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Thursday 30 August, 1945


In Hertfordshire, Francis Brady put down his spade and wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his forearm. His heart lifted when he saw his wife approaching. Diana looked so pretty with her curly brown hair tied back with a red scarf. She’d walked across the village to see him, so maybe she’d got over their quarrel. 


He watched her pick her way across the rubble where his family’s garage and house had once stood. A stray bomb had scored a direct hit last year, the only one to land in the village, probably being dumped as the plane flew back to Germany. The bomb had destroyed everything and killed his parents instantly. 


Diana scowled at him and his heart sank. She couldn’t have come because she’d changed her mind about helping him, then. 


He waited for her to speak and when she didn’t, he tried to coax her. ‘If you’d just pick up these bricks as I dig them out of the rubble and stack them over there, I could finish work more quickly, then we could—’


She set her hands on her hips. ‘Why do you insist on doing this, Francis? You’ve been slaving away for days now, coming home filthy, with your hands all rough. And for what? To make a few measly shillings.’


‘Pounds, not shillings, and I’ve made far more than I’d expected, actually. Why do you ask when you know perfectly well why I want to make the extra money?’


‘But there’s no point to it! I met my father as I came through the village and he said again that you could sell this plot of land as it is. You aren’t going to build anything on it, after all, so there’s no need for you to clear the rubble. You’ve had a good offer already and my father says you can easily push the price up a bit.’


‘I’ll sell the land when I’m good and ready, and I’ll get a much higher price for it than has been offered by your father’s friend. But first I’m going to finish salvaging anything that’s sellable. Whole bricks make nearly as much money as new ones since the war ended, because of the scarcity of building materials, and so do pieces of decent milled timber, even the short ones that have had one end blown off.’


She let out an exaggerated sigh. ‘It’s not worth the extra trouble and even if it was, I don’t intend to ruin my hands by working like a navvy.’


He looked at her without a word. Two years previously he had fallen in love with Diana on sight and she with him. They’d got married after a few weeks, like many other couples in the war years, but he hadn’t realised how hard she’d be to live with, how much time and money it took to maintain her immaculate appearance … or how unused she was to hard work. No, he definitely hadn’t expected that.


He tried to speak patiently, though he was only repeating what he’d already said a dozen times. ‘It is worth the trouble, Diana. You have to make the most of every single penny when you’re starting up a new business.’


‘You aren’t a businessman! You’re a mechanic. You’d be taking a huge risk and you might lose everything.’


There she went again, being scornful about his background. This usually happened after she’d been with her damned father. ‘Being a mechanic doesn’t mean I’m stupid, Diana.’


‘Then be sensible. My father knows someone who’ll give you a job, with the chance to become chief mechanic when the old one retires. That way you won’t have to work such long hours. And once you’ve sold your parents’ land, we’ll have enough money to buy a decent house without borrowing anything.’


He looked at her in shock. ‘We’ve already got a nice house.’


She went pink. ‘Ah. Well. I didn’t make a fuss because of the war, but our present house is rather small and … well, ordinary. I couldn’t think of starting a family till we’ve got somewhere better to live and bring up our children.’


Francis could hear his own voice grow suddenly harsher and didn’t care. ‘How many times do I have to tell you that I don’t want to work for anyone else, especially one of your father’s friends. That man treats his staff badly, which is why he has trouble keeping anyone for long.’ 


He looked round with pride at what he’d accomplished. ‘I’m getting to the end of the salvage work now. Come on, Diana. Lend me a hand. You don’t need to damage your hands. I’ve got some working gloves you can put on.’


She took a step backwards, shaking her head vigorously. ‘No! I wasn’t brought up to do rough work and if you cared about me, you wouldn’t even ask. Besides, it looks like rain.’ 


He looked up at the sky. ‘Maybe a light shower. A bit of rain won’t hurt you.’


‘It’ll make a mess of my hair. I said no and I meant it. Oh, there’s no talking sense to you!’ She stormed off down the street.


He saw the envelope sticking out of her coat pocket and yelled after her, ‘Don’t forget to post my letter!’ She’d walked right past the post box on the way here. Why hadn’t she popped the letter in then?


She didn’t answer, but he saw her finger the corner of the envelope, so he knew she’d heard him.


Feeling depressed about their quarrels, which seemed to be getting steadily worse, he continued to sort through the rubble. Thieves had stolen the first pile of bricks he’d retrieved, so he slept here in his car whenever the builder couldn’t collect the day’s piles of salvage at teatime. 


Diana hated him doing that, too. But he had to protect his property because there were looters everywhere since the war. 


It disgusted him. He’d put his life on the line to defend his country and now the war was over, some people were ready to steal from him. Well, he wasn’t going to let thieves make off with the fruits of his hard work. The building company he and his friends were going to set up in Rivenshaw was his big chance to make something of himself. He needed money to invest in it, wanted to be a partner, not an employee. 


He took a breather and glanced round, remembering what it had once looked like, with the garage right next to the house and the vegetable garden on the other side. He’d grown up here, enjoying a very happy childhood. He’d only known Diana by sight in those days, because she came from the posh side of the village and went away to boarding school for most of the year.


When his parents were first married, they’d started up a bicycle repair business in a wooden shed and had sold petrol in big square cans. Each can had held two gallons, if he remembered correctly. Too heavy for a little boy to lift when he desperately wanted to help, but they’d found him other jobs and he’d been proud to do them well. He had never stood by and watched others work.


His parents had saved their money and bought this piece of land when he was about ten. He remembered them standing hugging one another next to the tumbledown old cottage, their eyes full of dreams.


After that, his father had started repairing motor cars as well as bicycles. They’d installed one of the new petrol pumps, too, instead of selling cans of petrol. And they’d all lived in the cottage, happy to be together, doing the place up bit by bit. He doubted his mother had ever worried about breaking her nails. 


Francis had picked up a lot of his father’s mechanical skills even before he was old enough to do an apprenticeship with a qualified motor mechanic. He’d intended to go into the family business and had planned to sell cars later on. Ordinary cars for ordinary families.


Then the war had intervened and he’d been called up. He’d managed to get posted to work on maintaining equipment and had joined the Royal Corps of Electrical and Mechanical Engineers after it was formed in October 1942. He’d learned so much about modern electrical equipment in the army.


He was down to the foundation of what had been his home now. Tears welled in his eyes and he brushed them away with his sleeve. His parents should be here with him, enjoying the fruits of their hard work. He still missed them, turned round to ask his dad something or saw a woman selling flowers in the street and thought of buying a bunch for his mum.


He could never take money for granted, as Diana did. Her father was a solicitor like his father before him, so the Scammells were comfortably off. They hadn’t approved of their daughter’s marriage, even though Francis had been promoted to captain by that time. 


Her father had even offered him money not to marry her, claiming they were too different to make a go of it, but Francis and Diana were both over twenty-one, so could do as they pleased. He’d never told her about that offer because she idolised her father. In the end, Mr Scammell had come round and insisted on arranging the wedding, so that it wouldn’t shame the family. What a waste of money that had been!


But perhaps Mr Scammell had been right, after all. Perhaps Francis and Diana weren’t suited.


One of the other chaps involved, Mayne Esher, owned a run-down old manor house and several acres of land in Rivenshaw, a small Lancashire town. The house had been requisitioned during the war, but had been returned to the family a month before the war in Europe ended. It was obvious by then that the Allies were going to win, so the government had started shedding its wartime acquisitions and gearing up for peace. 


Sadly, Mayne didn’t have enough money to restore Esherwood and live there. Like many other places, it had been carelessly damaged by its wartime occupants. But it was large enough to be converted into several luxury flats, perhaps even as many as twelve, which could then be sold at a profit. After that, the Esher Building Company would build houses on the rest of the land and sell those. 


Francis was getting rather worried, though, because he’d written to Mayne after VE Day and again after VJ Day, when the war finally ended in the Far East, and he hadn’t heard back. That puzzled him and he still didn’t know if they were on track to start their business. 


No, of course the project would still be a goer. He’d trust these particular friends with his life.


He’d asked Diana to find out if the Eshers were on the phone, and she’d discovered that the Rivenshaw telephone exchange had been badly damaged by bombs and was still being repaired.


That wouldn’t have stopped Mayne getting in touch, so perhaps he had a family crisis or something had gone wrong at Esherwood. It wasn’t going to be easy for anyone, authorities or citizens, to adjust to peace. 


If Francis hadn’t been so busy, he’d have nipped up to Lancashire to find out what was going on and why his letters hadn’t been answered. But if he left the block unattended, it’d be looted.


Perhaps their building company wouldn’t get off the ground. In that case Francis would start up in business for himself, though that’d have to be in a much smaller way. He was determined not to work for anyone else. He’d had enough of being ordered around during the war, thank you very much, more than enough. 


Nor was he going to live near the Scammells. His marriage would have no chance with them interfering.


Besides, what Diana conveniently ignored in all this was the reason he’d managed to get demobbed early: the fact that he was going to work in the building industry. As long as he did that, he could stay out of the army. If he worked at any other job, they’d call him back to serve out the rest of his time till it was his turn to be demobbed, which was calculated by age and the months served in uniform.


Her father might be able to fix that, as Diana claimed, but Francis didn’t want to start his civilian life by cheating and he very much wanted to go into business with his friends to build decent homes for people.


More than two million homes had been destroyed in German air raids during the war, so the construction of new dwellings was one of the biggest priorities for the recently-elected Labour government, and rightly so, Francis felt. 


He was lucky to have his own home. There was such a shortage of accommodation that people were squatting in abandoned government camps and buildings. 


Mr Scammell regularly waxed eloquent about how shameful this squatting was, but didn’t have any suggestions to make about how people who’d fought for their country could find somewhere to live. It was all right for him in his big, comfortable house, but people were tired of squeezing into small houses belonging to relatives.


And of course, other homes and buildings had been damaged and would need repairing, some in a major way. Maybe he and his friends could pick up that sort of work, too. Scammell was wrong. There was a lot of money to be made in the building industry.


Just as important to Francis, it’d all be worthwhile. He’d be creating, not destroying.


He came out of his reverie as the builder turned up, earlier than expected, and they began to load his truck. 


Once he’d been paid for today’s salvage, Francis decided to go home straight away and take Diana out to the cinema. Surely that’d cheer her up?


When he saw his mother-in-law’s small Austin Seven saloon parked outside his house, Francis slowed down with a sigh. Christine Scammell was always polite to him, he couldn’t fault her on her manners, but somehow he never felt quite at ease with her. 


He opened the front door and went into the hall just as the two women started laughing. They didn’t hear him and he was about to call out, but heard his own name spoken and couldn’t resist listening.


‘Do you want your father to try yet again to talk sense into Francis, Diana dear?’


‘No, Mummy. It’d do no good. He’s got his mind absolutely set on us going up to live in Lancashire. I let him talk about it during the war, because it seemed to give him comfort, but I thought he’d see sense after he left the Army and got used to living in Medworth again.’ There was a silence, then, ‘You haven’t changed your mind, though. You don’t want to move, do you?’


‘Of course I don’t. You and Daddy are here. All my friends too. I’d know no one up there. Anyway, I don’t want to live in one of those ugly industrial towns. I’ve seen them on the Pathé News at the cinema – they’re all smoky and full of common people living in rows of nasty little terraced houses.’ 


‘We’ll have to think of some way to change your husband’s mind.’


‘I’m working on that, wearing him down gradually. You’ll see. I won’t let Francis do this to me. I just won’t.’


‘Good. Let me know if I can help in any way. I’d miss you terribly, darling. Your brother’s wife is so hostile to us, it’s as if we only have one child now. Have you heard from William lately?’


‘I’m afraid not.’


In the hall Francis gasped in shock. He knew very well that Diana had received a letter from her brother yesterday. She hadn’t shared its contents with him, except to say that William was fine. There must be something in the letter she couldn’t tell her mother about. What had shocked him most was how easily she’d lied to her. 


Did she lie to him as easily? Surely not?


There was the sound of someone pushing a chair back and Mrs Scammell said, ‘Now, I really must go, Diana darling. I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon.’


Francis tiptoed into the kitchen and stayed out of sight until his mother-in-law had driven away.


When Diana brought the tray of tea things into the kitchen, she stopped dead at the sight of him. ‘I didn’t hear you come back.’


‘No. You and your darling Mummy were too busy trying to think of ways to stop me doing what I want with my life. Doing what we had planned till you suddenly changed your mind.’


She slammed the tray down on the table, setting the china tinkling. ‘Because it’s not what I want!’


‘No. You’ve made that plain enough. You won’t even give Rivenshaw a try. But it’s not you who has to earn the money, is it, Diana? Not you who’d have to work year after year in a job you disliked.’ 


He hesitated, then said it, because dammit, they were only going over the same old ground. And she had encouraged him while they were living away from her parents’ influence, had seemed nearly as excited as him about that sort of future. 


‘We’re getting nowhere, Diana. I’m ready to sell this house now. When I do, perhaps you should go and live with your parents for a while and I’ll move up north on my own. You can take time then to decide whether you want to join me or not. It’s up to you.’


She looked shocked. ‘Francis, no!’


‘What alternative is there? I’ve got a wonderful chance to make something of myself and to make a far better future for us. I’m not going to turn it down.’


They stared at one another, then her expression hardened. ‘I thought we’d agreed to sell the house later, when you’re more sure of what you’re doing?’


‘No. We didn’t agree to anything. You decided that.’


‘Because it makes sense. You might need to come back here if things don’t work out in this Rivenshaw place.’


‘I definitely won’t be coming back to live in the village, whatever happens. I couldn’t find the sort of work I need here. I’m not just a motor mechanic now. I’ve learned so much more during the war. If our building company doesn’t eventuate, I’ll start up something of my own and for that, I’ll need to be in a town.’


‘Daddy says—’


‘Stop trotting out what your father says. It’s what you and I say that matters.’


‘I happen to agree with him.’


‘You always do. It’s about time you started thinking for yourself. And you might occasionally listen to what I tell you. I’ll say it one last time: if my friends and I start a building company, it will not fail. The four of us are like brothers, and our skills fit together perfectly for such work.’


‘Skills! What does a motor mechanic know about building houses or running businesses?’


He was shocked by the way she was sneering at him. He’d known her parents looked down on him for working with his hands, but she hadn’t seemed to feel like that when they married. She’d changed so much since she’d come back to live here during the past few months. 


He shouldn’t have bought this damned house, but let her stay with her parents. Only, Mr Scammell had heard about the house and Francis had realised it would be an excellent investment. 


Diana let out a huff of anger and began to put the cups on the draining board, rattling them about and making a lot of noise. 


He reached out to stop her. ‘No, let’s finish this discussion once and for all.’


‘It’d be better to let our emotions cool down, Francis. We shouldn’t do anything till we can come to an agreement.’


‘I heard what you said to your mother. How many times do I have to tell you I won’t change my mind, whatever you say or do. As for this house, it’s gone up in value, so I’ll get a nice sum of money back, even after I’ve paid off the bank mortgage. I want as much money as I can scrape together to invest in Esher and Company.’


‘But this is my home too. And I don’t want to sell it.’


‘You just said the house is too small. How come you suddenly don’t want to sell it?’


‘It is too small, but I want to live near my parents.’ She burst into tears and dabbed delicately at her eyes. 


She was waiting for him to put his arms round her, he knew, and he didn’t like to see her cry, so he usually stopped arguing at this stage. But too much was at stake: the rest of his working life. He had to make a stand.


He left her weeping and went into the hall to hang up his jacket. He couldn’t help noticing that the sobs stopped abruptly once he left the kitchen. 


As he hooked his jacket into place, he saw the corner of his envelope still protruding from her coat pocket and called, ‘You didn’t post my letter.’


She came hurrying out to join him, looking guilty. ‘Sorry. I’ll just nip down to the post box now. I, um, have a letter of my own to send as well.’


‘I’ll come with you.’


‘No need. You’re tired and dirty. You need a bath and a change of clothes. You know I don’t like the neighbours seeing you looking like a working man.’


‘I am a working man, a very hard-working man.’


‘You know what I mean.’ She snatched her coat and backed away towards the front door, making a shooing motion with her hand. ‘Go up and get your bath.’


But she’d looked so guilty, he’d have known she was up to something, even without overhearing what she’d said to her mother. After a moment’s hesitation, he followed her down the street, taking care not to get too close. But she didn’t look back.


When she got to the post box, she stood staring at it, holding the letter in front of her in both hands. 


What the hell was she waiting for?


She moved at last, but didn’t push the envelope into the slot. He watched in shock as she tore the letter up and shoved the pieces into a nearby dustbin. And she didn’t have a letter of her own to post, either.


He nipped round the corner and pressed closely against an overgrown hedge, mostly hidden by its foliage, waiting for her to pass.


A terrible suspicion was making him feel literally sick. She couldn’t have … No, surely not? But what if she had done this before? That would explain why he hadn’t heard from his friends.






2


Francis didn’t go straight home, couldn’t face Diana yet. He had to get his own anger under control first because you didn’t make good decisions when you were seething with rage.


He walked round the village for a while, trying in vain to calm down. In the end he went into the pub for half a pint of beer. He waved to some fellows he knew but didn’t join them, choosing instead to sit out in the garden on one of the rough wooden benches, even though the evening was rather chilly and the bench was damp from a recent shower. 


After the years of blackout, it still felt strange to have lights on out of doors or to leave curtains open at windows after dark. 


Everything in his life felt strange today. 


He took a slurp of beer without really tasting it. Diana must not only have been throwing his letters away, but intercepting anything that came from Mayne and the others. 


None of his friends would leave a letter from him unanswered and they had his address, so they’d be wondering what had happened to him. He thumped one fist on the rough wooden table. How could she do that to him? How could she?


After a while, he felt a few raindrops on his face and hands. Muttering in annoyance, he raised his glass to finish the beer, then realised it was already empty. Rain began falling steadily, so he stood up. Time to go home and confront Diana. That couldn’t be avoided any longer.


She was waiting for him in the front room, which she always called the sitting room. 


He’d hardly hung up his coat on the hallstand when she started.


‘Where on earth did you go to, Francis? You knew I’d have your tea ready. And look at you. You’re wet through.’


‘That’s because it’s raining.’


‘I did notice that. But why have you been out in it? And you haven’t had your bath yet. Don’t sit down! You’ll dirty my upholstery.’


‘Our upholstery, surely?’ Annoyed by this barrage of sharp comments, he sat in the chair opposite her and spoke before she could say anything else. ‘I was having a think. I followed you to the post box, you see.’


Her mouth fell open and her expression suddenly became apprehensive. She looked like a schoolgirl now, not a married woman. She acted like one too quite often.


‘I saw you tear up my letter, Diana. Did you do that to the others I wrote to Mayne as well?’


She avoided his eyes, fiddling with the edge of a cushion.


‘Well? Aren’t you even going to answer me? Did you throw all my letters away?’


‘Yes, I did.’ 


‘And what about letters from my friends? Did they write to me?’


‘Yes.’


She had lost her schoolgirl air and suddenly looked so like her mother he was startled … and repelled. 


‘We’ll talk about it later, Francis. The water’s hot for your bath, and you haven’t had your dinner.’


‘I’d rather talk about it now.’


She grasped the chair arms as if she needed to cling to something.


‘It’s against the law, you know.’


She looked at him in puzzlement. ‘What is?’


‘You can be prosecuted for tampering with the King’s post.’


‘Who’s going to know, so what does that matter?’


‘I know. Don’t I matter?’


‘Of course you do.’


‘How long did you think you could fool me for?’


‘Long enough for your friends to find another partner to replace you, I hoped. Or for you to see sense.’


‘You were very determined to stop me going to Lancashire, weren’t you?’


She shrugged. 


‘Well, you’ve failed. I’m even more determined to go now.’ 


‘Please, Francis, don’t do that to me.’


‘It’s not just about you, Diana. I spent over a year planning the new business with my friends. You knew exactly what I intended to do because I talked to you about it whenever I came home on leave. Why didn’t you speak out then?’


‘I thought it was just … dreams. To get you through the war.’


‘Well, you’re right in one sense. Planning what we’d do when peace came did help get all four of us though the last year of the war. It was a beacon of hope. Because we were planning how best to kill people in that special unit. None of us enjoyed killing.’


‘You have to kill enemies.’


‘Enemy civilians as well? Women and children and old people?’


She shrugged.


‘We weren’t dreaming, we were finding something constructive to do with the rest of our lives.’


‘You can be constructive here, where we both grew up.’


‘No, I can’t. I want to build houses. I’m really keen to do that. I want to take care of the electrical side of things in our company. Electricity is going to become even more important as they start designing equipment for peacetime homes, which will have washing machines, refrigerators and who knows what else?’


As usual, she ignored what he was trying to tell her. ‘If you insist on moving to Rivenshaw, you can’t care about me. Did you ever really love me?’


He tried to say he had, but he couldn’t lie, because he was no longer sure whether it had been love or infatuation. The best he could manage was, ‘I thought I did at the time. And I believe it was the same for you. When you were called up for war work under the National Service Act, you’d never been away from home before. You were lonely. We both were.’


She nodded.


‘When we met at that dance, we recognised one another from the village, though we’d never actually spoken before. And for all our differences, we had some good times together.’


Her expression softened still further. ‘Yes, we did. You’re a wonderful dancer.’


Dancing. Parties. Social life. That was what she seemed to care about most. ‘Well, if it was love we felt, it wasn’t the sort to build our whole lives on, apparently, nor the sort where you work together to create a home and family.’


‘How can you say that? Of course it was love. It was! I’d not have defied my parents otherwise.’ 


He watched her put up one shaking hand to cover her mouth and allow tears to spill over it. He’d seen her do this a few times during the past two years. It was a very effective trick, making her look pitiful. Her father usually fell for it and gave her what she wanted, but she’d tried it on Francis one time too many. 


‘That pretty little show of tears falling won’t convince me. Stop play acting and behave like a grown-up, for heaven’s sake.’ He wanted the full truth between them now and in the future. 


If they had a future.


She let her hand drop, staring at him indignantly, the tears stopping immediately. ‘How dare you speak to me like that?’ She bounced to her feet.


‘Sit down!’ He hadn’t meant to use his parade ground voice, but it burst from him and she dropped back into her chair, shrinking from him as if she expected him to hit her.


‘You managed to get out of war work after we married. You seem to get out of doing anything you don’t want, especially anything that involves hard physical work. Well, grow used to the idea, Diana: I’m going to sell this house and join my friends in Lancashire.’ 


‘It’s my house too. I should have a say in what we do with it.’


‘How much of it is yours? The furniture and silver your family gave us? You’re welcome to keep every stick of that. I put my life savings into buying this house. You said you didn’t have any money saved. But that was another of your lies, wasn’t it?’ 


He paused to stare at her and saw the guilty look on her face as she realised what he was going to say. ‘I found out later that you had a substantial legacy from your grandmother. If you’d put some of that into the house, we’d have saved paying so much interest.’


‘Daddy said the family money shouldn’t be touched and he’d keep it safe for me. He understands finance and you don’t.’


‘He would say that. But I’m glad now that you did that, because since I paid the deposit and made all the payments on the mortgage, I think I have a right to take any profit I get from the house sale, don’t you?’ Thank goodness he’d followed his instincts and not done what her father urged. If he’d put the house in both their names, he’d be losing a good part of his nest egg when he sold.


She was crying for real now, sobbing and scrubbing her eyes without worrying about how she looked.


He tried to speak more gently. ‘If you want to mend our marriage, Diana, you can still come with me to Rivenshaw. I’d really like to give that a try.’


She looked at him doubtfully.


‘But only if you’re prepared to work beside me. It’s not going to be enough to take care of the lighter housework and look decorative. I won’t have the money to pay for a charlady for quite a while, or to buy luxuries.’


‘You need a female navvy, you do, Francis Brady. Well, I’ll never be that. Never, never!’ She ran from the room and clattered up the stairs, weeping loudly. 


He followed her out into the hall. As he put one foot on the stairs, he heard the bedroom door slam and the bolt on the inside of it snick shut. What the hell did she think he was going to do? Attack her?


That was the last thing he’d ever do to anyone, man or woman. He had hated the mindless violence of the war, hated it with a passion. Oh, he’d done his bit and followed orders, praying that the men giving them knew what they were about. But he’d never been sure. No, never quite sure. And that had lain heavily on his conscience, giving him a lot of sleepless nights. 


He went back into the sitting room, but didn’t stay. This was her room, frilly and fussy. He preferred the kitchen.


He sat down at the table, feeling desperately sad. He should have guessed that Diana would cling to her cosy life here. He’d seen how unhappy she’d been when she had to work away from home, even though she’d been in the office not on the factory floor, thanks to Daddy’s influence. And she’d been happy to return here when Francis was seconded to the special unit, even though they’d be separated.


She seemed to be putting her parents before him, so where were the two of them heading now? Divorce? He hated the thought of that.


He’d read that the divorce rate in Britain was rising rapidly and he wasn’t surprised. A lot of people had rushed into marriage in recent years. It had been like a fever running through young men and women during the war years, an affirmation of life in the midst of death. 


The physical attraction had certainly been there between him and Diana. He smiled wryly. Oh, yes. They were very good in bed. Mummy and Daddy didn’t know everything about their daughter. But bed play wasn’t a secure enough foundation for building a life together. 


He supposed what Diana needed in peace time was a man from her own background, one who got on well with Mummy and Daddy, and could pay for a big house with a maid. Such a man would fit nicely into the same social set as she’d grown up with.


Oh, why was he agonising over all this again? Let it go, Francis, he told himself. Let it damned well go. You’ve done your best to keep the marriage together … and you’ve failed. 


At least, it felt as though he’d failed. 


Feeling hungry, he went into the tiny dining room. No eating at the kitchen table for Diana! Everything was beautifully set out, but it was still only bread with the merest scrape of butter from their meagre ration, a slice of ham so thin it was almost transparent arranged in a twist and one tomato shared between the two of them. Not an adequate meal for a hard-working chap.


He made the food on his plate into a sandwich, gobbled it down in four bites, then went into the kitchen and cut two more thick slices of bread. Pity the fire wasn’t lit or he’d have toasted it. Dry bread wasn’t very appetising. 


He looked in the cupboards for something to put on it and saw the latest jar of jam from Diana’s parents. They bought a lot of things on the black market and kept their daughter supplied with extras. She saved them for special occasions, doling them out to him like rewards to a child. 


Feeling in a contrary mood, he opened the jar, spread jam thickly on one slice of bread and clapped the other on top of it. He ate the resultant sandwich with relish, licking every last smear of sweetness off his fingers and the plate. You missed sweet things when they were so strictly rationed.


He finished off with a pint mug of tea, ignoring the delicate china cups and saucers and getting his old tin mug down from the back of the top shelf, where he’d hidden it when Diana tried to throw it away. He made the tea strong and drank it right down to the soggy brown tealeaves at the bottom, then washed the mug and hid it again.


There was still no sign of Diana, no sounds from their bedroom.


He made a quick trip upstairs to change into the warmer working clothes kept in the spare bedroom in case they contaminated milady’s pretty frocks. He dragged the quilt off the bed while he was at it. Might as well keep warm tonight.


He thumped on the door of the front bedroom. 


‘Go away!’


‘I’m going out again. I need to keep watch over my salvage.’ Some wood had been revealed that would be easy for looters to dig out.


Diana didn’t answer, but when he went out to his van, he saw her pale face pressed against their bedroom window. He only used the van when he had to, because of petrol shortages, but tonight he’d be sleeping in it.


He parked and looked sadly at the ruins of his old home, murmuring, ‘I’m not going to waste your money, Dad. I’ll make you and Mum proud of me.’ 


He often talked to his parents when he was on his own here. It felt as if they were still lingering nearby. Well, he didn’t have anyone else to talk freely to now in Medworth. His best friend from school had been killed early in the war, poor lad, and two others he’d been quite close to hadn’t been demobbed yet.


As he strolled to and fro along the front boundary of his land, he watched the sun slide towards the horizon at the rear of it, then he got into the van and settled down to sleep. Fortunately it didn’t take much to rouse him so if any thieves came sniffing round, he’d wake up. 


His thoughts cut off abruptly as he saw something move in the shadows. ‘Hoy! Who’s there?’


A man ran out from behind a pile of useless rubbish, carrying something. Francis got out of the car and rushed after him, yelling, ‘Stop, thief! Stop!’ 


The thief flung down what he’d been carrying and Francis nearly fell over the loot. He stopped and found several lengths of good quality wood. He’d noticed them sticking out at one side of the wreckage and planned to fish them out tomorrow. 


He shouted, ‘You dirty rotten thief!’ at the top of his voice. The man might not hear him, but it felt good to hurl words after him.


An elderly woman came to the door of the next house. ‘Everything all right, Mr Brady?’


‘Yes, thanks, Mrs G. Just chasing away another thief.’


‘I don’t know what the world’s coming to, I really don’t. You even have to lock your front doors when you go out in the daytime these days.’ She went inside again, still muttering to herself.


With a sigh he piled up the pieces of wood close to where he was sleeping. They’d bring him a few shillings tomorrow. Good wood, that. And at least the thief had done the digging for him. 


He got into his van again, leaning his head back against the worn leather upholstery. He didn’t expect to sleep, but he could feel himself getting drowsy. It was a relief in a way to have things out in the open with Diana. Sad, but necessary.


Tomorrow morning he’d find out Mayne’s father’s phone number and ask him to pass on a message to his son that he was coming to visit soon. 


Once this site was cleared, he’d make a quick trip north to see his partners. After that, all being well, he’d come home and make arrangements to sell this block of land and also his house in the village. If necessary, if he had to, he’d also start procedures to end his marriage. 


Damn it all to hell! He had hoped for so much more from his marriage. But it seemed he and Diana were only good in bed, not at all good at living together. 


In the morning he woke early with a crick in his neck. He watched the sun rise on the other side of the street, gilding the foliage in the nearby gardens and making the muted dawn colours gradually turn vivid once again. 


He loved to listen to the morning chorus of bird calls and watch the dancing autumn leaves as the first of them let go of their hold on life and fluttered to the ground. 


After allowing himself a few minutes gazing at the beauty around him, he took a deep breath. Time to get on with things.
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After Mayne Esher and Judith got married, they took only one day off, joking that it was their honeymoon. But it was their first night together that they were looking forward to most.


They were gifted with a fine if cool winter’s day, so went for a long tramp across the moors. At midday they stopped at a pub for a meal, enjoying some home-baked bread and sharp-tasting, crumbly Lancashire cheese made at a nearby farm, together with a beer and lemonade shandy each. 


It was rare for them to have such privacy, since they were living at Mayne’s family home with others who would be joining them in the building industry as part of the newly formed Esher and Company. 


Judith’s three teenage children waved them goodbye, then went to do their assigned chores. Mrs Needham, the cleaner, would keep an eye on them today, not that they needed it. They were good kids.


‘They look happy, don’t they?’ Gillian said wistfully as they watched their mother and stepfather leave. ‘I hope I meet someone as nice as Mayne when I grow up.’


‘You’ve a few years of school before you think of boys in that way,’ Kitty told her sharply.


‘But don’t you want to marry one day?’


Kitty shook her head. ‘I don’t think so. Mayne’s lovely, but remember how horrible Dad was with all of us?’


‘I hate him.’


‘So do I.’


Their father had been more prone to deal out blows than kisses. Doug Cross was now in prison for bigamy and his children from his unlawful marriage were having to live with the stigma of being bastards. 


‘Who’d marry you two anyway?’ Ben scoffed, and laughed as his sisters chased him round the big kitchen, threatening to tickle him to death.


The following day, even Judith stayed in bed longer than usual, chatting quietly with her new husband. 


Mayne smiled and gave her a final lingering kiss before they got up and went down to join the family for breakfast. 


He offered her his arm as they left the room. ‘Back to work.’


‘Yes, but it was lovely yesterday.’ She cuddled against him for a moment or two, then forced herself to move away and speak more briskly. ‘I’ll come and help you when I’ve checked what we’ve got left in the pantry. Kitty and Gillian can do the shopping today.’


She sighed. ‘Not that there will be much for them to buy. Food is still as limited as ever. I know we have to help starving people in Europe, but fancy having the rations cut again after we’ve won the war. Everyone is so weary of shortages and rationing and Ben is always hungry.’


‘The rationing will be over one day.’


‘Not as soon as we’d hoped, eh? Oh well. No use moaning about it. That won’t change anything.’ 


When she went upstairs to join Mayne after breakfast, Judith stood watching him for a moment or two before making her presence known. When no one was around, he could look rather sad, poor love, and no wonder. Esherwood was in a terrible condition after being requisitioned by the War Office for the duration of the war.


There were problems wherever you turned. No maintenance had been done on the property, so the roof leaked in places, and the occupiers had done a fair bit of unnecessary damage to the interior. But at least no one had burned down Esherwood by being careless with cigarettes or driven motor bikes up the eighteenth century stairs and ruined them as had happened in other stately homes.


In theory Mayne would be able to claim compensation for the damage, but the amount was limited so what he’d receive wouldn’t cover the costs of repairs. 


And even if they somehow managed to set the house to rights, the annual running costs were now beyond their means. He’d drawn up estimates and shown them to her, because she was just as good at figures as he was. She’d been amazed at how much these huge old houses cost to run. People like her, who’d grown up in small terraced houses, thought the Eshers were rich, but it was all relative, as she was finding out. 


It was like Mr Micawber’s famous recipe for happiness, which she’d read once and been most struck by. She tried to remember Dickens’ exact words. It went something like: annual income twenty pounds, annual expenditure nineteen pounds, nineteen shillings and sixpence, result happiness. Annual income twenty pounds, annual expenditure twenty pounds, no shillings and sixpence, result misery.


The only thing Mayne could do was save the house itself from demolition by turning it into flats and selling them, then use the remaining few acres of land to build houses for sale. She knew how sad that made him, how much he loved his home.


Esherwood was a most amazing house and Judith had already fallen in love with it, could understand why it made him so sad to lose it.


In preparation for this, they’d been clearing out the rooms, sorting out the contents and deciding what to sell and how to get the most money for it. Everyday household items like crockery were in short supply still and even mismatched or chipped oddments were snapped up at the markets.


At least the more valuable family treasures hidden in the two secret rooms had been mainly untouched, apart from those pilfered and sold by Mayne’s mother as her mind gradually deteriorated. Old age could be so cruel.


But it was no use standing here daydreaming. She had work to do. ‘One wife reporting for duty,’ she said, giving her husband a mock salute. ‘What’s next?’ 


Just before tea, Mayne led the way into the corner bedroom on the second floor. ‘This is the last room to clear.’


She stood in the doorway, studying it carefully. ‘It’s the worst of them all, absolutely crammed with furniture, as well as old rugs and whatever’s in those boxes. I think they just shoved everything into these upper rooms when they set up the hospital here.’


‘How about we leave it till tomorrow, Judith?’ He pulled her close and gave her a hug. ‘After all, we are newly-weds.’


‘No, let’s make a start on it this evening. If you remember, we promised the children they could go to the cinema tonight as a reward for all their hard work.’


He pulled her into his arms. ‘I can think of better things for us to do with an evening on our own, Mrs Esher.’


She flushed slightly. ‘That’s … um, not possible for a few days. I started my monthly this afternoon.’


‘Damn!’


‘Look on the bright side. If we work hard, we’ll have finished clearing out all the rooms by the end of the evening. Won’t that feel good?’


‘It’s amazing how you always manage to look on the bright side.’


‘I’ve had a lot of practice.’


‘I think you’re wonderful to be like that after all you had to put up with from your first husband.’


‘So-called husband. You’re my first real husband.’


After tea, Mayne gave his step-children the cinema money and sent them off for the first show of the evening. 


Judith led the way upstairs. ‘Let’s get those dust sheets off the bigger pieces of furniture first, love.’ She started tugging and he joined her, piling the dusty drop sheets in the corridor outside, ready to send to the laundry. 


Next they pulled out a jumble of smaller furniture, some of it badly damaged because it had been dumped any old how in the room.


‘I know someone who can repair most of these,’ she said.


‘Is it worth it?’


‘Definitely. Everyone’s short of furniture these days.’ It always surprised her how careless he could be with smaller amounts of money. ‘Look after the pennies …’ 


He finished the saying with her, ‘… and the pounds will look after themselves.’


‘Don’t mock me. It’s true. Oh, look at that, Mayne! There are two identical armchairs, not just the one over by the window. Here’s one near the fireplace. It’s as if someone always sat here alone, moving from one seat to the other according to the time of day and the season. Whose room was this? Do you know?’


‘I have a vague memory of it being occupied by an elderly cousin who was short of money and had nowhere else to live. Now what was her name? Oh, yes. Mariah Jane Esher. Her first name was spelled the American way and pronounced Mar-eye-ya. She always insisted on that. She died when I was about seven and, as far as I can remember, no one ever mentioned her again after the funeral.’ 


‘Why not? Weren’t your parents sad that she’d died?’


‘She and my mother didn’t get on and you know how absent-minded Father is when he’s got his nose in his research books. Mariah wasn’t even invited to eat with us most of the time, just on Sundays.’


‘Poor old lady. She must have been very lonely.’ Judith sat in one of the armchairs and leaned her head back. ‘These are very comfortable, much nicer than the ones in the drawing room. I think we should keep them for ourselves.’


He looked at the chairs doubtfully. ‘They’re rather old-fashioned.’


‘Yes. Antiques probably. I prefer them to the modern Utility furniture they’ve started to make. And anyway, we won’t qualify for that till it comes off the ration. I read an article in a women’s magazine about it. There were a lot of illustrations. The furniture was square and lumpy, with only four colours of upholstery, none of which I liked, and wooden arms to save on materials. The cloth had itty-bitty designs on it so that there wouldn’t be much wastage when matching patterns. It looked as though it had little beetles crawling across it to me.’ 


He smiled as she wrinkled her nose eloquently. He’d already learned that his wife had a good eye for design, whether it be in the arrangement of furniture or the alteration of clothes to suit her trim figure. She was avid for knowledge, and was currently learning some of the finer points of dressmaking from her friend Helen. It wasn’t only Judith’s children who were intelligent.


They’d found trunks of old clothes in the attics and she’d recently spent some of her savings on a second-hand sewing machine so that she and her daughters could alter the garments as needed.


Mayne sat down in the other chair and tested it, leaning his head back and closing his eyes. ‘You’re right. It is comfortable. We’ll definitely add these to our collection for the time when we have a proper home of our own.’ 


She dared say it. ‘Or maybe we could keep one wing of the house for ourselves.’


His face went tight. ‘I doubt it. Anyway, I’d rather move out completely than see it filled with strangers and altered beyond recognition.’


She stood up. ‘Let’s go through all the drawers. Oh, look! These are still full of her clothing, even her underwear. What old-fashioned styles! You’d think someone would have thrown them away.’ 


‘Not my mother! She had maids most of her life and always managed to avoid doing jobs she didn’t like.’ 


‘Actually some of these are very pretty.’ Judith held a long, lace-edged petticoat against herself and looked at her reflection in the dusty mirror of the massive dressing table. ‘I think I’ll have this for myself. It’ll be good practice to alter a petticoat and I can put the lace on the bottom again after I shorten it.’ 


Knowing how poorly supplied she still was with clothes, he watched indulgently as she stroked the fine lace with one rough fingertip. He moved closer, waggling his eyebrows in a mock leer. ‘I shall enjoy taking it off you, pretty lady.’ 


She pretended to slap him, but her mind was still on the clothing. ‘What I can’t use will have some value. Worn-out garments can be cut down for a child, you know, even if the material has rotted under the arms. Clothes rationing is still hitting people hard. I could sell all the things we don’t need at the market. I bet they’d go quickly, too. I think I’ll take a stall for a couple of Saturdays and—’


His voice was sharp. ‘You don’t need to do that. Sell the things you don’t want to another stall holder.’


‘We’ll make twice as much money if I sell them myself.’ She stared at him challengingly. ‘I like buying and selling at the market, Mayne, and I’m good at it. Besides, I’ll enjoy catching up with people I’ve known for years.’


‘Suit yourself.’ He didn’t like the idea of his wife playing the huckster, but he didn’t try to stop her. He wasn’t like the children’s father, forcing other people to do what he wanted.


A door banged downstairs and they heard voices. ‘I think they’re back,’ she said, relieved to change the focus of their attention. ‘We’re up here!’ she shouted down to them.


The three youngsters were full of excitement about the film, Fanny by Gaslight. They’d hardly ever had the money to go to the cinema in their old life, so were starting to catch up on films from previous years as well as seeing the newer ones. Mayne loved to see their enjoyment.


Gillian, the youngest, told them about the film, and how frightened she’d been for the heroine and her supposed father. That girl would make a good actress, Judith thought, the way she told stories so vividly; still, she didn’t want her children going into chancy professions like acting.


When they’d finished talking about the film, Judith gestured to the pile of underclothes on the bed. ‘Look at what I’ve found. Do either of you need petticoats?’


The two girls both claimed petticoats to alter, as well as other bits and pieces of clothing, laughing at the old-fashioned knee-length bloomers, which Judith put into the pile for selling. 


Ben stood next to Mayne and whispered, ‘Women! They’re always fiddling about with clothes.’


‘Let them enjoy it. Your mother and sisters haven’t had much chance to do that in the past.’ 


He watched for a few minutes longer, then suddenly yawned and clapped his hands to get their attention. ‘It’s getting late. Come on, everyone. Let’s have a cup of cocoa and go to bed. These things will still be here tomorrow.’


He might not be able to make love to his wife tonight, but he enjoyed holding her in his arms and chatting until she fell asleep, mid-sentence. 


The following morning Mayne woke to a sunny autumn day and an empty space beside him in the bed. He squinted at the clock and smiled wryly. Seven o’clock. Still early by normal standards but Judith rarely slept past five and now the honeymoon was over, she was back to her old habits. She would probably have breakfast on the table for everyone by now, and a dozen other small tasks completed. 


He didn’t mind getting up early, but remembering last night he lay there for a few moments. He felt sad to have finished clearing out the rooms, because it brought him another step closer to losing his home. 


It shouldn’t have come to this. His father and mother had lost more of the family money than any of the previous generations. He still couldn’t work out what they’d done with it all. Surely his father’s research books hadn’t cost many thousands of pounds? And why had Reginald sold the last cottage they had for renting out? What had he done with the money from that?


As far as he knew, his mother hadn’t bought any valuable jewellery, only a few pretty smaller pieces. Even if she had bought other things, she wouldn’t be able to tell him any details now, because she had developed senile dementia and was in a special hospital, going downhill rapidly.


Thank goodness he had more financial sense than his ancestors. He’d managed to increase the value of a small inheritance from a great aunt, even during the war years. She’d said in her will that she was leaving everything to him because he was the only member of her family who wouldn’t waste her money.


As he went down the back stairs to the kitchen, he heard Judith humming and the sound cheered him up. She had taken charge of the housekeeping for everyone living here and ran her kitchen and helpers with the skill of a general managing crack troops.
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