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May

Judith read the letter again, tears of pride welling in her eyes. She gave her eldest daughter a big hug. ‘You’re a clever girl, Kitty. I’m so very proud of you. To think of a daughter of mine going to Rivenshaw Girls’ Grammar.’

The girl hugged her back, then pulled away, her smile fading. ‘It’s nice to know I could pass, Mum, but we both know Dad won’t let me go to a posh private school.’ She sniffed hard and when that didn’t work, smeared away a tear with a damp, crumpled handkerchief.

‘Your father isn’t here much now he’s in the Army. I’ll make sure you do go.’ Judith gave her daughter another hug. ‘No one turns down the Esherwood Bequest.’

‘But it’ll cost a lot more than Baker Street Senior School, so how will you manage? There’s the uniform to buy and other things too, like hockey sticks. And before the war, the girls went away on a trip every year.’

It might have been the moon, to hear Kitty speak of travelling anywhere. Judith felt guilty that she’d never had the money to take her children away from Rivenshaw, not even into Manchester. But things were going to change now. Oh, yes! Kitty wasn’t going to miss this opportunity.

She tapped the letter. ‘It says here that not only will your school fees be paid by the bequest but they’ll buy your uniform and books. I don’t see how your dad can complain about that.’

‘He’ll find something to moan about. He always does. Anyway, only posh people go to the Girls’ Grammar. I wouldn’t fit in.’

‘That’s changed. There are other girls sent there by the local authority these days. I was reading about it in the paper. The grammar school isn’t just for fee-paying students now; it’s for everyone who deserves a good education.’

Kitty gave a bitter laugh. ‘Dad doesn’t care about that. He wants me out earning as soon as possible so he can take my wages for his boozing.’

It upset Judith that her children’s lives were being increasingly affected by Doug’s failings as a father and earner. He’d changed greatly from the man she’d married, never had a kind word for anyone these days.

She knew what Kitty was doing – preparing for disappointment, that’s what. Well, this time Judith wasn’t going to let her daughter lose her big chance. ‘You’ll fit in anywhere if you’re polite, friendly and work hard. I’ll manage whatever you need apart from uniform and books.’

She saw Kitty’s disbelieving look. They had been very poor before her husband joined the Army after a drunken spree. There had been days when she’d gone without food, apart from a slice of bread, so that her children could eat.

Now she got part of her husband’s Army pay every week as well as what she earned, which made a big difference. There was talk of making women take up the jobs men had left. She didn’t need much convincing; she needed the money too much.

Other women wept at their husbands going away; she’d been hard put not to dance for joy.

Kitty shook her head, not so easily convinced. ‘There’ll be bus fares, as well. It’s right out at the other side of town.’

Judith sighed. The hard times before the war had marked her eldest, made poor Kitty grow up too quickly. At eleven, the child should be thinking of skipping ropes, not worrying about money. ‘I’m working at the mill now and I’m managing to put a bit aside, so we’ll have enough money for the extras and the fares. We’ll get by.’

Kitty snorted. ‘When Dad comes back, he’ll take your money and buy rounds of drinks for his friends at the pub.’

‘Not if I hide the money. Things are going to change in this family, love.’

‘Dad hasn’t changed and he won’t. When he comes home on leave, he still hits you.’

Judith hated the children to see that. She hesitated, nibbling her thumb, as she always did when thinking hard. ‘Look, for the time being, we won’t tell him about you getting the scholarship.’

‘He’ll find out.’

‘Even if he does, he won’t be here to stop you going to grammar school. It’s a wonderful chance for you.’

Kitty looked at her sadly. ‘You always look on the bright side, Mum. How do you manage that?’

Judith didn’t tell her eldest child how hard it was to smile sometimes. Doug hadn’t been like this when he was younger, or she’d not have married him. He’d been a bit rough, but fun. The fun stopped when she fell pregnant. And now, at thirty-two, she sometimes forgot the good times. They’d never really returned, after all.

Yet out of her increasingly unhappy marriage had come her three children, who were the joy of her life. They were such good children and deserved a chance for a better life. She’d do anything for them.

She turned as Ben and Gillian came rushing in, hungry after playing out with their friends. ‘Come and hear how clever your sister is.’

When she’d finished telling them about the scholarship, she untied her apron. ‘Now, let’s go and tell your grandpa. It’ll make his day.’

She kept an eye on Ben, who could be a bit jealous of his older sister, but he was looking at Kitty as if he’d never seen her before. Judith took the opportunity to whisper to him: ‘See what happens when you work hard at school. You and Gillian are just as clever as our Kitty. You could get a scholarship too, if you tried hard, Ben love.’

He frowned but for once didn’t pull away when she hugged him. He was growing fast, her lad was. At nine, he was the tallest in his class. She reckoned he was going to be a big man like his father. She prayed he wouldn’t have Doug’s violent streak, though.

As they walked along the street, she wished her mother were still alive to hear the news. She’d have burst with pride.

On his next leave Doug was even more grumpy than usual. He complained that Judith was out at work when he arrived. As if she had any choice!

While she was making tea for the family, he complained about the new sergeant and living conditions at the camp, then asked her for money.

‘I’ve not got anything to spare.’

‘If you’re out at work you must have. You should give some of your money to me now. It’s criminal the way they take money out of my wages to send to you lot when you don’t need it.’

In spite of her struggles, he got her purse out of her handbag and took all the coins it contained.

‘What about the children? I have to feed them.’

‘You’ve food in the pantry. They’ll be all right.’

Fortunately, she’d hidden most of her money, but she resented losing even that small amount.

When the children came in from playing – they’d been wise enough to stay outside – he complained about their noise. He hit Ben within the first half-hour, then smacked little Gillian’s cheek when she tripped over and made him splash hot tea over his hand.

Kitty was still at her friend’s house down the street. After she came home, she ate her meal quickly then said she had homework to do and escaped into the front room. This was furnished only with an old table and rickety chairs Judith had bought second-hand for the children to do homework on.

Kitty didn’t come back into the kitchen till her dad went to the pub, then they all listened to the radio. It was an old set someone had given them and very crackly, but it was wonderful to be able to listen to what was going on in the world.

Judith was tired after a hard day’s work, but she stayed up after the children had gone to bed, in case Doug was still in a bad mood when he came home. She didn’t want to face him in bed anyway, or it might lead to something else.

She couldn’t afford to have another child, not with what she was planning. Though actually, her husband hadn’t seemed to want her in that way for months. And thank goodness for small mercies.

Just after closing time the front door banged open and Doug stormed into the kitchen. ‘Why didn’t you tell me about our Kitty getting that scholarship?’ he yelled, clutching a chair back to steady himself.

‘I was going to, only you went straight out to the pub.’

‘Think I’m a fool? You didn’t tell me because you were hoping I wouldn’t find out.’

‘Yes, I was. Because I knew you’d not be pleased and proud like any other father.’

‘I’m not pleased. I won’t have a daughter of mine going to a fancy school and looking down her nose at me.’

Judith folded her arms. ‘If you’d stop getting drunk and fighting, she’d have no reason to look down her nose at you. You used to be a good worker till the booze got you. Anyway, she’s going to the grammar school, and that’s that.’

He gave her a slow, superior smile. ‘No, she isn’t. The lads at the pub were telling me what to do. I can write to the Esherwood Trust and refuse my permission. She won’t be allowed to take up the scholarship without it. The father is the one who has the say about things like that. Head of the household still means something, you know.’

Judith stared at him in shock. This was even worse than she’d feared. Was what he said correct? ‘What sort of man are you, trying to deny your daughter this chance?’

‘A working man and proud of it. I know where me and my family belong, and that’s with our own sort. So don’t try to go against me or you’ll regret it. My daughter isn’t going to a posh school. She’s going out to work as soon as the damned government will let her, then she can pay me back for what she’s cost me to bring up. Now, stop nagging and make me a cup of cocoa.’

Judith did as he’d ordered, though normally she’d have told him to make it himself, even if he did thump her. As he relaxed in front of the fire, she tackled him again. ‘Doug, please won’t you reconsider and—’

‘Please won’t you reconsider!’ he mimicked in a silly high voice. ‘You read too many books, you do, then spout fancy words at me. No, I bloody well won’t reconsider. I’m the master in this house and don’t you forget it.’

‘Some master you are, taking your bad temper out on the children. Fancy hitting a seven-year-old child like our Gillian and then spoiling Kitty’s big chance.’

Upon which he thumped his wife as well, knocking her to the floor and yelling, ‘Shut up, you nagging bitch! Shut— bloody— up! It’s a waste of time educating girls. They’ll only marry and have children. Look at what all that reading did to you. Made you a know-it-all, that’s what. You’re not fit to be a wife, you aren’t. You don’t do anything to please a man. You even dress like a dowdy old hag.’

She stayed on the floor as he stared at her. Then he cursed and went up to bed.

She spent the night on the sofa, and glad to.

She wasn’t going to spend her life being knocked around. She couldn’t do anything yet about leaving him, though, not till she had some money saved. She’d ask to work full-time at the factory from now on. Kitty could keep an eye on Gillian after school and on Saturdays.

Judith wished she had brothers and sisters, cousins, someone to turn to, but her father wasn’t much use, and the last cousin of her own age was in the Army. His wife was living down south with her family. It was really hard sometimes to manage on her own with three children.

The next day was a Saturday and Judith didn’t have to go to work, though she would have to once she started full-time.

She got ready to go shopping. Doug was still in bed and didn’t stir when she crept into the bedroom for clean clothes. He was lying on the bed, fully dressed. Lazy devil!

She made no attempt to hide the bruise on her face, as she had done in the past, and as she got out her shopping bag, the children stared at her in puzzlement.

‘Shall I fetch your make-up, Mam?’ Kitty asked.

‘No, thank you. My face is fine as it is.’

‘But it shows where Dad hit you.’

‘Then it’ll just have to show, won’t it?’

‘When I’m a man, I’ll hit him for thumping you,’ Ben muttered.

‘Thanks, love, but I don’t want you hitting anybody,’ she said quietly. ‘Don’t grow up like him, Ben love, or you’ll break my heart.’

He nodded and put one arm round Gillian’s shoulders. She’d noticed before that he tried to protect his little sister whenever their father was home.

‘Why don’t you children walk over to see Grandad?’

They nodded. They knew why she was saying that. To get them out of the house.

Head held high, Judith walked a little way with the children, to the far end of the group of terraced houses people called Lower Parklea.

Unless it was raining, they always took the long way round to their grandad’s, going along the edge of Parson’s Mead. It was a small park but everyone enjoyed having some greenery and open space nearby, and they were grateful to the Eshers, who’d given the park to the town nearly a hundred years ago.

As she went into Timmins Corner Store, Judith could feel people staring at her. She intended to show the world what Doug was like from now on, so she’d come here to buy a pound of potatoes she didn’t need and would take her time about it too.

When Mrs Timmins stared at her face, Judith said, ‘Doug’s home.’

‘You usually try to cover the bruises up.’

She could feel her face going hot. Had it been that obvious? Of course it had. She’d been fooling herself. ‘Well, I’m not bothering to hide it any more. Gillian has a bad bruise on one arm, too.’

‘Eh, love. He didn’t hit that little lass as well?’

She nodded.

‘What some women have to put up with!’ Mrs Timmins paused, holding the scale of potatoes above Judith’s sacking bag. ‘My husband says your Doug’s upset about Kitty winning the scholarship. He was grumbling about it in the pub last night. You’d think he’d be proud.’

‘He says he’s not letting her go to the grammar school.’

‘Eh, that’s mean, that is.’

Judith tried to blink away her tears, but some escaped. As she fumbled in one pocket after another for her missing handkerchief, Mrs Timmins came out from behind the counter and pushed one into her hand.

‘Here. Use this, love.’

‘Thanks. I’ll wash it and give it back.’

‘No, keep it. I’ve got plenty.’ She changed the subject. ‘What are you going to do about sheltering from bombs?’

‘Doug says we can hide under the stairs.’

‘You can come into our shelter, if it gets bad round here like it has in London.’

‘Thank you. We’ve been lucky here. Most of the bombers head for Manchester.’

As Judith walked home, she felt even more determined to follow her plan. Her girls weren’t going to grow up being beaten, and her son wasn’t going into a lowly job, either. She’d do whatever she had to do and make it happen.

Doug was out when she got back and he didn’t come home till the pubs closed that night. Judith didn’t care where he’d been, as long as he wasn’t at home.

He announced his arrival by yelling, ‘What did you tell Mrs Timmins, you bitch?’

‘I didn’t tell her anything.’ Judith pointed to the bruise on her face. ‘This spoke for me. Anyway, people already know what you’re like. I haven’t been able to hide all the bruises you’ve given me over the years.’

He breathed deeply, but didn’t hit her again. ‘I’m going to bed.’ He turned to say, ‘I don’t want you in my bed any more, you know. Who’d want to screw a scraggy old bitch like you when there are other women eager to please a soldier? Yes, eager and willing. Women as aren’t so scraggy where it counts.’ He touched his chest suggestively then went upstairs.

She tried not to let her shock at this boast show. She got her blanket, put out the light and curled up on the old sofa.

But in the dark, tears flowed. She’d guessed Doug was finding his pleasure elsewhere when he stopped taking her in bed. Now it was out in the open, that settled it. When he came home, she’d sleep down here.

And as soon as the war was over, she was leaving him. They said in the papers the fighting would last a year or two more. That’d give her time to save up and make plans.

Next morning, Doug lay in bed till eleven o’clock then got up and raided the pantry. He ate the whole of the family’s meat ration and most of the bread.

‘The children will have to go without meat for days if you take it all,’ she protested. ‘Take my share but leave theirs, for pity’s sake.’

‘I’m the man of the house and I’m a soldier. I need good red meat to keep up my strength so that I can defend my country.’ He cleared his plate with a challenging expression, cramming the meat into his mouth and chewing it noisily.

Pig! she thought but kept her lips firmly pressed together. She sighed with relief as he went out. He didn’t say where he was going and she didn’t care. She’d have to beg some bones from the butcher’s and make up a broth with potatoes and barley, but it wouldn’t be the same without meat.

When Doug came home he looked round for his kitbag, which she usually left ready by the door. ‘Haven’t you packed for me yet?’

‘I don’t pack bags for people who thump me.’

He glared at her so fiercely, fists bunching, that she thought he was going to hit her again.

‘You’re no use for anything, you aren’t. Where are my clean clothes?’

‘I didn’t have time to do any washing. I was too busy comforting the children for being thumped and bathing my own face. Besides, they do the washing for you at the camp. Why should I do it?’

He raised his fist again, and she turned the other cheek towards him. ‘Go on! Black my other eye. Let everyone in the street know what you’re like.’

He didn’t take her up on this invitation, but he did give her a shove that sent her staggering across the room to sprawl on the hearthrug. ‘You’re not worth the effort. But I won’t forget to write to the Education Department about our Kitty. She’s not going to that fancy school.’

Judith got up and stood by the fireplace, wishing there were a fire to give her comfort, but it was warm enough to go without, so she was letting the coal rations pile up for the winter. Arms folded, she let him rant on as he packed his own bag. She watched in disgust as he crammed the dirty, sweaty clothes in with the few clean ones.

He’d never been this bad before. What had got into him? Was it those friends of his from the pub? Word was they were into black market stuff and kept flashing their money. Was he jealous? Or was it his new mates in the Army? She had a sudden thought: some soldiers pinched Army stuff to sell on the black market. She hoped Doug wasn’t doing that, but he certainly seemed to have enough money to buy booze.

She didn’t dare ask him, hardly dared move until she’d seen him leave the house.

She didn’t go as far as wishing him dead, but if he did get killed, she’d not grieve, she admitted to herself.
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On the Monday, Judith sent word to work that she had a family emergency and would be late in. Packing and labelling boxes of uniforms and mopping the floor could be done by anyone. Before she went out, she put her sheets to soak, because they smelled of Doug’s sweat. He hadn’t washed himself properly this weekend, not once, just scrubbed his hands and face and had a shave.

She got out her best clothes. She was going to ask the vicar for help.

When she explained her dilemma about her daughter’s scholarship, Mr Saunders shook his head, looking grave.

‘The man is the head of the household, Mrs Crossley.’

‘Even if he’s a drunkard who’s spoiling his daughter’s best chance in life? Not to mention doing this to me.’ She pointed to her cheek.

‘My good woman, you mustn’t speak so harshly of your husband. Whatever his faults – and who among us is without them? – it is for the man to make such decisions and for you to respect them. When you got married, you promised to love, honour and obey your husband. Do that now and remember that the man always knows best.’

‘Doug doesn’t know best and he doesn’t care two hoots about the children.’ She paused and looked at Mr Saunders pleadingly. ‘Won’t you at least speak to him next time he comes home? For Kitty’s sake?’

‘I cannot go against God’s natural law.’

‘Then you’re as bad as he is.’

As she stormed out of the little room where the vicar saw the poorer members of his congregation, she vowed that would be the last time she came into this church, much as she enjoyed the beauty of the building and the choir’s singing.

She was so upset she couldn’t hold back the tears, so went through the back alleys to Parson’s Mead. There was a bench she could sit on near the top of the sloping piece of land. It was out of sight of the street, under some trees. It used to look across an expanse of grass to the flowerbeds in the centre, but of course the grass and flowers had all been dug up, so that people could plant vegetables for the war effort.

Old Mr Jennings was in charge of the allotments they’d created for people in nearby terraces. She hadn’t asked for one because she simply didn’t have the time to tend it. She did chat to the old man sometimes and admire his garden.

Mr Jennings had even got her and the children running out with a shovel if a passing horse left some dung behind. They had a rule in the street that if the droppings were deposited outside your house, they belonged to you. They took the dung to him in a rusty old bucket and in return he gave them vegetables now and then.

She made it to the bench without meeting anyone, thank goodness. Only when she was sitting half-hidden in the dappled shade did she let the tears spill out. It was all so unfair! She began to weep, something she didn’t do in front of the kids. As her sobs died down, she fumbled for her handkerchief but then remembered that she’d given it to Gillian this morning.

Someone said quietly, ‘Here, take this.’

For the second time that week she used a borrowed handkerchief as she struggled to control her emotions.

‘May I sit down?’

She nodded and looked at him for the first time. He was in uniform, an officer. His face looked vaguely familiar but she couldn’t quite place him.

‘You’re Mrs Crossley, aren’t you? I’ve seen you in church. It was your daughter who was awarded the Esherwood Bequest this year. My father was telling me about it.’

The penny dropped. ‘You’re young Mr Esher.’

‘Not that young now.’ He held out one hand. ‘Maynard Esher at your service, Mayne to my friends. The War Office has requisitioned our house, so my family is living in the Dower House.’ He gestured towards the narrowest and highest part of Parson’s Mead. ‘Since I’m no longer allowed in the grounds of Esherwood, I walk round the Mead sometimes. I like to sit on this bench, too.’

As if she didn’t know that the War Department had taken over Esherwood and the family had had to move out. People in Lower Parklea kept an eye on all the posh folk who lived round the upper end of Parson’s Mead. ‘I’m Judith Crossley.’

He held out his hand and she shook it, conscious of how damp hers was, how red her face must be, how the bruise must show.

‘Did you fall and hurt yourself?’

She shook her head, her hand going up instinctively to cover the bruise. ‘My husband was … angry.’

‘What? He hit you?’

For a moment the bitterness spilled out. ‘It doesn’t matter. I’m used to it.’

‘You shouldn’t have to get used to being beaten.’

‘He’s gone back to the Army camp now. He won’t be home for weeks.’ She felt a bit embarrassed because Mr Esher looked very smart and even in her best clothes, she didn’t. Hers were nearly threadbare. At least he hadn’t met her in her working clothes, with her headscarf and overall, ready to go to the mill.

That reminded her of Kitty. If she didn’t find some way to help her wonderful, clever daughter, Kitty would be sentenced to a similar life to hers, working hard at boring jobs for low pay. Another tear escaped.

‘Tell me what’s upsetting you. You know what they say. A trouble shared … ’

His expression was so kind, it all tumbled out: about the scholarship, how Doug was going to write a letter to the education people, forbidding his daughter to take up the Bequest.

‘I went to see the vicar, to ask his help. He says he can’t interfere between husband and wife, and I should do as Doug tells me,’ she finished. ‘I don’t know where to turn next for help.’

Mayne looked furious. ‘It’s the sort of thing Saunders would say! I only go to his church to please my mother. I can’t stand the man. He bullies his own wife, treats her like his personal slave. Hmm. I wonder … Let me think.’

She waited. Was it possible he could help them? Everyone knew his family weren’t as rich as they used to be, but maybe they still had some influence.

‘I have an idea, Mrs Crossley. Would you allow me to help?’

She didn’t hesitate. ‘Yes. I’d be very grateful.’

‘I can’t guarantee anything, mind.’

She shrugged and waited. Who could guarantee anything in this life?

‘I’m going to tell my father about this and ask him to speak to the lawyer who handles the Bequest.’

‘Why would your father care?’

‘When he hears that someone is trying to prevent an intelligent child from taking up this year’s Esherwood Bequest, my father will throw a fit. He’s a scholar and values two things in life more than anything else: documenting the history of this part of Lancashire, and providing a good education for intelligent children. Father is inordinately proud of what our family has done for the town.’

‘You must be missing living in your lovely home.’

‘We’re not the only family who’s been turned out. The government’s requisitioned a lot of big houses. We’ll probably have to sell Esherwood after the war. Or if we manage to hang on to it for a while, we’ll have to sell when my father dies.’

That surprised her. ‘Why would you sell it?’

‘Death duties have hit the family hard this century. My father lost two older brothers in the Great War, one after the other. The family has to pay death duties on Esherwood each time it changes hands.’

‘Then how can your family afford to give people the scholarships?’

‘There’s a trust fund for that and the money is not allowed to be used for anything else.’

‘I see.’ She repeated the word inordinately in her head. She’d look it up when she got home. She liked learning new words.

‘What is she like, this Kitty of yours?’ he asked.

‘Tall for her age, with dark hair and green eyes. She’ll be pretty when she grows into her face. At the moment it’s too old for her body.’

‘In other words, she looks like her mother.’

‘People say that. But she’s much cleverer than me.’

‘She had to get her brains from someone and your husband doesn’t sound very clever.’

That made Judith think. She knew she wasn’t stupid but as to clever … no one had ever suggested that before. ‘I … do like to learn. I’m so grateful for the public library. I’d better get back to work now.’

‘I meant it about helping you.’ He glanced at his wristwatch. ‘No time like the present. Could you come and see my father this afternoon, if necessary?’

‘Oh. I’ve already asked for time off this morning. I can’t afford to lose a whole day’s pay. They dock us for each hour or part of hour away from the job, you see.’

‘What time do you finish work?’

‘Six o’clock, seven sometimes.’

‘Then if Father wants to see you, I’ll come to fetch you about seven-thirty. Would that be all right? It’ll give you time to prepare tea for your family.’

A bitter laugh escaped her. ‘There’s only bread and jam. Doug ate all the meat.’ She clapped a hand to her mouth. She hadn’t meant to tell anyone that.

Mr Esher shook his head as if annoyed but didn’t comment. ‘Where do you live?’

‘Leigh Street, number seven. It’s that short street, three streets back from the park.’ She watched him stride off up the narrow path between the beds of vegetables. He was a fine-looking man, but it was his kindness she valued most. He’d made her feel better today even if he couldn’t change what Doug was doing.

But what if his father could get Kitty her chance? It was worth a try, anyway.

Of course, Mr Esher had walked off towards the posh end of Parson’s Mead. She watched till he’d disappeared from sight, admiring his tall, upright figure, then turned in the opposite direction and headed down the gentle slope towards the poorer terraces.

Here, ten narrow streets were crowded together near the longest side of Parson’s Mead, which was shaped like a pyramid with the point cut off. Only the Eshers lived at the narrow end.

She and her family didn’t live in one of the better terraces that actually overlooked the park. The rents of those were higher, far beyond their reach.

She’d struggled for years to pay the rent on this house near the park, and even Doug wanted to stay here. She and the children could walk round the corner whenever they could snatch a minute and get out into the lovely open space where the air always seemed fresher. You could even walk across Parson’s Mead at night, because it wasn’t fenced off like the big park on the other side of Rivenshaw, whose huge iron gates were locked at dusk every day. A few times, when she was upset, she’d gone out and walked in the moonlight, leaving Doug and the children sleeping.

It always lifted her spirits to be among greenery. Before the war, if the weather was fine, there had been groups of children throwing balls, playing cricket or football on the grass. Now, most of the grass had gone and vegetables were being grown all over the meadow. Dig for Victory, the posters said and people were doing just that.

But children would play there again after the war ended, when Britain and its allies had beaten Hitler and Mussolini – and anyone else who was wicked enough to try to take over the world and kill people.

You had to believe that.

Mayne arrived home just as his mother was going out. Since this leave was unexpected, she gave him a quick kiss, a rare caress from her, and went back into the house, calling for his father to come and see the lovely surprise she’d found on the doorstep.

His father shouted down from his study that he’d join them in ten minutes and for once kept his word.

As they sat over tea and biscuits, Mayne first assured his mother that he was well, then told them about his meeting with Mrs Crossley in Parson’s Mead.

His mother merely grimaced, but his father’s reaction was as he’d predicted. ‘I won’t allow the fellow to do that. It’s outrageous, stopping an intelligent child from getting an education.’

‘Can you stop Crossley?’

‘Oh, I think our lawyer will find a way.’

‘Could we make the arrangements this afternoon, do you think? I’ve only got forty-eight hours’ leave, so I’d like to sort something out before I go back to camp.’ It wasn’t often his father and he were in agreement about something.

‘I’ll telephone Lionel’s rooms. I’m sure he’ll fit us in. He manages the trust, after all.’

‘You’ve still got the phone, then?’ Mayne teased his mother while his father made the call. Last time he’d come home, there had been some problem about the phone bill not being paid and it had been temporarily cut off.

‘Oh, that was just a mix-up. I thought your father had paid it and he thought I had.’

Mayne smiled. His father could get very vague when he was lost in his studies of Tudor Lancashire, a passion Mayne didn’t share and which seemed to cost a lot of money for rare research books. His father talked about publishing his research one day but had never made any attempt to do so that Mayne knew of.

His father came back smiling. ‘Lionel can see us in half an hour.’

Fifteen minutes later the two men walked briskly into town and entered the rooms of Lloyd and Graveston. They were shown straight into Lionel Lloyd’s office.

Mayne watched in amusement as the two older men exclaimed about the effrontery of Doug Crossley.

‘But can you stop him?’ he asked, when they had calmed down a little.

‘Oh, I think so,’ Lionel said. ‘Give my clerk all the details you have and leave it with me. I have a few connections in his regiment.’

‘You see? We Eshers still have the standing in the community to do such things,’ his father said as they walked back. ‘Never forget that.’

Mayne didn’t respond. What good was their so-called standing going to be if he had to sell his home when his father died? Anyway, he mixed with all sorts of people in the Army and had learned to value personal qualities more than accidents of birth. Times were changing rapidly.

When they got home, there was a telegram summoning Mayne back to his regiment urgently.

With a sigh he got ready to leave, wishing he could tell Mrs Crossley that he’d set matters in train for her daughter to take up the scholarship. He’d have liked to bring a smile to her face.

The poor woman would be quite pretty without that dreadful bruise, and without the careworn expression. Why had she married such a brute?

When someone knocked on the front door that evening, Judith opened it and was surprised to find old Mr Esher lifting his hat to her, not his son.

‘Could you spare me a moment, Mrs Crossley?’

‘Of course. Do come in.’ She’d been going to set out their simple tea, but this might be important. She didn’t let herself hope for too much, but gestured to Mr Esher to come into the part-furnished front room. They never sat in here normally, but the kitchen was in a mess.

‘I’m sorry, Mr Esher. We haven’t got a proper parlour so I hope you don’t mind sitting here. It’s where the children do their homework.’ Ben had started coming in here more often and seemed to be working harder since his sister had been offered the scholarship.

‘That, Mrs Crossley, is a much better use for this room than filling it with furniture that is rarely sat upon and ornaments that need dusting. Do sit down. This isn’t a social call.’

She gestured to a chair but he waited till she’d seated herself before taking it.

‘My son told me about your problem with the scholarship.’

She sighed. What could she say?

‘I came to tell you that my lawyer is taking the matter in hand. He’s going to contact your husband’s commanding officer, whom he knows from school, and see what can be done. I’ll let you know as soon as we hear. I expect to be successful in ensuring that your daughter takes up the girls’ scholarship this year. The Esher name still means something, you know, and soldiers don’t disobey their commanding officers.’

‘Thank you, Mr Esher. I can’t tell you how grateful I am.’

Judith was thoughtful as she closed the front door behind him. Old Mr Esher wasn’t at all like his son; he was rather distant in manner as if he knew he was superior and could afford to be kind. His son hadn’t been at all like that. However, she’d put up with any amount of patronising behaviour if it helped Kitty.

Mr Esher came back a few days later, again in the evening.

‘Your husband has been informed by his commanding officer that if he doesn’t allow your daughter to go to the girls’ grammar school, my lawyer will take the matter before the magistrate and obtain an order requiring him to give his permission.’

‘And Doug’s agreed to that?’

‘Your husband has signed a letter giving permission. It was witnessed by his captain and will be sent to the trust. So there is now no reason why your daughter should not obtain a proper education.’

Tears filled Judith’s eyes. ‘I can’t tell you how grateful I am for your help.’ Doug would be furious but she didn’t care if he beat her up every day for a week, because Kitty was going to grammar school.

Mr Esher turned to leave, then snapped his fingers. ‘I nearly forgot. My wife says that given the shortage of new clothes, because of rationing, the school has set up a second-hand clothing exchange. She will be happy to accompany you there to acquire the necessary garments and shoes for your daughter.’ He looked round and added, ‘The trust will, of course, pay for the uniform.’

‘That’s very kind of your wife. And we’re grateful to the trust. Very.’

He nodded as if this was only his due. ‘The school is a rather rambling building and it’s easy to get lost, especially now that part of it is being used for other purposes. But since my wife is on the Board of Governors, she knows exactly what will be needed.’

‘I’d welcome Mrs Esher’s help. You and your family have been very kind.’

‘It’s our duty to help you. Education is as important for girls as for boys. The hand that rocks the cradle and all that, you know.’

He stood up. ‘Now, if you could come up to the Dower House at nine o’clock tomorrow morning, my wife will take you to the school in the car they always send for her. Oh, and I’ve spoken to the factory manager, who will be happy to allow you the time off as long as you go straight back to work afterwards.’

When he’d gone, Judith sat down in the front room because her legs felt suddenly wobbly. She’d given up hope of getting Kitty into the grammar school. And now …

‘Thank you, Maynard Esher,’ she said aloud. Her daughter was going to Rivenshaw Grammar School for Girls, she really was. Judith stood up and twirled round a few times in sheer happiness.

Wait till she told Kitty. She ran to the front door and saw the children waiting a short way along the street. She beckoned to them to come in.

A week later, when Judith received a postcard from her husband, she cried for sheer relief. It was the sort of card the Army gave out to men going overseas for them to send home. Doug had never once written her a proper letter since he joined the Army, only sent the occasional postcard like this one, to indicate a change in his circumstances or a new posting. He’d been promoted to lance-corporal at one stage, then demoted for brawling. Typical!

Doug had filled in the gaps on the printed card with ticks and crosses, and had scrawled a message in the space provided at the bottom.

I won’t forget what you done. You’re wasting your time. As soon as this war is over and I’m out of the Army, she’s leaving that school.

Judith felt sick to the stomach at this spite. And she knew that underneath his words was a very serious threat to her.

She reread the line that said: Destination – Middle East. That cheered her up all right. He’d be gone for a long time, several months at least, even a year if she was lucky. And maybe the edge would have gone off his anger by then.

No, it wouldn’t. He was good at holding grudges.

But at least she and the children would be safe for a while. And by the time he came back to England, she’d have worked out a way to continue defying him about Kitty’s education. She might even ask the Eshers’ advice about that, too. She’d do anything to keep her girl at grammar school, Ben and Gillian too when their time came.

Kitty had such a bright, lively mind. She was a pleasure to have around when her father wasn’t home. She could make everyone laugh or get them singing the old songs. Maybe now they could even afford a better radio. The old one wasn’t working properly. It made such a difference to their daily lives, a radio did.

Judith looked at herself in the mirror as she mopped her eyes. Dare she leave her husband? It was considered a shocking thing for a woman to do. People would think the worst of her.

But her children would be safe.
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April 1945

Judith watched the final events of the war in Europe unfold, reading newspapers avidly, mostly yesterday’s papers that she borrowed from Mrs Needham next door. Her neighbour’s son was serving in the Army and though Mrs Needham was a capable woman, she had lost one son already and her fear for her other one seemed to hang around her like a cloud.

Judith listened to the radio whenever she could, feeling both joy about the end of the war and fear about what would happen to her family then. Unlike Mrs Needham, she wanted the Army to keep her man away.

She’d been given nearly four years’ grace, with Doug stationed in the Middle East the whole time, so she’d stayed in this house. Now she had to get ready to leave before he returned, even though she hated the thought of leaving her home, which was now a lot more comfortable than it had been when he had been around.

In spite of the rationing and restrictions of the war years, and her own need to save money, she’d picked up a few pieces of decent furniture second-hand and made the house into a real home.

No one had broken anything in a fit of rage, and the children were old enough to appreciate what she’d done.

Lots of things were changing. Britain had had the ‘dim out’ in operation since September last year, and now they didn’t have to black out all lights at night, just make sure nothing indoors could be seen clearly from outside. When the more relaxed rules were put in place, Judith had immediately put up the curtains someone had given her, which she’d mended carefully. The front room looked so nice now.

As long ago as last December, lighting on buses and trains had been allowed again. Not that Judith ever travelled anywhere on them, because feet were cheaper than bus fares. But still, it was a sign of normal life returning and as she walked home from work, she liked to see a bus go past her all lit up with the passengers chatting to one another.

So normal, so blessedly normal.

The winter had been bitterly cold, but somehow hope kept you going, hope that this would be the last winter of the war.

It took longer than people expected for peace to be declared, however, and it came in a series of steps, which reminded Judith of the lines of standing dominoes the children had made when they were little. One domino would fall and knock down the next, and the next, till they had all tumbled one after the other. It seemed as if events were leading them towards peace in the same way.

It wasn’t until late April that the blackout was totally abolished and everyone went outside after dark to look at the lights showing down the streets.

Gillian clutched her mother’s hand, even at eleven, whispering, ‘It feels strange, doesn’t it, to have the lights on fully? Are you sure it’s safe, Mum?’

‘Perfectly safe, my darling. This is how it used to be.’

One of the smaller children from a few houses away got very upset by the lights, and began screaming for them to be turned off quickly. It was a while before he could be comforted and reassured.

The day after the blackout ceased, the Americans met up with Russia, dividing Germany in two. That seemed a very important step to Judith. Peace had to be close now, really close!

Everywhere you went there was speculation as to exactly when peace would be declared and people at work ran little sweepstakes about which day and hour the official announcement would be made.

‘I’m getting out my bunting,’ one of Judith’s fellow workers said. ‘I’ve had it packed away carefully, ready to pull out when the war ended. And if they don’t make an announcement soon, that bunting’s going up, whatever anyone says. We all know the war’s over.’

‘Not quite,’ the man next to her said. ‘Hitler’s still alive, isn’t he? It won’t be over for me till that monster is dead.’

‘And they’re still fighting in the Far East,’ a woman chimed in. ‘Don’t forget about that.’

At the end of April, three important things happened, though people didn’t hear about them straight away. When she did hear the news, Judith could see the rest of the line of dominoes falling, falling …

Benito Mussolini was executed in Milan by Italian partisans.

Some people deplored the lawless way this had happened; others cheered.

On the first of May it was announced that Hitler and Eva Braun had committed suicide the previous day.

‘Is it true?’ Mrs Timmins at the shop asked in her breathless, childish voice. ‘Can it really be true that the monster is dead?’

‘It must be,’ old Mr Sharp said. ‘It’s an official announcement. I say good riddance to him and his fancy woman. He’s saved our side the job of executing him, at least.’ He shook hands with Judith and then with Mrs Timmins, before going off to see what people were saying in the town centre.

On the evening of May 2nd, BBC radio programmes were interrupted for the announcement that the German forces in Italy had surrendered to the Allies.

‘It won’t be long!’ Ben crowed. ‘We’ve beaten them, Mum. I knew we would.’

And that means it won’t be long till your father comes home, Judith thought. She caught Kitty’s worried glance and knew her elder daughter was thinking the same thing.

But it was as if Judith was frozen and could only wait for the war to end before it would feel right to leave this house. She told herself she should start making preparations, but by the time she got home from work each evening, she was so tired it was all she could do to feed the children, do any bits of washing or cleaning, then fall into her own bed.

That night, just as she was about to switch off the radio and go to bed, there was a sudden announcement: all German troops in Denmark had surrendered.

Doors opened down the street, lights streamed out and people shouted the news to one another.

Ben came pounding down the stairs in the pyjamas that were getting too short for him to ask what was going on.

When Judith told him, he put on his raincoat and went out to join his pals.

She didn’t go out with him, but stood for a moment at the door with the tea towel clutched to her chest. No more fighting, no more killing, she thought. Surely the governments of both the Allies and the enemy countries would have learned from this dreadful time and would never, ever let another war start?

And yet word of a formal end to the war still didn’t come. Why not? everyone asked. Surely nothing could go wrong at this late stage?

On Monday May 7th there was such tension at the factory that it was hard to get any work done. Some people hadn’t even come to work, sure this would be the day peace was declared. Every time a supervisor came round, they looked up, hoping to hear the news that the war was over.

The manager kept the radio on in his office and people looked towards its windows at regular intervals. But he was still sitting there, waiting. They were all waiting.

Was nothing ever going to happen?

By afternoon, even the manager had stopped trying to work. He came out of his office and stood on the stepladder he used to make announcements and yelled, ‘Stop work, everyone, and listen!’

Everyone fell silent and turned to him.

‘No, it’s not the news you’re waiting for, but we all know it’s coming and we can’t settle. So I might as well save electricity and you might as well go home and wait there with your families to hear what Churchill says.’

‘What about our wages?’ one woman with a large family called. ‘I can’t afford to miss work.’

‘To honour this important occasion, your wages will be paid for the whole afternoon.’

This offer was greeted by loud cheers, then people set to work to tidy up for the night. With a bit of luck they’d not be here tomorrow, because surely a holiday would be declared?

At home, Judith fidgeted around, unable to settle down to anything, even Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca, the library book she’d been reading avidly last night. The hours crawled past and she kept the radio on, listening to the news several times. But no announcement was made.

Her children ran in and out of the house, even serious Kitty caught up in the excitement.

Down the street the neighbour was stringing up her bunting.

‘I’m not waiting any more,’ she yelled when a couple of neighbours called to ask if she had heard something. ‘We all know it’s peace so I’m starting celebrating now. As soon as the pubs are open, I’m going for a glass of stout.’

Smiling, Judith went back into the house to listen to the radio.

At six o’clock the calm, upper-class voice told them Mr Churchill would not be broadcasting that night.

Disappointed, Judith tried to play board games with the children, but none of them could settle, and they certainly didn’t feel sleepy, so she let Ben join his friends as long as they stayed on the street, sent Gillian up to bed and let Kitty sit reading her library book.

Then, just by chance, she switched on the radio to see if there was any music to listen to as she did some darning. She heard news of a coming announcement and tossed Ben’s sock aside.

Guessing this was it, she called her son in from the street, yelled to her neighbour that they were going to make an announcement on the radio after all, and shouted for Gillian to come down and listen.

Once they were all settled, she made the children quieten down. ‘This is a time you’ll remember all your lives,’ she insisted as the final domino fell delicately into place.

The voice on the radio told the people of Britain that the war in Europe was over and General Alfred Jodl would sign the official surrender of Nazi Germany the following day, which would be celebrated as VE Day. May 9th would also be a public holiday.

‘Is the war really over?’ eleven-year-old Gillian asked in a hushed voice. ‘Is it really, really over?’

Judith felt sad that her youngest didn’t remember the days before the war clearly. ‘Yes, love, it’s over.’

‘Not quite. Don’t you know what VE stands for?’ Ben asked with the scornful superiority of his thirteen years, backed by two years at the Boys’ Grammar School. ‘Victory – in – Europe. So no, the war isn’t completely over. They’re still fighting in the Far East.’

‘But that’s right at the other side of the world,’ Gillian insisted. ‘It doesn’t affect us here.’

‘It affects some of our Forces. It may even affect Dad in the Middle East.’

There was silence. Kitty looked at her mother, as if to ask whether they should say something to Ben, but Judith shook her head. He seemed to have an idea that his father would be a happier person to live with once he came out of the Army.

She didn’t think so. It wasn’t the Army that had upset Doug, but life itself, which hadn’t, he claimed, done well by him. She always thought there was something festering inside him, something dark and angry.

She dismissed that image. She didn’t want to talk about Doug tonight, or even think about him, let alone have an argument with her son about his father. She wanted to rejoice, needed to. Time enough to worry about the future later. It’d be a good while before her husband came home, after all. Months, she hoped.

She’d be out of here well before that. She’d start looking for somewhere else to live tomorrow. She’d miss Leigh Street and her kind neighbour, though.

And then what? If she found somewhere else for them to live in Rivenshaw, Doug would still be able to get at them. And when he found that two of his children were now at grammar school, he’d go mad. She hadn’t told him about Ben and she didn’t think his pub friends were the sort to write to him.

Ben hadn’t won the boys’ Esherwood Bequest for his school year, but the local council’s education department also sent a few clever children to the grammar school these days and he’d won one of those much-coveted places. She’d had to buy his uniform for him, but she’d managed.

Was there any way of keeping Doug away from them if she took the children and left him? She couldn’t think of one.

She went to bed with mixed feelings. The war was over in Europe and would surely soon be over
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