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CHAPTER ONE


September 1908


‘Eeh, our Lizzie, don’t do it! You’ll get what for if Mam finds out.’


Her sister Eva’s words were all Lizzie needed to push her into accepting the dare. She tossed back her straight dark hair, half of which had fallen out of its plaits as usual, and scrambled up on top of the wall which kept the end of their street from sliding down the hill – at least, her dad said it did. The wall was only three feet high, but the drop on the other side was about twenty feet and suddenly, as she stood there wobbling and staring down, she wondered if this was a good idea.


Glancing over her shoulder, however, she saw the triumphant expression on Mary Holden’s face and gritted her teeth. She wasn’t going to back out now, not when her arch-enemy had dared her to walk right along the top of the wall.


Straightening up, she spread out her arms. That felt better. Glancing back again at the other girl, who was watching her now with a tight, annoyed expression on her plump face, she jeered, ‘It’s no worse than walking along the edge of the pavement. See! Easy! Your turn next.’


But it wasn’t easy and Lizzie had a funny, shivery feeling in her stomach as she faced the narrow line of bricks. Taking a deep breath and keeping her eyes off the drop on her right, she began to walk slowly forward, one foot in its scuffed shoe edging into place in front of the other. There was nothing in the dare about doing it quickly, after all, just getting to the far end without falling off.


As Lizzie continued to move, her confidence rose. Ha! She would do it all right and then wouldn’t Mary Holden look stupid? Because she wouldn’t dare do this. She had a big mouth on her, but no guts. Five steps completed. Ten. It helped to count them, made her forget the drop tugging at her from the right.


Fifteen steps. Nearly halfway there. ‘Nothin’ to it!’ she jeered, but she didn’t dare turn her head, not now. She could hear her sister’s soft breathing over to her left – well, everything about Eva was soft and soppy – and she could feel the anger beating out from Mary behind her, as it had beaten at her many times before, for they’d been enemies from birth, even though their families lived opposite one another in Bobbin Lane. She let out her breath slowly, glad she’d made it a condition nobody spoke while she was walking the wall. That helped. A bit.


In the distance, she could hear the sound of clogs clattering over the cobblestones towards them. Oh, no! If it was a grown-up, she’d be for it. The sound kept coming closer, but although the footsteps slowed down at the corner, no voice called out to her to get off. Sighing in relief, she took another careful step forward.


Three-quarters of the way there now. She was going to make it. She was. But her legs felt stiff, sweat was trickling down her neck and she hated, absolutely hated, that drop. This was a dead stupid idea, but Mary had made her so angry, mocking the whole Kershaw family, especially Eva for being the teacher’s pet! Well, Eva was a teacher’s pet, but no one else was going to say that when Lizzie was around.


The footsteps had stopped now, but she didn’t turn her head to see who was watching her. No one in her family, that was sure, for the Kershaws didn’t wear clogs. Her mam took pride in turning out her children in proper shoes, even if they were bought second hand and pinched, as Lizzie’s did, or let in water, as her younger brother Johnny’s did.


Thirty steps. She wobbled, but regained her balance. ‘Thirty-three an’ I’m there!’ she called in sudden triumph as her toe touched the wall of the first house in Carters Row. Then she wobbled again and this time lost her balance as she tried to get off the wall. She shrieked in terror, sure she was going to crash twenty feet down to the cobblestones of Mill Road – but hands grabbed her, snatching her into the air, away from the drop. Safe! For a moment, she couldn’t speak, couldn’t breathe with the relief of it all, just held on to her rescuer for dear life, shuddering.


‘You lost!’ Mary’s voice crowed behind her. ‘You lost the dare, Lizzie Kershaw. Now you have to carry my books to school.’


She came out of her brief paralysis, struggling to get away from the hands that were still holding her. ‘I did not lose! I touched that wall with my toe and my hand. It was only when I was jumpin’ down that I lost my balance.’


‘Did not!’


‘Did so!’


‘Be quiet, the pair of you!’ roared a loud voice.


Only then did Lizzie realise who had rescued her – Sam Thoxby, who lived in the narrow alley at the end of her street. He was only a bit older than their Percy, but he was a big fellow and she’d never seen him look so angry!


Even as she stared up at him, he took her by the shoulders and shook her hard. ‘Stay there, you! I’ll skin you alive if you move one step!’


With a gasp, Mary turned to flee but Sam caught hold of her skirt and dragged her back to his other side. ‘You, too, young lady! You can stay right here till I’ve done with you. An’ you,’ a nod across at Eva, ‘had better not move, either!’


Lizzie saw how frightened her sister looked. Though even now, after a whole day at school, Eva’s dark, wavy hair was neat and tidy and there was hardly a speck of dirt on her pinny. It wasn’t fair how pretty and tidy she always looked.


A heavy hand on each girl’s shoulder pulled them round to face one another. ‘You two are going nowhere,’ another shake, ‘till you’ve promised me never, ever to try that stupid trick again.’


Mary stopped struggling to smile up at her captor, her voice soft now. ‘I won’t if you say not to, Sam.’


Lizzie closed her mouth firmly. She wasn’t going to promise him anything. He might work with her brother, but he wasn’t family and he had no right, no right at all, to interfere.


His fingers dug into her shoulder. ‘I’m waiting, Lizzie Kershaw. An’ I’m not moving a step till I hear you promise.’


She scowled up at him. ‘Shan’t, then.’


He gave Mary a push. ‘I shall know if you break your promise. Get off home with you.’ The look he turned upon Lizzie was severe in the extreme. ‘You could have been killed, you silly little fool.’


‘What have you been doing now, our Lizzie?’


Oh, no! Their Percy would have to turn up. He was always trying to boss her around. If she had to have a big brother, why couldn’t she have a tall, good-looking one like Peter Dearden, who gave his little brother sweets from the shop and never had a cross word for anyone? Lizzie scowled at Percy, who looked so thin and faded next to other men, especially a huge fellow like Sam Thoxby.


‘What have you been doing now, Lizzie Kershaw?’ he repeated, catching hold of her arm.


‘Nothin’.’ She tried to twist away, but was held fast between the two men.


Sam’s fingers tightened. ‘You can stop that wriggling, young lady. You’re going nowhere till you’ve promised.’ Without taking his eyes off her, he said to Percy, ‘She were walking along the top of that there wall. If I hadn’t caught her, she’d have fell down on to Mill Road.’


Lizzie saw Percy turn pale. He was nervous of heights, always had been. ‘It was a dare,’ she explained sullenly. ‘An’ it was Mary Holden what dared me, not me her, an’ I’m not letting her tell folk I’m afraid of owt, ’cos I’m not. An’ – an’ you’re just a big bully, Sam Thoxby. Let go of me, will you?’


But the fingers were still digging into her shoulder and she couldn’t shake them off, though her brother let go of her when she pushed at him again.


Percy turned to his other sister, still hovering nearby. ‘You should have run to fetch someone when this started, our Eva.’


‘We don’t tell on one another.’ She hunched her shoulders and walked off down the street.


Lizzie glared up at Percy. Same features as Eva, same dark wavy hair – but he always looked worried about something, sighing over his tea, poring over his books. She knew he was a good son, because people were always saying so, but she just wished he wasn’t so soft.


‘If you don’t promise me an’ Sam not to do it again,’ his voice sounded thin and weary, ‘I’ll have to tell Mam about this. Or Dad.’


Tears came into Lizzie’s eyes. She was always in trouble with Mam and Percy knew it, though Eva was Mam’s pet. And their dad worked so hard at the brewery he was tired out by evening and didn’t need extra worries. But if she promised – and she always kept her promises, always – Mary Holden would crow at her and goad her. ‘I hate you, our Percy!’


‘Promise!’ Sam gave her another little shake.


‘Oh, all right, then. I promise I won’t do it again.’ They let her go, but she waited till she was a few paces away before yelling, ‘Yer a pair of silly bloody sheep, you two are! So there!’


‘I’ll wash your mouth out with soap when you come home, Lizzie Kershaw!’ Percy roared, ashamed of being shown up in front of his workmate.


She danced around, pulling faces at them. ‘Ya, ya, ya! You’ll have to catch me first, won’t you?’ And when he took a step towards her she was off again, running down Bobbin Lane, as lithe and graceful as a young colt Sam had seen frolicking in a field on the last works picnic.


Percy sighed and turned to the man next to him. Sam was older, twenty-three to his twenty, and towered over him by a good six inches, for none of the Kershaws was tall. ‘Thanks for stoppin’ her.’


Sam watched the child disappear round a corner, admiration on his face. ‘She’s a lively one.’


‘Too lively. There’s only Dad can keep her in order an’ he’s been so tired lately. That new manager at the brewery’s a right slave-driver.’


‘Your Lizzie’s going to be pretty, too, when she grows up.’ Sam frowned. ‘No, not pretty exactly, but she’ll attract the fellows, you’ll see.’ She attracted him, if truth be told, for all her scrawny child’s body. She had such bright eyes and she was so alive compared to other lasses. He had seen her several times lately; seen and stopped to watch.


‘Our Lizzie? You’ve got to be joking! It’s Eva as is the pretty one.’


Sam looked at him thoughtfully. Everyone knew that Percy Kershaw was as soft as butter and a worrier. You couldn’t help taking to him, though. He’d do anything to help you and was well respected at the works, knew his job better than most and was studying to learn more at night classes. ‘Come an’ have a drink, lad. We need one after that.’


‘Thanks, but I can’t.’ He’d have loved to go into the warmth and bustle of the pub after a hard day’s work, especially with a big confident fellow like Sam, but Percy didn’t allow himself luxuries like beer at the moment. He had to watch every farthing if he was to save enough money to go to Technical School part-time next year. Mr Pilby himself had given permission for Percy to work part-time in order to do that. It was all arranged.


‘The drink’s on me,’ Sam offered. ‘I had a win on the horses.’


But Percy was stubborn as well as soft. ‘No. Thanks all the same, but I couldn’t afford to buy you one back, an’ I prefer to pay my own way.’


‘Just a half, then. I don’t like drinking alone.’ Sam took a grip on his companion’s arm and led him firmly, still protesting, into the Hare and Hounds. They passed a woman with soft dark hair and green eyes, and for a moment he was reminded of Lizzie. But this woman’s eyes were dull and she was slouching along.


As he chuckled at the memory of the little lass spitting fury at him, Sam knew suddenly that he wanted her. Not now, but later. He didn’t lust after children, and for all her lively wits Lizzie was a child still, but when she grew up – ah, then he’d be waiting for her. Something in her wild, defiant nature appealed to him, as other girls’ flattery and admiring glances never did. He’d enjoy taming her, wooing her first and then mastering her, as all women loved to be mastered. Marrying her, perhaps. Yes, that idea pleased him. He didn’t want his sons mothered by a whining fool like that other lass. And Sam was going to have sons, lots of them.


He waited to be served, brow creased in thought. The Kershaws were well respected in Southlea, the district at the bottom end of the low hill across which the small town of Overdale sprawled. Mrs Kershaw was a cut above her neighbours, for she’d been a housemaid to the gentry before she married, and she talked better and ran her home better than most. So would her daughters, with her training, which would suit Sam just fine. He had ambitions for his future. Oh, yes. Big ambitions.


He grinned as he paid for the two half-pints and pondered on his tactics. He was about to become Percy Kershaw’s best mate, and all for the sake of that cheeky little brat! And he’d better soft-soap the mother a bit, as well. He enjoyed making folk do what he wanted, setting his sights on something and getting it, too. He hadn’t done badly for a whore’s bastard – he scowled briefly as he thought of the mother he’d never met, but heard of, oh, aye, heard of and been taunted about many a time.


The two young men’s glasses of light ale were only half-empty when someone came pounding into the pub. ‘There’s been an accident down at the brewery!’ he gasped, then his eyes fell on Percy, sitting at the back, glass halfway to his mouth. ‘Oh, you’re there, Percy!’ His voice became gentle. ‘Eeh, I’m that sorry, lad. It’s your dad, I’m afraid.’


Several weeks before the accident at the brewery, another man had died suddenly in a comfortable house on the edge of the moors. Bonamy Harper had been haranguing his two daughters, a pastime in which he often indulged, playing out all the tricks of a domestic tyrant and shouting at them for their extravagance – though indeed they had no capacity for extravagance with the meagre amount he gave them on which to keep house. Suddenly he clutched his throat, his face turned an even darker red than usual and he keeled over.


It was a moment before they bent over him and then, after another moment of startled disbelief, the main emotion each felt was relief.


The next morning the family lawyer paid a hurried visit to warn them to keep the funeral costs down. ‘There are debts to be cleared, you see, due to some rather rash investments your father made.’


‘How much is owed?’ Emma asked.


‘Several hundred pounds, I’m afraid.’ Mr Peelby inclined his head towards Blanche. ‘Your annuity from your godmother is safe, of course, Miss Harper. However, that only amounts to about fifty pounds a year . . . Um, you’ll have to sell this house and its contents, I’m afraid, but I can tell you now they’ll barely cover the debts. You can stay on here till it’s sold, but don’t remove anything apart from your personal effects – though you can give your father’s clothes away, if you like. None of the debtors will want those.’


Blanche, white and trembling, clutched at her sister’s hand. ‘But – where shall we live?’


‘With your aunt, I suppose. I’m sure Mrs Reed will offer you a home when she hears how things stand.’


Emma groaned. ‘Oh, no! Not Aunt Gertrude.’ For their sole surviving relative was as domineering as their father had been.


Mr Peelby spoke somewhat impatiently. ‘Times are hard. Poorer people lack work and whole families are starving. You’re lucky to have someone to turn to.’


Immediately he’d left, Emma turned to Blanche. ‘Whatever happens, I’m not going to live with Aunt Gertrude. You can if you wish, but I absolutely refuse.’


‘But what else can we do?’


‘I don’t know, but I’ll find something. For a start, I’m not going to give Father’s clothes away, I’m going to sell them. Even if they’re only worth a pound or two, it’ll help.’


‘But how . . .?’


Emma pondered for a moment, then said slowly, ‘Sam Thoxby will probably know what to do. I’ll send him a message.’


‘But the debts . . .’


‘Are Father’s, not ours.’


That evening, when Sam turned up at the house he’d been in and out of since the days his gran had done the rough charring work for Mrs Harper, he said the wardrobe of fine suits and hats was worth something and agreed to sell the stuff. Emma was a little older than he was and Blanche older still. They and their mother had been kind to him as a lad, feeding him leftovers and giving him old scarves and gloves of Mr Harper’s to keep him warm in winter. He never forgot a kindness because he hadn’t known many. Mind you, that wouldn’t stop him turning a penny out of this.


‘What about selling some of the other stuff as well?’ he asked, looking round at the furniture and ornaments.


Emma shook her head. ‘This all belongs to the creditors now.’


‘Only if they get their hands on it.’


The two women stared at him, then at each other. It was Emma who nodded. ‘I suppose we could sort out a few things.’


‘Smaller stuff would be best. I’ll come back with my handcart after dark.’


Only when he’d left did Blanche ask, ‘Should we?’


‘We need to. And,’ Emma added thoughtfully, ‘we’ll keep Mother’s jewellery for ourselves.’


‘I don’t like to think of leaving debts unpaid.’


‘Well, I don’t like to think of us not having something to fall back on.’


‘My annuity––’


‘Is not enough, dear. You know it isn’t.’


That night, Sam and a friend brought a handbarrow round to the back door and took away three loads of stuff. Some of it would be sold, the rest kept to give the sisters a start in their new home.


Emma worked herself to exhaustion sorting it all out. Blanche wept almost continuously and was of little use.


Lizzie was in the children’s playground when their neighbour found her. She was letting the swing move gently to and fro as she dreamed about a story she’d read at school. She was an orphan, the lost child of a duchess, kidnapped when she was very young by gypsies. She had long, curly golden hair, and––


‘There you are, Lizzie Kershaw! I’ve been looking all over for you.’


She jerked out of her daydream and scowled at Mrs Preston from across the street. ‘Well, now you’ve found me, haven’t you?’


That should have earned her a scolding, or at the least a muttered, ‘Cheeky young madam!’ but all Mrs Preston did was mop her eyes and pat Lizzie’s shoulder. ‘Eeh, you poor thing!’


Lizzie jerked to her feet, leaving the swing rocking to and fro behind her. ‘What do you mean?’ she demanded, arms akimbo. ‘We’re not poor.’ Poor people only had bread and dripping for tea. They wore clogs and their clothes smelled sour. How dare anyone call her that?


Mrs Preston’s hand dropped from her shoulder. ‘You’ll be cheeking the angels as folk lower your coffin into the grave, you will!’ Then her mouth trembled and she flourished a handkerchief. ‘Look, lass, there’s been an accident. At the brewery. You’re wanted at home. Your father’s––’


‘Dad! ’


Before the explanation was complete, Lizzie set off running, twisting between the iron posts at the entrance to the playground with barely a pause and haring off down the road as if she were being chased by a mad dog. When she arrived home, she found a knot of people gathered near the front door, as always happened when there was trouble. She pushed her way past them and they started saying, ‘Poor lass!’ as well.


The fear became stark terror and she stopped for a minute at the door, suddenly afraid to go inside. Why were the blinds pulled down in the front room? It wasn’t dark yet. She went into the long narrow hall and pushed the front door to behind her with her foot, then stopped again, not daring to take another step.


Percy appeared in the doorway of the front room. ‘Oh, Lizzie,’ his voice broke, ‘our Dad’s – he’s been killed.’


She stood there for a moment with the words echoing inside her head, then started bawling, sobbing as loudly as any five-year-old child.


Her mother’s voice was sharp. ‘Lizzie Kershaw, you can just stop that!’


With a gulp, she forced back the tears and the panic. She’d never seen her mother look so white and sad, not even when their Timmy, who had been older than her, died. ‘M-mam? Dad isn’t – he can’t be dead!’


Her mother’s voice was dull. ‘He is.’


As Percy’s grasp slackened, the girl moved forward. ‘Where is he?’


‘In the front room.’


Lizzie took a deep breath. ‘I want to see him.’


Meg Kershaw closed her eyes for a minute and prayed for strength, finding it briefly in Percy’s quick hug, then she gestured her daughter past her into the front room.


Her son stayed in the hall.


Lizzie found Gran Thoxby in the front room. She always helped out when someone died, thought Lizzie wasn’t sure what she did. ‘I want to see my dad.’


The old woman looked questioningly at Meg, received a nod of assent and lifted up a corner of the blanket.


Hesitantly Lizzie stretched out one hand to touch her father’s cheek. She’d always been his favourite, always known he loved her whatever she did. As she let her hand drop, she half-expected him to wink at her, but he didn’t. He lay so still she wanted to shake him, force him to move again. ‘He feels cold.’


‘Aye.’ Gran drew the blanket back across the face. ‘They allus do. An’ he’ll get colder yet.’


‘What happened, Mam?’ It was a whisper.


It was Gran who answered, for Meg was weeping into her handkerchief again. ‘An accident at the brewery.’


‘It’s not fair! We need our Dad!’


Gran looked sympathetically at the child, who was as taut as a bow-string, her eyes seeming huge in the whiteness of her thin face. ‘Think on, lass. I never even met my father. At least you had yours with you for twelve year. At least you’ll never forget him.’


Lizzie was distracted for a moment. ‘You never met your own father?’


‘No. Not once. An’ our Sam’s never met his, neither.’ Well, how could he have? Even her daughter hadn’t known who the father was. ‘Nor he hasn’t seen his mother since he were three.’ Trust her Janey to run out on them. One daughter, she’d had, just the one, and a right heartless little bitch she’d turned out to be. But Sam was a good lad.


Meg gave Lizzie a push and gestured towards the door. ‘Go and look after the others. I want to spend a few moments alone with my Stanley.’


Lizzie walked outside into the hall where her brother was waiting for her. Only then did it occur to her that she didn’t know what had happened to her father. ‘What sort of accident was it?’


‘It were that new dray horse. Dad said it were a bugger, but Mr Beckins insisted on buyin’ it because it looked good. Somethin’ frit the damned thing and it trampled our Dad down in a corner of the stable yard before anyone could get to it.’ Percy had seen the bloody mess below his father’s waist and knew with shuddering certainty that no man would want to live on like that. He could only be thankful that the horse had finished off what it had started and that his dad had died quickly of a massive blow to the back of his head.


Lizzie looked round blindly. She hated to think of a horse trampling on her father. ‘It must have hurt him.’


‘They said it were over very quick.’ Percy suddenly leaned against the wall, feeling sick.


She saw how close to tears he was, so put her arm round his waist. ‘I’ll brew us all some tea, shall I? I expect Mam’ll be glad of a cup, too.’


In the kitchen, Eva was sitting at the table, with Polly cuddled up beside her and Johnny on her other side. For once, even clever Eva didn’t seem to know what to do. They all three looked at Percy, but when he just stood there, they turned a questioning gaze upon their eldest sister instead.


Lizzie stepped forward and took charge. ‘You put the kettle on, our Eva. Polly, get out the cups an’ teaspoons. Johnny, you fetch the milk jug. We’ll all have a nice cup of tea. That’ll make us feel a – a bit better.’ Her voice choked on the last word.


After that, it was comings and goings, strangers knocking on their door, neighbours coming to see if they could help, some men carrying a coffin into the front room. Lizzie hated the idea of her dad being shut up inside a big box.


For once, she was glad to go to bed. She hesitated in the hall, then whispered, ‘Good night, Dad!’ not liking to leave him on his own.


Years afterwards, Lizzie realised she’d suddenly and very painfully left her carefree childhood behind her that night. Afterwards, things were never the same. And she was never the same, either.


Gertrude Reed turned up for Bonamy Harper’s funeral in a brand-new motor car. As an affluent widow, she could afford to indulge herself in such luxuries – and the gardener was only too happy to drive her around.


Afterwards she came back to the house and took a quick cup of tea with her nieces, questioning them about why her brother’s funeral had been such a shabby affair, with no one invited back for refreshments afterwards.


Emma explained about the debts and the sale.


There was a long silence, followed by, ‘You’ll have to come and live with me, then, I suppose. I can let the parlourmaid go and you two can take over her duties. She’s always been a flighty piece. Mind, I’ll expect the cleaning to be done thoroughly.’


Emma tried not to let her indignation show. ‘We’re grateful for your offer, Aunt Gertrude, but we’d rather find somewhere of our own to live, thank you.’


‘You can’t afford it on Blanche’s fifty pounds a year, and I’m not giving you any money. You’re used to living in some style and comfort, not dwelling in the slums.’


‘We’re not used to that much comfort, actually.’ Emma held her aunt’s gaze. ‘Father was very stingy with us towards the end.’


‘Nonetheless, you’ll come to me.’ Gertrude heaved herself to her feet and glared at them. ‘It wouldn’t be fitting for a Harper to live somewhere like Southlea.’ She added sharply, ‘And I’d have expected a bit of gratitude from you, I would indeed. Beggars can’t afford to be choosers.’


It was Blanche who stepped forward then, surprising herself as much as the others, for she was usually the quiet one. ‘As Emma has told you, Aunt, we both prefer to live on our own. And – and we don’t appreciate being bullied.’


‘Bullied! Bullied! How dare you speak to me like that? Apologise at once.’


Blanche shook her head.


‘Then you can get yourselves out of this mess.’ Gertrude stormed from the room, pausing in the hallway, expecting one of them to run after her, but neither moved. So she muttered something and left. They’d soon realise which side their bread was buttered on.


Both the Harper sisters were delighted with the results of the sales. And Sam was equally delighted with his share, but that didn’t stop him accepting the gift of Bonamy Harper’s second pocket watch, a battered silver piece, in return for his help.


‘Silly buggers!’ he said as he walked home. Then, as his fingers stroked the watch case, he grew thoughtful. ‘I wonder if they have owt else tucked away? Old Mrs Harper used to have quite a few pieces of jewellery. I reckon I’d better keep an eye on them two. They may need my help again.’ He threw back his head and laughed, chuckling all the way home at his own cleverness.




CHAPTER TWO


After Stanley Kershaw’s funeral was over, the invited guests walked back from the cemetery behind the widow and her family, their faces solemn and their conversation subdued.


When they reached Bobbin Lane, they relaxed a little, however, and everyone came into number thirty to offer their advice to the bereaved family and enjoy the feast to which all the neighbours had contributed a plate of something. The family had provided great platters of sandwiches containing wafer thin slices of ham, because it was unthinkable to Meg that her Stanley should not have the dignity of being ‘buried with ham’, as folk called it. When Percy had remonstrated about this extravagance, given their reduced income, she had burst into tears and insisted on it, getting so hysterical he had given in.


Lizzie had survived the funeral by feeling angry. She stayed angry, hating the crowd of people sitting or standing in the front room, clustering in the kitchen and spilling out on to the doorstep.


Percy hovered near their mother, who was looking white and ill in her black skirt and blouse, bought second-hand from Pettit’s pawnbroker’s, for Meg had also been adamant about being properly attired in her grief. She kept an eye on what was happening around her while she tried to listen politely to Mrs Preston from across the street, who didn’t seem to have stopped talking since they got back from the cemetery.


When Eva came over to join them, Meg slipped her arm round her daughter’s shoulders. She felt Eva tense up, because she wasn’t one for cuddling, but then her arm went round her mother’s waist and Meg sighed in gratitude for this unspoken support. Folk said you shouldn’t have favourites, but how could you help it? This child had been easy to bear and easy to rear, unlike Lizzie. She and Stanley had had such hopes for their clever second daughter.


‘They’ll be a comfort to you.’ Mrs Preston stuffed another sandwich into her mouth, wishing the ham were cut a bit thicker. Meg watched her wagging her head up and down as she chewed it, like a fat old hen pecking at scattered grain, and nodded weary agreement. ‘Yes.’


‘And your Percy’s old enough to bring in a man’s wage, at least. He’s a good son, that one is. He’ll look after you.’


Meg nodded again. People had been saying that to her ever since Stanley was killed. As if it helped. As if anything could help now. She had lain sleepless in her bed last night, absolutely terrified of the responsibilities she’d now have to shoulder.


‘Good thing you was in the Funeral Club, eh? They put on a nice penny funeral, don’t they?’


Meg breathed deeply. Of course everyone knew how much their neighbours spent on this and that, but only Fanny Preston would have said it aloud.


At last the neighbours began to leave, one after the other murmuring ritual phrases of encouragement to the widow and taking with them their plates, cups and chairs, lent for the occasion.


When the last person – Fanny Preston, of course! – had closed the front door behind her, Meg sighed and said in a tight, hard voice, ‘Let’s go and sit in the kitchen, shall we, Eva?’


There they found the door to the back scullery open, and Polly and Lizzie washing up, with little Johnny putting the cups and plates away.


Meg straightened her shoulders and tried to look calm. ‘We have to t-talk about how we’re going to manage. When you’ve finished the washing up, c-come and sit down at the table with me, all of you.’


Lizzie, who was still standing near the sink, looked up quickly. Mam only stuttered when she was nervous. She watched her mother hesitate, then move to take Dad’s place at the head of the table. She saw how Mam’s hand lingered for a moment on the chair back before she pulled it out, and how her face twisted as she sat down and dragged the chair back up to the table.


When they’d all sat down, that left one empty chair and somehow they couldn’t help staring at it. Percy muttered something and got up to shove it into the corner. When he sat down again, Lizzie saw that his eyes were bright with unshed tears and felt her own fill up yet again.


It was Percy who broke the silence. ‘I’ve got some savings, Mam. We’ll be all right for a bit.’


‘That money’s for your schooling, Percy.’


He looked at his mother, his expression bleak. ‘We both know there’ll be no more schooling for me, not now.’


It was then that Lizzie suddenly realised why everyone kept calling her ‘poor child’. It hadn’t occurred to her before that they’d have to manage without her dad’s weekly wage packet. Some of the children at school came from really poor families. They didn’t have any sandwiches to eat at lunchtime and weren’t allowed to go home, either, so they just hung around the playground, grateful for any scraps they could scrounge and willing to do the silliest tricks if rewarded by a mouthful of food. Horror flooded through her. Would the Kershaws go short of food now?


‘I’ve been thinking hard, trying to work it out,’ Meg said at last, and if her voice wobbled a bit, no one let on they’d noticed. ‘We’re going to miss your dad’s money coming in, so I think the best thing will be to take in lodgers. If you boys go up into the attic, I can have your room and we can fit a couple in.’


Lizzie frowned. With three bedrooms on the first floor they’d never needed the old weavers’ attic, so had used the big space upstairs only to dry clothes on wet days and the smaller attic next to it to store a few bits and pieces. It’d be cold up there.


‘We could move to a smaller house, then we could manage on my money,’ Percy offered.


Meg sucked in her breath sharply. ‘No. I’d do anything rather than move from here. Anything. It’d be like l-losing the last memories of my Stanley. And anyhow, there’ll be no need to m-move if we can get some lodgers.’


Percy patted her hand. ‘All right, Mam. All right. An’ I’ve got a steady job, so we don’t need to panic.’


Lizzie suddenly realised how she could help. ‘I could get a job, too. I turn thirteen this year, so they’d let me go half-time at school.’


‘No!’ This time two voices spoke as one, her mother’s and Percy’s.


‘Why not?’ She hated school, always had, hated being trapped behind a desk, having to waste time chanting silly rhymes and tables.


Her mother’s voice was quiet and tired. ‘Because – as you very well know, young lady – your dad wanted both you girls to get a good schooling, go on to do a secretarial course, perhaps, or,’ she looked at Eva, ‘learn to be a teacher, even.’


Lizzie hung her head and confessed, ‘I can’t do that, Mam. I’m not a good enough scholar. An’ anyway, I don’t like school. I’d rather start work.’


There was silence, then Percy said, ‘But perhaps if you tried harder––’


She scowled across at him. ‘I can’t try harder! I’m no good at lessons, an’ I’m not interested in them stuffy old books! It’s our Eva what likes that sort of thing, not me. She’s the teacher’s pet, she is. Miss Blake hates me.’


Percy sighed. ‘Dad would be so disappointed, Lizzie. He had his heart set on his girls bettering themselves.’


Lizzie could feel tears spill from the corners of her eyes and blinked rapidly to prevent more forming, sagging in relief as someone knocked on the front door and attention shifted from her.


Meg sighed. ‘You’d think they’d leave us alone now the funeral’s over.’


Percy stood up. ‘I’ll go an’ see who it is, Mam.’


There was the sound of voices, then he came back with Sam Thoxby, who had been in and out of the house ever since the accident, helping, though he hadn’t come to the funeral itself, even though it was a Saturday, due to a ‘prior engagement’ with a man who was buying some of the Harpers’ remaining bits and pieces.


He bobbed his head at Meg. ‘Sorry to intrude at a time like this, Mrs Kershaw, but I have a bit of good news for you. At least, I think it’s good news.’


‘Come in. Polly, get Sam that other chair.’


His eyes flickered briefly towards Lizzie and she glared at him. He’d needn’t think she’d forgiven him for interfering between her and Mary, because she hadn’t.


He smiled and turned back to her mother. ‘I know you’ll be a bit short of money now, Mrs Kershaw, and I was speaking to the foreman yesterday. They need help in the packing room. They’d be willing to take your Lizzie on half-time, till she can leave school. See how she goes, like.’


Lizzie stared at him in horror. If she went to work at Pilby’s, she’d never be out of sight of Percy – or of Sam. And anyway, she hated Pilby’s. The works were big and dark, even worse than school. She’d feel trapped if she had to spend her days shut up in there.


She bounced to her feet and set her hands on her hips. ‘Well, I don’t want to work at Pilby’s!’ As she caught sight of Percy’s shocked face, she tossed her head. ‘An’ I’m not goin’ to, so there!’


Her mother jerked upright. ‘Lizzie Kershaw! Apologise at once for talking to Sam like that.’


Lizzie pressed her lips together and said nothing.


Meg’s expression promised later retribution as she turned towards her visitor. ‘She’s not thinking straight at the moment, Sam. Can we let you know tomorrow?’


‘Aye, of course.’ He stood up, hesitating in the doorway, not wanting to leave. There was a sense of togetherness in the room that he envied, something he’d never had in his own home, though his gran did her best for him. His house had never been shiny with polish like this one, nor had Gran ever done much cooking. She preferred to get fish and chips from down the road – which people like Mrs Kershaw considered ‘common’ – or a hot pie from the baker’s. He’d often made his tea on jam butties in his childhood, or just plain bread sometimes. But Gran had always found him something to eat, he’d give her that, and in return he would never let her want as long as she lived.


Hardly had Sam left than there was another knock on the front door, a loud one this time, repeated almost immediately. Lizzie went to open it. ‘It’s Mr Cuttler, Mam!’ she called from the hall, to give them warning.


The rent man came in. ‘Sorry about your trouble, Mrs Kershaw. I need to know if you’ll be staying on here or wanting somewhere smaller? I have another place just come empty down in Mill Road. Cheaper than this.’


‘We’ll be staying here, if that’s all right, Mr Cuttler? I’m going to take in lodgers, so we’ll need the extra space.’


He shrugged. ‘All right by me.’ He jingled his leather satchel meaningfully. ‘Might as well collect the rent while I’m here, eh? It’s due today.’


Meg went and put her hand up on the mantelpiece, feeling for the coins, frowning when she didn’t find them. ‘I know I put them up there.’ She fumbled further along for her purse and couldn’t find that either. In sudden panic, she turned to Percy. ‘I did put the rent here! And my purse has gone, too.’


He went to search the mantelpiece, but shook his head.


Lizzie stood up to watch. ‘Ooh, someone must have took them!’


Meg’s face crumpled. ‘No! They wouldn’t! Surely they w-wouldn’t, not on the d-day of the funeral?’ Suddenly it was all too much for her and she sank down on her chair, head in hands, sobbing.


Percy fumbled in his pocket, but found only a couple of shillings and a few coppers, after the various expenses of the past day or two. He held out the silver coins. ‘Here, Mr Cuttler, take this on account. I’ll get the rest to you on Monday. I’ve got some money in the savings bank.’


Meg’s weeping grew louder and even through her handkerchief the words, ‘Never been late with the rent. Never!’ could be distinguished.


There was another knock on the front door. With an exclamation of annoyance, Lizzie stamped along the corridor again. ‘What do you want now?’ she asked Sam, still furious with him for trying to get her a job at Pilby’s.


‘I forgot my hat.’ The sound of Meg’s weeping echoed down the narrow hall. ‘Summat wrong?’


‘Someone’s took the rent money off the mantelpiece an’ Mam’s purse as well. An’ Mr Cuttler’s here wantin’ the rent. Only our Percy didn’t have enough to pay him, so Mam started cryin’.’


Sam fumbled in his pocket. ‘How much do you need?’


She looked down at the big callused hand, not wanting to touch him for some strange reason. ‘Percy’s got some money in the savings bank, thank you. We don’t need anything.’


‘Don’t be daft! Better owe me than Cuttler. How much more does your mam need?’


‘Two an’ six. It’s four and six a week.’


He took hold of her hand and dropped the coins into it, closing her fingers on them. ‘Here. Tell Percy he can pay me back any time.’


Lizzie stared down at the coins, then up at his face. After a moment, she nodded and her expression became a shade less hostile. ‘All right.’ She took a quick step backwards, feeling threatened by the way he was standing over her. He was such a big man. Staring up at him, she decided she’d never liked ginger hair. It looked funny against the pink of his neck. Even the hairs in his nostrils were orange-coloured. Ugh! And she wished he wouldn’t always stare at her like that.


The feel of the coins in her hand reminded her of her manners and she managed to say, ‘Thank you!’ in a scratchy voice as she turned towards the kitchen.


‘I’ll come round tomorrow night, Lizzie. Give you time to think things over. It’s not bad working at Pilby’s. There’s be other lasses to pal on with, you know.’


Somehow, Lizzie swallowed another blunt refusal. She wasn’t going to work at Pilby’s, she was absolutely determined about that. But she’d have to have a good reason for refusing, or they’d push her into it. Why was Sam Thoxby taking such an interest in them all of a sudden?


He picked up the bowler hat he had left behind on purpose and walked out, whistling softly, mightily pleased with himself. It had been easy to take the rent money and purse while he was helping Percy get the house ready. No one had noticed a thing. Eeh, they were a soft lot, the Kershaws, when it came to looking out for themselves. Fancy leaving money lying around like that with a house full of people coming and going!


He beamed up at the blue sky. And now the Kershaws would have even more cause to be grateful to him. Like the Harpers. He strolled back home where his good humour evaporated rapidly. Gran wasn’t in, of course, the sink was piled high with dirty dishes and there was nothing in the house for tea, not even a loaf. It’d have to be the chip shop again. When he was married, he’d make sure his wife always had his tea waiting for him. And kept the place nice, too. He wasn’t going to live like this for ever.


It was then that he decided to extend his additional activities, remembering how easily he’d diddled the Harpers out of half the proceeds of the sales, and how easily he’d picked up the purse and rent money at the Kershaws. Folk were just asking to be robbed, they were so trusting. And only fools worked themselves into an early grave.


He looked round and anger mounted in his throat and belly. This place was a sodding mess! He was going to get himself something better before he was through, a lot better. And he was going to marry Lizzie Kershaw, too. She’d really taken his fancy, that cheeky little lass had. He could afford to wait for her to grow up, though. In fact, it wouldn’t be convenient for him to get wed now.


By the time Sam had dumped a paper full of fish and chips on the kitchen table and started eating its contents with his fingers, he had cheered up. When he wanted something, he usually got it. One way or the other. He just had to work it out in his head and make a few plans.


An hour later, Lizzie decided she couldn’t stand being cooped up indoors any longer. She went to see her mother, who was sitting in the front room, looking lost and weary. ‘Can I go out for a breath of fresh air, Mam?’


‘No.’


Percy, sitting in their dad’s armchair opposite, frowned at his sister.


‘Please, Mam. Just for a few minutes.’ Tears filled Lizzie’s eyes. ‘I feel,’ she patted her thin chest, ‘as if I haven’t been able to breathe properly all day.’


Meg roused herself to look at her eldest daughter, noting the drooping shoulders and reddened eyes. For once, she let the child have her way because she’d felt like that today as well when the house was full of people. ‘All right, then, you can run me an errand. Percy, have you still got a few coppers? Thanks. Go down to Dearden’s, Lizzie, and get me some more milk. It all got drunk up this afternoon. I was going to use a tin of condensed, but it never tastes the same.’


‘Thanks, Mam.’ She was out of the house before anyone could change their mind.


Meg gulped back a sob and looked sideways at her son. ‘I’m s-sorry about the Technical School, love. I know how set you were on going there. Maybe in a year or two we’ll manage something.’


‘Maybe.’ He went to sit beside her, putting his arm round her thin shoulders. ‘I know you’ll miss Dad, but I’ll look after you. Always.’ Look after your mam, his dad had often said. Don’t let her tire herself out. She’s not strong.


It was up to him, Percy, to keep an eye on things now. The children would need supporting for years yet. He wouldn’t even be able to marry, he realised suddenly. Well, not unless he met someone who got on with his mother and wouldn’t mind her living with them. And Meg Kershaw wasn’t an easy woman to deal with – look at the way Lizzie always managed to get on the wrong side of her. Face facts, Percy, he told himself sternly. But it was hard, indeed it was, because he’d had his dreams just like the next fellow.


Lizzie wandered down Bobbin Lane, crossing the street to avoid a group of young fellows who all turned round to stare at her, but thank goodness didn’t shout out after her. They were like that, lads were, as soon as they started work. They stood around street corners in the evenings and you kept away from them if you were a lass, because the things they said made you blush.


She went past the little corner shop. Her mother didn’t buy milk from Minter’s, said they didn’t scour out the milk churn well enough and sometimes didn’t cover it up properly, allowing bits of dust and dirt to blow in. The Kershaws always went down to Dearden’s for their milk, even though it was twice as far to York Road, where the posh shops were. Today Lizzie was glad of that, dawdling along in the dusk, trying not to attract attention to herself.


The lights were still on in Dearden’s, but they were clearing up the counters ready to close at eight o’clock. She stopped outside for a moment to watch them bustling, envying them their busy cheerfulness. It was then that she saw the notice, written on a piece of card hanging inside the window:


HELP WANTED, SUIT HALF-TIMER


She froze where she stood for a minute as she realised that this might be the answer to her problem. Then she pushed open the shop door, shaking her head in refusal as Jack Dearden, who was a year older than her at school, tried to serve her.


‘I need to see your mother,’ she said, breathless with excitement. ‘About the job.’


He cast a knowledgeable eye towards a customer and her pile of packages assembled on the long, polished wooden counter. ‘She’s nearly done.’


Lizzie went to wait at the rear. It was no use asking for Mr Dearden, because it was common knowledge in town that Mrs Dearden made all the decisions nowadays. Her husband spent most of his time out at the back in the warehouse, roasting the coffee and blending the teas to make Dearden’s Best. He wheezed like a pair of leaky bellows and Lizzie had heard folk say that he wouldn’t make old bones.


At last the customer said goodnight and walked out, then Mrs Dearden turned to Lizzie, her voice softer than usual. ‘What can I do for you, lass?’


‘It’s about the job, Mrs Dearden. I saw the card.’ She waved one hand towards the window. A phrase she’d heard at school came into her head. ‘I’d like to apply for the position, please.’


There was silence and a frown, then the shopkeeper’s lips pursed. ‘Hmm. Does your mother know you’ve come?’


‘She knows I need to find a job, but she doesn’t know about this one because I’ve only just seen the card.’ Lizzie gestured around the big, brightly lit shop, filled with rows of fascinating goods. ‘I’d really like to work here, and I don’t want to work at Pilby’s.’


‘Oh? Why not?’


‘It’s dark an’ shut in, an’ they do the same thing all day long in that packing room. I like to see the sunshine an’ talk to people an’ – an’ move about. It’d be so interesting here, with all the different things to sell. I bet I’d soon learn all the prices. I can learn quick when it’s real things what make sense. It doesn’t make any sense, what we have to write about at school.’ Lizzie took a deep breath, half-closed her eyes and started to recite the piece they’d just been learning by heart. ‘“Describe the shape of the earth. The earth is a huge spheroid with a diameter of nearly 8, 000 miles and a circumference of nearly 25,000 miles.”’ She paused and added indignantly, ‘What does that mean? Nowt!’


Sally Dearden tried in vain to hide a smile. ‘All right, all right. I get enough of that stuff with our Jack.’ The words Lizzie had recited hadn’t made much sense to her, either, but she wasn’t going to admit that to a potential employee. Actually they’d been meaning to take on a lad and train him up in the trade. Her husband had complained last time she took on a lass because he said grocery was men’s business, though Susan was much neater in her ways than young Fred. But it was a poor look out if you couldn’t help a family in trouble. She leaned forward and said quietly, ‘I’m right sorry about your father, lass.’


Lizzie had forgotten for a minute, but at that the grief all rushed back in on her like one of those black express trains roaring through the station and she had to gulp back a sudden desire to weep. ‘Yes,’ she managed. ‘Yes, th-thank you.’


Sally waited a minute, then got down to business. ‘What are you like at adding up?’


‘I’m good at arithmetic, but,’ Lizzie stared down at her feet, ‘I’m not so good at problems. I can’t see what furlongs and farmers’ fields and one man walking twice as fast as his brother have to do with anything.’


‘What’s threepence halfpenny plus fourpence three-farthings?’


‘Eightpence farthing,’ Lizzie replied without the slightest hesitation.


‘And if the customer gave you a shilling to pay that, how much change would you give her?’


‘Threepence three-farthings.’


‘And are you an honest child?’


Lizzie nodded, looking at her in slight puzzlement.


Sally’s face relaxed infinitesimally. She knew that, really. The Kershaws were a decent family, well respected in the Southlea district. The father been a fine figure of a man, with his thick black hair and burly body. She’d often seen him in church, with his pretty little wife beside him. After another long silence, she said slowly, ‘Come back here tomorrow with your mother. We’ll have to see what she thinks about it.’


It wasn’t till she was halfway home that Lizzie realised she’d forgotten the milk. She hesitated then decided not to go back. It wouldn’t look good, forgetting something, not when you wanted a job, and she did want the job at Dearden’s. It was a nice shop. All the posh folk from the top of the hill and from the new houses over in Northlea shopped there, and there was always someone passing the window. Well, there would be in the main street of the town, wouldn’t there?


When she got home, she forgot about being quiet and erupted into the house, shouting, ‘Mam, Mam, guess what’s happened?’


Meg listened to her daughter in silence and didn’t say anything about the empty milk jug. It’d be a good chance for Lizzie, working at Dearden’s would. A better class of job than Pilby’s. She stared at the child disapprovingly. Scrawny, not at all pretty like Eva, a real disappointment in so many ways – and wilful with it. Why Stanley had thought the world of her, Meg didn’t know. She found Lizzie a real trial, with her slapdash ways and her cheekiness.


She sniffed and dabbed at her eyes. Even her clever little Eva wouldn’t be able to stay on at school now and they’d have to watch every farthing they spent. Terror lanced through her and for a moment or two she just stood there, her breath rasping in her throat, wishing she had died with Stanley, wishing she didn’t have all these terrifying responsibilities.


Percy frowned at his sister. ‘But Sam’s got you the offer of a job at the works, Lizzie.’


‘I told you an’ I told him – I don’t want to work at Pilby’s. It’s horrid, your works is, all dark an’ gloomy, an’ the girls in the packing room do the same thing all day long. I’d go mad working there.’ She turned to her mother. ‘I can go an’ work at Dearden’s, can’t I, Mam?’


‘If they take you on. I think your father would have preferred you to work in a shop. Well, I know he would.’


So far as Lizzie was concerned, it was all settled. And maybe, just maybe, her mother would let her keep a penny or two from her earnings. Images of buying her very own copy of Girl’s Best Friend every week and reading it over and over made her sigh with pleasure. At the moment, she had to club together with other girls to afford it, and although she got the occasional copy back, it was always dog-eared by then.


When she went to bed, she lay staring bleakly into the darkness. The house seemed very quiet without the rumble of her father’s voice from downstairs, and the murmur of her mother’s answers. It wasn’t fair. Why did her dad have to get killed? Who’d call her ‘my bonny little lass’ now? Who’d care about what happened to her?


She rolled over and when Eva protested sleepily, poked her backside out so that she shoved Eva and Polly closer together. But it was a while before she slept.




CHAPTER THREE


The next morning, Lizzie’s mother put on the new black clothes again and smoothed them down self-consciously, before sighing at her reflection in the front room mirror.


Lizzie walked across to peer at herself. ‘I don’t see why I should have to wear this.’ She tugged at the black armband which had been sewn for the funeral and which her mother had handed her after breakfast.


‘You’ll wear that for the first month to show respect for your father!’ Meg snapped.


‘I don’t need to show other people how I feel!’ Lizzie felt the desperate need for her dad surge up again and pounded her chest. ‘It’s inside me – all the time.’


‘Don’t you cheek me like that! You know your father wouldn’t have stood for it.’


Meg turned away, trying to calm down, when all she felt like was rushing back upstairs to weep in private. It seemed as if she couldn’t weep enough to clear her grief, somehow. That morning she had woken up alone in the big bed and felt the shock of bereavement all over again at finding no Stanley lying beside her. She had had to force herself out of bed to get the family ready for school and work.


Normally, by now, everyone was out and she could have her little sit-down, as she always thought of it. She would get a cup of tea and take a bit of time to catch her breath before the next lot of jobs had to be done. But now – now she didn’t know how she would cope with everything. Lodgers would make far more work, but that was the only way she could see of earning money, so somehow she must find the energy to do it.


‘Come on!’ she snapped. ‘I don’t want to take all day about this.’


She and Lizzie went first to Dearden’s, walking side by side through the streets, not saying anything. Outside the big corner grocery store with its maroon paint and gold lettering they both paused instinctively.


Lizzie looked for the card to show her mother and gasped. ‘It’s gone! The card’s not there. What’s happened to it?’


‘They’ll have taken it out of the window till they’ve seen us.’ At least, Meg hoped that was what had happened. She squared her shoulders. ‘Well, let’s go in, then.’ She knew Sally Dearden slightly from church, but today she was here to ask a favour and felt stiff and awkward, for she hated being beholden to anyone.


They waited for Mrs Dearden to serve a customer, Lizzie watching everything with bright-eyed interest, Meg with her shoulders slumping dispiritedly, though she didn’t realise it.


Just as that customer was leaving, there was a noise outside and a motor car drew up in front of the shop. People in the street stopped to stare as a lady was helped down.


Sally moved forward at once, saying to Meg, ‘Excuse me. I always serve Mrs Pilby myself.’ The girl serving the other customer rushed forward to open the door and place a chair for the wife of the richest man in Overdale.


As Lizzie and her mother moved to the back of the shop, a door opened behind them and a lad peeped out. ‘She’s got the Wolsely Cavallos today, I see,’ he said to Lizzie with an air of superiority. ‘Do you know, they drove one of those all the way from Land’s End to John O’Groats without a single engine stop? They’re the most reliable cars around, they are, but I still prefer Mr Pilby’s Rover. One of those won the International Tourist Trophy last year. Wouldn’t I like to see him open the throttle on it! I’m going to drive one myself when I grow up. Fast.’


Lizzie scowled because she hadn’t much idea what he was talking about. She was later to find that the warehouse lad was car crazy. He left a few months after she started at Dearden’s to go and work for a firm making motor cars in Manchester.


While Mrs Pilby was tasting a piece of the new cheese, Mrs Dearden turned to frown in their direction and Fred disappeared smartly through the door. Lizzie and her mother hovered at the back, trying not to look as if they were listening to what was being said, but listening avidly, all the same. Everyone in town knew the people from the big house, by sight at least, especially ‘the second Mrs P’ as Sam had called this one the other day, rolling his eyes to indicate his scorn for her fancy ways.


Lizzie agreed with him. She had seen Mr Pilby’s second and much younger wife riding around in her swanky motor car, looking down her nose at people on foot. Like many other children, Lizzie had pulled faces at the car as it passed and had minced along the street more than once, holding a stick and mocking the way Mrs Pilby tapped her long-handled parasol on the ground as she strolled through the town centre.


She looked at the lady’s wide-brimmed hat with its heaped feathers and flowers, wondering what kept that huge edifice sitting so straight and steady on her head. Her mother’s elbow jabbing into her ribs made her realise that she was staring, so she turned round and examined the display of teas on the shelves at the rear. She hadn’t realised there were so many sorts of tea, or that you could pay so much for a packet of the fancy stuff.


It was a further fifteen minutes before Mrs Dearden was free to attend to the Kershaws, by which time Mrs Pilby had considered several items but had made only a couple of personal purchases, for Mr Dearden visited her housekeeper every week for the grocery order.


Lizzie edged a bit closer as Mrs Pilby stood up to leave. If I was rich like her, I wouldn’t look so sulky, she thought. What’s she got to be miserable about? I bet she has cream cake every day for tea an’ she can buy all the comics she wants.


When the lady turned and picked up her parasol, Lizzie saw that the girl behind the other counter was just cutting a pound of butter and had her hands all greasy, so she hurried forward to open the door, though she received not a word of thanks for doing so.


But Sally noticed and nodded to herself. Good manners. It all helped. ‘Well, then, Mrs Kershaw, you’d better come through into the back before anyone else wants serving.’


Behind the shop was a long narrow L-shaped room, built on a few years previously to connect the warehouse which lay across the back yard with the shop. It provided a packing space to divide the bulk deliveries into more manageable amounts. Here, the lad who’d peeped out at the car was weighing sugar and putting it into blue paper bags, then folding the top of each down neatly.


‘Smarten up, Fred Ross!’ Mrs Dearden snapped as they passed him. ‘I thought you’d be on to the currants by now. An’ who asked you to peep out when Mrs Pilby came in, pray?’


‘I just wanted to see the car, Mrs D.’


‘You and your cars!’ But it was said without any real heat. ‘Just make sure you give full measure. We don’t want the inspector to find our stuff underweight.’


‘Right you are, Mrs D.’


‘But don’t be over-generous, either. We’re not here to give stuff away.’


Lizzie watched Fred pour sugar on to the scales, then use the narrowed end of the brass weighing pan to pour it into a bag, spilling some as he did so. He’s all fingers and thumbs, that one, she thought scornfully. I could do better than that. She followed her mother into the office in the corner, standing beside her as the two women sat down to discuss details.


‘I’ve decided to give your Lizzie a month’s trial,’ Mrs Dearden announced. ‘The pay’s five shillings a week, for half days and all day Saturday, and she’ll get a cup of tea and a bun mid-morning or mid-afternoon, whenever there’s a free moment, and dinner at mid-day on Saturdays, though she’ll have to eat it quickly whenever there’s a lull. Oh, and your family gets ten per cent off any groceries bought here and first chance to buy damaged stuff cheaply. But if the lass breaks or spills things by handling them carelessly, the cost will be docked from her wages. Accidents happen and you can’t prevent them, but I will not have any fooling around in my shop.’


‘That’s very kind of you, Mrs Dearden,’ Meg said, in her best accent, the one she had learned to use as a maid. ‘I’m sure Lizzie will do her very best.’


‘If she doesn’t, she won’t be staying.’ Sally fixed the girl with an eagle eye and noted with interest that she didn’t flinch or look cowed. In fact, she liked the way the lass held her head up and looked you straight in the eyes. She wouldn’t hire an assistant with shifty eyes, no matter how sorry she felt for the family.


She turned back to the mother. ‘You have to get a paper from the school to say it’s all right for her to work here half-time.’ She frowned to see Mrs Kershaw’s thin white face and hear her rasping breath. Not a strong woman, and not the sort to cope well with adversity, she decided. Got a die-away air about her already. Well, the lass doesn’t breathe funny, at least, though she has the same thin face and dark hair, but her eyes are green not washed-out blue. And life hasn’t hit her so hard yet. It will, though, it always does. There’s few of us come through unscathed. She thought of her own husband, with his chest getting worse by the year. He no longer had the stamina to stand on his feet all day. If she hadn’t been around to take over the front shop, she didn’t know what they’d have done – though her son, Peter, was starting to shape up now.


‘I’ll supply the pinnies,’ she said, turning to practical matters once more. After all, she had a pile of aprons left from when her niece had worked in the shop, though Helen was married now with a baby on the way. Providing the aprons would be a way of helping the widow without seeming to offer charity. ‘You’ll wash them yourself,’ she added firmly, ‘and I expect them to be properly starched and ironed, mind. You’ll need a clean one every day, child, an’ you’d better keep an extra one here as well, in case something gets spilled.’


Lizzie nodded eagerly, her smile lighting up her face like a beacon. ‘When can I start?’


At the works that morning, Sam stopped next to Percy. ‘How’s things going at home, lad?’


‘All right. Mam coped this morning without getting too upset an’ I put a notice in Minter’s window on my way here, offering lodgings. Let’s hope we find someone soon.’ That would, he hoped, take his mother’s mind off her loss.


Sam looked at him thoughtfully. Mrs Kershaw would suit the Harpers much better than Mrs Blackburn did. He’d speak to them. It tickled him that two fine ladies should rely on him as they were doing. But it’d been a profitable connection so far and who knew what it’d do for him in the future? ‘Need any help moving your stuff up to the attic?’


‘No. There won’t be much an’ our Lizzie’s stronger than she looks.’


‘Need any more furniture?’


Percy shrugged. ‘We’ll see how we go. I’ll put up some hooks in the attic for me an’ Johnny to hang our clothes on. An’ we’ll manage with a mattress on the floor for now, just get a new one for the lodgers. We have to watch our pennies.’ Percy cleared his throat and said huskily, ‘An’ I’d just like to thank you for being such a good friend to me.’


Sam shrugged, feeling a brief trickle of guilt about taking the purse, then telling himself not to be so bleedin’ soft. He clapped Percy on the back. ‘Well, if you can’t help a mate when he’s in trouble, who can you help? I’ll come round to see your mam tonight about that job for Lizzie.’


Percy blushed bright red.


Sam stared at him, eyes narrowed. ‘What’s up?’


‘She’s – um – found herself another job, at least we think she has. Mam’s gone over to Dearden’s with her this morning. They want a half-timer in the shop.’


‘Oh, do they?’


Percy laid his hand on his friend’s arm. ‘Mam an’ I both appreciate what you tried to do, but I don’t think Lizzie would fit in here at Pilby’s. The work’s not all that interesting, an’ when she’s bored, she can be a young devil. So I reckon it’s best if she goes to Dearden’s. She won’t have time to be bored there. I hope you won’t take offence? I mean, it was very kind of you to––’


The foreman strolled over. ‘Nothing to do, Percy lad?’


‘Oh, sorry, Mr Symes.’


Sam moved on, whistling through his teeth, and Ben Symes stood watching him, a frown on his plump face. He was sorry to see Percy Kershaw taking up with that one, but there was no accounting for friendships. Even he tried to avoid outright confrontations with Thoxby, though he’d never admit that to anyone. There was something about him that made you feel nervous, something just a bit threatening underneath all those easy smiles.


Both the Kershaws stopped dead by unspoken consent at the school gate, Lizzie to scowl at the building where she had spent so many unhappy hours, Meg to catch her breath.


Mr Dacing, the headmaster, looked out of the window and saw them coming, so stripped off his sleeve protectors and left his class to the next-door teacher’s supervision. As the classroom was right next to his office he had no worries about the pupils misbehaving. Which was more than could be said for young Lizzie. He’d lost count of the number of times she’d been in trouble, though mostly just from high spirits or boredom. She wasn’t a sly or nasty child.


Eva was a different kettle of fish entirely, a good little worker and the cleverest girl in the school. Alice Blake thought a lot of her and they had hoped she’d get to secondary school next year, but that was probably out of the question now. Life could be very hard at times.


He didn’t allow himself to dwell on that. The world was full of troubles and let alone you couldn’t take your pupils’ troubles on yourself, there were worse cases than the Kershaws’ in times like these: children who grew thinner by the week, who fell asleep over their lessons, who came to school hungry day after day. He’d asked the Council about getting up a subscription from the wealthier citizens of the town to provide free breakfasts for those in need, and the Mayor had given his approval, on condition that no food went to the undeserving whose parents drank up their earnings. But what the Council didn’t know, the Council wouldn’t worry about. Mr Dacing wasn’t going to refuse a pupil a meal because of a father’s sins. He hated to see hunger in a child’s eyes.


When he greeted the Kershaws, he noticed how tired the mother looked and how full of herself Lizzie was. ‘Please come this way, Mrs Kershaw. May I offer you my sincere condolences on your loss? And those of my staff.’


‘Thank you.’ Meg’s voice was a mere whisper. She felt intimidated by the headmaster, so tall and gentlemanly, with his white upright collar and dark suit. She had never liked coming here to the school, never, and had left it to Stanley whenever she could.


‘How may I help you?’ Mr Dacing indicated a chair.


‘I’d like – if you agree – my Lizzie’s been offered a job, you see – but she needs your permission to – it’s part-time, of course. She’s only t-twelve, though she turns thirteen in March.’


He nodded and smiled encouragingly. ‘And where is this job?’


Lizzie could see that Mam had gone breathless, like she did sometimes when she was nervous. ‘It’s at Dearden’s, sir. Working in the shop.’ She could not prevent a smile at the thought of it.


He was surprised. ‘I see. A good opportunity, Dearden’s. Well, I only hope you’ll apply yourself better there than you have done here, Lizzie.’ His tone said he wasn’t very optimistic about that.


She stifled a sigh. ‘Yessir.’


He went to the big cupboard at the back of the room and pulled out a piece of paper headed PERMISSION TO WORK HALF-TIME, smoothing it carefully as he laid it down on his blotter. There was always something very satisfying about making the first marks on a pristine sheet. He took out his new fountain pen, unscrewed it carefully and tested out the nib on his blotter, before beginning to write in immaculate copperplate script.


His two companions waited, not daring to interrupt.


When he had finished, Mr Dacing passed the paper to Mrs Kershaw. ‘You have to sign it.’ She read it and nodded, then signed with the steel-nibbed ordinary pen he passed her. After that, he signed at the bottom, blotting the paper gently to make sure the ink was completely dry before he folded it, for he could not abide smudges.


He allus messes around, Lizzie thought, standing half behind her mother and glowering down at her shoes, which were hurting her after all the walking. He can’t do nothin’ quick, he can’t.


‘Listen to me, Lizzie.’


She jerked to attention. ‘Sir?’


‘You are to work harder in future on your half-days at school.’ He gestured to the piece of paper. ‘This doesn’t mean you’re stopping learning, you know. You’ll still be coming here half-time.’


‘No, sir. I mean, yes, sir.’ But she would be able to learn real things at the shop, she thought, quickly cheering up. Not silly stuff like Miss Blake taught them.


‘When is Lizzie required to start work, Mrs Kershaw?’ he asked, folding the paper carefully into three and slipping it into an envelope, before passing it to her.


‘Tomorrow, if that’s all right with you, Mr Dacing? The sooner the better, really.’


Eva watched Lizzie come into the class and make her apologies to the teacher. They were both in the same standard because she was better at schoolwork than Lizzie was, but they didn’t sit together. Eva sat next to Clara Grey at the back, with the top scholars, while her sister sat at the front where Miss Blake could keep an eye on her. And from now on Lizzie would be sitting with the part-timers at the side, which was even worse in her sister’s opinion.


For a moment, looking at the sunshine streaming in through the tall, narrow windows, Eva wished she too had been out walking round town, then she looked down at her page and smiled. No, she didn’t. It’d mean she’d have to go part-time and she didn’t want to do that. She dipped the pen nib carefully into the ink and drew another stroke, enjoying the way the line of ink curved down the page.


‘Very good, Eva,’ Miss Blake’s voice approved from behind her. ‘You’re developing a fine hand.’


From behind the teacher’s back, Lizzie beamed across the room and nodded her head vigorously to indicate success – till her deskmate jabbed her in the ribs.


Not wanting to get into trouble, Eva ignored her sister. Next year, she thought gloomily, she’d probably have to go part-time herself and sit at the side of the class as if she didn’t matter any more. It wasn’t fair. She wanted quite desperately to go to the secondary school. If her father hadn’t been killed, he would have managed the fees and the cost of the uniform somehow, she knew that. It just wasn’t fair!



When Meg arrived home from the visit to the school, she made herself a cup of tea and allowed herself a ten-minute sit down, for she felt exhausted already. Just as she had poured the boiling water into her own little teapot, however, someone knocked on the front door. ‘Oh, bother!’ she muttered and put a tea cosy over the pot.


At the door she found Mr Beckins, the new manager from the brewery, with two men standing behind him, shuffling their feet and looking embarrassed. She scowled at them all impartially. If Mr Beckins hadn’t insisted on buying that horse, her Stanley would be alive now.


He nodded. ‘Mrs Kershaw.’


She nodded back and folded her arms.


‘I wonder if we could come in? I – we have something for you.’


She could guess what it was so she led the way into the parlour, feeling a pang as she went inside it. She was even going to lose this, the room that was her pride and joy, because the lodgers would want somewhere to sit. Manners obliged her to offer the men seats, but she kept Stanley’s big armchair for herself, feeling comforted by the shape of it, as if he were still nearby, somehow, watching over her. ‘What can I do for you, Mr Beckins?’


‘I . . .’ He cleared his throat. ‘That is, the owners of the brewery want you to take this.’ He got up and walked across to press an envelope into her hand. ‘It’s something to help you out till you get on your feet again.’


‘I’ll never get on my feet properly again without my Stanley,’ she said, but took the envelope. Pride kept her from looking inside it, but she hoped they’d been generous.


Frank Beckins turned to one of the men. ‘Peter?’


‘The lads took up a collection as well, Mrs Kershaw,’ he said, standing up and twisting his checked cap round in his big callused hands as he spoke. ‘We thought a lot of your Stanley.’ He could not resist a sideways scowl at the new foreman. They none of them thought much of this new fellow and his penny-pinching ways, but he was thick as thieves with the owners. ‘So we’d like you to accept this, with our sincere sympathy.’
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