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            PROLOGUE
 
            January 1952 
            

         
 
         ‘Granddad, I don’t think we should go to the pictures this evening,’ said Emma Booth, drawing aside the curtain and gazing out over the darkened garden. Earlier in the day the River Calder had frozen over and the fells were white with frost. As the sun dipped to the horizon, its dying rays glistened on the hoary pavement out front.
 
         ‘Why, lass?’ asked Harold Harrison.
 
         ‘Because it’s going to be really slippery outside and I don’t want you falling and breaking an arm or a leg. You’re not as young as you were.’
 
         ‘Just because thou’s only twenty-one and I’m in me eighties, lass, doesn’t mean I’m any more likely to do that than thee.’ He chuckled. ‘In fact, if I remember rightly, last time the river froze over and we got out the skates, I stayed on me feet and it was thee that went sliding along on thy bottom.’
         
 
         Emma smiled. ‘That was different and it was a few years ago when Gran was still alive. She was partnering you, if I’m not mistaken.’
 
         A shadow crossed Harold’s face and his chin dipped onto his chest and for several minutes he was silent. Then he jerked up his head and said, ‘I still want to go and see Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers. I always come out wanting to sing and dance when I see one of their films.’
 
         ‘This one hasn’t got Ginger Rogers in it, Granddad. It’s Jane Powell, although she’s a good singer and can dance OK.’
 
         ‘No Ginger Rogers!’ He pursed his lips and then his wrinkled face relaxed into a smile. ‘I bet I still come out singing. After that performance of Life with Father at the church school a few days ago I need cheering up. The acting was good but there wasn’t one dramatic moment in it. I’ll put on me boots and I’ll be alreet, lass. I need cheering up and so do thee.’
         
 
         Emma decided it was a waste of time arguing with him − and after all, the cinema was on the first floor above the Co-op, so they didn’t have far to go. She put the last dish away on the dresser and took off her apron.
 
         ‘OK. We’d best get ready, then, but make sure you’re well wrapped up.’
 
         ‘Stop fussing, lass. I’m not a three-year-old,’ said Harry, rubbing his hands together and grinning, obviously happy that he had got his way. He hurried over to where his coat, muffler and cap hung on the back door, humming a tune as he put them on.
         
 
         It did not take Emma long to get ready, and after banking up the fire in the black-leaded range with some slack, she pulled the front door closed behind them. The air was so cold that it seemed to take bites out of her face and she clung to her granddad’s arm, not so much because she needed steadying, but to slow him down. If they took it easy they were less likely to fall. They arrived at the Co-op in one piece and were soon making their way upstairs and, in no time at all, were seated in front of the big screen.
 
         The lights dimmed and Emma settled down to being taken out of herself, knowing that it would be just the same for the dear, old, white-haired gentleman beside her. Life had been tough since her grandmother had died five years ago. Still, there was little point in complaining. They were better off than many: her grandfather owned the cottage in which they lived, and with his pension and her small earnings, they could enjoy the occasional outing such as this one.
 
         It was trying to snow when they emerged from the cinema a few hours later with a crowd of chattering, happy cinema-goers, but Emma knew that it would not dampen her granddad’s spirits.
 
         ‘Now, lass, that film didn’t lack dramatic moments,’ he crowed.
         
 
         Before she could prevent him, he set off ahead of her, singing one of the hit songs from the film called ‘How Could You Believe Me When I Said I Loved You When You Know I’ve Been a Liar All My Life’. Then the rhythm seemed to get into his feet and he began dancing. She hurried after him, smiling as her ‘teenage’ grandfather capered along the road. Then suddenly her smile vanished because one of his legs slid from under him and he went flying, falling heavily. His head hit the kerbstone and by the time she reached him he was lying in the gutter.
 
         Her heart thudded in her chest as she knelt beside him and realised that he had lost consciousness. ‘Granddad, Granddad,’ she cried, a sob in her voice as she gently lifted his head onto her lap.
 
         ‘I’ll go and get the doctor,’ said one of the cinema-goers and hurried off.
 
         Emma remained where she was, scarcely aware of the cold, damp ground as she hugged the old man to her, tears trickling down her cheeks. In her head she could hear him saying, Now, lass, that was a dramatic moment!
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER ONE

         
 
         Emma watched as snowflakes as large as halfpennies swirled down from a loaded grey-yellowish sky onto the coffin. Foolishly, she felt glad that she had dressed her granddad in his best Sunday worsted suit, vest, long johns, white shirt and waistcoat, as well as the plaid scarf and old tweed cap that had seldom been off his head. Visualising him clad in warm clothes had somehow helped her to cope with this moment, as his earthly remains were lowered into the cold earth.
 
         Her friend Lila Ashcroft had understood but teased her, saying she was surprised that she hadn’t put in his favourite dancing clogs as well. Emma’s eyes had filled with tears, thinking that it was dancing that had finished off her last and dearest remaining relative. At least he had died happy, she thought, and hoped he was dancing in heaven.
         
 
         The vicar’s voice broke into Emma’s thoughts as he intoned, ‘Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust; in sure and certain hope of the Resurrection to eternal life, through our Lord Jesus Christ, who shall change our vile body, that it may be like unto His glorious body, according to the mighty working, whereby He is able to subdue all things to Himself.’
 
         Emma brushed back the chestnut hair that fell to her shoulders beneath the baggy, black, hand-knitted beret as she bent to pick up a handful of soil and the tears rolled down her cold cheeks. She dropped the earth onto the coffin and thought back to the evening when her grandfather had died. He had never regained consciousness, so she had not been able to say a proper goodbye to him. She was going to miss him so much, but at least she could be thankful that he had been spared the lingering, painful illnesses suffered by his wife and only daughter.
         
 
         ‘You all right?’ asked Lila, slipping a hand through Emma’s arm.
 
         Emma did not reply but took a handkerchief from a pocket and mopped away her tears. She thanked the vicar and turned away from the graveside, thinking to return tomorrow on her own. She spoke to those who had come to support her and invited them back to the house for a cup of tea and a bite to eat. Then she walked on ahead with Lila towards the church gate. Once outside they quickened their pace.
         
 
         ‘So you’re all alone in the world now,’ said Lila, her fresh complexion flushed with cold. ‘That’s so sad.’
 
         ‘I don’t need reminding,’ said Emma, turning her coat collar up against the falling snow.
 
         ‘Sorry,’ said Lila meekly. ‘It’s just that I don’t know what to say.’
 
         ‘You could say nothing.’
 
         ‘Sorry.’
 
         Emma sighed. ‘I’m sorry, too. I don’t mean to be rude but you’re lucky, you know. You’ve still got your mam and dad. I know your dad was crippled in the war but at least he’s still around.’
 
         ‘I know, but I wish I’d had grandparents as well. Yours were always so welcoming and your granddad was such a laugh. I wish Mam was not always at me dad when she gets home because of his model-making. It isn’t his fault he can’t get paid employment and has to occupy his time in some way − and he does get a war pension, so he’s not living off her the way she’d have you believe. She really goes on at him sometimes.’
 
         ‘I know.’ Emma heaved another sigh. ‘But it’s still better than having to live alone. I don’t know what I’m going to do without Granddad. The only fault I could find with him and Gran was that they would never talk to me about my dad. When I asked about him, she would just say that she’d hardly known him and he was dead and that was it.’
         
 
         ‘It’s hard, but at least you can remember your mam,’ said Lila.
 
         ‘Aye, but she didn’t talk about him either, and I was only five when she breathed her last – and I can’t say my memories of her are happy ones. Frankly, I felt that she resented me,’ murmured Emma. ‘But then she was really ill. I do remember from a photograph of her when she was young that she was lovely, but I’ve no idea what my dad looked like. There are no photos of him anywhere, not even on their wedding day.’ She sighed. ‘After Mam died, I used to try and eavesdrop on Granddad and Gran’s conversations to try and find out whether they talked about my parents when I wasn’t there, but they never did.’
 
         ‘Perhaps he was killed in the war,’ suggested Lila.
 
         ‘If he was, then he would have been alive when Mam died in ’36 and surely he would have come to the funeral.’
 
         ‘Perhaps something went wrong with their marriage.’
 
         ‘It’s a real mystery.’
 
         ‘If your grandparents never talked about him it could have meant that they didn’t approve of him,’ said Lila.
 
         ‘Aye, I suppose so, but I think it’s also possible he and Mam had a blazing row and he just walked out, never to return. She had a real tongue on her sometimes, didn’t want me bothering her when I wanted to be with her and have her tell me a story or to talk about Dad. She took after Gran. I certainly suffered from the sharp edge of Gran’s tongue when she was teaching me all she knew about bottling and baking and how to make a proper Lancashire hotpot. Yet I’d still have her back, because I know she loved me despite the way she’d slap my hand if I made a mistake.’
         
 
         ‘Mam and Dad might remember your dad,’ said Lila, pensively.
 
         Emma shot a glance at her friend’s plump, pretty face. ‘I never thought of that. Would you ask them for me?’
 
         ‘Aye, I’ll do it when I get home.’
 
         Suddenly, Emma became aware of voices to their rear and realised she and Lila had slowed their pace whilst talking and must hurry up. She needed to get the kettle on. She put on a spurt and instantly Lila protested that she couldn’t keep up with her.
 
         ‘Sorry, but the sooner we get there the sooner it’ll be over with,’ said Emma. ‘I’ve an awful lot to think about and do now that Granddad’s gone. Thank God, he encouraged me to take that correspondence course in bookkeeping, not that I’ve managed to pick up many clients; it’s been a full-time job looking after him and doing all that Gran used to do for the last five years. Still, everything has to change now.’
         
 
         They arrived at the house and Emma put her hand through the letter box and drew out the key on the string and opened the front door. She ushered Lila inside. The front room had seldom been used since the death of her grandmother and, despite the fire burning in the grate, the air still felt chill. The dark, heavy oak furniture made the room appear even more gloomy on this winter’s day and Emma decided to light the candles in the candelabra that the old woman had bought at a house-clearing sale between the wars. The candelabra was of Georgian silver and, when she was eight years old, Emma had been given the job of polishing it weekly. It had always had pride of place on the dinner table every Sunday in her grandmother’s day, but unless Emma could find a way of improving her finances, then she would have to take it into Clitheroe and pawn it. It wasn’t as if it was a family heirloom, like the embroidered white cotton tablecloth with a crochet border. She would never part with that because it had been made by her great-grandmother Harrison and was only brought out on special occasions such as this one. She sighed, thinking that her grandfather had always enjoyed a good get-together.
 
         At one end of the table Emma had set out crockery and cutlery, and the rest of the space was taken up with plates of sandwiches, pies, scones and cakes – the latter sweetened partially with grated carrot because sugar was still on the ration – all made by Emma, herself. The ingredients had been paid for from her granddad’s savings that had been hidden away in a metal box beneath a floorboard in his bedroom.
         
 
         She hurried through into the shabby kitchen where it was much warmer. She put on the kettle, looking out at the garden. At the moment the hens were providing her with only a few eggs, and the only vegetables were bedraggled-looking sprouts that were swiftly being buried beneath the falling snow. At least all that whiteness outside was reflecting light back into the kitchen.
 
         There was a knock on the front door.
 
         ‘I’ll go,’ called Lila.
 
         In no time at all both rooms were crowded with those who well remembered both her grandparents from way back. Folk were told to help themselves to food and tea and Camp coffee. There were only a few men present because it was a working day, but those who were there could be heard discussing whether the weather meant that the football and horse racing would be cancelled. Most of the women had known Emma’s grandmother as a faithful member of the Women’s Institute and a reliable source of jams, scones and cakes and pickles for various fund-raising events. Several of them asked Emma if she would be leaving the village and seeking a job in nearby Clitheroe. She told them that she had made no plans concerning her future.
         
 
         ‘Delicious scones, Emma,’ said the vicar’s wife. ‘I never realised you had such a light touch with pastry.’
 
         Emma flushed with pleasure. ‘Gran taught me.’
 
         ‘Then she taught you well.’
 
         ‘She not only taught me how to bake, but to preserve and bottle, knit, crochet, and make rugs. It was Granddad, though, who taught me how to play the piano and saw to it that I did a bookkeeping course.’
 
         ‘Then you’ll make some man a good wife one day,’ commented the vicar, who was standing at his wife’s shoulder.’
 
         His words startled Emma because marriage was something she had not thought about with having to look after her granddad. She was glad that the vicar did not appear to expect a response from her. She had always been rather in awe of him, having had little to do with him over the years, aside from listening to his sermons on a Sunday and shaking his hand at the church door after the service. Even so, he’d been very supportive when it came to discussing the funeral arrangements, and she gave a half-smile before saying wryly, ‘I’ve no one in mind, so I’ll need to find more bookkeeping work in order to support myself.’
 
         He smiled. ‘Well, if you need a character reference I will happily provide one for you. Your grandparents always spoke well of you and you have proved yourself a loyal granddaughter.’
         
 
         Strangely, instead of delighting her, his praise made Emma want to go out and do something wild and reckless. But she thanked him and was relieved when he moved away to talk to one of his other parishioners. Shortly after, her guests began to depart and she breathed a sigh when she waved the last one off before going into the kitchen, where she found Lila washing the dishes.
 
         ‘There’s no need for you to do that,’ protested Emma. ‘I can do it later. Let’s have another cup of tea and something to eat.’ She’d had the forethought to fill a couple of plates for the pair of them and had placed them on the dresser out of the way; otherwise, what with her having to talk to people and Lila keeping their cups filled, both might have had to forgo food altogether because the buffet had been consumed in no time at all.
 
         They sat down at the table. ‘I’m going to have to go home soon,’ said Lila. ‘Mam wants me to prepare supper with her being at the hospital.’ She paused to finish off a sandwich. ‘By the way, did I tell you that she was sorry she couldn’t get away for the funeral?’
 
         ‘I didn’t expect her to be here. She has a job to do and bosses will only give you time off for funerals if it’s family. You could only be here because the mill’s closed down for the week.’
         
 
         Lila’s smile faded. ‘I’m wondering if it’s the beginning of the end and I should start looking for another job. The home market for cotton goods is really slack at the moment and it’s not that good abroad either.’
 
         Emma looked at her with concern. ‘But it has happened before and things have improved. Don’t you think they will this time?’
 
         ‘I feel as if there’s change in the air,’ said Lila gloomily. ‘There’s much more competition since India got its independence and is making its own stuff. And more fabrics are being made from taffeta and nylon these days.’
 
         ‘Well, let’s hope things buck up,’ said Emma in a bracing tone, placing another log on the fire. She thought about how the local newspaper had said that the cost of coal was going up by four pence a bag and she wondered how she would keep warm once her coal reserve and her logs ran out. She recalled her granddad telling her that when he’d first started work as a calico printer at the factory in Barrow, coal had been eight pence a hundredweight. Since the war, and what with a Labour government getting voted in, the miners’ wages had increased, and rightly so, but it meant the cost of living had gone up again. She wondered what this year would bring now that old Churchill was back as prime minister. She guessed that she was going to have to pray for an early spring.
         
 
         ‘So what are you going to do about money?’ asked Lila.
 
         ‘I’ll decide that after I’ve sorted out Granddad’s papers. There’s loads of stuff in his bedroom. At least he had several insurance policies, though they were only for tuppences, sixpences and one for a shilling a week. Fortunately he made a will after Grandma died and left the cottage to me, so I don’t have to worry about having a lawyer to sort things out.’
 
         ‘I wish I could stay and help you,’ said Lila.
 
         ‘I’ll be fine. I’d have to scrutinise everything myself anyway, to make sure I don’t miss anything that could be important.’
 
         Emma’s gaze was suddenly caught by the cat crawling out from beneath the sofa. It walked stiff-legged towards the fireplace and stretched out on the rag rug and rolled over. At least she was not completely alone in the house but had Tibby for company. Emma bent over and tickled the white fur on the cat’s tummy and she purred.
         
 
         ‘You’re soft with that cat,’ said Lila, smiling faintly. ‘A dog would have been much better company. You could have taken it for walks and it could have caught you a rabbit for the pot.’
 
         Emma glanced up at her friend. ‘She’s a good mouser. Besides, cats are more independent. You can’t just leave a dog to fend for itself if you have to go away anywhere.’
         
 
         ‘I suppose you have something there. Mam would never let me have a pet. But what about the hens? Doesn’t she chase the hens?’ asked Lila.
 
         ‘Not since she was pecked a couple of times,’ replied Emma, thinking she was going to have to buy some chicken feed if she were to keep the hens. Although, right now she was wondering if she could afford the expense of feeding them. The roof was leaking and the window frames hadn’t seen a coat of paint for several years.
 
         Soon after arranging with Lila to meet the following morning, Emma saw her friend out, then she put the kettle on for another cup of tea. She hurried upstairs and hung the black astrakhan coat that had once been her grandmother’s in her own wardrobe. It was freezing in the bedroom and she wasted no time carrying the cardboard boxes from her granddad’s room downstairs to the kitchen.
 
         She leant over to the wireless perched on a shelf in the alcove next to the fireplace and fiddled with the knobs until she recognised the signature tune of Workers’ Playtime coming from a factory somewhere in Britain. It was a programme that had started during the war to encourage productivity and still featured famous singers, musicians and comedians of the day. Her granddad had really enjoyed singing along to the music. She felt the tears well up again and this time she allowed herself the luxury of a good cry. Then she mopped her face and drank her cooling tea before turning her attention to the boxes.
         
 
         Each had a label stuck on with the contents written in her grandmother’s neat hand. It had been heart-wrenching watching the old woman slowly succumb to the painful form of arthritis that had eventually affected her heart and killed her, but her grandmother had never complained.
 
         Emma took the top from the old chocolate box with a pair of fluffy white kittens depicted on its lid and soon discovered that the contents were a mishmash of old bills, postcards from various seaside resorts, and letters. Perhaps her granddad had rifled through them after the death of her grandmother and that was why they were in such disorder. The ink had turned to sepia on some of the letters tied up with yellow ribbon. There weren’t many of those and they proved to be addressed to ‘Ma and Pa’.
 
         As she began to read them Emma realised that they had been penned from the front by her dead uncles during the Great War. She read no further, unable to bear their poignancy. She did not want to dwell on the sadness in her grandparents’ lives right now. They had suffered so much, first in losing both their sons and then their only daughter, who had been born late in life to them. It was a relief to turn to the next box which proved to contain more bills going back years to the last century. It was interesting discovering the different prices of goods but she knew that she must not waste time.
         
 
         She reached for the next box and here she found birth and death certificates, as well as her grandparents’ marriage certificate. There was no sign of her parents’ marriage certificate or her own birth certificate. What she did find were the deeds to the house, which proved to be an interesting document. Apparently the house had been used as a shop and tea room in her great-grandmother’s day.
 
         Emma rose and placed the document on the table, knowing she had to keep it with all the certificates in a safe place. Then she returned to her task of sorting. Now she came across birthday cards, some addressed to her mother, Mary, during her girlhood, others belonging to her grandparents and uncles, and there were several that were addressed to Emma. One was made from stiff card and appeared to have been hand-painted. It was in the form of a number three with tiny teddy bears, dolls, flowers and birds filling up the space. It wished her a happy birthday and was signed love Daddy with three kisses.
         
 
         Her heart seemed to flip over. ‘Oh!’ she exclaimed, thinking that her father must have made this himself. Had he been here for her third birthday, or had it been sent from somewhere else? There was no envelope. She sat, clutching it against her and wishing she could remember him. What kind of man could make something like this and yet part from his wife and never send his daughter another birthday card?
         
 
         She rose from the chair to place it on top of the deeds and certificates before continuing with her task, listening with only half an ear to the jokes of Charlie Chester on the wireless. Shortly after, she switched off the programme and made another cup of tea before resuming her place and taking the last box onto her knee.
 
         It was at the very bottom of a pile of old newspapers, one dated 1918 proclaiming that the guns had fallen silent along the front, that she found a single letter. It was dated August 1940 and began Dear Mrs Harrison …
         
 
         The address on the top right-hand side was in Liverpool. The paper was stained as if at one time it had been affected by damp and yet the newspapers above it were perfectly dry. Had someone cried over this letter? Her gaze went swiftly to the bottom of the page to the signature of a Mrs Lizzie Booth. Emma’s heart gave a peculiar lurch. Could this letter be from her father’s mother? She began to read its contents and soon realised her mistake.
 
         
            Dear Mrs Harrison, 
            
 
            This will be the last time I will write to you, if I receive no reply to this letter. Perhaps you are no longer living at this address but I would have thought if that was so, then the new tenants would have returned my husband’s letters, as well as mine. But perhaps you have received them and chosen to ignore them. But what I have to say now concerns my husband’s daughter, Emma. I am sorry to inform you that William was killed at Dunkirk. 
            

         
 
         Emma had to pause and take several deep breaths before rereading that last sentence again and continuing.
 
         
            In his final letter to me he asked that I try once more to persuade you to allow Emma to have some contact with us. He so wanted his two girls to grow up knowing each other. Is that too much to ask? I beg you not to ignore this letter. I am certain that it would be of benefit to Emma to get in touch with me and for her to meet my daughter Betty. 
            
 
            Yours sincerely, 
            
 
            Mrs Lizzie Booth 
            

         
 
         Emma reread the letter twice through a blur of tears. So it was true that her father was dead! How long after her mother’s death had he married again? How old was her half-sister? Perhaps it had been one of those quick wartime weddings. Yet it seemed her father had not forgotten about Emma after all and had wanted to see her again. Why had her grandmother kept this information from her? His widow must have badly wanted to fulfil his last wishes if she had persisted in writing to this address despite her previous letters being ignored.
         
 
         Emma felt hurt and angry, believing it was too late now to do anything about it. She wondered if her granddad had known about the letters. Somehow, she thought not. With trembling fingers she folded the letter before putting it on top of the birthday card her father had sent her. Or was it too late? Aye, it was too late to get to know her father but perhaps it was not too late to meet her half-sister and stepmother. Maybe that was why her grandmother had not destroyed the letter but had intended her to find it one day?
         
 
         Emma knew that she could not ignore her discovery. How odd it felt thinking about having a stepmother. It reminded her of those stepmothers mentioned in fairy tales. Yet the little she knew about Lizzie Booth from reading her letter convinced Emma that she was in no way similar to the wicked stepmothers in Cinderella or Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs.
         
 
         A faint smile twisted Emma’s lips. It was possible that Lizzie Booth had given no more thought to her when she had not received a reply to this letter. But what if she had not forgotten her? What if Emma went to visit the address in Liverpool and explained matters to her? She felt a stir of excitement as well as trepidation at the thought of visiting the city. The furthest she had ever travelled was to the Lake District and Blackpool, and always in the company of her grandparents.
         
 
         Of course, it would cost money to go to Liverpool. Could she afford the trip? Probably not, and yet she felt that she must go. She glanced towards the window and saw that the snow was still falling. Obviously it would be sensible to wait until the weather improved. It might also be a good idea to talk to Lila’s parents about her mother and father before making the journey to Lancashire’s premier port.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         
 
         The next day when Lila called round to the house, Emma asked her whether she had mentioned her father to her parents. ‘I did as it happens,’ said Lila, smiling.
 
         ‘What did they say?’ asked Emma eagerly.
 
         ‘Mam said that your da’, William Booth, was a handsome devil and could charm the birds from the trees. Apparently he spoke just like them announcers on the wireless. He never actually lived here, you know.’ Lila’s grey-blue eyes sparkled with enjoyment at dropping this gem of information. ‘Although, it turns out that his great-grandparents were from this area. They were married in the parish church but lived up the hill in Wiswell. When the mill at Barrow closed down for a while during the last century, they left in search of work and they ended up in Liverpool.’
         
 
         Emma was stunned. ‘So my dad came from Liverpool?’
 
         ‘Apparently.’
 
         Emma was silent, thinking about her stepmother’s letter. ‘I’ve met a few Scousers on the fells and they certainly didn’t talk BBC English.’
 
         ‘There are bound to be posh areas in Liverpool as well as slums,’ said Lila. ‘Think of shipowners, doctors and the like.’
 
         ‘Even so,’ muttered Emma, frowning. ‘How would an ex-mill worker make enough money in the big city in Victorian times to end up speaking posh? Anyway, Gran and Granddad Harrison certainly weren’t well off.’
 
         ‘Your granddad owned this cottage, so he wasn’t on his uppers.’
 
         ‘No, but it was left to him, and Granddad had to continue working until he was an old man and he didn’t have that much in the way of savings. He had to eke out his money with living so long.’ She gnawed on her lip, digesting this new information. ‘If my dad was from Liverpool, I wonder how he and Mam met? Did your mam say?’
 
         ‘She was a bit reticent about that. I mean, I think she would have told me if Dad hadn’t given her a look.’
 
         Emma pondered on that nugget of information and then said firmly, ‘I must talk to your parents. I found something yesterday and I’d appreciate their thoughts on what I’ve discovered.’
         
 
         Lila smiled. ‘Well, you’re in luck. Mam’s changed shifts and will be home this afternoon.’
 
         ‘I’m made up about that,’ said Emma, her eyes lighting up. ‘I’ll get my coat.’
 
         ‘What did you find by the way?’ asked Lila curiously, watching her friend put on the Great War-style black astrakhan coat trimmed with rabbit fur over the shop-bought black jumper and skimpy black skirt that Emma had bought for the funeral of her grandmother. Lila knew that her friend had not had any new clothes since then, although she was not alone in that. Their families had all had to make do and mend during the war and its aftermath.
 
         ‘A letter from my stepmother.’
 
         Lila’s jaw dropped. ‘What stepmother?’
 
         Emma glanced at her over her shoulder. ‘The one my dad married after my mother died and who lives in Liverpool with my half-sister.’
 
         ‘Blinking heck, Em, I’m sure Mam doesn’t know anything about a stepmother. What was she doing writing to you?’
 
         Emma pulled on her black beret and flicked back her chestnut hair. ‘She wrote to Gran, telling her that my dad was killed at Dunkirk. By the sound of it she and Dad had written before and their letters had been ignored. Apparently my dad wanted his daughters to grow up knowing each other.’
         
 
         ‘Blinking heck, who’d have believed it!’
 
         ‘I’m thinking of going to Liverpool to look them up.’ Emma reached for her bag and put it over her shoulder.
 
         ‘I’d do the same if I were in your shoes,’ said Lila, almost enviously.
 
         ‘There’s the cost of the fare, of course,’ said Emma, grimacing. ‘So perhaps it would be more sensible just to write to her.’
 
         ‘But it’s an adventure, Em! Just think of going all the way to Liverpool! I wouldn’t mind going there myself, only me mam and dad wouldn’t let me.’
 
         ‘Then in that case, your mam’s hardly likely to encourage me to go,’ said Emma dryly.
 
         Lila puffed out her rosy cheeks and then let out a long breath. ‘It’s different for you. You’re going to see relatives, not just to have fun.’
 
         ‘You’re right. I’ll see what your mother has to say,’ decided Emma, ‘although we’re both old enough to do what we please.’
 
         ‘I know we are but it’s difficult to go against your parents when they’ve brought you up and you’re their only chick,’ said Lila.
 
         As they trudged through the snow along the road in the direction of Wiswell, both girls were silent. Emma was conscious of the beauty of the surrounding countryside. She tried to imagine what it must be like living in a bustling, crowded, smoky city without a field or hill in sight and where people were strangers to each other, but she found it difficult because it was beyond her experience.
         
 
         At last they arrived at the Ashcrofts’ house and Emma could see Lila’s father’s face at the window. Pity for him touched her heart. He seldom went outside the house because he had difficulty walking. They went inside and he gave Emma a nod. She murmured a greeting and hung her coat over the back of a chair and sat down whilst Lila went in search of her mother.
 
         Emma glanced about the overcrowded room at the various knick-knacks and wooden models set on every available surface before her gaze came to rest on Mr Ashcroft again. He now seemed completely unaware of her presence and she watched his slender fingers working with glue and matchsticks. He spent most of his days either gazing out of the window or making models from matchsticks whilst listening to music on the wireless. A cigarette smouldered in an ashtray at his elbow.
 
         Emma thought his models were brilliant but Lila had told her that her mother was getting fed up of them, complaining that they would soon be running out of space to display them. Right now it appeared he was making a model of the nearby ruined abbey before it had fallen victim to Henry VIII’s dissolution of the monasteries. At the moment the model was a creation of delicate tracery and beauty. There was a box of matches on the coffee table close to hand and Emma picked it up to see how many there were left in it.
         
 
         ‘So, Emma, Lila tells me you want to speak to me,’ said a woman’s voice, startling her so that the box of matches slipped from her fingers and disappeared from sight.
 
         Emma looked up and saw Mrs Ashcroft standing in the doorway, wiping her hands on a dishcloth. Her hair was several shades darker than her daughter’s and she had determined, strong features with a hooked nose.
 
         ‘That’s right. What’s Lila told you?’ asked Emma in a rush.
 
         ‘Apparently you’ve got a stepmother and a younger half-sister living in Liverpool. Well, I know what I’d do, lass, I’d stay where you are. I’ve only been to Liverpool twice in my life. Once to catch the Isle of Man ferry to go on my honeymoon and secondly to meet the troopship that brought Jack here home from Burma. It’s noisy, dirty and there’s so many people you wouldn’t believe it. There’s prostitutes, thieves and drunks staggering about, aside from the sailors from all parts of the world. It’s not the kind of place for a well-brought-up country girl, as your mother—’ She stopped abruptly.
 
         ‘What were you going to say about my mother?’ asked Emma swiftly.
 
         ‘I didn’t intend saying anything,’ said Mrs Ashcroft, sitting down in a chair. ‘But now I’ve started I suppose I’d better tell you.’
         
 
         ‘Jane!’ Mr Ashcroft gave his wife a warning look.
 
         ‘It’s too late for that, Jack,’ she said. ‘Emma should have been told years ago and then it wouldn’t come as a shock to her.’
 
         ‘What should I have been told?’ asked Emma, paling. ‘Is it that my parents weren’t married and that I’m-I’m—’
 
         ‘Of course not!’ said Mrs Ashcroft, looking shocked. ‘I was going to say that your mam ran away to Liverpool when she was only eighteen, and when she came back it was with you and she was already suffering from the consumption that would kill her. I will add that she was wearing a wedding ring, as well as a lovely diamond-and-emerald engagement ring.’
 
         Emma’s shoulders sagged with relief. ‘So I’m not a bastard child.’
 
         Mrs Ashcroft clicked her tongue against her teeth. ‘No need to use that word in this house, but you understand, Emma, why you’re best staying away from such a sinful place.’
 
         ‘Surely there must be some decent people there?’ protested Emma. ‘Lila told me that you met my father and that he spoke posh.’
 
         ‘Of course there are decent people there, but how will you be able to judge which ones they are when you’ve had no experience of life in the big city? You could end up in trouble.’
         
 
         ‘Stop frightening the lass, Jane,’ said Mr Ashcroft. ‘Liverpool’s not as bad as you make it sound and at least she’ll find plenty of life there. I met several Scousers in the army and I got on with them OK. We used to have a good laugh, despite them coming from a poor background.’
 
         ‘You’re a man and so it’s different for you,’ said his wife scornfully. ‘Emma might be twenty-one but she’s an innocent girl. So there is life in Liverpool, but it’s not the kind of life Emma’s used to. Her mother, Mary, soon found that out when she started mixing with actors, artists and musicians and the like.’
 
         ‘You make it sound like Sodom and Gomorrah,’ said Mr Ashcroft. ‘It’s a city like any other and there’s talent there. The comedian, Arthur Askey, came from Liverpool and so did John Gregson, the actor, and Tommy Handley from ITMA on the radio. You should let the girl find out for herself what it’s like.’
         
 
         His wife’s lips thinned. ‘She’ll regret going there if she does. Mark my words,’ she said darkly. ‘Her grandmother would have wanted her to have nothing to do with her father’s second wife and daughter, otherwise she would have told Emma about them.’
 
         ‘Be that as it may,’ said Mr Ashcroft, his lean face stern. ‘Her grandparents are dead and the lass needs to learn to make her own decisions.’
         
 
         ‘Thank you, Mr Ashcroft, for your advice,’ said Emma, despite feeling inadequate to make grownup decisions after all that his wife had said. ‘And you too, Mrs Ashcroft,’ she added hastily. ‘But what did you mean when you said that my mother mixed with actors, artists and musicians?’
 
         ‘I’d rather not talk about it but I suppose I must,’ said Jane Ashcroft, folding her arms beneath her bosom.
 
         Mr Ashcroft swore beneath his breath.
 
         His wife glared at him and then turned back to Emma. ‘Your father being an artist wasn’t of any use at all to your mother. I’m sure nobody was buying paintings during the Depression.’
 
         ‘But you said that she had a lovely engagement ring,’ protested Emma. ‘He must have earned some money.’
 
         ‘Maybe he did but your mother ended up having to sell that ring.’
 
         ‘But my father must have had some talent,’ insisted Emma. ‘I found a lovely birthday card from him that was hand-painted. You met him and so he must have visited my grandparents’ cottage.’
 
         ‘But he didn’t stay, did he?’ said Mrs Ashcroft. ‘Forget about him, Emma. He’s dead and picking over the past will do you no good.’
 
         Emma found her fists clenching. ‘Why did my mother leave him and come back here with me? I know she was ill but—’
         
 
         ‘Perhaps she realised her mistake in marrying him. He was a charmer, as I told our Lila, but it was your grandmother who cared for you and Mary in her final days. Your mother knew she’d be forgiven just like the prodigal son because your grandparents were good, caring Christians. You should let that be the end of it. After all, he mustn’t have wasted much time finding someone else if he had another child before he was killed at Dunkirk.’
 
         ‘Enough, Jane,’ warned Mr Ashcroft. ‘One would think you had something against the man. Now, put the kettle on and make the lass a cup of tea before she has to go out in the cold again.’
 
         ‘It doesn’t matter, Mr Ashcroft,’ said Emma in a low voice, shrugging on her coat. ‘I’ll have a cup of tea when I get home. Right now I need time to think, so I’ll go now and see you again sometime.’ She left the room.
 
         Lila hurried after her. ‘I’m sorry about that, Emma. Mam really sounded like she had a knife in your dad. I can only think it’s because she knew your mother well before she ran away to Liverpool.’
 
         ‘Maybe that was it,’ said Emma, her face serious. ‘As it is I’ve learnt quite a bit about my parents this afternoon.’ She tucked her scarf inside her coat. ‘I’ll see you soon.’
 
         She opened the front door and went outside. Before she had set foot inside the Ashcrofts’ house, she had been dithering about going to Liverpool because of the expense. Now she was determined to see her stepmother and half-sister. Surely Lizzie Booth would be able to provide her with some answers about her parents? After all, her father must have talked to her about his first marriage for her to know about Emma. She would wait until the insurance companies paid out what was due to her from her granddad’s policies and the snow was all gone before making a move. In the meantime she would need to find more bookkeeping work in order to support herself.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER THREE

         
 
         It was almost three weeks since Emma’s visit to the Ashcrofts’ house and she still had not made up her mind about when to visit Liverpool. She had thought much about what her grandmother’s feelings would be if she were alive and concluded that her reasons for preventing Emma from going to Liverpool no longer existed. Obviously the old woman had feared that if Emma had known the truth, then she might have followed in her mother’s footsteps and built herself a life in Liverpool and stayed there.
 
         There came a sudden hammering on the door and Emma lifted her gaze from the numbers on the page of the open ledger and dropped her pencil. The noise had a pattern to it that she recognised and, pushing back her chair, she hurried through into the front room and opened the door. As she had expected, Lila stood on the step.
         
 
         ‘What’s all the commotion?’ asked Emma.
 
         ‘The king’s dead!’ Lila’s pretty plump face was flushed and her grey-blue eyes were shiny with tears.
 
         Emma sighed. ‘I know. It was on the wireless.’ She beckoned Lila inside.
 
         ‘I feel really upset. In fact, everyone I’ve spoken to is upset,’ said Lila, going through into the kitchen. She was about to sit down in front of the fire when she noticed hanks of wool on the chair. ‘Where’s that come from?’
 
         ‘I found it in a cupboard upstairs in my grandparents’ old bedroom. Gran must have bought it at a bargain price but never got round to using it.’ Emma gathered up the multicoloured wool and moved it to the table. ‘I thought I’d use it up,’ she added.
 
         ‘You know what the king dying means,’ said Lila, sitting down in the chair. ‘Change.’
 
         ‘Obviously. Granddad always said the king was a man who knew his duty, unlike his brother who was born to the role.’ Emma put on the kettle. ‘King George stuck by us throughout the war, when he and the queen could have easily gone to Canada with the princesses.’
 
         ‘The queen’s not the queen anymore, Princess Elizabeth is. She’s already on her way home from Africa with the Duke of Edinburgh. Imagine how she must be feeling with having been so far away when her father died. She’ll want to be with her family right now. It’s at times like these that you need your family around you.’ Lila dabbed at her eyes as her tears welled up again.
         
 
         Emma thought of her half-sister and stepmother. She still hadn’t done anything about contacting them but Lila’s words caused her to wonder whether her father had brothers and sisters. Maybe they were still alive! And what about her stepmother, she must have family somewhere?
 
         ‘Princess Elizabeth is going to have little time alone to mourn her father with her having to fill his shoes,’ mused Lila, leaning back in the chair. ‘I wonder what kind of queen she’ll make?’ Her face brightened. ‘There’ll be a coronation, and that means parties.’
 
         Emma nodded, just able to remember King George VI’s coronation the year after her mother died. There had been parties and she still had a commemorative mug on the dresser. ‘A coronation will take time to arrange because they’ll be inviting heads of state from all over the Empire as well as other countries,’ she said.
 
         ‘Most of them will probably have to attend the king’s funeral, as well,’ said Lila. ‘You can bet there’ll be a lying-in-state for people to go and pay their respects.’
         
 
         ‘But that’ll be in London and all the newspapers will be full of it,’ said Emma, her expression thoughtful. ‘I might be best leaving putting an advertisement for bookkeeping work in the Clitheroe Advertiser and Times until the king’s funeral is over. In the meantime I think I’ll go to Liverpool. I might also buy myself a new outfit in the new midi style. I want to make a good impression and the blacks I have are so shabby. A new coat is out of the question but I think I must have a new frock.’
         
 
         Lila’s eyes widened. ‘So you’re definitely going to go?’
 
         Emma nodded. ‘Death can come so suddenly. Think of Granddad! What if my half-sister were to die before I got the chance to meet her because I delayed trying to find her?’
 
         ‘But she’s younger than you,’ said Lila. ‘You’re being really cheerful.’
 
         ‘We both know that the young can die as well. Remember Joan who died of scarlet fever?’
 
         ‘Aye, and I also remember Mam telling me about an outbreak of diphtheria that killed hundreds of children.’
 
         ‘Thank goodness, a vaccine was discovered that’s saved thousands of children’s lives,’ said Emma.
 
         Lila agreed. ‘What will you do if your stepmother asks you to live with them?’ she asked.
         
 
         Emma shook her head. ‘I can’t see that happening. Besides, my home is here.’
 
         Lila looked relieved. ‘I’m glad you feel like that, because you’re my best friend and I’d miss you.’
 
         Emma smiled. ‘I’d miss you, too. Besides there’s a possibility that we mightn’t hit it off.’
 
         ‘But you might, and if that was the case then you’d want to see more of them,’ said Lila.
 
         ‘Probably, but my doing so would all depend on how often I’d be able to afford to travel to Liverpool.’
 
         ‘Or them coming here. I would love to get a peek at your half-sister and see if she looks like you,’ said Lila.
 
         Emma removed the steaming kettle from the stove. ‘There’s a thought,’ she murmured.
 
         Lila sighed. ‘I envy you making your own decisions. I really should be sticking up for myself and doing what I want instead of doing what Mam wants all the time.’
 
         ‘But you can’t be doing that while things are so uncertain at the mill. Unless you find yourself a husband, of course,’ Emma added with a smile.
 
         ‘Mam’s always discouraged me from having a boyfriend.’ Lila grimaced. ‘Perhaps I should start looking for another job in Clitheroe and I might meet someone there. But in the meantime, do you want to go to the pictures tonight? The Man in Grey is on, with James Mason and Margaret Lockwood. I love him. He has a real menacing air about him and sends a shiver down me spine. So what d’you say?’
         
 
         ‘OK! But it’ll probably be the last time for a while,’ said Emma.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER FOUR

         
 
         Emma hitched her bag higher on her shoulder and stepped down off the train in Lime Street station. Jostled by other passengers as they forced their way past her in their haste to get to the ticket barrier first, she was spun round and felt her bag slide down her arm. She felt disorientated, what with the noise of hissing steam from the engine, the voice over the Tannoy announcing the time of the train to London, hurrying feet and people calling to each other. Then suddenly she realised her shoulder bag had gone and her heart began to bang inside her chest.
 
         ‘Don’t panic, don’t panic,’ she whispered to herself. ‘It’s probably on the ground.’
 
         She stood stock-still and dropped her gaze, but her bag was not there and people were beginning to swerve to avoid her. One man swore, telling her to get out of the bloody way. Hurriedly she stepped aside and moved towards the edge of the platform, wondering if her bag had been kicked into the gap between the train and the edge. She knelt down but could see no sign of it. Could someone have snatched it? Her purse, hanky, library book and the letter from Lizzie Booth were inside it; her heart sank. At least there was not much money in her purse, but even so …
         
 
         Emma felt sick as she rose to her feet and stood, dithering, trying to make up her mind what to do. This was a really bad start to her trip to Liverpool and she could not help recalling Mrs Ashcroft’s warning. Fortunately her return ticket was in her coat pocket. She looked towards the barrier and beyond to where high upon a wall was an advertisement for Taveners Fruit Drops and a huge clock, the hands of which stood at a couple of minutes past eleven o’clock. There was nothing stopping her from going home right now. Yet she was reluctant to do so after all the effort she had made to get here. She tried to cheer herself up by thinking that her bag might have been kicked along the platform and someone had picked it up and handed it in at the lost property office.
 
         Her spirits rose slightly and she headed in the direction of the ticket barrier and there she told the ticket collector what had happened. He commiserated with her but told her bluntly that he doubted she would get it back. Still, he directed her to the lost property office before turning to the next passenger waiting to get through the barrier.
         
 
         Emma soon discovered that no shoulder bag answering to her description had been handed in and, feeling down in the dumps, she turned away. Oddly, her thoughts now were of her mother and she wondered how she had coped in this huge, bustling station when she had come to Liverpool all alone. Had she already known someone in the city? Perhaps someone she had met walking on the fells. Maybe Emma’s father on Pendle Hill? Had she fallen in love at first sight with him and followed him here? The thought of her parents meeting in such a way caused Emma to feel quite emotional.
 
         ‘Yous all right, queen?’ asked a voice.
 
         Emma lifted her head and brushed away a tear with the back of her hand and turned to regard the owner of the voice.
 
         The woman was wearing a figure-hugging red suit that had seen better days and a tatty white fur hat. Her make-up had been applied in a slapdash fashion, so that she looked a bit of a clown. Emma knew there was no way she could explain to her the real reason why she had felt so terribly sad all of a sudden. Instead she said in a trembling voice, ‘My bag’s been stolen.’
         
 
         ‘Shame. Some people have no conscience,’ said the woman, who smelt of drink but had kind eyes. ‘Lost everythin’, have yer?’
 
         ‘I’ve still got my ticket home because I had that in my pocket, but I came here for a special purpose and don’t want to go home yet.’
 
         ‘I gathered yer weren’t from round here. Woolly back, aren’t yer? I had an aunt who lived up Blackburn way and she spoke just like yous.’
 
         ‘I was born here, though,’ said Emma swiftly. ‘My dad was from Liverpool but he was killed in the war.’
 
         The woman heaved a sigh. ‘So was my fella. So where were yer aiming for, queen?’
 
         ‘I came here to find my half-sister. I had a letter with the address on but that’s gone, too.’ Emma sighed.
 
         ‘Can’t you remember where it is?’ asked the woman.
 
         ‘Oh aye! It was Whitefield Road,’ she replied.
 
         The woman smiled. ‘Ha! Yer’ll need to get a tram or a bus that goes up West Derby Road past the Grafton dance hall and the Palladium picture house. Ask the conductor to put yer off at Ogden’s tobacco factory.’
 
         Emma squared her shoulders. ‘I’ve no money, so I’ll have to walk there. Can you tell me which is the quickest way to go?’
         
 
         ‘It’s a bit of a walk, girl, and yer could get lost. It’s getting a bit foggy outside.’ The woman screwed up her face and dug into her pocket and produced a sixpence. ‘Here yer are, queen, have this one on me.’
 
         Emma stared at the coin on the grubby, white-gloved hand and was touched by the gesture. ‘I can’t take your money.’
 
         ‘Why not? My money not good enough for yer?’ said the woman belligerently, jutting out her chin.
 
         ‘It’s not that,’ said Emma hastily. ‘I-it just seems wrong. You don’t look like you have much money to spare.’
 
         The woman smiled. ‘Looks can be deceptive, queen.’ She took Emma’s hand and pressed the sixpence into her palm.
 
         Emma returned her smile and thought of fairy godmothers in disguise. ‘Thanks. I really appreciate this.’
 
         ‘Glad to hear it. Yer can get the number 12 bus in Lime Street or the 11 tram. Just cross the road. They stop in front of the lions guarding St George’s Hall.’ She jerked a thumb. ‘Just go that way. You can’t miss it.’
 
         Emma thanked her again and headed off in that direction. Although still upset about her bag being stolen, her spirits were lifted by the woman’s kindness, which belied what Mrs Ashcroft had said about the citizens of Liverpool. She only hoped that when she reached her stepmother’s house she would receive a warm welcome there, too.
         
 
         As Emma came out onto Lime Street, across the road she saw a blackened building that reminded her of the Roman or Greek temples depicted in her children’s encyclopaedia. Spotting the lions the woman had mentioned on their plinths, she waited for a gap in the traffic in order to cross the road. She stood there for what seemed ages, hovering on the pavement, not prepared to take her life in her hands like some people who darted between vans, cars, buses and trams. Then she saw several people gathered on the kerb together, and as they swooshed forward onto the road, she decided to go with them.
 
         On reaching the other side she joined a queue at a bus stop, aware of a feeling of nervous exhilaration. What if she got on the wrong tram or bus and ended up getting lost with only a couple of pennies to her name? Then a number 12 bus came along and she had no trouble getting on it. She found a seat downstairs and soon found herself having to repeat her destination several times to the conductor. He was obviously having some difficulty understanding her accent. Eventually he must have got the gist of what she was saying and told her that he’d give her a nod when it was time for her to get off.
 
         She wiped a hole in the condensation on the window with her glove in an attempt to see the route the bus was taking, only to discover she could see very little. Still, there was no going back now she had come this far.
         
 
         On leaving the bus, the conductor pointed her in the direction she should go. Fortunately she was not alone and followed in the wake of several other people along a cobbled lane. A large red-brick building loomed up on her left but she could see only a few yards ahead. The fog appeared to be getting thicker. Perhaps she should turn right round and go back into the city centre. What if she really did get lost?
 
         Eventually she came to the end of the lane and was faced with a road going in two directions as well as another road that forked off the main one. She stood for several minutes, filled with indecision. Then she saw a woman, wearing a mackintosh and a headscarf, come out of a street and hurry in her direction.
 
         ‘Is this Whitefield Road?’ called Emma.
 
         ‘What’s that you’re saying, girl?’
 
         Emma repeated the question and the woman nodded. Then she disappeared into the fog. Emma crossed the slippery cobbles to the other side of the road, where she noticed a pub and a shop next to an open space and then a street called Rothwell Street. She crossed to the other side of it and walked along the pavement, peering at numbers above shop doors that were firmly closed against the weather. At least she appeared to be going in the right direction if the numbers were anything to go by, she thought. She passed a couple more streets, called Harewood and St Albans, and came to a row of long gardens with walls and gateposts but no gates. She could see what she assumed were houses looming through the fog.
         
 
         Emma’s heart lifted as she came to the number on Lizzie Booth’s letter. She walked between gateposts and up a path that was uneven and slippery underfoot. The next moment she went flying and all the breath was knocked out of her. She lay gasping, unable to move. Then she tried to get to her feet, only to almost faint because of the pain in her foot and ankle. Emma waited until the world steadied before looking to see what had caused her fall. She noticed that the path was broken in places and moss and tufts of dead-looking grass had taken root in the cracks.
 
         Now she was closer to the house, she could see that the front door was boarded up and so was the ground floor window. She could have screamed after coming all this way to discover that the house was derelict. She tried to get up again but the pain was so bad that she sank to the ground once more, unable to put her weight on her foot. Now she really did have a reason to panic. Were people living in the other houses? Would they hear her if she cried out? Of course, there were shops nearby but they were definitely too far away to hear her shout for help. Yet surely someone was bound to pass this way sooner or later, so she should try. This she did, but the fog seemed to simply swallow up the sound of her voice and no one came.
         
 
         She was really beginning to panic now because she could feel the damp seeping through her clothing. She must try and get up. If she could reach the gatepost and lean against it, she was more likely to be seen by a passer-by. She managed to stand but still could not put any weight on her damaged ankle. Her eyes tried to pierce the curtain of grey but all she could see was a stunted tree not far from one of the gateposts. She wobbled and stretched out her arms to help her keep her balance. What if nobody came and she ended up freezing to death? She shouted again until she was hoarse and beginning to feel quite desperate.
 
         Then suddenly she heard a mournful wailing and a cold trickle of fear ran down her spine. What if the house behind her was haunted? She remembered that Liverpool had been bombed during the war. Could her half-sister and stepmother have been killed? Regret, disappointment and sadness mingled with her fear at the thought that she would never meet them.
 
         She shivered and dug her hands into her pockets. Instantly her fingers made contact with a box of matches. How had they got there? She remembered the story of The Little Match Girl that her granddad had told her when she was small. That little girl had been out in the snow and had kept lighting the matches to warm herself. In the end she had died after having a vision of her grandmother in heaven.
         
 
         Emma began to strike the matches and at the same time to try and call for help. When a male voice shouted, ‘Where are you?’ she almost jumped out of her skin.
 
         ‘I’m in the garden of this derelict house,’ she croaked. ‘I’ve hurt my ankle and can’t walk.’
 
         ‘Stay where you are!’ ordered the voice.
 
         Emma thought that was a daft thing to say when she’d just told him that she couldn’t walk. She remembered Mrs Ashcroft’s words and thought how vulnerable she was to attack right now. Then a figure loomed up through the fog and she realised that it belonged to a very tall policeman.
 
         ‘What on earth are you doing in here, miss?’ he asked, gazing down at her.
 
         ‘I came in search of my stepmother and half-sister who used to live here. I didn’t know the house was derelict,’ she replied, tilting her head so she could see his face.
         
 
         ‘You’re not from around here, are you?’ he said, offering her his arm.
 
         ‘No.’ She reached out to him but lost her balance and yelped with pain as she fell against him.
         
 
         The next moment he had swung her up into his arms. ‘I think it’ll be easier if I carry you. Put your arm around my neck and hang on.’
 
         She would have preferred to stand on her own two feet but knew it would be stupid to say so in the circumstances. ‘Y-you’re not taking me to the police station, are you? I haven’t done anything wrong.’
 
         He grinned. ‘First stop, the newsagent’s nearby. Need to get a bit of light on you and have a look at that ankle. Mr Mason also has a telephone if I need to make any calls.’
 
         ‘Thank you,’ she said shyly, ‘but I really don’t want to go to hospital.’
 
         ‘Who said anything about hospitals? I doubt we’d get an ambulance coming out in this weather,’ he said. ‘Besides, it could be just a twisted ankle or a sprain and I can deal with that.’
 
         She clung to him as he carried her to the block of shops the other side of St Albans. It was a relief to get indoors out of the cold. She found herself being stared at by the man behind the counter. ‘Sweeping girls off their feet now, Constable,’ he said, pausing in his task of placing packets of Woodbines on a shelf.
 
         ‘Very funny,’ said the policeman, not sounding amused at all. ‘Where’s the chair you generally keep here?’
 
         Mr Mason did not answer but lifted a chair over the counter and allowed it to slide slowly from his hands onto the floor. ‘What’s happened to her? Who is she? Haven’t seen her round here before.’
         
 
         ‘That’s because she’s from somewhere else,’ said the constable, lowering Emma onto the chair.
 
         She sighed with relief and was now able to get a proper look at her rescuer. He appeared to be in his early twenties, and whilst not exactly having the looks of a matinee film idol, he was good-looking and had the bluest eyes she had ever seen. Her heart seemed to flip over as he met her gaze and she lowered her eyes swiftly to her swollen ankle. ‘I’m not going to be able to get my shoe off,’ she said in dismay.
 
         ‘You’ll have to, miss. I’ve done a first aid course and would like to have a butcher’s at your ankle and foot and then put it in cold water. That should help to get the swelling down.’ He glanced at the shopkeeper. ‘What about it, Mr Mason? Can you fetch a bowl of cold water for the young lady?’
 
         ‘Certainly. As long as there’s no mess made on my shop floor.’ The newsagent disappeared through a curtained doorway into the back.
 
         The constable removed his helmet, revealing fair hair cut in a neat back and sides. After placing his headgear on the counter, he lowered himself onto one knee and took Emma’s foot into his hands. ‘Now, scream if I hurt you,’ he said.
         
 
         Emma thought if he had intended raising a smile from her, then he had succeeded. ‘I’ll try not to.’
 
         He glanced up at her and grinned. ‘I’m glad you haven’t lost your sense of humour. So what’s your name and where d’you come from?’
 
         ‘My name’s Emma Booth and I live in a village near Clitheroe. I came in search of my stepmother and half-sister as I mentioned to you earlier. The last address I had for them was that derelict house.’ She drew in her breath with a hiss as he eased off her shoe.
 
         ‘So you mean to tell me that you’ve come all the way from by Pendle Hill to find them?’ His fingers moved gently over her ankle and foot.
 
         She trembled with the effort of not crying out and gasped, ‘You know it?’
 
         ‘Lovely scenery. Good walking country. I think you’ve only sprained it but I’ll know better after the swelling’s gone down.’ He placed her foot on the floor. ‘The house of the garden you were in didn’t receive a direct hit, from what I remember being told, but was caught in a bomb blast.’
 
         ‘Are you saying that those inside might not have been killed?’ asked Emma eagerly.
 
         ‘Could be.’ He straightened up. ‘I don’t come from round here and I wasn’t a policeman during the Blitz.’
 
         She gazed up at him with a hopeful expression on her face. ‘C-can you help me find out what happened to them?’
         
 
         He rubbed his nose. ‘I suppose I can try. Tell me their names.’
 
         Her spirits rose. ‘My stepmother was a Mrs Lizzie Booth and her daughter’s name was Betty Booth. I’ve never actually met them. My mother died before the war and my father remarried, only to be killed at Dunkirk. My grandparents brought me up and now they’re dead.’
 
         ‘Tough luck! My dad was killed at El Alamein.’
 
         Before she could commiserate, there came footsteps and a voice said, ‘Here’s your water, Constable. How’s it looking?’
 
         ‘Well, she’s not going to start quickstepping around the Grafton dance floor any minute now,’ he replied, taking the bowl from Mr Mason and putting it on the floor. ‘Now, Miss Booth, you’re going to have to take off your stocking if you’re to place your foot in here.’ He indicated the bowl on the floor. ‘Mr Mason and I will look away.’
 
         ‘Thank you,’ murmured Emma, blushing as she hastened to undo her suspender button and remove her stocking. She gritted her teeth against the pain as she did so and then gasped at the coldness of the water as she placed her foot in it.
 
         The policeman turned his head and watched for a few moments before speaking to the shopkeeper in a low voice. Emma attempted to wriggle her toes, which proved difficult, and wondered how long she was expected to keep her foot in the water. How was she to get home? She should never have come to Liverpool but stayed safely in her cottage, thought Emma, feeling woebegone.
         
 
         The constable’s voice interrupted her thoughts and she looked up at him, thinking again what lovely blue eyes he had. ‘I’ve asked Mr Mason here, Miss Booth, if he remembers your stepmother and her daughter but he wasn’t here during the war,’ said the constable, adding gently, ‘It is eleven years since the Blitz in Liverpool.’
 
         ‘I realise that now but I just didn’t think about Liverpool having been bombed before I set out,’ said Emma, withdrawing her foot from the water, only to submerge it again when the policeman raised his eyebrows. ‘I should have stayed at home,’ she said gloomily. ‘My bag was stolen with my purse in it as soon as I set foot in Liverpool and now this had to happen.’ Her voice shook.
 
         ‘It’s not your day, is it, Miss Booth?’ said Mr Mason, shaking his head.
 
         ‘That’s an understatement if ever I heard one,’ muttered the constable. ‘I tell you what, Miss Booth. When you feel able to make a move, I’ll take you to the police station. You can report the theft officially and we’ll see what we can do to get your bag back.’
 
         ‘I doubt you’ll be able to get it back,’ said Emma, grimacing. ‘How far is it to the police station?’
         
 
         ‘A mile or so. I have my bike locked up not far away. I’ll be off duty soon and can fetch it and give you a ride there. It’ll be warm in the station and you can have a nice cup of tea and a bite to eat. I’ll strap up your foot and then we’ll sort out how to get you back home.’
 
         Emma was not going to argue with him, despite wondering how she was going to stand when her ankle still hurt and her foot was half-dead with cold. Perhaps he would sweep her off her feet again. The thought brought a flush to her cheeks and a warmth to her body. She could only mumble how much she appreciated all he had done for her. She told herself that he was only doing his duty but she had never received so much attention from an attractive young man before and was rather looking forward to a ride on his motorbike.
 
         An hour or so later, when Emma caught sight of the constable’s bike, she was lost for words because it proved to be only a pushbike. She did not have the nerve to ask how she was supposed to get comfortable on it as he lifted her up onto the crossbar. Whilst she clasped her shoe and stocking with one trembling hand and the bar with the other, he swung up into the saddle and pushed off from the kerb. The bike swayed and Emma almost dropped her shoe as she made a grab for his tunic. His front lamp sent a shaft of light through the fog and she clung to him with her heart in her mouth as he pedalled off down the road into what she thought of as ‘the Unknown’. Presumably he knew exactly where he was going, but she could not help wondering what would happen to them both if they were to crash into a vehicle. Was what he was doing legal? She felt even more anxious when they reached the end of the road and she could see lights from moving vehicles shining through the fog.
         
 
         To her relief he dismounted but kept a hand on her back to steady her as he waited for an opening in the traffic. Then he ran with his bike to the other side of the road, whilst she prayed fervently that a vehicle wouldn’t suddenly appear out of the fog and hit them.
 
         When he mounted the bike again, it occurred to Emma to question whether he did this kind of thing often. He seemed quite competent, so perhaps she should stop worrying and have some faith in him. They spun round a corner and then suddenly he was pedalling smoothly and humming a tune beneath his breath. It took her only a couple of moments to realise that the song was ‘A Bicycle Made for Two’. If the day had not already begun to take on a dreamlike quality it would have done so then. Never mind what Mrs Ashcroft might think of such antics, what would her grandparents have had to say about her riding through the fog on a policeman’s crossbar? She felt a giggle rising up inside her, reckoning that if her granddad had still been alive and she had told him of the events of her day in Liverpool, then he would have said that there had been some real dramatic moments. Perhaps she should relax. No doubt once she returned to her village, life would resume its usual humdrum routine.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Emma sat in front of a roaring coal fire with a steaming cup of tea in one hand and a sausage butty in the other. Her foot was propped up on a stool, and as she alternately sipped the tea and took bites from the butty, she was mesmerised by the flickering flames in the fireplace. She was glad of this moment alone. Her ankle felt so much better now and she was able to wriggle her toes and rotate her foot a little, despite it still being painful.
 
         The door opened and the constable entered. From a conversation she had heard earlier between him and the desk sergeant, she now knew that his name was Dougie Marshall. ‘So, Miss Booth, how are you feeling now?’ he asked, smiling down at her.
 
         Emma felt a flutter in the region of her heart and was glad she had bought a new frock. It was of black broadcloth with a detachable pleated white gilet and a black tie and there was plenty of material in the skirt. ‘Much better now, thank you.’ She wanted to add that she didn’t know what she’d have done without him. If he hadn’t come along and rescued her she might have frozen to death. He was her hero! But she felt too shy to say so.
         
 
         What she did say was, ‘I-I’m wondering what happens next. I have my return ticket home but I think I might find it difficult getting on and off the different trains. And what about my stepmother and my half-sister? Do you think you’ll be able to find out what happened to them?’
 
         ‘I’ll certainly try,’ said Dougie. ‘Some of the locals might be able to help out. Leave it with me and I’ll see what I can do. You said that your stepmother’s name was Lizzie Booth?’
 
         She thought what a good memory he had. ‘That’s right. You’ve taken my address in case my bag is found, not that I’m holding out much hope. I don’t know what the librarian will say about my library book.’
 
         ‘You’ve reported it stolen to the police, and if you give the copy of the form I gave you to the librarian, you shouldn’t have to replace it,’ he said. ‘Now, I think it’s probably best that you stay here for the night. With a bit of luck the fog will have dispersed by morning. The way you moved your foot just then, your ankle should be much better in the morning.’
 
         ‘You mean I-I’ll sleep here in the p-police station?’ she stammered.
 
         He grinned. ‘Yeah! We can give you a nice warm bed in a cell. I can’t see you having any villains for company tonight the way the weather is. It won’t cost you anything and we’ll even give you breakfast.’
         
 
         She decided there was no point in worrying about having no nightie or toothbrush and thanked him. Her only concern was the hens and Tibby but no doubt they’d survive her being away for just one night. As for herself, she’d been fed and was warm and safe and she was going to have a heck of a lot to tell Lila when she saw her.

      

      
    

  


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/logo_1_online.jpg





OPS/a480_1_online.jpg
friends Sunshine
and Lovers and Showers

June Tancis June F 1ancis

“Liverpool's Catherine Cookson” “Liverpoo
Cosy Hoald






OPS/9780749011772_cover_epub.jpg
Tt Had to Pe you

June Tiancis

Liverpool's Catherine Cookson”
Crosty Herald





OPS/a479_1_online.jpg





OPS/insertSpan.js
function setSpanIGP(){var clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-num');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-sub');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-author');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-contributor');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-other');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('caption');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);}function setSpaninPara(pClassList){for(i=0;i<=pClassList.length;i++){if(pClassList[i]){var para_html=pClassList[i].innerHTML;para_html='<span>'+para_html+'</span>';pClassList[i].innerHTML=para_html;}}}function init(){setSpanIGP();}window.onload=init;




