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CHAPTER ONE

IT WAS NEARLY mid-afternoon by the time Eliza Bancroft had finished helping to tidy up the Short Cut, the barber’s shop where she worked. The floor was swept clean of all hair clippings, the chairs were wiped down and neatly aligned, the mirrors were polished, the combs and clippers cleaned ready for the next morning, and the towels dropped off at the laundry just round the corner. It was half-day closing on Wednesdays, but she seldom managed to get the whole afternoon off. Still, the work was enjoyable and interesting, the clients were mostly friendly, and Eliza’s colleagues – Harry Mulligan, the owner of the business, a kind man of about thirty-five, and a good boss as well, and Theo Gilmore, more than ten years older than Harry, with dark good looks, gentlemanly manners and a natty taste in shoes – were, in her opinion, the perfect people with whom to share the tiny premises. You had to get on with folk when the entire workplace comprised one room into which were crammed two washbasins and two barber’s chairs, and a couple of spare seats for the waiting customers.

‘Right, I reckon we’re done, Harry.’

‘Nice work. Thanks, Liza. Off you go then, and p’raps I’ll see you later if I drop in at the Waterloo.’

‘I’ll look out for you. There’s a few other folk singing, too – I think Seamus’s band are booked – but Theo and I will be doing some numbers mid-evening.’

‘Aye, I expect he’s gone home to polish his shoes,’ laughed Harry.

‘Ha, I reckon he’ll be having a last-minute practice. We’ve got some new songs tonight – new to us, that is. He’s written some linking passages and he wants them to be perfect.’

‘I look forward to hearing them. Cheerio for now, love.’ Harry unlocked the door, on which the sign had been turned to display ‘Closed’ for over an hour, and let her out into the street.

It was a beautiful spring day and Eliza decided to walk home from the barber’s, tucked away in a side street close to the cathedral in the centre of Blackburn, taking the long but scenic route home via Corporation Park to the little terraced house she shared with her mother, Maureen. On the way she stopped at a street stall to buy Maureen a bunch of daffodils, a cheering little present of her favourite flower.

She hoped to be able to persuade her mum to go to the pub that evening to hear her and Theo perform their short programme of popular songs from musicals, but Maureen had been looking tired and wan lately and would likely say she’d prefer an early night again. A lively evening spent in good company might well lift her mother’s spirits, but Eliza wouldn’t nag her to go if she didn’t feel up to it. Maureen had been weary and, truth be told, looking a bit miserable for a few months now, though she hadn’t complained of any ailment to Eliza, who hoped her beloved mum wasn’t hiding anything serious from her.

Eliza was beginning to have her suspicions as to what might be the matter. Maureen had mentioned her ill-mannered boss a few times – his temper, his lack of consideration, and the hectoring tone in which he always spoke to her – and Eliza had heard his name occasionally from her customers, too. The gossip had not been complimentary, although she never joined in or let on that she knew of the man, of course. Discretion was the ultimate watchword at the Short Cut, and Eliza knew that she’d be letting Harry down badly if she broke this golden rule.

Then again, the low mood could just be Maureen’s age – but what age was that? She was only in her forties and had years ahead of her yet. Heavens, she might even remarry! Eliza’s father had been dead for well over a decade now, and Maureen had brought up her two daughters by herself, working hard at various unskilled jobs while her girls were at school, and sometimes in the evenings, too – cleaning offices and the like. Through all those years Maureen had remained strong and resolutely cheerful, devoting herself to her children, doing her best to give them a happy and settled childhood.

Now, when she might have got used to the heartbreak of her husband’s illness and death, her sorrow blunted, though never healed, by the passing of the years; when her life should have been easier with her daughters grown up – Sylvia married, and Eliza working at the barber’s and helping with the household bills – and with a clerical job at the brewery that had promised interesting work and a chance to use the skills she’d worked hard to attain at a course of evening classes, Maureen seemed sapped of spirit and energy. It was almost as if she had used herself up and had lost the strength to cope with any setbacks at work. Her enthusiasm and pride in getting the job had carried her along for several months, but gradually, over the past year, her shoulders had become increasingly slumped, as though bearing a heavy burden, and her step had lost its spring. She was beginning to look defeated, her brown hair was starting to fade and her face was showing a few lines.

Eliza wound her way slowly along the park’s broad pathways, clutching her flowers and humming one of tonight’s more soulful tunes. She noticed the first bright green leaves appearing on the trees, admired the neat flowerbeds with the park’s own daffodils nodding. A robin hopped across the path and fluttered into one of the shrubs as she passed. It was such a cheerful time of year: all this new life and, with it, raised hopes after the long, dark months of an exceptionally cold winter. If only Mum could rally as these gardens are doing, Eliza thought; if only she could find the strength to blossom again …

Eliza paused in her walk to consider. Her mother clearly wasn’t going to just snap out of it – whatever was wrong. It was up to her daughter to get to the root of the problem and do what she could to help. Maureen had devoted her life to her girls and now it was time to do something for her in return.

‘I hope, Mrs Bancroft, that you won’t be too much longer with that letter I need to sign,’ huffed Herbert Nicholson. ‘I have to get away by four o’clock today. I believe I made that perfectly clear to you this morning. I do wish you would at least take some notice of what I tell you.’

‘I shall bring it in directly, Mr Nicholson,’ Maureen replied. And if you hadn’t changed your mind – twice – after I’d typed them all, I would have finished the lot ages ago, you’d have left already, and I’d be able to get on without you breathing down my neck.

Maureen’s strategy to keep calm while working for her short-tempered, ill-mannered and dithering boss had been simply to decide the choice was his: she could either type the same letter three times until he finally made up his mind exactly what he wanted to say, or she could type three different letters instead. Office hours did not allow her to retype all the letters several times and still catch the post and do all her other duties every day. She reminded herself of this often, but in practice it wasn’t easy to keep up the pretence of cool indifference, especially with his carping and sniping, unfairly implying she was not only slow, but could do nothing right.

How frustrating it was to have her efficiency constantly undermined by the stupid man’s indecision, which meant even the most straightforward tasks took up most of the day and she often had to stay late to finish off, tidy up and do the filing – all with never a word of appreciation or acknowledgement that it was he who was at fault. More annoyingly, everything Mr Nicholson asked her to do was always described as ‘urgent’, no matter how trivial, as if he had to chivvy Maureen into applying herself, when in fact she was a very conscientious worker. Even the letter he’d dictated to the council this morning – without asking Maureen whether she would mind if he were to give her a private letter to type for him, nothing to do with Felbridge Brewery – had been ‘urgent’, although it was only about the streetlight outside his house shining into his bedroom window. There had been several of this kind of letter recently, also with not the slightest gratitude expressed for the favour Maureen was doing for him.

Maureen released the paper from her typewriter and took the top copy through to the inner office for Mr Nicholson to sign.

‘About time, too,’ he snapped, writing his name with a flourish of his fountain pen and underlining it for added importance – as if he was the sovereign, Maureen thought. ‘Right, I’m going to go now, at last. Mrs Nicholson and I are attending a classical concert this evening – a string quartet, I believe – and we’re meeting up with some very important people beforehand. Make sure this letter goes in today’s post and that your desk is cleared before you leave. I don’t want to see papers heaped untidily about the place when I come in tomorrow.’ His own vast desk – tooled leather and mahogany veneer – was completely empty, as it was every evening before he departed.

‘Yes, Mr Nicholson,’ Maureen said, wondering if there was ever an end to his criticism. When had her desk ever been left in a mess? ‘Have a nice time,’ she added pointedly, his cue to show some good manners and wish her a pleasant evening, and she took the signed letter as he tucked his fountain pen into his inside jacket pocket.

He walked out without saying goodbye and then Maureen heard him smarmily wishing Stella, Mr Felbridge’s secretary, a pleasant evening as he passed the open door to her office, further down the corridor. Stella had the ear of Mr Felbridge, and everyone knew it was wise to keep in with her.

I do hope he’s got time to go home first and change that shirt, thought Maureen, quickly typing the envelope, otherwise he’ll be greeting these ‘very important people’ with a nasty little ink stain on his front. She felt slightly guilty for not drawing his attention to it, but she quickly shrugged off the feeling: he’d only have got into a paddy and started shouting if she’d said anything, and anyway, it served him right for being so rude. Perhaps Mrs Nicholson would find him a clean shirt to wear – urgently.

‘So Herbert’s gone already?’ It was Stella, bringing a cup of hot tea for Maureen, a digestive biscuit balanced on the saucer. ‘Thought you could do with this, Maureen, what with the day you’ve had. The man’s a nightmare! We could hear him bellowing self-importantly down his telephone in our set, and a couple of times I had to close Mr Felbridge’s door.’

‘Very important business,’ said Maureen, with a tired smile. ‘Thanks, Stella. I haven’t had time for a cuppa, what with retyping the same letters all day while he makes his bloomin’ mind up what he wants to say, and every single thing being so “urgent”.’

‘I don’t know how you put up with it,’ said Stella, perching on the corner of Maureen’s desk.

‘Nor do I, sometimes. I used not to mind, but just lately … the endless little criticisms, the continuous bad temper – it’s like I’m enduring a punishment rather than simply being at work. I’m really starting to feel fed up. You know, kind of like: is this all my life is worth – typing letters for some ill-mannered fella whose every word to me is deliberately chosen to make me feel small and useless?’

‘Oh dear, you are feeling low! Shame Herbert doesn’t appreciate your efforts, but then I don’t think he ever appreciated his previous secretaries, either. Everyone else here gets on so well with all the others. I’ve never heard Mr Felbridge being less than charming to anyone, whatever their role. Do you want me to mention Herbert’s behaviour to him?’

‘Best not. Herbert will only give me a harder time for telling tales, I shouldn’t wonder. But I don’t know why he thinks rudeness is acceptable, or why he’s so full of his own importance.’

‘I think,’ said Stella, lowering her voice, although they were alone, ‘it’s because he hasn’t much – importance, I mean. Or at least what authority he has is still a novelty to him, and he doesn’t wear it lightly.’

‘Mm, he is a bit of a bully. And a snob.’

‘Quite.’

‘But still, though I recognise it, it’s hard to take. I’m beginning to feel I’m as useless as he’s continually implying I am.’

‘Anyone would, if their confidence was constantly being eroded. Try to ignore him. He’s just ignorant. Anyway, where’s he gone to so early?’

‘Hopefully home to change his ink-stained shirt, but then it’s “a classical concert, a string quartet, I believe”.’

‘So he doesn’t even know what he’s lucky enough to be going to hear? Philistine,’ said Stella, who liked classical music and on whom a string quartet would not be wasted.

‘I think the point of the evening isn’t the music, it’s the “very important people” he’s going with.’

Stella rolled her eyes. ‘Well, give me your letters to post – I’m just taking Mr Felbridge’s – and you drink your tea and enjoy a bit of peace while you get on without “Mrs Bancroft! Mrs Bancroft!” every three minutes.’ She did an astonishingly accurate impression of Mr Nicholson.

‘Ah, Stella, you’re an angel. Thank you.’

As she set about filing her carbon copies and distributing memos into the pigeonholes for the internal post, Maureen wondered whether she ought to think about searching for a new job, working for someone who was pleasant and appreciative. How wonderful it would be to look forward to coming to work, as she had once done; to face the week ahead on a Monday as a happy prospect rather than as five days of servitude to be endured. Of course, if she left she’d miss Stella, and there were others with whom she was on friendly terms, but, by heck, she’d be glad to see the back of Mr Nicholson. Still, the job came with reasonable pay and she certainly needed that. Perhaps she was just being silly to mind her boss’s unfortunate manner. There were plenty of jobs where she’d have to put up with worse – she knew that from experience. At least it was mostly warm and always clean in the offices of Felbridge Brewery. No, she was just feeling tired, and disappointed with the job, having started it the previous year with such high hopes. Put up and shut up and be glad of what you’ve got, she told herself. After all, you’re luckier than many. With her clerical experience limited to this one position, she knew she’d be fortunate to walk straight into another office job.

It was still daylight when Maureen let herself into her neat little house. Not too late home this evening, but, goodness, she was tired.

‘Mum, hello,’ called Eliza from the kitchen. ‘I’m making corned beef hash with those leftovers. It won’t take long. Do you want an egg on top?’

Maureen came into the kitchen and sank onto a chair pulled up to the kitchen table, on which Eliza had placed a vase containing the flowers she’d bought. ‘Yes, please, Liza. Ooh, daffodils, my favourites. So pretty.’

‘For you, Mum. But you look whacked. Here, let me pour you a cup of tea. Are you all right?’

‘I’m fine, love, just a bit tired, though it is only Wednesday. But these daffs will cheer me, thank you.’

‘Only two more days to the weekend for you,’ Eliza grinned.

‘Aye, thank goodness.’ Maureen felt her shoulders slump.

‘What’s Herbert done now?’ Everyone referred to Mr Nicholson as ‘Herbert’ behind his back; even Eliza, who had never met the man.

‘Oh, it’s nowt.’

‘Well, it clearly isn’t.’

Maureen sighed heavily. ‘I don’t want to make a fuss …’

‘Tell me, Mum. I’m beginning to get really worried about you. You look all in these days and it’s time I knew why.’

Maureen felt the discretion she’d always tried to practise melting rapidly away and she let rip with her frustration. ‘Liza, I honestly don’t know how much longer I can stand the man. I’ve always known he’s demanding, can’t even be bothered to be polite unless it’s to people he’s trying to impress. He’s so rude, it’s as if he’s deliberately trying to undermine me. Nothing I do is good enough or appreciated, although I really don’t think I’m bad at the job. And his temper is terrible. He explodes over nowt. I didn’t mind at first – it’s just a job, after all, and not a difficult one, plus I’m using the skills I learned at my evening class …’

‘I know, and I was that proud when you went for the job and got it, just like that. But I’m very sorry it’s not what you were hoping it would be.’

‘Maybe I was expecting too much. It isn’t all about me, is it, love? It’s about the brewery business. I’m just a minor cog in the wheel.’

‘Yes …’ Eliza frowned, ‘but, Mum, you shouldn’t have to put up with owt that makes you unhappy. I’m afraid Herbert Nicholson isn’t a very nice man. Whatever he says to make you doubt your ability, it’s not that you can’t do the work, it’s that you can’t deal with him. And that’s not your fault, it’s his. He’s unlikely to change, so maybe you should look for a job elsewhere. How about I get the local paper tomorrow and we can go through the vacancies together?’

‘Oh, but I do like it at the brewery—’

‘No, Mum, you like the idea of the job at the brewery, and you like Stella and those nice people in accounts. Herbert snapped you up for the post of his secretary as soon as you’d gained your shorthand and typing speeds. You were so pleased – Sylvia and I were, too – but it soon became clear the man’s a jumped-up idiot without a jot of common courtesy. You’ve given that job a lot longer than I would be able to, but everyone has a limit and he’s really wearing you down now. He’s just a silly little man – we all agree. But you’re looking like the weight of the world is on your shoulders and … well, I am worried. There’s nowt else up, is there? You’re not ill or owt?’ Eliza turned from the stove, spatula in hand, and looked directly at her mother.

‘No, sweetheart, I’m fine. Just a little disappointed that I don’t like working for Herbert after all. It’s just the constant chipping away at my confidence, the little things that are nowt in themselves, but add up to a great black cloud over the whole job.’

Eliza left off her cooking and came over to give her mother a hug.

‘Honestly, Mum, if you can’t bear it any longer, I’m sure we can manage for a bit on my wage from the Short Cut. I’m learning to cut hair really well now, not just wash and sweep up, and when Harry thinks I’m good enough to do the job unsupervised, I’ll be paid more. Plus Theo and I get a bit for the singing and playing, of course, although that really is only pocket money.’

‘You’re a good girl, Liza, but you won’t have to keep us both, I promise.’

‘Mum, you’ve just got stuck down a dead end, that’s all. You need to find a way out, and when you do, you’ll be off at fifty miles an hour, grinning from ear to ear and with the wind in your hair.’

‘I’m not sure that’s ever been me, love.’

‘Too busy putting everyone else first, being the best mum in the world to your girls, but Sylvia and me have found our feet now, and maybe it’s just time you did, too. It’s not too late to strike out with summat new, Mum, summat for yourself. I just want you to be happy.’

‘Ah, love …’

‘Anyway, why don’t you come to the Waterloo this evening? Theo and I are doing a couple of songs from Easter Parade. I know how you loved that film and, though I’m no Judy Garland, Theo’s done some nice piano arrangements. It’ll be fun.’

‘Oh, I don’t know …’

‘Always easier to say “no”, Mum; always better to say “yes”. C’mon, let me get a couple of eggs in the pan, we’ll eat up this hash, you put on a frock, and so will I’ – she looked down at her trousers and rather shapeless Fair Isle pullover – ‘and we won’t even be late home. Please?’

‘All right, all right, give me a chance.’

‘Great. And tomorrow we’ll start looking for summat better for you. Summat worthy of you. You’re too good for Herbert Nicholson, just remember that. Don’t worry, Mum, it’ll be OK.’

‘Yes, love, of course it will.’

The music was performed in an upstairs room at the Waterloo pub, and the audience paid a few pennies to go up to listen. There were some chairs and tables where neighbours liked to meet up and exchange news, although most people just stood around with their drinks. The crowd, mainly friends and family of the performers, were very appreciative: favourites and encores were requested.

Maureen watched her younger daughter putting on a very lively performance, standing next to Theo, whose long fingers flew over the keyboard of the Waterloo’s upright piano, pushing the ancient instrument to the limit of its capabilities.

Maureen marvelled at how her tomboyish girl was transformed in the low lighting of the room. Eliza’s dark eyes sparkled, and she looked so pretty in a bright print frock, her short, straight hair combed out to look elfin and delicate. Harry had cut her hair short as his Christmas present to her, and Maureen had been shocked when Eliza first came home looking like a beautiful boy. Now she’d got used to it, acknowledged the style suited her and thought it very attractive. Certainly Eliza’s voice was appealing, singing popular tunes from films and shows, and all eyes were on her as she performed a solo to Theo’s accompaniment.

Then they sang a duet. Theo had a remarkable voice and a huge range, so that he could sing Paul Robeson numbers or croon as lightly as Fred Astaire. Maureen thought he was probably in his mid-forties – his hair greying slightly at the temples, although his handsome face remained unlined – but he was curiously young in his outlook: a reader of comics and children’s books, a lover of silly jokes and the ludicrous plots and catchy tunes of film musicals. Like Eliza, he was dressed to be seen this evening, but then there was always a snazziness to his clothes, and especially his shoes. This evening they were blue and white – unlike anything Maureen had ever seen a man wear before – and matched his boldly striped shirt.

Maureen had been a little shy of Theo when she had first met him at one of the Waterloo’s musical evenings, but she’d grown very fond of him in the months since then. It put her mind at rest to see what warm and good-hearted people Eliza worked with in the masculine world of a barber’s shop. When Eliza had decided to make hairdressing her career, she’d said from the outset that she wanted to work on men’s hair rather than ‘mess about with smelly setting lotion and, worse, perms’. She wanted to learn to cut with the precision a short, neat style required, where real skill was needed and mistakes could not be disguised. She’d been fortunate to find a mentor in Harry Mulligan, a man with an open mind, who saw her talent and enthusiasm. Many barbers might have thought a young woman would be an oddity in their business, creating an awkward atmosphere in an establishment that was traditionally men only, but Harry was not one of them.

Looking across the room now, Maureen saw one of Harry’s vast number of cousins: Anna-Marie, a pretty, dark-eyed girl, who was a friend of Eliza’s. Anna-Marie smiled and waved when she saw Maureen was looking her way, raising her glass in a mimed tribute to Eliza and Theo. Maureen started to gather her things to sidle over to say hello, but immediately she was waylaid.

‘Hello, Mum. I didn’t think I’d see you here.’

It was Sylvia, Maureen’s other daughter, and with her was Desmond Gower, her husband. Desmond was clutching an almost empty pint glass, and Sylvia had not much left of a port and lemon.

‘Hello, love. No, I wasn’t bothered about coming, but Liza persuaded me and I’m glad she did. She’s very good tonight, isn’t she?’

‘Not bad,’ said Sylvia. ‘She’s a way to go before she’s Judy Garland, though.’

‘Most folk have a way to go before they’re Judy Garland, Sylvie,’ said Maureen. ‘Don’t be mean.’

‘I was just saying …’ Sylvia looked a bit put out.

‘Anyway, how are you, love?’ asked Maureen. ‘I haven’t seen you for a week or two.’

‘Busy, Mum. We’re rushed off our feet at the shop. Can’t think why.’

‘Maybe it’s women making new frocks for spring,’ suggested Desmond, as if this might be an original idea.

‘And what would you know about haberdashery?’ asked Sylvia, although it all sounded perfectly obvious to Maureen. She decided to keep quiet if Sylvia was being snappy. Already Maureen could feel the atmosphere of romance and glamour created by the beautiful Irving Berlin songs dissipating with Sylvia’s sour mood.

‘Nowt at all,’ Desmond responded calmly. ‘Maureen, can I get you another drink? Lemonade, is it?’

‘Thanks, Des, but I think it’s time I was going, if Liza’s finished for the evening.’

‘It’s early yet, Mum,’ said Sylvia. ‘Why don’t you stay and chat for a bit?’

Maureen could see the rest of the evening being given over to whatever was currently occupying Sylvia’s mind and, although she liked to know what was happening with Sylvia and Desmond, she hadn’t the strength to listen to the likely catalogue of complaints about the draper’s shop in general and the haberdashery counter – where Sylvia worked – in particular, or about Sylvia’s colleagues, about Desmond, about their neighbours … She knew from experience that Sylvia would not be very interested in what was going on in the lives of her mother and sister, and although that was, at least in part, how it should be – a mother was there to support her children, in Maureen’s opinion – it would be polite of Sylvia at least to express an interest.

‘Mum, there you are. Did you enjoy our set?’ It was Eliza with Theo in tow, a glass of Scotch in his hand.

‘Loved it, sweetheart, and so did everyone else. Theo, that was smashing, especially that linking part between the songs.’

‘Thank you, Maureen, and thanks for coming in to see us. It’s good to know we’ve got our best people in the audience – Sylvia and Desmond, too, I see …’ He kissed Sylvia in the direction of one cheek and shook hands with Desmond.

‘New dress, Liza?’ asked Sylvia, eyeing it.

‘Old, but new to me: made over. I saw it in a pawnbroker’s, of all places, and it was pretty big, but Mum helped me cut it down to size.’

‘You’d never know it wasn’t originally made to measure,’ said Theo, beaming at Eliza.

‘Well, you would if you knew owt about sewing,’ said Sylvia. ‘Next time, Liza, ask me, and I’ll show you how to put a zip in properly at the side.’

‘Thanks, Sylvie,’ said Eliza drily. ‘OK, Mum, are you ready to go home or would you like to stay for a bit? There’s a table over there big enough for all of us.’

‘I think it’s time we went, love, if you don’t mind? Work tomorrow, and I am a bit weary.’

‘I’ll take you home, if you like,’ said Theo. ‘Then Eliza can stay and chat with her sister.’

Eliza, who was standing slightly behind Sylvia, was shaking her head and mouthing ‘No!’

Maureen saw, but Sylvia said, ‘Good idea, Theo. Bye, Mum,’ and started to move towards the empty table.

‘No, we’ll go together, Mum. Theo, you stay and finish your drink. Mum and I saw Harry earlier and you might find him downstairs by now. Anna-Marie’s probably with him, and one or two other Mulligans. Mum’s ready for her bed, I reckon, and I haven’t quite the staying power of you and Harry for an evening out … yet.’

Theo promised to collect Eliza’s pay for the evening and give it to her the next day, helped them on with their coats, made sure they’d got their bags and their keys to hand, led them downstairs and opened the outer door for them, asking if they were sure they would be quite safe walking home.

‘Don’t be daft, Theo,’ laughed Eliza, ‘it’s only the next street.’

‘Well, you go carefully. Good night, both, and thank you again for coming to hear us, Maureen.’

‘It was a pleasure, Theo.’

And it had been. But as they walked down the lamplit street arm in arm, and the lights and noise of the Waterloo faded away behind them, Maureen felt her spirits lowering again.

‘It’s OK, Mum,’ said Eliza, guessing what she was thinking. ‘Like I said, no need to put up with owt that makes you unhappy. We’ll look for summat better for you tomorrow. It’ll be all right, you’ll see.’

‘Course it will be, Liza love.’ Maureen tried to smile.

Would it, though, she thought. Was there a suitable job out there for a middle-aged widow with only a little secretarial experience? Or was she stuck for the foreseeable future with Herbert Nicholson, his bullying, his dithering and his rudeness? How much longer could she stand it, or would she have to leave – even be sacked by the horrible man, as nothing seemed to suit him? If that happened, until she found another job, or even worked two or three different ones, as she had when the girls were younger, they’d be scraping along with barely the rent covered on what little Eliza earned at the Short Cut.





CHAPTER TWO

THE FOLLOWING DAY, Maureen returned from the brewery, once more feeling browbeaten and disappointed after another frustrating day: typing the same letters over and over until Mr Nicholson finally made up his mind what he wanted to say, fielding his constant impatient and barbed remarks, pouring frequent cups of tea for him while not having the time to drink a single cup herself, and even being sent out to order flowers for him to give to his wife. (‘Oh, just get something brightly coloured – whatever those things are you see this time of year. Surely even you can manage that. But can you do it urgently because it’s her birthday tomorrow?’) It had been difficult for Maureen to concentrate on her work while, in his office just the other side of the wall from her desk, Herbert Nicholson shouted into his telephone, boasting about the very important people he’d met the previous evening.

Eliza had got home not long before her mother, having also stayed late to cut a client’s hair at a discount, which she did as part of her training, and was just putting a cheese and onion pie in the oven to heat when Maureen shuffled dejectedly in and sank down onto a kitchen chair. Fortunately, Eliza already had a pot of strong tea brewing under the cosy on the kitchen table.

‘Ah, Mum, how was it today? No, don’t answer; I can see how it was. Well, I’ve got a copy of the Telegraph and later we can see if there’s a job that would suit you better, if you like?’

‘Thanks, love.’ Maureen looked at where the Northern Evening Telegraph lay on the kitchen table. She felt too tired to want to bother with it now, though. Maybe a cup of tea would help her gather her strength to peruse the job vacancies.

Eliza had one poured and in front of her even as she thought this.

‘And there was some post for you, Mum; came just as I was leaving this morning.’

She handed Maureen a long, thick brown envelope. Unusually, the address was typed parallel to the short side rather than the more conventional way round. Maureen felt her heart start to race: she remembered from when her husband, Jack, had died that this had been a characteristic of solicitors’ letters. But what could a solicitor be writing to her about now?

‘Are you going to open that, Mum?’ prompted Eliza. ‘Looks official …’

‘I’m not in the mood for bad news. Still, better see what it is.’

Eliza handed her mother a knife from the cutlery drawer and she used it to slice along the envelope’s flap.

She drew out a letter folded in half lengthways, with a smaller piece of paper clipped to it. She pulled it off and turned it over. It was a cheque for just over twelve thousand pounds, made out to ‘Mrs Maureen Bancroft’.

‘What …?’ Words failed her.

‘What is it, Mum? You’ve gone completely white.’ Eliza glanced at the sum on the cheque, her eyes widened and she sat down. Then she reached over and took the letter from her mother’s hand. Maureen seemed to be in a state of shock. ‘Good grief, can it be possible? Who’s Cecily Stevens? Is she a relation?’

‘No, love,’ said Maureen, slowly, ‘no relation at all. She is … she was a lady I used to work for, quite a long time ago now. She wasn’t all that old then, but I went to clean her house, do some shopping for her, sometimes cook her lunch, help out generally. She was arthritic and also not brought up to manage very well for herself – a sweet lady but not practical – so I went in every day.’

‘I don’t remember you talking about her.’

‘This was when you and Sylvia were quite young and still at school. You were both full of your own activities, so it’s possible you weren’t really aware of the people I worked for. Miss Stevens was just one of my employers. I had a few at the time. Anyway, she and I got on especially well, and I reckon she liked to have company and someone to talk to as much as she needed the help. She liked a chat …’ Maureen looked away, thinking about kind Miss Stevens, with her house full of pretty objects – watercolour paintings and delicate porcelain – the little cat she had doted on, her fondness for violet-scented chocolates …

‘She’s left you a fortune …’ breathed Eliza, quickly reading the letter. She was smiling but also puzzled. ‘Oh, Mum, this is marvellous. So much money … but such a strange thing to do after all these years. Did she have no one else in her life?’

Maureen looked taken aback. She put the cheque carefully to one side on the table, sat back in her chair and took a sip of her tea. ‘Yes, it’s astonishing. I’m sorry the poor lady’s dead … Her brother went to live with her and she didn’t need me any more after that, though we kept in touch for a while – Christmas cards and the like. He was older than Miss Stevens, and I think her only close relation.’ She glanced at the cheque again. ‘You don’t think it’s a mistake, do you, love?’

‘How could it be? The letter looks official, with the name of the firm of solicitors printed all smart at the top, and it’s definitely addressed to you, Mum.’

‘I can hardly take it in … But what am I supposed to do with this cheque? I usually only deal with cash.’

‘You’ll have to take it to a bank and open an account, Mum.’

‘But what if I go to the bank and they wonder what an ordinary sort of woman like me is doing with all this money? It could turn unpleasant if they don’t believe what I say.’

Eliza laughed. ‘Don’t be daft. I’ll go with you, if you want, and we’ll take the letter to prove how you came by the money. The cheque is for you, made out to you. Now stop worrying – this is really good news, not summat else to make you anxious on top of working for Herbert.’ Her smile broadened as the thought struck her: ‘And, Mum, you don’t have to work for Herbert any more, either. You can be shot of him.’ Eliza put the letter on the table beside the cheque and took Maureen’s hands in hers. ‘Oh, Mum, it’s wonderful. You can do anything you want to now. Not only do you not have to work for Herbert, you don’t have to work ever again if you don’t want to. The bank will pay you interest on the money so, provided you don’t spend it all at once, you can have a nice income from it to live off.’

‘Spend it all at once! Now who’s talking daft? And I’ve always gone to work – what would I do with myself all day if I didn’t go to work?’

Eliza could see that far from being delighted by her good fortune, her mother was fretting. Maybe the day had been especially trying, running about after Herbert, and she would feel calmer after something to eat and a good night’s sleep.

‘Look, Mum, I understand why this will take some getting used to, and you’ll want to have a proper think how to go on from here, but I’m sure Miss Stevens left you the money in her will because she wanted to make you happy, not worried. Telephone the solicitor tomorrow – ask Stella if you can phone from her office – and then you can set your mind at rest.’

Maureen nodded. She picked up the cheque again and reread it, her hand trembling.

‘Put that in a safe place with the letter and p’raps you’ll see it in a different light tomorrow,’ suggested Eliza.

‘I feel like the rug has been pulled from under my feet and I’m sent topsy-turvy, not sure where I’ll land.’

Eliza got to her feet and gave her mother a hug. ‘You’ll always have me and Sylvia to help you, Mum, and we won’t let you lose your way. I’m sure there’ll be some clever fella at the bank only too willing to advise you, too, if you’re depositing all that money with them.’

‘Yes, love, thank you,’ Maureen muttered. She smiled, but to Eliza it looked like an effort.

‘And the other good thing is that there’s a pie in the oven and it must be nearly ready. You set the table, Mum, I’ll dish the pie and we’ll raise a toast to Miss Stevens with a fresh pot of tea.’

Maureen looked relieved the subject was back on familiar ground. ‘Yes, love, pie and a nice cup of tea.’


Next morning, Maureen set off for work with the solicitor’s letter, the telephone number printed at the top, tucked safely into her handbag, although she felt compelled to check a couple of times that it hadn’t mysteriously disappeared during the bus journey.

She had a word with Stella straight away about using her office telephone. Stella’s only concern was to be assured that there was nothing wrong with Maureen, no illness she was keeping quiet about, and she said she’d let Maureen know when she could make her phone call in private.

‘I don’t know what’s the matter with you today, Mrs Bancroft,’ said Mr Nicholson, towards the middle of the morning. ‘You seem to be working more slowly than ever, if that were possible. It’s not the weekend yet, you know. Do at least try to apply yourself to what you’re paid to do, otherwise I might be docking your wages for today.’

‘Yes, Mr Nicholson. I’m sorry to hold you up.’ She knew she had been distracted, her mind not entirely on the job, but, even so, she had done all the letters and memos he’d asked of her. She took the blotter from his desk, the signed correspondence inside. Sure enough, as usual, most of them were rewritten with deletions and additions in heavy black ink, his handwriting untidy, and instructions to Maureen were scrawled in capital letters in the margins, as if they were being shouted at her. None of these could be salvaged in any way and they would all have to be completely retyped.

‘I want those in the lunchtime post. They’re urgent,’ he barked at her. ‘You’ll need to stop wasting time and get a move on.’

They’re not that urgent, you stupid man. What difference does it make, providing they’re posted today, before the weekend?

For a moment Maureen thought she might have said this out loud, so vivid was the thought.

Soon after Maureen had sat down again at her typewriter, Stella put her head round the door to the outer office and silently beckoned Maureen to come to her own, just down the corridor.

‘I’ll go and take round the internals while you make your call, Maureen. Mr Felbridge is busy in the boardroom and I’ll be a few minutes.’ Stella showed Maureen to her desk, gathered up her memos and closed the door gently behind her.

Five minutes later, Maureen had made her call to Lambert and Goldsworthy, Solicitors and learned that the legacy was very far from being a mistake. The solicitors had acted as executors and Miss Stevens had bequeathed the savings in her bank accounts to Maureen Bancroft and the money from the sale of her effects to a distant cousin.

‘Miss Stevens’s brother predeceased her,’ Mr Lambert explained, ‘augmenting Miss Stevens’s already considerable estate with his inheritance from their parents. I am glad to be the bearer of the good news of your legacy, Mrs Bancroft, although we all mourn the death of Miss Stevens. Please be assured Lambert and Goldsworthy will be pleased to be of service, should you wish to draw up your own will or, indeed, need any other legal service or advice.’

‘Thank you, Mr Lambert,’ said Maureen. ‘You’re very kind.’

‘May I suggest, Mrs Bancroft, that you pay the cheque into your bank account at the earliest opportunity?’

‘Yes, Mr Lambert. I, er, agree that would be best.’ Better not to tell him that she didn’t have a bank account.

‘My good wishes to you, Mrs Bancroft,’ said Mr Lambert, ‘and I hope you gain much happiness from your legacy.’

‘Thank you, Mr Lambert. Goodbye,’ Maureen said shyly, and replaced the receiver. This important legal person was so polite and attentive, as if he thought she was someone who mattered. Now, she should go to a bank and open an account as soon as possible.

There was a soft tap at the door and Stella put her head round.

‘You all right, Maureen?’ she asked, seeing her colleague had finished her phone call. ‘Not bad news, I hope. You look a bit … gone.’

Maureen straightened her back, took a deep breath and pasted on a smile. ‘Thank you, Stella, no, not bad news at all. And I’m grateful for the use of your office and telephone – thank you.’

‘So long as you’re OK …?’

‘Yes, Stella, I’m just fine.’

Maureen went back to her own office and Mr Nicholson’s letters, her thoughts whirring. Now she knew for certain that the cheque was genuine, and she had had time to think about the astonishingly large amount of money, its presence in her pantry was beginning to worry her, and the important business of opening an account would be all done and dusted if she just got on with it today, before the bank closed for the weekend.

Right, just finish this little lot and then I’ll go. I’ll say I’m not well and need to go home … No, that would be a lie. I’ll just say I have to go, then do so. Oh, but he’ll want an explanation … I’ll say I’ve been called away urgently – ha! – and I’m going …

‘Mrs Bancroft, where have you been? I’ve been calling for you for the last ten minutes. I have a very urgent letter I want you to take down and I’d appreciate it if you’d hurry up with those others, too, and stop wasting my time. Oh, and would you bring me a cup of tea straight away?’

‘Of course, Mr Nicholson. Tea first, and then the urgent letter, or is the letter so urgent it can’t wait?’

Herbert Nicholson looked for a second as if he thought he’d misheard. Then: ‘Tea, Mrs Bancroft, then the letter. Chop chop.’

It was these last two words that finally pushed Maureen beyond the limit of her patience. Her heart was pounding and she felt the colour rising in her face, but she was blowed if she’d let him speak to her like that one more time.

‘Mr Nicholson,’ she said, forcing herself to meet his eye, trying to control the tremble in her voice, ‘I’ll thank you not to address me as if I were a pit pony. I’m not your servant, I’m your secretary, this is paid work, not some kind of punishment I must endure, and plain good manners are not too much to expect of anyone.’

‘Mrs Bancroft—’

‘Let me finish, please, Mr Nicholson. I had high hopes of this job when I started, but before long I began to see how things were – see how you are: someone who tramples on those he regards as his inferiors, who chooses to be rude to folk he thinks won’t answer back, and kowtows to those he regards as his betters. Someone who seems not to have learned even the most basic rules of civilised behaviour.’

Herbert Nicholson opened his mouth in astonishment but no sound came out, which gave Maureen the chance to unburden herself further. She had nothing to lose.

‘I think, Mr Nicholson, that decent folk, far from being impressed, will think that makes you a bully and a snob.’

‘Mrs Bancroft—’ Mr Nicholson’s face was puce, as if he was about to explode with anger, but Maureen was grasping this opportunity to air her grievances and she wasn’t going to stop now.

‘And as for “urgent”, it’s just another way of browbeating me, implying I sit here wasting time doing nowt unless you keep cracking the whip with your “urgent” all the time. It’s insulting. It turns out, Mr Nicholson, that you are a bad boss and you’re impossible to work for.’

‘How dare—’

‘So I’m off now. I’m going and I’ll not be back. I’ll leave these urgent letters here for you.’

She gathered herself, controlling her shaking hands, and gently placed the open blotter back on his desk, the inky amendments and boldly worded instructions to herself displayed prominently. Then she turned on her heel and left Herbert Nicholson’s office for the last time. She gathered her bag from under her desk, her coat from the peg by the door, and walked out without looking back.

She would not go without saying goodbye to Stella and the friendly people in accounts, and she hurried round to explain briefly that she was leaving – she’d had enough – and promised to be in touch. More than anything she wished to avoid meeting Herbert Nicholson in the corridor on her way out.

By the time Maureen had crossed the brewery yard and let herself out into the street, she was feeling much lighter of heart. She’d said what needed saying, what she now knew she’d been longing to say for many months. That job might have been a step up from being a cleaner or a home help, but it had turned out to be a terrible strain on her nerves and now, at last, she was free of it.


‘So, Mum, you’re looking a lot happier,’ beamed Eliza when she got in that evening to find her mother already in the kitchen with her pinny on, bustling between the stove and the pantry, and humming quietly to herself. ‘I take it you telephoned those solicitors.’

‘I did, love. Mr Lambert was very nice. He explained all about the legacy and, like you, he thought I ought to pay the cheque into a bank without delay. So I did. I opened an account this afternoon.’

‘Good news, Mum. Did you have to take the afternoon off work to go and do that?’

Maureen grinned as she poured boiling water into the teapot. ‘I’m never going back, love. Herbert was that rude to me I just couldn’t bear it any longer. You were right: what the legacy means right now is that I won’t have to put up with that awful man ever again. I don’t know what I’ll spend the money on, but already it’s bought me my freedom from that miserable job and I’ve been giving thanks to Miss Stevens, God rest her soul, all afternoon.’

‘Mum, I’m so pleased. You look years younger already, like you’ve shed a heavy load. I’ve been that excited all day, almost bursting with happiness at your news, but I promise I haven’t told anyone. How did you get on at the bank?’

‘Oh, love, I was nervous to start with, what with everyone looking so important and serious. And the place was huge inside, with all these great lights hanging down on chains. When I presented the letter and the cheque at the counter, they asked me to wait. I thought for one silly moment they might be going to call the police, like I said yesterday, but I reminded myself that they could call Mr Lambert and he’d explain if they had any doubts. Anyway, a very smart young man soon showed me into the manager’s office, would you believe? Then it was all “Mrs Bancroft this” and “Mrs Bancroft that”; tea and biscuits, too! About halfway through all the fuss and paperwork, I saw the upper of one of my shoes had split across the crease and it was all I could do not to laugh when those posh bank folk – all starched collars – were making such a lot of me.’

Eliza smiled, too. It was so good to see how quickly her mother was regaining her sense of humour, now she was out from under the cosh of Herbert Nicholson’s oppression.

‘And why would they not, Mum? You’re one of their customers now and they need to keep you happy if they want you to leave your money in their vaults.’

‘They were falling over themselves to offer their services, it’s true, but I don’t expect I’ll be bothering them much …’

Eliza went over and hugged her mother. ‘Dear Mum, you are lovely. I doubt your riches will ever spoil you.’

‘I should hope not. Now, we’ve a nice bit of haddock I got at the market on the way home. Are you going to Theo’s this evening?’

‘I intend to, unless you’d rather I stayed in with you, what with your news. I don’t want you sitting here alone and getting worked up about it again.’

Maureen thought for a moment or two. ‘Would you mind if I came with you? I promise not to interrupt your practising, but it’d be nice to listen to your singing and Theo’s lovely playing, and just feel like … like I’m on holiday; like I’ve had a little evening away, a treat.’

‘A holiday …’ mused Eliza. ‘Yes … course you can come with me, Mum. Theo is always pleased to see you. We’ll just practise our pieces and you can sit comfortably on Theo’s sofa and drift away on a cloud of Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers classics. Better close your eyes, though, ’cos Theo looks nothing like Fred Astaire – or Ginger Rogers …’

Maureen laughed long and loud, rather more than Eliza thought the joke was worth, but she realised it was a release of all the tension her mother had been feeling recently, and it was a pleasure to hear.

A holiday, though – now that really was a good idea. When had Maureen last had more than a day or two off work? Eliza decided to give some thought to that and then see if she could persuade her mother to have a proper break. If Maureen went right away from here, somewhere quite different, it would give her a breathing space, a chance to come to terms with her new wealth and decide what she wanted to do with her life now she could do almost anything she wanted.





CHAPTER THREE

‘FIVE, SIX, SEVEN, eight … one, two … No, no, dear, you come in on “one”. Let’s try it again, shall we? Both hands up over the keys, remember. Five, six, seven, eight …’

Would this hour of purgatory ever end? Barbara Hayle took a deep breath to steady herself and counted, but was unable to prevent Jane Saunders, a stolid little girl of eight, and possibly the least promising child Barbara had ever taught to play the piano – which was saying a great deal indeed – coming in a beat too early and thumping out ‘The Pixies’ Dance’ as if hammering in nails.

‘All right, Jane. Those pixies are a little heavy on their feet. Try to think of them dancing on their toes, nice and light, like this.’ Barbara demonstrated a few bars, then asked Jane to copy her. ‘When you’re practising at home, if you count aloud it will help you keep time. So, scales and counting, keep it light and pretty, and that left hand up, and I’ll see you next week. Mummy’s waiting in the hall for you.’

‘Thank you, Miss Hayle.’

The child slipped off the long piano stool and trotted away to her mother, clutching her music, and Barbara followed to see the pair out through the wide front door with a smile. She closed the door gently behind them and, exhaling with relief, sank onto one of the chairs she provided for waiting parents in the lofty hall, closed her eyes and enjoyed the sound of silence.

Never mind, girl, just keep thinking of the money.

She had three piano pupils on a Saturday morning – two down, one to go – and three elocution lessons to give in the afternoon, but if she was quick there was just time for a fortifying cup of tea before Doreen Perks arrived. Barbara sighed. Oh, no, Doreen Perks! Or rather, Doreen Perks’s mother …

On the kitchen table, Barbara saw the letter that she’d picked up off the mat first thing and hadn’t had time to open. The envelope was addressed in a familiar hand but she couldn’t think immediately whose writing it was. While the tea brewed, she slit open the envelope and withdrew a thin lined sheet of paper that looked as if it was from a Woolworths writing pad. She glanced at the end and saw that it was signed ‘With best wishes from Maureen’.

Of course … Maureen Stubbs – Maureen Bancroft, as she now was – her old best friend from school, or at least Maureen had thought so; Barbara had never been one for very close friendships. It had definitely been a case of opposites attracting: Maureen’s gentle quietness; Barbara’s need to have an audience and put on a show. And Maureen had been a very willing audience, only too keen to supply the praise and admiration that Barbara loved. Maureen’s softly spoken parents had been quite a contrast to Barbara’s own – Barbara’s father, tired and intolerant in the evenings, shouting and lashing out after his long days at work, her graceless and harassed mother not quite coping with all her children of various ages – the older ones getting into mischief, some of it serious, the younger ones constantly demanding to be fed or washed or comforted. Barbara loved to go to Maureen’s house after school. There, the loudest voice was her own, there was abundant applause and admiration, and the most severe chastisement was no stronger than kindly guidance or, on very rare occasions, mild expressions of disappointment. Everything about Maureen and her parents was modest and low key. Young Barbara was convinced she brought some much-needed glamour and excitement to their small, dull lives, and she loved it that all eyes were on her.

Maureen had been a sweet-natured girl, an only child, rather shy, very like her mother, and from what Barbara knew of her since they’d grown up – their friendship now kept up by the intermittent exchange of letters as they’d made their own lives in different worlds – she hadn’t changed much. Maureen’s letters were usually full of news about her daughters, on whom she clearly doted, though Barbara wasn’t sufficiently interested to remember how old they were or what they did. She had a vague recollection that Maureen had done a shorthand and typing course or some such a few years previously. Poor woman – was that really the most exciting news in her life? Barbara, in turn, had told Maureen all about her theatrical career, the famous names she had worked with in variety, and the applause she received whenever she was persuaded to emerge from her semi-retirement in her large country house and graciously take on a guest appearance.

Mousy Maureen, Barbara thought, looking at the cheap writing paper with a sneer. It was amazing that, despite their differences, they had kept in touch. Barbara was certain that Maureen looked forward to receiving her letters rather more than she cared to have Maureen’s, but it seemed such a small thing, really, to bring a little sparkle into the poor woman’s dull life.

Barbara turned the letter over – it was written on both sides, the writing on the reverse showing faintly through the cheap paper – and read it carefully.

28 Mafeking Street,

Blackburn,

Lancashire

19 April 1956

Dear Barbara,

I hope you are well and enjoying life. It’s a long while since we last met, although I’m always so pleased to get your letters and hear of your latest news.

I’ve been thinking about you and wondering how you’re getting on since we last corresponded at Christmas. Then, you mentioned receiving so many invitations to appear in the glamorous world of variety. I do hope you aren’t working yourself to the bone. I’m sure you have lots to tell me and I hope to be able to hear it all soon.

I have decided to have a little holiday. My girls are too busy to take time off work just now, and the first person I thought I’d like to spend a few days with otherwise is you. I keep remembering the fun we shared when we were at school together, and what good friends we were.

Do you remember that hotel in Somerton-on-Sea where we worked that summer? I sent for some brochures and I see it’s still there. I thought it would be fun to go back, but for a stay, sleep in the lovely soft beds we used to make! It’s not the same folk who owned it then, but it still looks nice in the picture. I don’t have a car, but we can easily get to the Yorkshire coast by train, with a few changes. I thought perhaps four or five days next month, but I’m flexible and can fit in with what and when would suit you.

I expect you’re probably busy starring in some wonderful show and this is the last thing you’ve got the time for, or perhaps even want to do at all, but I’d love to see you. If you are able to come, and you fancy a little break and a chance to catch up, then tell me when you’re free and I’ll book the rooms, my treat.

I look forward to hearing from you.

With best wishes from Maureen

Well, there was a surprise.

Barbara put the
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