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            Chapter 1

            Confrontation

         

         September 1933 Halifax Yorkshire

         When the Norton motorbike skidded to a halt on the wet cobbles, Emily, an attractive brunette, sat glued to her seat behind the driver and glared at the detached millstone house outside which they were parked. She felt fearful, dreading the consequences of confronting her father with a decision she knew he would never approve. ‘

         Are you absolutely sure we need to do this?’ She spat out the words slowly in the driver’s ear. ‘I’ve lived in that house all my life, yet I’m no longer sure it is still my family. We used to be happy together but over the last few months father has been quite impossible.’

         Ever since her teenage years, she had resented the tight control which her parents tried to exercise over her, stifling her along with her spoiled younger sister, Mary. Both had been forbidden to have any boyfriends whose suitability had not been vetted by her father and Emily was determined to wait no longer before escaping from such shackles. She loved Walter dearly – the way he looked at her and treated her as if no other woman existed; his wicked sense of humour, and his intelligence and ambition.

         ‘You know what we agreed’, Walter told her as he climbed off his bike. ‘Come on, let’s get it over with; no point in sitting out here in a thunderstorm.’

         They gave one another a big hug, then taking a deep breath to calm her nerves and wiping the raindrops off her face with the back of her hand, Emily reached out and gripped Walter’s hand; he squeezed her hand firmly in response. They stood together in silence for a few moments, struggling to pluck up their courage, neither of them quite ready to enter the house.

         The weather ended their hesitation with a flash of sheet lightening followed by an ear-shattering clap of thunder. Under dark skies and increasingly heavy rain, Emily glanced at the earnest young man standing beside her, scrabbled in her handbag for the front door key and quickly ushered him into her childhood home.

         Still holding hands, they stood dripping on the tiled floor and Emily, biting her lip, stared at the closed lounge door. She could hear the familiar mumble of her father’s voice reading aloud from the Bible. Behind that door, she knew he would be sitting bolt upright in his chair still wearing his best black suit kept for use when he delivered sermons as a lay preacher at the local church. The words of the Bible penetrated through the door and caused her to hesitate.

         She could picture her mother and young sister, sitting quietly on the dark brown leather settee, hands folded on their laps, waiting with quiet patience for him to finish. A year ago, she would have been sitting there with them.

         She felt her hand getting clammy in Walter’s grip and, when she glanced at him, noticed that he too looked paler than usual. It gave her some comfort to know that he felt just as nervous as she did. She gave his hand one last squeeze before dropping it, turning the door handle of the lounge with trembling fingers and pushing the door wide open.

         Blushing with embarrassment, she blurted out: ‘This is Walter Lingard, my fiancé. We are getting married on my twenty first birthday.’ That bore little relation to the script which the young couple had spent all day rehearsing, but the pressure of the moment became too great for her to exercise self-control.

         Her father put down his Bible and glared at them. ‘How dare you burst into the room and interrupt me when I’m reading from the Bible. Now, young lady, would you repeat slowly what you just said?’ 

         Walter tried to intervene, ‘Please Sir …’ he began, but a withering glare from the father abruptly silenced him: ‘You, young man, get out of my house NOW.’

         Emily knew her father well enough to know he would never change his mind and pleaded with Walter: ‘Please go before he throws you out. Your presence only makes matters worse; I love you, you know that,’ she sobbed, trying unsuccessfully to hold back her tears. She took his arm and led him quickly to the front door.

         As he stepped out onto the drive into the thunderstorm still raging all around, he tenderly cupped her face in his hands, and gave her a quick kiss on the lips. ‘Please call me as soon as you can. I need to know that you are safe.’

         Emily clasped her arms around the love of her life and kissed him hard on the lips. Then, closing the front door firmly behind her, she wiped her tears away, took a deep breath, tossed her head defiantly, straightened her red polka dot dress and walked back into the lounge with a heavy heart to face her father.

         ‘If you marry that man, you leave this house for good – never to return. NEVER. Do you understand me?’ he boomed.

         Emily looked at his reddish purple face and knew that he meant every word. How often had she hear him say ‘Honour your father and your mother’?

         ‘Look at me when I’m speaking to you. Are you going to obey me?’ His words seemed to weave themselves with a slow hiss around his cane as he picked it up from its resting place against the highly polished mahogany sideboard. Emily had rarely seen her father quite so angry; he lost his temper on occasion but usually kept his self-control. Now he seemed beside himself; she could smell the whisky on his breath.

         Is the cane merely a threat or does he really intend to use it on me, she thought, remembering all too vividly that as a child he used to bend her over the back of the settee and smack her bottom until she cried. People used to say: ‘Spare the rod; spoil the child’. But now I’m a fully grown woman; he won’t dare, will he? 

         Pleading for support, she glanced at her mother, an overweight matronly lady in her fifties who had been subjected to the control of her husband all her married life, sitting wringing her hands together on the couch beside Mary. Emily realised what kept her mother frozen in her seat and vowed that she would never allow herself to become so submissive.

         Her mother whispered to her in a low voice, ‘Take care not to make your father angry or you’ll be in real trouble and I won’t be able to stop him. You really shouldn’t disturb our Sunday evenings like that; you should be ashamed of yourself.’

         Mary, who had remained completely silent throughout the angry exchanges, now suddenly let out a sob which she tried unsuccessfully to stifle. Fearing her husband’s rage would be turned on her younger daughter, the mother instantly grabbed the tearful girl and ordered her to bed even though the grandfather clock in the hall had not yet struck nine o’clock. Mary stumbled out of the room, sobbing freely as she climbed the stairs to her bedroom.

         Now just the three of them remained in the room. Emily took a moment to survey the scene – her mother on the couch, eyes downcast, shoulders slumped; and her father pacing up and down the dark green carpet square tapping the cane against the palm of his left hand.

         How dare he bully her like that and her mother should surely at least make some attempt to stop him. She grimaced at the smell of furniture polish; the faded yellowy brown wallpaper which passed itself off as gold but above all at the brown leather settee where her father used to beat her as a child.

         She felt herself begin to tremble, but from anger not fear. At twenty years old she felt to be emancipated and free, not a child to be dictated to by a father she no longer respected. Who did he think he was? Charlie Chaplin. Did he seriously expect her to run upstairs in floods of tears and bend to his will?

         Surely, now he must see her as a mature adult and not as just a child whom he could punish with impunity. She looked her father full in the face and, as she glared at him with the full power of her rage, noticed his eyes flicker momentarily. 

         ‘Go to your room and stay there until you come to your senses,’ he finally roared, slapping the cane against his leg.

         Emily turned on her heel and marched smartly out of the room, head held high, and up the stairs to her bedroom next to Mary’s room, slamming the door in a vain attempt to shut out the sound of her father ranting about herself and Walter.

         Even so his voice penetrated into her eyrie: ‘We can’t let her marry that street urchin. He has no money, no prospects and spends his time roaring about the place on that motorbike, disturbing all our neighbours. He’s the boy I told you about who used to shoot at me with a pea shooter when I delivered groceries to the Co-op in Hebden Bridge and his father is a trade union leader always getting himself into the newspapers.’

         Her father felt so strongly about Walter that he might well try to prevent her marriage; at any moment he might burst into her bedroom cane in hand. What would she do if he did?

         She flung herself back onto the soft pillows of her bed and stared at the ceiling, reflecting bitterly on the contrast between the way Walter’s parents welcomed the news of her engagement and her own parents’ reaction to it. ‘His father after all is a local celebrity in his own right,’ she muttered to herself.

         She remembered how proud Walter had been when he told her: ‘Apart from my dad’s union activities, he puts himself about in the local community, conducting the male voice choir, singing solos in various Methodist chapels and organising celebrities like Gracie Fields to come to local concerts. He is himself a well-known tenor soloist who has won many competitions - even being accorded the honour of singing solo before the King at the Royal Albert Hall. London amazes him, as he says, how does such a city survive with so few mills and so little industry?’

         
            ***

         

         Emily’s mood changed as she recalled the moment when Walter had proposed to her. It happened one glorious summer day in early June. The weather could not have been more perfect; windless, warm and a cloudless sky, the blue veiled with a light haze, as it sometimes is in early summer. Even the unforgiving granite rocks scattered around seemed somehow to mellow into the landscape.

         Her eyes had filled with tears as she sat in their special place near Hardcastle Crags and watched Walter kneel before her, his voice trembling as he said the words she had been longing to hear for weeks: ‘Will you marry me?’ Without hesitation, she had responded with an emotional, ‘yes!’ and thrown her arms around him before smothering him with kisses.

         She had danced all the way back to the motorbike holding his hand and humming quietly to herself: ’Sally, Sally in Our Alley’. She pushed all thoughts of her parents’ likely disapproval out of her mind, nothing would stop her from getting married to the love of her life.

         The very day that Walter proposed to her, they had stopped by his family’s house in Hebden Bridge, a small mill town thriving with clothing factories and a dye works which occasionally dyed the river red or blue, to break the good news. His parents’ reaction could not have been warmer; they even promised to help make the arrangements for the wedding to take place in their local church.

         Emily liked Walter’s house – not as grand as her own, but it always seemed friendly and bustling. She liked the informality of friends or relatives entering through the unlocked back door leading into the kitchen. Whenever she visited, the constant flow of friends and neighbours calling in unannounced for a cup of tea and a chat always cheered her.

         Walter’s father, James, had explained to her: ‘All the mill towns enjoy a wakes (holiday) week – always the same week but different weeks for different towns so that resorts like Blackpool can cope with the influx. I always take all our family to St Anne’s-on-sea year after year, except for my daughter, Annie, who regularly goes to Switzerland with a party of friends. We go next month; would you like to come with us?’ She had politely declined but would always cherish the invitation. 

         
            ***

         

         The sound of heavy footsteps on the stairs shattered her daydreaming. Father! She sat bolt upright on her bed and clasped her hands together – dreading what might happen next. Her father flung open the bedroom door and stood over her, with the cane held tightly in his right hand.

         ‘Have you come to your senses yet, daughter?’ he growled in a calm menacing voice, tapping the cane in his hand against his leg. For a moment, the pink flowers on the wall behind him blurred into a pink fog.

         ‘Please,’ she gasped in alarm. ‘I want to respect you, I am your daughter. I need time to sort myself out.’

         He snorted. ‘Take care you do as I say or you’ll regret it. There will be no wedding to that young man you brought home. I’ve discussed the matter with your mother and we do know one or two young men who would make a suitable husband. I’ll talk to their parents and arrange for them to come to dinner and meet you.’

         ‘Who are they?’ gasped Emily in alarm.

         ‘You’ll find out in good time when I’m ready,’ her father barked, with which he left slamming the door behind him.

         Emily sat back on her bed and allowed herself a little smile, relieved that no violence had been inflicted on her person. ‘We will see about that,’ she thought. ‘No matter what my parents do, I’m going to marry Walter on my twenty-first birthday and nothing they do will stop me. By law, I’ll then be free to marry whomsoever I please without their consent.’

         She banged her fists against the pillow and a tear rolled down her cheek; it should never have come to this. ‘Why can’t my father see Walter’s qualities and his ambitions to succeed and see the world? My clever Jimmy has been awarded a Fulbright scholarship to Harvard University in America and wants to take me with him.’

         She knew that her father could not stand Walter’s father who seemed to court publicity wherever he went but Walter bore little resemblance to his father in that respect; her fiancé shunned publicity, vowing to lead a sober respectable life.

         
            ***

         

         Next morning, Emily woke up with an even stronger determination to disobey her parents’ wishes. Not wanting to risk further confrontation, she remained in her bedroom sanctuary until her father left the house, then dressed hurriedly in her work clothes of white blouse and long grey skirt and ran downstairs. Without stopping for breakfast, she uttered a curt: ‘See you this evening’ to her mother and rushed out of the house.

         Desperate to get to work, she wanted to reassure Walter and let him know that nothing had changed despite her parents’ disapproval, that their plans were still in place, to give him her very own go ahead. Her father’s obstinacy and mother’s lack of support would not make her change her mind – the decision she had made was final. She ended the call with a nervous giggle and whispered ‘I love you so much’ then sat back in her chair and sighed with happy relief.

         Emily hugged her secret to herself, determined not to let any of her friends on the switchboard in on her plans. If their gossip filtered through to her father, it could be disastrous. Despite her nervous excitement, she managed to make it through the rest of the working day, grateful to focus her mind on something else for a time.

         When she arrived home from work that evening, Emily could hear her father and mother talking quietly in the kitchen. She took off her coat, straightened her shoulders and with her head held high walked steadily into the room: ‘Please may I eat supper on a tray in my room, I need to be alone.’

         Emily knew what that would mean in a family which always ate their dinner together but simply could not face being with her parents after the previous night’s altercation. Her father glared at her, but agreed to her request sending her off with just bread and jam and a cup of tea. Emily gave him a curt nod and took a tray up to her room, relieved that there would be no more rows that night.

         This strict regime continued for the next two days but Emily needed life in the family home to go as smoothly as possible in order to allay her parents’ suspicions that she might still be intending to marry Walter. That would be disastrous; so on the Wednesday she decided to be on her very best behaviour and resume dining with her parents. It would all be worthwhile if she succeeded in eloping and marrying her Jimmy.

         After dinner, she found herself alone with her father for the first time that week. She had been careful to avoid any confrontation between them but now he looked serious. ‘Well my girl, I’ve done my best and I have found you a suitable husband.’ Emily simply nodded and wished her father goodnight; it really didn’t matter who he had in mind or did it?

         
            ***

         


      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 2

            Trouble

         

         As her twenty first birthday came closer, Emily began to realise just how easily her father could sabotage her plans if he discovered them. He would not be able to prevent her marrying Walter but they needed to catch their steamer to America after the ceremony and even two hours delay could make them miss it. She knew that her plans must be kept secret to have any chance of success and resolved to cooperate with her parents however outrageous their demands.

         So on the Wednesday three days before her wedding, she stood with her head bowed behind a dining room chair whilst her father said his usual lengthy grace. After it, he paused and added in a superior tone of voice: ‘Before we sit down, I have an important announcement to make’. Emily looked up discomforted to find him staring steadily at her, wearing a tight smile; her stomach knotted in fear.

         ‘On Friday, we’re having the Halifax Building Society manager, John Boothroyd, and his wife, Maud, over to dinner. They are bringing Lionel, their eldest son, to meet you. Lionel is just the sort of young man you should be mixing with.’

         Emily tried to control the hot flush of anger that swept through her as she glared at the short plump man with his ridiculous ginger toothbrush moustache. At twenty years old she felt to be emancipated and free like her heroine, the suffragette Mary Ann Rawle, not a child to be dictated to by a father whom she no longer respected. Drawing herself up to her full five feet eight inches tall, she looked her father full in the face.

         How could he do this? Did he really think that her head would be turned by a man just because he came from a ‘respectable’ family? She looked down at one of her favourite meals - guinea fowl, spinach and new potatoes - and felt sick; her father’s announcement had killed her appetite. She took a deep breath and turned her gaze to her mother. ‘May I please be excused?’ she pleaded.

         Her mother shook her head slowly, her eyes blazing with annoyance at her daughter’s impudence. ‘No you may not my girl,’ her father roared. ‘And what’s more, you will be on your best behaviour on Friday night. There will be hell to pay if you embarrass yourself or your family.’

         Nobody said a word for several minutes after that; Emily spent the rest of the meal with her head bowed, eating as little of her dinner as she considered necessary to placate her parents. She had grown up submitting to their will but this time a thought could not leave her head: ‘I must get away from here and from my parents, these people are stifling me.’

         
            ***

         

         That evening, Emily looked around her expensively decorated bedroom, adorned with pink floral wall-paper, and knew that her father looked upon his house as a status symbol. Well, there are far more important things in life than living in a big house, she told herself.

         ‘My boyfriend, Walter, is an educated man whose ambitions will take him far away from Halifax; he went to the grammar school, graduated from university with a first class degree, holds a highly respectable job as a bank clerk at Lloyds Bank and I love him. Surely that’s enough for any parent? It isn’t Walter’s fault that he comes from a working class background with a trade union leader as his father.’ 

         The prospect of elopement added a thrill to what in any event promised to be the most exciting day in her life. But it wasn’t just the wedding she looked forward to; over the last few weeks she and her husband to be had been secretly storing clothes in two steel cabin trunks tucked away in his father’s house.

         Immediately after the wedding, the newlyweds planned to travel to Liverpool and catch a Cunard liner to take up Walter’s Fulbright scholarship. She confided to her favourite doll: ‘I’m going to escape from Halifax and my domineering father. I really am and perhaps I will never come back. Just fancy, America!’

         Emily knew little about what to expect in America. She had read a number of cowboy stories and watched films about the Keystone Cops and the exploits of Charlie Chaplin. She laughed at Abbot and Costello but also remembered having heard from her father about the terrible Stock Exchange crash on Wall Street in 1929. What would life in the United States really be like?

         She realised that her parents would never approve of her marrying into a lower class than themselves. They were class conscious and in their eyes, such a marriage would impact on their own social standing; they expected her to marry a man of an equal if not better class. The string of ‘suitable’ young men they kept encouraging her to meet made this obvious but her heart led her down a different path.

         She loved Walter dearly; life with him would be an adventure and she craved excitement. And yet, throughout her courtship she still tried hard to respect her mother’s guidance. There were plenty of soft passionate kisses and breathless cuddles, but she fought her desires and honoured the dictum drummed into her by her parents as soon as she learned about the birds and the bees – no sex before marriage.

         Emily clenched her fists in frustration, fed up with being a good girl. Well – no more. She needed to be free to live her own life with Walter and planned to marry him on her birthday, the very next Saturday. She had heard gossip of girls being forced to bow to their parents’ wishes. Her own father felt so strongly about Walter that he might well try to prevent her marrying him. 

         She reflected on just what she wanted out of life; what really mattered to her? First and of paramount importance, she must marry Walter; her whole future depended on that. Secondly, she needed to escape from her parents for good and start a family of her own free from their interference.

         Equally important, she saw marriage as a partnership of equals, not a dictatorship like her parents’ marriage, and felt confident that Walter shared this view even if most of the local boys did not. Once they were married, she would be well on the way to achieving these objectives provided she could persuade her new husband to treat her as an equal, a chance she needed to take.

         Her mood lightened as she remembered how their romance began. Before leaving school, she really knew nothing of the real world; her father, who knew the local manager, found her a job with the Halifax Building Society, not even allowing her to choose her own career.

         She hated the routine office job her father expected her to do but, when the opportunity arose, opted for a vacancy on the telephone switchboard which most people regarded as having the same prestige as the receptionists. Every day she spoke to scores of customers, a tremendous variety of characters – some of whom even attempted to flirt with her.

         The other telephonists, far more street-wise, took her into their group. They called her ‘Bubbles’, a nickname reflecting her cheerful smiles and optimistic approach to life which made her popular. So attractive a girl seemed obviously in need of their guidance about how to handle boyfriends.

         One of them, with a brother at the local grammar school, had procured her an invitation to a Christmas dance which it had organised for recent school leavers. Her friends soon paired off with other local boys, leaving Emily alone knowing none of the men there and feeling out of her depth as she sat tapping her feet to the ragtime jazz.

         Then out of the swirling couples emerged one of the school’s old boys about her own age, perhaps a couple of inches taller and a stone or so heavier, who looked to be coming straight towards her. She could feel her heart beating a little bit faster as he approached. He smelt of carbolic soap and his long dark hair fell over his face, not parted in the middle and plastered down with greasy smelly hair cream like so many of the others.

         He gave her a wide smile and holding out his hand asked her to dance. Laughing, she took his hand, which felt cool to her touch, and walked with him towards the balloon-decked section of the school gymnasium set aside for dancing.

         ‘I’m Walter,’ he announced ‘Do you dance the Charleston?’ As she shook her head sorrowfully and tried to say she would like to try, he interrupted her with, ‘I know who you are. You’re Bubbles!’

         Emily laughed, feeling her face grow warm. ‘Bubbles is a childish name,’ she blushed. ‘Why not call me Betty? It’s not my real name but I like it and it can be our secret.’

         Walter smiled. ‘Well, if you’re going to be Betty, then I’ll be Jimmy!’ he joked.

         They spent the rest of the evening dancing boogie-woogie and swing and chatting to each other about their past lives and families and hopes for the future. When it all came to an end, Walter gently stroked her arm and for the first time that night suddenly looked a bit nervous. Emily smiled at him in encouragement; finally, Jimmy blurted out: ‘I have a motorbike. Would you like to go for a run up to the moors next Saturday? I can show you some truly magnificent views of range upon range of hills stretching out to the horizon.’

         Emily hesitated; she wanted to see Walter again but going on a motorcycle with a boy she had just met seemed unwise? Her parents would be horrified! Emily looked into his twinkling blue eyes which, as far as she could see, held nothing but admiration for her and happily accepted.

         She would never forget the experience, the exuberance of being on the back of such a powerful machine with the wind in her hair - no one wore crash helmets in those days. Then kissing her first real boyfriend, his happy fascinating eyes and the way he stroked her arm and treated her like a princess. She had never known such polite deference and tenderness. 

         After that, the two of them spoke every day on the telephone, using their pet names for each other, Jimmy and Betty, in the hope that this would fool any girl on the switchboard who happened to be listening to their conversation.

         Most weekends, Emily would jump on the back of Walter’s motorbike and they would speed off to Hardcastle Crags - a well-known beauty spot near Hebden Bridge with a startling granite outcrop carved out by the fast flowing river which had washed away the surrounding sandstone to create a gorge. These outings took priority over all other invitations to excursions or parties which either of them received; a mystery which caused some suspicion and gossip amongst the other switchboard girls.

         There the loving couple had spent hours sitting on a fallen tree trunk, talking, kissing and laughing; gradually becoming more passionate in their embraces as the weeks went by, but he always respected her decision on when to stop.

         She chuckled at the memory of whispering in her lover’s ear on one occasion when she felt her body becoming too aroused: ‘Ooh! Did you see the Kingfisher flash passed? Isn’t its royal blue plumage truly magnificent?’ When the ruse worked and he broke away in his excitement to see the bird, she added: ‘I do like lying on my back in the sun watching the rabbits frolicking about, listening to the bird song, and smelling the fragrance of the wild flowers and the heather. Can we make this our special place?’

         On one occasion, Walter drew a small pencil portrait of his princess. ‘Would you like this picture? I’m rather proud of the way it’s turned out,’ he offered hesitantly. She blushed: ‘Thanks. Do I really look like that? I’ll always treasure it and carry it around in my handbag.’

         
            ***

         

         For Emily, Friday’s dinner with her boss and his family seemed to arrive all too soon. Working away at the Building Society switchboard, she felt sad at the thought of the ordeal about to be inflicted on her. However, the dinner gave her an excuse to visit the hairdresser and indulge in a lavish hair style for her wedding.

         Normally, without her parents’ knowledge, she would go for a quick drink with her colleagues after work on a Friday, but not today. She chose her words carefully before cheerily announcing to them, ‘I can’t come out with you all tonight as I have to help my mother with a dinner party. Lionel is coming over with his parents.’

         The switchboard girls regularly gossiped about this bachelor in his thirties who had a reputation for not being able to keep his hands to himself. Several of them claimed to have slept with him but it would be no use telling her parents that, they simply would not believe it - at least there could be no danger of her falling for the brute.

         After work, she walked home with her switchboard friend, Elsie, who lived in the next street. Usually full of chat and gossip, the girl fell strangely silent, stopped in the middle of the cobbled street and knitted her fingers together: ‘I swore never to tell anyone and if I do tell you, you must promise to keep my secret,’ she whispered. Emily put one hand on her friend’s arm to comfort her and nodded.

         ‘Two months ago, Lionel invited me to a party at his house and I got a little drunk. He took me into his father’s study, shut the door and told me he’d always wanted to have sex in that room.’

         Emily looked at her friend’s distraught expression and was appalled; that Lionel clearly must be a monster. She squeezed Elsie’s arm gently encouraging her to continue, although dreading to hear what might have happened next.

         Elsie, took a deep breath and continued shakily, ‘I told him I wouldn’t do any such thing with him, but then he lost his temper. He grabbed me by the hair, bent me over the back of a chair and spanked me hard. I suppose I’m lucky not to have been raped.’

         Emily threw her arms around her good friend and hugged her close. When the two women broke apart, she thanked Elsie for warning her about Lionel. 

         ‘Just make sure you’re not alone with him,’ Elsie sobbed, her eyes filling with tears.

         Emily promised to be careful, said goodbye to her friend and walked home struck by a heavy sadness. She kept repeating to herself: ‘Why oh why father are you even considering such a horrible man as a suitable husband for me?’ She tried to imagine what it would be like to be married to a perverted philanderer and the thought made her feel ill.

         That evening, Emily wore her second best dress, a dark green taffeta. Her mother expressed pleasant surprise at the choice and complemented her on the new hair style, clearly relieved that her daughter seemed finally to be complying with her parents’ wishes.

         Lionel duly arrived with his parents promptly at a quarter to seven. Despite everything she had heard about him, part of her could see why the girls at work gossiped about such an impressive handsome-looking man and why her father considered him to be such a prize. He held himself well, making the most of his six-foot frame, and wore a smart brown double-breasted suit and waistcoat.

         Lionel smiled at her and held out his hand. Her heart gave a momentary flutter; could this superb Adonis really be interested in her? But when she took the hand, any thoughts of admiration evaporated at the feel of his limp, clammy handshake and the smell of the hair cream which smothered the thick blond hair parted down the middle of his head.

         Her father took the visitors’ coats and ushered Lionel’s parents into the lounge for some drinks before dinner, remarking: ‘We’ll leave the youngsters to introduce themselves.’

         As soon as the lounge door closed, Lionel quietly announced: ‘I know all about your boyfriend who goes tearing round the neighbourhood on his motorbike. You’re Bubbles, one of the switchboard girls in my father’s office. Most of your colleagues like a bit of fun. I expect you do as well?’

         Emily gave an involuntary shudder of distaste as she shook her head. In spite of his masculine frame, he spoke in a high-pitched voice which added to the list of disagreeable things about him. She quickly looked away and tried her best to ignore him. A bit of fun? With him? – Ugh, the very last thing she wanted.

         But instead of taking the hint, Lionel moved closer: ‘I should like to give you a hug. May I? I must say you are much more attractive than most of your colleagues.’

         Without waiting for Emily to respond, he put his hands on her shoulders, gently pulled the surprised girl towards him and gave her a kiss on the cheek. The kiss became a hug, and Emily wasn’t quite sure what to do. A kiss on the cheek seemed fairly harmless, didn’t it?

         She did not resist but then his right hand began slowly to move down her back inch by inch. Before she could break away from him, he whispered in her ear, ‘nice breasts,’ and simultaneously squeezed her bottom. Furious, she pushed him away, and took a step backwards intending to deliver a hard slap across his smirking face.

         He raised an arm to block the blow, muttering sulkily, ‘You can’t hit me – you’re only a girl,’ and then strode over to the lounge door and turned the knob with unnecessary force. He shut the door before she could follow him into the room and she found herself standing alone in the cold hallway in her second-best dress wondering what to do next.

         She eyed the front door, imagining walking straight out into the cold night air, never to return. Sighing, she turned away to face the lounge; running away would probably result in the police being called and hunting her down. She must somehow get through the evening and ignore that oily fool if he tried anything again. Another time he might even go too far in front of her father.

         As she turned to enter the room, the door opened and the party moved into the dining room. Although she didn’t want to be anywhere near Lionel, she took the chair at the table assigned to her by her father between Lionel and himself.

         To distract herself, she raised her bowed head a little to look around the dining room with its dark red patterned wallpaper and floral curtains. She always considered it to be the pleasantest room in the house. It made her think about happier times - past birthdays and Christmases. Surreptitiously, she slipped her hand under the white table cloth and felt comforted by the cool smoothness of the highly polished mahogany table.

         As soon as her father finished saying grace, Lionel tucked into the food in front of him and wolfed it down oblivious to the fact that all the others were eating much more slowly. Emily ignored his bad manners as best she could and savoured every bite of the superb roast beef and Yorkshire pudding. She reflected that the cook, an employee of her father, brought in to prepare and serve the meal never pretended to be a chef.

         As she tackled the last of her boiled cabbage, Lionel leaned over and whispered: ‘You really do appeal to me as a most gorgeous girl. You and I could have lots of fun together upstairs.’ Staying true to her decision to ignore him at all cost, she continued eating as if he hadn’t spoken.

         Lionel changed tack and began to give a long-winded, pompous account of his sporting prowess, which Emily felt sure must be exaggerated. He finished one story with ‘… and then in the cricket match against Keighley, I made a terrific catch at head height right on the boundary. It would have been a six otherwise.’

         He paused, and looked directly at Emily, clearly waiting for a response. Although Emily never liked cricket, she felt obliged to say something, especially as everyone around the table seemed to be looking at her.

         ‘Isn’t that what boundary fielders are supposed to do?’ she enquired as innocently as she could. To her surprise, everyone laughed at this - everyone apart from Lionel who threw her a dark look and stared at his empty plate. Good, Emily thought, far better if he decided that she would not be the girl for him after all.

         When the plates were cleared away, Emily rose to help her mother supervise the preparation of the final course, relieved to have a break from sitting next to Lionel. On returning to the dining room, she discovered that his chair seemed to have been moved closer to hers, his right thigh almost touching her left. She gritted her teeth and vowed not to let her unpleasant neighbour destroy her appetite for her favourite dessert – fruit salad and cream. While she savoured its delicious sweetness, her thoughts turned to just how she should escape from the house when the time came to elope.

         A sudden pressure on her left thigh broke her out of her reverie; she looked down and found Lionel’s massive hand resting on her knee. She tried to brush it away but he closed his grip more firmly. Emily thought about announcing his appalling conduct to the rest of the table, but worried that nobody would believe her; least of all her father who, judging by his smiles and nods towards Lionel, considered him to be the best young man to have visited the house in years.

         Taking a deep breath, Emily decided to continue to ignore the hand but, to her dismay, it started very slowly to edge higher up her thigh. Things were getting out of hand.

         ‘Really,’ she exclaimed in a loud voice turning on Lionel. He removed his hand instantly, but his expression remained unruffled.

         ‘I simply wondered if Emily and I could put a record on the gramophone and dance in the lounge rather than stay in here and drink coffee with you,’ he explained politely to Emily’s father.

         She bit her lip when her father approved the suggestion with a delighted, ‘of course!’ What she wanted seemed to be of no significance; five minutes later loud waltz music filled the house and she found herself in Lionel’s arms. He held her much closer than politeness required and his right hand soon began to stray again.

         Mindful of her conversation with Elsie, she glanced around for a weapon with which to defend herself if things got out of hand. The poker on the hearth seemed an obvious choice, and she decided to use it if he tried anything further.

         Lionel waltzed her towards one side of the room and stared at her father’s cane resting on the sideboard. He gave her a smirk, as if he knew exactly what he would like to do if he got his hands on that cane.

         The record finished and when he broke away to change it, Lionel reached across from the gramophone and picked up the cane. ‘Time to liven you up my girl, we’ll play something nice and loud.’

         But Emily had remembered all too clearly what happened to poor Elsie and already stood near the door. The time to ignore this fool was over. ‘That is quite enough of that!’ she exploded. ‘Leave me alone you horrible man!’

         All of a sudden, a return to the dining room and the safety of her own family appeared to be a safe option; she stormed out of the lounge and returned to the dinner party. Lionel marched in a couple of minutes later with the same smirk on his face. For the rest of the evening, she behaved as if he was not there.

         The guests left close to midnight and Emily found herself alone with her father. ‘Well my girl, Lionel will be coming over at around 12 noon tomorrow and he’ll take you out for lunch. You could do a lot worse than him; he’s got real prospects of a good career at the Building Society.’

         Emily simply nodded and wished him goodnight. How sad her father thought that a man so much older than herself and so conceited would make a suitable husband. Well, she had other ideas and the sooner they came to fruition the better, by 12 noon tomorrow she would be far away from Halifax!

         
            ***
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