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Dear readers,

Welcome to the second book in my new series set in Backshaw Moss. It follows on from A Valley Dream.

This will be the last series set in Ellindale, my imaginary Pennine valley. There is one more book to come in 2022, but as this second book goes to press, I haven’t started writing the third one yet (A Valley Wedding).

This time A Valley Secret gives us Maisie’s story. She inherits the second house in the trio at the end of Daisy Street and once again the house is full of surprises. These were solid houses built to last, but when they were built they didn’t usually have bathrooms and certainly not electricity.

This story is set in 1936 and we’re getting closer to my own birth date. I was born at the beginning of World War 2. My goodness, the world was so different then!

I’ve added a couple of my family photos again because you seem to like them, dear readers! The boy is my father aged about 10 in 1930, approximately.

Since I shared a photo of my maternal great-grandfather (who fathered 12 children!) in another book, I’ve also added photos of my paternal great-grandparents (who only had four children). These would most likely have been taken towards the end of the 19th century. They were the most ‘posh’ of my ancestors. He’s a dignified looking fellow, isn’t he?

By the way, I knew the grandfather we lived with during the war till I was nearly 5 by his surname, i.e. Grandpa Wild. We didn’t address older adults informally, however close we were to them.

I grew up among a crowd of relatives born in the 19th century and I knew people born from the 1870s onwards. It’s no wonder I enjoy delving into history, is it? I have a long view of the years, thanks to their tales and my own experiences. And now we’re in the twenty-first century, 150 years later.

How quickly a lifetime passes! I can remember walking home after dark towards the end of World War 2, aged 4. I was holding my mother’s hand because there was a blackout and no street lights were allowed. When a dog which seemed huge to me appeared suddenly from one side and jumped up at me, my screams echoed down the dark, moonlit street. I can still hear them! It took me years to get over being nervous of dogs that I didn’t ‘know’.

I shall end as always by hoping you enjoy this new story. I thoroughly enjoyed writing it – well, I am totally addicted to storytelling.

Anna
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Lancashire 1928–1936

One evening when her mother had had more to drink than usual at the pub where she worked, Maisie Bassett tried yet again to find out about her father. ‘All I know is his name. I’m nearly eighteen now. Surely you can tell me more?’

After a pause Ida said softly, as if talking to herself, ‘He weren’t called Bassett, so you don’t know anything. I just picked that name off a label on a box of liquorice allsorts when I found I was expecting. I bought a wedding ring and came to have my baby in Rochdale.’ She gave a wry smile. ‘Oh, I made such a sad, grieving young widow!’

She dashed away a quick tear at that memory.

‘What was my father really called, then?’

‘Mmm? Oh, Lawson. Simeon Lawson.’

‘What happened to him?’

But her mother had fallen asleep. In the morning, when Maisie brought this up with her, Ida gaped at her daughter. ‘I never said he was called that. ’Cos he wasn’t.’

Her daughter could usually tell when she was lying, so was fairly sure that had been her real father’s name.

She tried several times over the following years to get more information about this Simeon Lawson, but Ida always denied everything and never spoke of Maisie’s father again. ‘It’s in the past an’ that’s where it should be left. Never let a bad patch pull you down. Get on with living, I allus say. I’ve had to, haven’t I, or I’d have gone mad?’

Her mother had indeed got on with living, the girl thought enviously. Ida enjoyed her job and lived comfortably on her wages because customers gave her generous tips. What’s more, the landlady at the pub knew a good worker when she found one, so passed on leftover food as a bonus. It was a good thing she did, because Ida hated cooking and meals were mostly bread and jam or dripping, and sometimes fish and chips from the shop round the corner.

Then, four years later, Maisie lost all chance of finding out more about her father because her mother died suddenly at the age of forty-seven, coming down with a heavy cold which rapidly turned into pneumonia. Even though a neighbour drove her and Maisie to hospital, she continued to struggle for breath and the doctors couldn’t save her.

Ida begged her daughter to give her a decent funeral and a marked grave, gasping it out a couple of words at a time, but died before she could explain how to pay for it.

Maisie had stood staring down at her mother’s body, feeling upset. How could she afford even the cheapest funeral when there was hardly anything left in the housekeeping jar on the mantelpiece? Her mother had never saved a penny that she knew of, had not only spent the money she earned but had even taken most of her daughter’s wages from the shop at first, till Maisie protested.

Hearing about the lack of money for Ida Potter’s funeral, the customers at the pub had a whip round and the landlady topped it up to provide enough for the cheapest funeral and a grave in the poorer part of the cemetery.


The day after the funeral Maisie began clearing out their small flat ready to move into lodgings, which would be cheaper. She picked up her mother’s sewing box and studied it, wondering whether it was worth keeping.

Ida had always referred to it as ‘my grannie’s box’. It was scuffed and scratched and had hardly ever been used for its original purpose because her mother had loathed sewing and hadn’t mended clothes unless she was desperate. Yet for some reason, that box had gone with them on every one of the many house moves they’d made.

Maisie had been forbidden even to touch it as a child, on pain of a good smacking, and once she’d learned to sew properly at school, her mother had bought her a sewing box of her own. From then on, she’d had to do her own mending and alterations. Since she liked to look nice, she’d persevered and even asked her needlework teacher’s help a couple of times after school.

She easily came top of most classes, but her mother only shrugged and never offered a word of praise. ‘What good does all that reading and writing do anyone?’

Ah, what did that old pain matter now? Maisie picked up the box which was her only family inheritance. She’d hardly ever touched it before. It was bigger than hers and wouldn’t look bad if she polished it up. Yes, she’d tidy out the mess inside and use this one from now on.

She sold her mother’s clothes to the second-hand dealer at the market because she was taller than Ida and built more sturdily. Every penny would help. She also sold most of the furniture because she’d be living in one cheaper room from now on.

After emptying the box, she began gently sponging the faded red brocade lining in an attempt to freshen it up. Something rustled underneath it so she tried to find out what was causing it, surprised to discover an opening hidden under a fold of material at one corner. She poked her fingers inside and felt some papers pushed right up under the decorative trim at the top.

What had her mother been hiding? She wriggled the bundle out bit by bit and squeaked in shock as she found herself holding some neatly folded banknotes. Ida must have been saving for years on the sly.

Maisie marvelled as she counted the notes slowly and carefully. There were fifty-six pound notes hidden in the lining. It seemed a fortune to her.

And she’d nearly thrown the box away! Oh, Mum! How could you be such a fool? Anyone could have stolen this.

She felt around in the box again to make sure she hadn’t missed anything and as she did, something else rustled further along. She had to wriggle it about to get it out without tearing it. It was her birth certificate and it said ‘father unknown’, showing anyone who cared to study it that she was illegitimate.

She was tempted to burn it, but didn’t. For good or ill, it was all she had to show about where she came from, and it did have the names of her mother’s parents: Frank and Primrose Fletcher.

Was that all? She felt around behind the lining and found one more thing. A letter from Simeon Lawson. It said he was going to London where he’d been promised a job. He would come back for Ida once he had enough money saved.

The letter had little smudges on it, as if her mother had cried over it. Maisie sat staring at it in shock. It was the first time she’d had proof of what her mother had told her once, and once only: her father really was this Simeon Lawson.

But he’d never come back, had he? What had happened to him in London?

She had a little weep for her mother, left on her own with a baby to bring up. Like Ida had done, she too had to move on now. She slipped the two papers and the money back inside the lining and dried her eyes.

You could weep as much as you wanted, but it didn’t bring back a loved one who’d died.

The next day, terrified of someone stealing it, she took the money to the bank and asked to open a savings account.

To her dismay the teller counted the notes, then looked her up and down scornfully. ‘Where did someone like you get such a large amount of money? I think we’d better ask the manager about this. And don’t try to run away.’ He signalled to the doorman and sent the office lad running to fetch the manager.

Mr Stavener also looked at her suspiciously and demanded to know how she’d got that much money, so Maisie asked if she could speak to him privately.

After a moment’s hesitation he took her into his office. ‘Well, Miss Bassett?’

‘My mother died a few days ago. She’d hidden this in her sewing box, under the lining. Fifty-six pounds. Just imagine, all that money left lying around. She must have been saving for years.’

Her companion shuddered visibly.

She put on a scared voice. ‘I don’t like to keep so much money in the house, Mr Stavener, so I thought I’d put it in the bank. It’ll be safe here, won’t it?’

He nodded, looking at her differently now, then answered in an almost fatherly tone. ‘This is the safest place of all, young lady, and the money will earn you interest as well, which means just over a pound will be added every year you keep that much money with us.’

She knew perfectly well what interest meant, but tried to look amazed.

‘I don’t like to speak ill of the dead, Miss Bassett, but you seem to have more sense than your mother, a lot more.’

She let out a sigh, relieved that he’d believed her tale. ‘I’ve been saving some of my wages in the Post Office Savings Bank for a while now, but perhaps I should add that money to this in my new account? What do you think? I have nearly twelve pounds saved. Look.’ She took the bank book out of her shopping bag and showed him.

As she’d expected that made him look at her with even more respect.

She went back to work the next day and drew most of her money out of the post office account during her lunch break. When she took that into the bank, Mr Stavener noticed her through the glass panel in his office and came out to fuss over her and say once more how wise she was to be so careful.

Once again she lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘I’m ever so grateful for your advice, sir. You, um, won’t tell anyone else about this money, will you? I don’t want men pestering me to marry them because they want to get their hands on my savings.’

‘You can always rely on the bank’s discretion about customers’ accounts. I think you’re very wise to keep your savings secret. Don’t hesitate to ask my advice about money. It’s my job to help our customers and you seem to have no one else to turn to.’

From then on she continued to add to her savings, and got tears in her eyes the first time she was paid interest on her account. How wonderful to see her money increase.

She began to feel a real hope of one day being able to buy a small cottage, something which had been her dream for years. She and her mother had never even rented a whole house, just rooms. From what she’d read in the newspapers, no bank would allow a single woman, even an older one, to take out a mortgage, so she’d have to save the whole amount.

Was that possible? It had to be. When she grew too old to work she’d need somewhere to live where she didn’t pay rent.

She sometimes marvelled at how different she was from her flighty mother, who’d craved fun and the attention of men. All Maisie longed for was security and a quiet life.

Once her daughter had turned twenty, Ida had spoken more frankly about how she spent her spare time. She said she enjoyed being bedded by a fine, strong fellow, and Maisie should try it. There was no feeling as good as doing it. As long as you were careful – and she’d even explained how to be careful, to her daughter’s huge embarrassment.

Her mother’s suggestion had horrified her, still did. The love of bed play had clearly been Ida’s weakness and explained how she’d fallen pregnant without being married.

Maisie wasn’t going down that path. She didn’t trust men at all, especially not the younger ones.

The trouble was, after Ida’s death, some men seemed to be expecting Maisie to be as immoral as her mother. This showed no signs of stopping, in spite of her leading a blameless life and attending church regularly, so in the end she decided to move away from Rochdale and hopefully leave the taint of her mother’s reputation behind.

Perhaps she should change her name while she was at it so that no one would be able to connect her to Ida. Could you do this by some legal method or did you just change it? She’d have to find out.

She decided to look around for jobs elsewhere, but first told the manager of the shop where she worked why she needed to move. Mr Vaughan went to the same church and was a kind man.

He listened carefully and nodded, ‘You’re right to protect yourself. I too have heard rumours, which I knew to be false. I’ll keep my ears open for jobs.’

A few weeks later he told her about a job in a town called Rivenshaw in a valley on the edge of the Pennines, and both he and Mr Stavener gave her glowing references when she applied for the position.

Maisie didn’t care where she went, she just wanted to start a new life and save her money. The job was in a big grocery store, which was the sort of work she’d been doing already. There would be no chance of promotion wherever she worked because only men got promoted to manager.

She knew some of her mother’s family still lived in Rivenshaw, but she didn’t intend to contact any of them. From what her mother had said, they sounded to be a feckless lot, which was another reason for changing her name.

With Mr Stavener’s help, she arranged to transfer all her money from the local bank to a branch in Rivenshaw, and when she explained to him that she wanted to change her name because of her mother’s reputation and asked him how to do it legally, he helped her with that as well.

She chose the name Lawson this time. Why not? Her mother had been telling the truth about who her father was, so she was entitled to it. Well, sort of entitled, given that the two of them hadn’t actually been married.

She didn’t let anyone she worked with know where she was going, and hired a man with a van to take her and her possessions there, giving him only her new surname.

Her new manager in Rivenshaw recommended seeking lodgings with a Mrs Tucker, so Maisie wrote and arranged that, again needing to give references.

It was a good choice. There were other women there, the place was immaculately clean, and the food was good. It was cheaper than trying to get a room of her own, and there was company in the evenings when she wanted it.

That was as good a life as she could expect.


Maisie settled in easily, attending her new church regularly, even though this minister’s sermons were rather boring. But for a young woman on her own, church was the best place to meet people and make friends, as well as establishing that you were respectable.

She enjoyed living in Rivenshaw, which was a small town, at the lower end of a Pennine valley, so she could go for walks on fine weekends with some of the other lodgers, or catch the midday bus to the tiny village of Ellindale and buy a glass of ginger beer at the small shop there, then walk the few miles down the hill back to Rivenshaw.

The trouble was, for all her precautions, men still wouldn’t leave her alone. At least this time they kept trying to court her honourably, telling her she was beautiful and looking at her in a stupid, soppy way.

She was at her wits’ end how to stop this, dressed as plainly as she could, scraping her hair back into an old-fashioned low bun. But however hard she tried not to draw attention to herself in any way, men still pestered her.

She became almost a hermit, not going out much apart from work, church or outings with the other lodgers. For entertainment she borrowed books from the library. That was free, and anyway, she loved reading, not just stories but books which told you about the wider world.

Perhaps if she saved hard, one day her dream really would come true: a cottage with a small garden where she could grow flowers and vegetables, feed the birds, and sit peacefully in the garden on fine days.
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January 1936

In London Albert Neven stared at his chief clerk in dismay. ‘She’s not there?’

‘No, sir. Ida Fletcher hasn’t lived in Littleborough for over twenty years. She simply vanished one night and was never seen again. Corden’s questioned relatives, neighbours, friends, but no one seems to have any idea where she went. He says he’s exhausted every avenue and can do no more.’

‘He’s been very slow at finding out even that. Thank him for his services and pay him off. I’m going to hire another detective, one who displays more initiative. How about that Biff Higgins fellow who’s already worked in Rivenshaw? From what Sergeant Deemer told me last year when we were dealing with Miss Porter’s inheritance, he sounds to have a sharp mind.’

His chief clerk looked at his employer in surprise. ‘Where self-preservation was concerned, yes, but we wouldn’t normally employ a man like Higgins.’

‘That’s the whole point. The woman we’re seeking is from a poor background, so he may have a better idea of where to look for her.’

‘I’m afraid Higgins has left the company and set up on his own as a private detective. Why, only yesterday, Corden was laughing at the effrontery of such a person doing that. Higgins will only be dealing with small cases from now on, not working for important lawyers like you.’

‘Penscombe, you’re a snob. I wish to meet the man as soon as it can be arranged. If I don’t like the looks of him, we won’t hire him. We need to find this Ida Fletcher somehow.’

‘But sir—’

‘I made a solemn promise to Miss Chapman when she was dying that her wishes would be carried out, so please contact Higgins at once!’ When he emphasised this by thumping his clenched fist down on his desk, a rare display of anger, the clerk hurried out.

Miss Chapman had been adamant that the three run-down houses she owned in Backshaw Moss, on the edge of the Lancashire moors, should be passed on to some of her poorer relatives in such a way that they had to work hard to make something of their inheritance.

Daisy Street might lie at the edge of the worst slum in the valley, but the houses were larger than average and soundly built. The first bequest had been the middle house, Number 23 Daisy Street, which had been dealt with in a satisfactory manner, but the second bequest, Number 21, was proving much more difficult as they had been unable to find the designated heir.

Corden’s investigations had ended in the small town of Littleborough, also in Lancashire. Surely someone there must know where this Ida Fletcher had moved to? A person couldn’t just vanish! Well, not unless they’d been murdered …

There were provisions in the will for choosing alternative heirs should one of those designated be dead, he’d made sure of that when he drew it up. But Miss Chapman had been emphatic that she much preferred the houses to go to the three persons she’d chosen.

Pulse quickening in excitement, Biff Higgins stood by the window with his back to the room, rereading the short note brought to him by a fresh-faced young clerk, and hoping his excitement didn’t show. It said that Mr Albert Neven wished to discuss a job in a town called Rivenshaw, in Lancashire.

It didn’t matter what the job was because he knew if he did well for such a highly respected lawyer, it could be the making of him and his fledgling business as a private investigator.

He’d do whatever it was even though he’d been to Rivenshaw before and had vowed never to go back there again.

Since setting up his own business in his home territory of London, he had barely earned enough to keep the wolf from the door as yet. He’d left his former employers because he’d grown worried about their increasing willingness to accept any job, legal or not, as long as it paid well – and then they’d send out the investigators they employed to take all the risks.

He wasn’t going to break the law for anyone, employer or not, not only because he didn’t want to risk prison, but because he believed in honesty and the rule of law.

He tried to speak calmly. ‘As it happens, I am free at the moment.’

‘Mr Neven would like to see you as soon as possible, then, to discuss this job. He gave me the money to get a taxi back.’

Biff tugged out his battered pocket watch. ‘Will he still be in his office?’

‘Yes, Mr Higgins.’

‘Then I’ll go to see him straight away. No need for a taxi. You can ride back with me in my car.’

‘Very kind of you, sir.’

Oh, how Biff relished being addressed as ‘Mr Higgins’ or ‘sir’, not ‘Higgins’ or ‘Biff lad’! It was a small thing, but highly satisfying.

Albert Neven studied the private investigator, pleased with what he saw. He liked a chap who looked you straight in the eyes.

The best word to describe the detective was nondescript. Higgins seemed neither young nor old, was of medium height, and presented a neat but easily forgotten appearance. You’d not give him a second glance if you passed him in the street, which must be a good thing for his type of work.

He explained the situation in detail, and Biff frowned. ‘I have to be frank with you, sir. My appearance isn’t likely to attract attention, as you say, but my southern accent stands out in the north as different. I wonder though … Hmm, perhaps I could adopt a slight Irish accent, like my grandfather’s? That might do it.’

‘Would it matter that much?’

‘I think so, yes. I’ve already found that a southern accent makes it harder to stay unnoticed in the north. The way people speak in Rivenshaw is very different from here in London, and they stare at those who speak differently. However I did notice a few people there speaking with an Irish accent, and they weren’t stared at. I wish to be honest with you about that sort of detail. It can matter.’

He changed his accent before adding, ‘Sure and I’d be happy to take on your job, sorrh.’

Mr Neven laughed. ‘You’re good at the Irish accent and I appreciate both your honesty and your attention to detail. You’re hired. Penscombe will arrange for you to receive the same payment and expenses as Corden, with a bonus if you succeed in finding this Ida Fletcher.’

‘I’ll do my very best, I promise you, sir.’ A bonus, eh? He could certainly use the money.

‘When can you start? The sooner the better, as far as I’m concerned.’

‘I can drive north overnight and start my search there tomorrow,’ Biff said at once. Thank goodness he’d invested nearly half his savings in a car. Seventy pounds had bought him a second-hand Austin 7, with a sound motor but slightly shabby body. It was a common vehicle, as unremarkable as he always tried to make himself.

‘It would be excellent to start so quickly. But won’t you need to fill the car up with fuel on such a long journey? These modern petrol stations are very useful, far better than carrying a spare can and adding more petrol ourselves as we did in the early days of motoring, but these new places usually close in the early evening.’

‘I always carry an old-fashioned can of petrol in the boot as well, just in case. To drive so far, I’ll carry more than one can.’

Mr Neven gestured towards the rather sour-faced older man. ‘Penscombe will give you the details of the job and some money to cover your initial expenses.’

The clerk led the way to a small office at the rear of the building, where he went through the exact provisions of the will and what had been discovered so far about this Ida Fletcher.

When he’d finished he looked at Biff and said in a grudging tone, ‘Well, at least you ask sensible questions, Mr Higgins.’

‘My work can often depend on obtaining the correct information, Mr Penscombe.’

‘Mine too.’

As Biff drove back to his lodgings he was unable to stop smiling. It’d be a difficult job, no doubt about that. Well, he’d not have got it if it had been straightforward, would he?

One thing that gave him hope of success was that he knew something about Corden. People in their line of work said that the man was thorough but past the stage of being hungry for work, as well as far too set in his ways and slow to act.

Biff, on the other hand, was definitely hungry for money, as well as fiercely determined to succeed in his new business. He would try anything legal to find this woman.
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