nell pursed her lips. ‘Your father would walk a hundred miles if it meant work at the end of it.’ She shook her head. ‘Let’s hope the rumour’s true and your dad’s first in the queue. I don’t think I can stand much more of this. Not one proper job offered in all this time and it’s really getting him  down. I worry for him, Peggie. He’s a fine man. A man that’s worked hard all his life and he don’t deserve this.’

Peggie swallowed a mouthful of porridge and stared up at her mother. ‘Cyrus Crabbe offered him a job. Several times, in fact, and Dad refused.’

Uncharacteristically, Nell’s usually good-humoured face darkened and her double chin wobbled. ‘Your father would never work for that man. Not if we were in the gutter, he wouldn’t. You know that as well as I do.’

‘I know. I’ve always known there’s no love lost between the Cartwrights and the Crabbes,’ Peggie said slowly. ‘But I don’t know why.’

Nell leaned heavily upon the table, staring unblinkingly into her daughter’s eyes. ‘I’ll tell you why. That man would sell his soul to the devil and expect change! Don’t be fooled by his handsome looks nor his silvery tongue. I know first hand, and for different reasons. So does your Dad. Cyrus Crabbe is a devious, calculating liar. How he’s got the nerve to stay in this village after all he’s done defies belief. He only offered that job to goad your father. He knew fine well he would never take it.’

Peggie gawped at the savageness of her tones. She had never heard her mother spout forth such venom and it shocked her. ‘What . . . what sorta things has he done?’ she asked, bewildered. It must have been something terrible to make her mother so angry.

‘Never you mind. It’s all in the past. But I’ll tell you this much. Given the chance, he’d have sold the clothes off his poor wife’s back, God rest her, and still sent her out bare naked, nine months pregnant, spud picking in all weathers for a miserly few pennies. Then expect her to come home and  cook and clean for him and that spineless son of his. And now she’s gone the load has fallen on his daughter, poor mite. I wouldn’t trust him as far as I could throw him.’

Peggie stared agog. She took a deep breath, leaned back in her chair and folded her arms. ‘Oh, that bad, eh? Well, I ain’t moving until you tell me all. Even if it means not going to work.’

Nell blew out her cheeks in exasperation. ‘Well, you’ll have to sit there all day then, won’t yer? ’Cos I have to get the rest of ’em up or we’ll all be late.’

‘Mam, I ain’t a kid any more. If there’s any skeletons in our cupboard, I want to know about ’em.’

Nell drew herself up to her full height of five foot nothing. ‘You’re a stubborn bugger, Margaret Cartwright. I don’t know where you get it from. It’s not me nor your dad, that’s fer sure.’ She paused. ‘It must have bin from your Great-granny Linney. She used to dig her heels in and not let go. She went to her grave swearing black were white.’ She stared hard at her daughter, wishing she had never opened her mouth in the first place. ‘Oh, all right then,’ she relented. ‘But don’t dare tell your dad I’ve told you.’

‘I won’t breathe a word,’ replied Peggie, eyeing her mother keenly.

Nell poured herself a mug of tea and sat down opposite. ‘Just after you were born, your dad had a notion.’

‘Notion?’

‘An idea. Stop interrupting, Peggie. Do you want to hear this or not? I have to get to work as well as you.’

‘Sorry,’ she said contritely.

‘Well, it was a damned good idea an’ all. One that your father was in no doubt would give him the chance to stop  working for others and do something for himself, maybe earn some decent money. It started when he heard that Farmer Bates over at Cable Farm had hit hard times and was selling a couple of his ’orses cheap. So he got to thinking that if he could scrape the money together and buy one of the ’orses and get hold of a brake he could use it to transport people to and from work etcetera.’ She noticed her daughter’s quizzical frown. ‘You’ve got to remember, Peggie, in those days we never had a regular brake as we do now. We either walked or were grateful to scrounge a lift on the back of a draycart. That’s provided it were going in the right direction. Anyway, your dad struck a deal with the farmer and somehow we scraped the money together to buy Dobbin.’

‘Dobbin?’

‘The ’orse. Lovely thing he was. As gentle as a kitten. Anyway, now we were ’orse owners but with nothing for the ’orse to pull and no money left to buy anything. So, your dad set about making his own brake.’

Peggie was staring at her mother in fascination. ‘He never?’ ‘He did,’ Nell said proudly. ‘Your father worked all his spare hours after work, sometimes well into the night, doing any odd jobs he could, and the payment he received was wood, nails, anything as long as he could put it to good use on the brake. Worked himself to the bone he did and nobody was going to see it until it were finished. He used the old shed up the back field, the one that was later turned into the cinema.’

‘Did he do a good job?’

Nell sighed. ‘Well, that’s just it. I don’t know.’

‘You don’t know?’ Peggie frowned hard. ‘Why?’

‘’Cos before I could see it, it was stolen, that’s why. Sep had got hold of some red paint which he thought would make  it nice and bright and when he went down to work on it one night, it was gone.’

‘Oh, Mam,’ Peggie said, dismayed. ‘Who did such a terrible thing after all Dad’s hard work?’

Nell raised her eyebrows.

Peggie stared at her mother then leaned back in her chair. ‘Cyrus Crabbe.’

Nell puffed out her chest. ‘Well, we had no proof. But that devil took it all right or my name’s not Elinor Cartwright. Four weeks later, he suddenly appears as bold as brass with a brake, identical to the one your father made, only it were painted black.’

‘But didn’t you do anything about it? Get the police or challenge him? Steal it back even.’

‘We couldn’t steal it back, Peggie. By now too many people knew about it. We did get the police only Cyrus swore blind it were his. He even showed Constable Jesson the tools he supposedly used.’ Nell narrowed her eyes. ‘I can still see him now. He lied that well, he nearly convinced me. It was our word against his and as he was in possession of it, we hadn’t a leg to stand on. But Sep would have known that brake anywhere. Christ, he built the thing from scratch and nigh on killed himself in the process through weeks of hard graft and hardly any sleep.’ She sighed deeply. ‘Anyway, through his conniving, lying ways, Cyrus scuppered any plans we had of making our own living and your dad will never forgive him.’

Peggie exhaled deeply. ‘It all makes sense now. I often wondered why Dad hated him so much.’ Her eyes suddenly widened. ‘You mean to tell me that the brake I ride to work on every morning is the one my own father made?’

‘Yes. It’s been mended over the years. But that’s the one all right.’

‘Well, that settles that. I won’t ride on it again. Not if I have to get up at three to walk to work, I won’t.’

Nell leaned across the table. ‘Now that’s just the reason why we ain’t told any of you this tale. You need to use that transport. There’s no other way of getting to work. And you won’t find anything in this village apart from skivvying for a few coppers and that’s only when you can get it. Now you’ll do as me and your dad have had to do and that’s forget about it. Lose this job, Peggie, and we’ll all be in the mire. One in the family outta work is enough.’

‘But, Mam . . .’

‘But Mam nothing! You’ll get on the brake today, same as you do any other day, and if I hear otherwise, you’ll have my foot up your backside. I don’t want none of this raking up again. It was bad enough living with it then. It took Sep a long time to get over it.’ Nell’s eyes suddenly glazed over as another memory came to mind. She sighed deeply. ‘I just thank God I saw the light before it was too late . . .’ She suddenly stopped in full flow and shook herself, realising she was speaking out loud.

Peggie frowned deeply. ‘Before what was too late, Mam?’

‘Nothing. Never you mind,’ she said hurriedly. ‘That’s something I’ll not discuss with anyone. I was just letting me tongue run away with me. It was all this talking about the past, that’s all.’ She smiled, her normal good humour restored. ‘And you should know about that, gel. You’re always doing it.’ She paused and took a breath. ‘Actually, Peggie, while we’re on our own, there’s something I want you to do for me.’

She cocked her head, alerted by her mother’s tone.

‘Oh! What?’

Nell pulled up her apron and fumbled in her skirt pocket. She held out a clenched fist. ‘I want you to go down the pawn and see what you can get for this.’

She opened her hand and Peggie gasped.

‘But that’s Grandmother’s wedding ring. You said you’d never part with that.’ She frowned worriedly. ‘Are things that bad?’

Nell sighed deeply. ‘Yes, they are, me love. Only please don’t tell your father. You see,’ her voice faltered, ‘I never paid last month’s rent. I tried, but betime the rent man came round there were n’ote left in the tin.’

‘Oh, Mam. Why didn’t you say? I’ve a few shillings I can give you.’

‘No,’ Nell said sharply. ‘You hand over most of your wages as it is and so do our Billy and Letty. Look, your grandmother’s ring is only gathering dust, I might as well put it to good use. Besides, I’ve managed all right up to now. It’s just that I had to get Primrose those boots and Ronnie’s arse was hanging out of his trousers which were third hand as it was. But you see . . . well, I told your father that I’d saved for ’em. If I tell him all this it will only make him feel worse and I couldn’t bear that.’ She looked at Peggie, her eyes pleading. ‘So you’ll do it for me? Only I ain’t got the time to travel all the way into Shilton.’

Peggie tightened her mouth. ‘Only if you’re sure we ain’t got anything else we could sell?’

Nell laughed ruefully. ‘Peggie, us Cartwrights have never had any spare money, so you’re not likely to find anything worth much more than scrap value in this house, not if you look for a month of Sundays. No, the ring is me only saving  grace and knowing my mother like I did, she won’t be turning in her grave. She’d give me her blessing. Not one for sentiment was my mother. Not when food had to be put into mouths.’

‘All right, Mam. It’s Saturday tomorrow, so I can go in the afternoon after work.’

Nell smiled gratefully and patted her daughter’s arm. ‘Good gel.’ She wagged a finger. ‘Now remember, what we’ve talked about this morning is between you an’ me. Promise?’

Peggie nodded her head slowly. ‘Promise.’

‘And you’ll ride the brake same as always?’

‘Yes, yes.’

‘Good. Now I’ll wake the rest of me brood.’

She walked to the door at the back of the room behind which rose the steep narrow stairs and bellowed loudly: ‘You lot up now, else you’ll all be going out without any breakfast.’

Primrose was first to put in an appearance, bleary-eyed as usual with her hair hanging in rat’s tails down her back and over her face. She grabbed a mug and sat down at the table, picked up the empty milk jug and scowled.

Her mother grabbed a brush and scraped it through her hair then began to plait it, Primrose shrieking in protest.

‘I don’t know what you do with your hair, Primrose Cartwright. This lot would make a fine bird’s nest.’

‘It’s ’cos she tosses and turns all night. What with that and the snoring . . .’

‘I do not!’

‘And that’s enough from you two. Where’s our Ronnie? I need him to go and fetch some milk and a loaf of bread. Oh, and we need some water fetching from the pump.’

‘I’ll do that, Mam,’ Peggie offered.

‘Ta, duck. Ronnie, Ronnie!’ she shouted. ‘Get your backside down here now, on the double.’ She patted Primrose on the head. ‘That’s you finished. Now go and get dressed and betime you’ve finished, Ronnie will have done that errand.’

Primrose, rubbing her smarting head, slowly rose and made for the stairs.

‘Aye, and don’t forget to put your liberty bodice on,’ Nell warned. ‘I know you never wore it yesterday. Think I’m daft, don’t you?’

Primrose’s scowl grew deeper. ‘Mam, I hate that thing. I ain’t wearing it. Anyway, it’s too hot.’

‘You will, my girl,’ Nell erupted. ‘And don’t you dare back answer me. You can still catch a chill even in this weather. Besides, it helps keep your back straight and stops you slouching. Now you’d better put it on ’cos I’ll check.’ Nell caught sight of the clock out of the corner of her eye. ‘Oh my God, is that the time? I have to go. Mrs Pegg’s asked me to go in early today. She’s having some visitors and wants the parlour giving a good going over and I said I’d help prepare the spread.’ She grabbed her straw bag. ‘See to this lot, Peggie, please. The money for the milk and bread is in the tin. Tell Ronnie to take the big jug. You don’t mind, do you?’

‘No, ’course I don’t. Just get off, Mam.’

‘Ta, me duck.’ She made for the door, stopped and turned. ‘I might be late home though and that means dinner’ll be late.’

Peggie smiled fondly. ‘Don’t you worry about dinner, Mam. Our Primrose can make a start when she comes home from school. I’ll give her instructions when she comes down again and me and Letty will finish off when we get home from work.’

Nell tutted loudly. ‘The day our Primrose follows any instructions will be the day the sun drops out the sky, so I won’t hold me breath. But you can tell her from me that if she dares even think of bunking off school she won’t be able to sit down for a fortnight. And our Ronnie, warn him to keep away from the railway after school. Mr Tunley the Station Master’s getting sick of seeing him hanging on the gate.’

Peggie scraped back her chair, rushed over and placed her arm affectionately around her mother’s shoulders. ‘Stop whittling, Mam,’ she said as she kissed her on the cheek. ‘Just get off and I’ll see you tonight.’

Nell nodded gratefully before she departed.

Glad to be on her own for a few moments, Peggie returned to the table and sat back down in the chair, which like the table was worn thin and bleached white from years of scrubbing. She loved this room.

Unlike the rest of the house which was furnished sparsely with just the bare necessities, every available space here was filled with generations of Cartwright clutter, kept just in case it might come in useful. On the wooden mantle above the range odd pieces of chipped china, cheap trinkets and keepsakes jostled for space between sepia photographs of past relatives, staring formidably down.

The Welsh dresser standing against the far wall had been her great-grandmother’s, given to her husband in lieu of payment for work in the mid-1800s. It was marked from years of constant use. It had been a luxury having a piece of furniture as grand as this and the talk of the village for months when Thomas Cartwright had proudly heaved it down the street on a borrowed hand cart, going out of his way so that all  the villagers saw it before finally it came to rest in the small kitchen. Like the mantel its surfaces and cupboard space were filled with items long since forgotten about.

Suspended from the ceiling hung a long wooden laundry cradle where in winter steaming wet washing hung, adding to the rivers of condensation that already ran down the windows, collecting in pools on the sills. Faded worn clippy rugs, handmade by the girls during the long winter evenings from odd bits of fabric from the rag box, were scattered across the flagstone floor and by the pot sink next to the door rested the dented tin bath, above it three blackened cast iron pans and an enormous frying pan.

Peggie fingered her chin. Her mother was right. This room might be filled to overflowing, but not one item was of any value except to the family that owned it. She sighed deeply, upset that she had been given the task of selling her grandmother’s ring, knowing her mother had treasured it since the old lady had died some twenty years past. Still, needs must, as her mother was so fond of saying.

She put the ring safely in her pocket and raised her head, suddenly conscious that time was hurrying by. She had an important errand to do before she caught the cart into Earl Shilton and if she didn’t get a move on she wouldn’t have the time. Just then Letty appeared, her ashen face drawn and still streaked with tears. Silently Peggie poured her a mug of tea, apologised for the lack of milk and pushed it towards her.

‘How are you?’ she asked, knowing fine well it was a stupid question.

Letty raised swollen eyes and stared at her blankly.

Peggie had never seen her sister look so distressed and her heart cried out. ‘I think you should go back to bed. You ain’t  fit for work today, my girl. Don’t worry, we’ll think of a good excuse.’

Letty, who had never before taken a day off sick from her work alongside Peggie in the hosiery factory, picked up her mug and retraced her steps. Peggie stared after her with narrowed eyes, her lips in a tight line. By the time she had finished with Wilfred Dage he would rue the day he had hurt her sister.

Dressed for work and making sure all her mother’s instructions had been carried out, she left the house.

 

Peggie marched into the dark interior of Dage’s General Store and stood before the long wooden counter. Being the only provisions shop in the village it was filled with all manner of goods stacked against walls and hanging from the wooden beams across the ceiling. Effie Dage, a sour mealy-mouthed woman, wiped bony hands on her large white apron, squared her thin shoulders and raised malicious small grey eyes to meet Peggie’s.

‘Yes?’ she snapped. She’d been expecting a confrontation with one of the Cartwrights and she was ready.

‘I’d like to speak to Wilfred, Mrs Dage, if you don’t mind?’

‘I do mind and he’s busy,’ came back the sharp reply. ‘Now if you’re not buying, I’ve no time to gossip.’ She turned her back on Peggie and began to fill small blue paper bags with sugar from the sack that sat on the wooden floor.

Peggie’s temper rose though she tried to stay calm. ‘I said I’d like to speak to Wilfred, and I want to speak to him now. Unless you want a scene in front of any other customers, I suggest you fetch him.’

Effie swung round. ‘Oh, you do, do you? Well, I’ve already  said, he’s busy. And I’ve told him if he’s any sense he’ll have no more to do with the likes a’ the Cartwrights.’ She leant heavily on the top of the counter, her beady eyes aflame with anger. ‘You don’t think I’m oblivious to what was going on last night, do you? Well, I soon put a stop to it. Locked him in his bedroom and hid his clothes. I’m having no son of mine scuttling off behind me back to wed. My son is staying where he belongs ’til a suitable woman comes along. One that’ll have a bit a’ respect for her future mother-in-law.’

Against her will, Peggie’s tongue got the better of her. ‘And what suitable women do you think Wilfred is ever going to find with you as a mother?’ she blurted. ‘Any girl in her right mind would run a mile. It just so happens that Letty loves your son, God help her.’ She placed her hands flat on the counter, thrusting her face within inches of Effie’s. ‘The trouble with you, Mrs Dage, is that you thought our Letty would move in here and become your drudge. You didn’t like the fact that she stood up to you and demanded she and Wilfred had their own house as far away from you as possible. And because of your self-centred, miserable attitude you made them waste ten whole years of happiness when they could have been married and raising a family.’

Peggie straightened up and glared defiantly at the gawping Effie, her temper at boiling point. ‘Well, don’t you fret no more on that score, you miserable old bugger. Our Letty wants no more to do with Wilfred.’ She thumped her fist on the counter. ‘I want to see him and make sure he understands to leave her alone. He’s made false promises to her for the last time. And if I don’t see him now, I’ll see him after work tonight. Even you can’t keep him locked up for ever!’ She pushed her hat firmly back on her head and made for the door  where she stopped and turned. ‘No wonder your husband left you for Hatty Pringle. If you ask me, both him and Letty have had a lucky escape.’ She turned and opened the door, the brass bell above jangling loudly. ‘Good day, Mrs Dage.’

Once out of the shop Peggie’s temper subsided and she grinned. Effie Dage’s face, deeply furrowed from years of scowling, had been a picture. She wasn’t used to people speaking their mind. They were too frightened she wouldn’t supply them with the goods they needed. Well, Effie Dage was in for another shock soon if the rumour Peggie had heard was true. It appeared that the Co-operative Society was going to open a branch in Barlestone right across from the Dage store and Peggie wished she could be around when Effie heard about it.

Her smile quickly vanished as it struck her that neither Letty nor her mother would be pleased when they heard what she had done. Letty because she had interfered; her mother because of the harsh words she had used and her belief that elders should always be respected, no matter what.

She shrugged her shoulders. It was done now and she was glad. Maybe Letty could put Wilfred behind her and allow a man who would appreciate her worth into her heart. She sincerely hoped so at any rate.

She felt a presence behind her and turned to find Wilfred standing there nervously.

‘Oh, you’ve come out the woodwork, have you, Wilfred? Escaped for a moment from “Mother”, have you?’

Wilfred sighed deeply. ‘Don’t be like that, Peggie. You don’t know what she’s like.’

‘Yes, I do. I know exactly what she’s like and it’s about time you acted the man for a change. Your father did.’

‘Yes, he did,’ Wilfred soulfully agreed. ‘And because of him I can’t leave Mother on her own. She wouldn’t manage.’

‘Of course she would. Plenty of other women manage on their own without blackmailing their children.’ Peggie pulled herself up to her full five foot two and folded her arms under her full breasts. ‘Our Letty only wanted her own house, Wilfred. She didn’t object to your working for your mother, she just didn’t want to live with her, that’s all. And I don’t think that was too much to ask in the circumstances, do you?’

He shook his head in agreement and Peggie stared up at him. Wilfred was actually a fine-looking man, taking after his father. He was tall, on the thinnish side, with a pleasant face and black hair just beginning to recede. He had a quiet nature which occasionally showed a flash of humour, but most importantly he loved Letty and would do anything for her bar side against his mother. Shame really, they would have been very happy together.

‘Well, Wilfred,’ she said, shaking her head, ‘you’ve done it this time. You’ve broke our Letty’s heart once too often and she wants no more to do with you.’

He stepped back in alarm. ‘Oh, Peggie. I . . . I did try to meet her last night. I had my bag packed and everything. But Mother somehow found out, locked me in the bedroom and hid my trousers.’

Peggie pushed her face towards his. ‘Wilfred! Stark naked with nothing to cover your modesty but your red face – if you’d have wanted to meet our Letty then you’d have found a way. Now I’m telling you: leave her be. Given time she’ll get over you and meet someone who deserves her.’ She narrowed her eyes menacingly. ‘If you don’t, I’ll tell our Billy,’ she threatened.

Wilfred’s eyes widened in alarm. He backed away, gulping hard. With head bent and drooping shoulders, he turned and walked back around the side of the shop.

Peggie shook her head sadly watching his departure, feeling sorry for the man but not as sorry as she did for her sister.

Suddenly she jerked her head as Crabbe’s brake came skidding round the corner of the street, a cloud of dust from the dried dirt road rising up behind it. All the passengers were clinging to the sides for fear of falling off. She hesitated, remembering the dreadful secret her mother had divulged earlier, and her face set hard as anger rose. She felt like taking a hammer and smashing it into bits. But all the passengers on board, including herself and Letty, relied on it heavily. It took all. her strength to calm her anger, and with her hand on her hat, she raced after it.

 

Seeing Peggie Cartwright tearing down the street, thick tendrils of her golden curly mane escaping from beneath her hat, Reginald Crabbe pulled the cart to a halt, sending his passengers lurching forward muttering grumbles of displeasure. He grinned leeringly as she arrived out of breath and patted the space on the bench to the side of him.

‘You’ll have to sit up front with me. There’s no room in the back.’ Reginald jumped down from the driving seat and raced round to join her, intent on helping her board. To have an excuse to place his hand on her backside had been his dream since he had started to help his father in the running of the family business which consisted of the brake and an old carrier cart used to haul loads of goods – when they could be bothered.

Peggie ignored his hand and raised her brows haughtily. If  there was one person she detested as much as Cyrus Crabbe, it was his son, Reginald. Both were odious, leering oafs who thought that women had been created for their own pleasure and should never be seen other than in the kitchen or bedroom. At twenty-five, Reginald was the image of his father; tall, strikingly handsome, with a full head of jet black hair and a reputation for the women that stretched far beyond the county boundaries. But it was his eyes that told the truth about the man. Pale ice blue menacing eyes that made the onlooker shudder at their coldness. As she looked at him now, she knew that regardless of what had transpired in the past between her parents and the Crabbes, she would still have had an instinctive dislike of them.

She locked her gaze with his in order to reaffirm her distaste. ‘I’ll squash in the back, thank you,’ she said coldly. She walked by the side of the brake, conscious that several pairs of eyes were watching her every move.

‘Suit yerself.’ Reginald grinned as he followed close behind her, seemingly unconcerned by her attitude. ‘No Letty today?’

‘She’s ill.’

‘Is she? Well then, I’ll have to drop round later and see how she is.’

Peggie’s eyes flashed and she turned on him. ‘I shouldn’t bother. You won’t find a welcome in our house.’

Reginald bared his large white teeth. ‘One day,’ he hissed, ‘you Cartwrights will rue the day you looked down on me and me father. I can’t wait to see your smug faces when we push them in the dirt.’

Peggie smiled sweetly as she raised her shapely leg and placed it on the step, clasping the outstretched hand of her friend, Aggie Adkins. ‘You’ll have a long wait.’

Reginald clenched his fists, his knuckles glistening white against his skin. He wanted to smash Peggie Cartwright’s face to a pulp for her condescending attitude. He wanted to hear her beg for mercy as his blows rained down, bruising her smooth creamy skin. But if truth be known that was not what he really wanted to do to her. Peggie Cartwright’s luscious body excited him to such a pitch that he had lain awake many a night, wondering what it would feel like under his. To have her melt against him as his hands roamed over her skin, seeking out her secret places and feeling her shuddering at his touch. Instead, the woman he lusted after scorned him and one day he would make her sorry for her actions.

His eyes narrowed. That time would come. He had plenty of patience. In the meantime, it wouldn’t hurt to pay a little visit to Letty. He had heard that things were far from right between her and Wilfred and if he acted quickly, they never would be again.

With no room left on the seats, Peggie squashed herself between her friend Aggie and another passenger, dangling her legs over the tail end of the brake. Several of the other passengers grumbled, ‘Hurry up or we’ll be late for work,’ and Reginald, sullen-faced, sauntered around and climbed into the driving seat. He whipped the horse into a trot and the loaded vehicle started its journey to Earl Shilton.

Aggie, a tall, good-hearted, painfully thin woman in her mid-twenties, her plain face covered in freckles, eyed Peggie sharply. ‘You should know better than to upset a Crabbe. What if he won’t let you travel on the brake no more? You’d never get to work.’

Peggie smiled mischievously. ‘Then I’d just have to get up earlier and walk, wouldn’t I!’

Aggie grunted. ‘Huh! Sooner you than me.’ Her face grew suddenly serious. ‘Oh, Peggie, have your heard the news about Thora Baxter? No, ’course you wouldn’t, you being late. Cathy Green just told us. She found out this morning when she went round to call for her.’

Peggie looked up in interest. ‘Found out what?’

‘That’s she’s dead.’

‘Dead?’ Peggie was aghast. ‘Thora Baxter? But I only saw her yesterday.’

‘Well, she’s dead today. ’Parently her mam found her in bed this morning. She had . . . What’s that word that sounds like those things you get on your bum when you sit on cold slabs?’

‘Piles?’ Peggie answered quizzically.

‘No, you daft bugger,’ Aggie laughed. ‘Not piles. It’s that word they use when you lose all yer blood?’

‘Oh, bleed to death?’

Aggie tutted disdainfully. ‘The word I’m looking for means that. I know it begins with an H. Anyway, covered in it she was.’ She leaned over and whispered in Peggie’s ear. ‘Word ’as it she was pregnant and tried to get rid of it.’

‘Oh, my God, she never?’ Peggie said, shocked.

‘Seems she did. From one of those back street woman in Hinckley. With a bent knitting needle, would you believe?’

Peggie shuddered. ‘Oh, Aggie, don’t! But poor Thora. Who’d a’ thought it?’

Aggie pursed her lips. ‘Well, there you go. I’m only telling you what Cathy said. And she would know, she wa’ her friend.’

‘Well,’ Peggie spoke sadly, ‘I didn’t know Thora all that well, but I knew she liked the lads. And by the way she carried  on we all knew she’d end up in trouble one of these days. All the same, though, she didn’t deserve to die like that.’ Peggie frowned deeply. ‘I’d never go to one of those women. I’d sooner die with the shame of being pregnant than end up like her.’

Shocked, she turned her attention from Aggie and raised her face towards the sun, beginning to show above the tree tops. Firmly, she pushed Thora’s gruesome end from her mind and took several deep breaths, savouring the sweet smell of the wild flowers growing profusely in the hedgerows. A patchwork of fields covered in wheat, barley and an assortment of vegetables that would soon be ripe for harvesting, swayed gently in the early-morning breeze. Cows munched on meadows of lush grasses. Sheep bleated, clustered together like patches of snow on the distant hills.

It was at these times Peggie begrudged having to be shut up all day amongst a mass of sweating bodies, scratting a living on antiquated machinery in dirty buildings. She heartily wished she could throw off her old working clothes and play truant for the day, but quickly chided herself. Her father would give anything to be in her position and she should stop being ungrateful.

She turned back to Aggie and nudged her in the ribs. ‘Fancy coming round tonight?’

Aggie’s plain face fell. ‘I can’t, me mother . . .’

‘Oh, don’t mention mothers!’ Peggie erupted thoughtlessly. ‘I’ve had enough of mothers today to last a lifetime.’

Aggie frowned deeply. ‘If you’d just let me finish, I was going to say that tonight me mother promised to help me finish off the skirt I’m in the middle of making, so I was gonna suggest you come round to ours. Myrtle’s got her night  class, so the three of us will have the house to ourselves. And you know my mam, she likes a good natter, and to be honest I think some company would do her the world of good.’

Peggie smiled shamefaced. ‘How is she?’

Aggie sighed. ‘Bearing up. But I don’t think she’ll ever get over the shock of losing me dad. I know they weren’t exactly bosom buddies, but they did love each other in their own way.’ She shook her head. ‘She still has nightmares, Peggie. Still reckons he’s lying rotting in some ditch somewhere in France. And until she’s convinced he’s had a decent burial she won’t stop grieving. Well, none of us can promise her that, can we? Not even the Government.’

Peggie turned away. She sympathised wholeheartedly with Mrs Adkins’ problem. For all she knew Harry might be lying alongside him – rotting together. She shuddered and fought to push the picture to the back of her mind. A night at Aggie’s sounded a good idea, and if Letty felt up to it she would take her along also. For a few hours it might help to take all their minds off their problems.

 

Much later that morning, Letty, still dressed in her nightclothes, tentatively opened the cottage door to find Reginald standing on the doorstep. She stared at him blankly through red-rimmed eyes.

‘Yes?’ she said warily.

‘Fine way to greet me, I must say.’

She sighed loudly. ‘What d’you want? Neither me mam nor dad’s in. If it’s them you want, you’ll have to come back later.’

‘It’s you I’ve come to see, Letty.’

‘Me! What for?’

‘Peggie told me you weren’t well. And I thought I’d be neighbourly and ask after you, that’s all,’ he replied, putting a hurt look on his face. ‘I’ve heard about you and Wilfred.’

‘How? How did you hear about me and Wilfred?’ she asked sharply.

Reginald laughed. ‘Through the grapevine, Letty. How else?’ He looked around him, then back at her. ‘Ain’t you going to ask me in? I thought you’d like a bit of company and I could do with a cuppa.’

Letty frowned. Reginald Crabbe being pleasant was something unknown and the way he was looking at her unnerved her. Besides, the last thing she felt like was company. ‘Er . . . not at the moment if you don’t mind. But thanks for calling.’

She made to close the door but Reginald stopped her, feeling annoyance that plump homely Letty was turning him away. How dare she? Who did she think she was?

‘Aw, come on Letty. What’s up? Frightened of me or summat? A neighbourly chat and a cuppa ain’t much to ask, is it?’

She sighed deeply. ‘No. No, it’s not. But to be honest I don’t feel like it at the moment.’ Her mind worked rapidly. ‘I think I’ve got something catching so I don’t advise you come any closer. Now if you don’t mind, Reginald, I’d like to go back to bed.’

He stopped himself from saying he would join her. ‘Suit yourself.’ He made to walk away, then stopped. ‘Fancy coming out one night?’

‘Pardon?’ she said in astonishment.

‘I asked if you fancied coming out one night?’ he repeated, trying not to raise his voice. If she agreed then he could stand  her up. That way he could salvage the situation. He wasn’t going to have Letty Cartwright saying she had turned him down. That wouldn’t do his reputation any good. His mates would think it hilarious.

She shook her head. ‘No, I don’t think so, thank you.’

‘Why?’ he snarled. ‘Ain’t I good enough?’

Oh, God, Letty thought. Please go away. She smiled. ‘I don’t feel like going out with anyone at the moment, not ’til I’m over my illness at any rate. But thanks for asking.’

He stared at her crossly. It was obvious he wasn’t going to get anywhere. ‘Huh. Well, think about it then?’

‘Yes, Yes, I will,’ she agreed reluctantly. Anything to make him leave.

He turned and strode down the path and a thankful Letty closed the door after him, wondering why he had called on her in the first place.

A feeling of utter misery swamped her. Reginald forgotten, she returned to bed.
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