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				About the Book

				On a spring day in 1947, Millie and Pete Maynard take their daughter Sylvie on a boat trip that is to end in tragedy. Poor Sylvie blames herself for the accident and Millie needs all her strength to comfort her children and overcome her grief. Then Pete’s will is read and further heartache lies in store . . .

				Meanwhile, Pete’s younger brother and his good-for-nothing sons try to take control of the family business, but they’ve underestimated Millie’s indomitable spirit. She’s worked in Maynard’s perfume laboratory for eighteen years and is determined to protect her husband’s legacy no matter what obstacles are thrown in her way . . .

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter One

				Late March, 1947

				Emily Maynard, known to the family as Millie, leaned back on her hard seat, enjoying the bright spring sun on her face. The heavy old-fashioned yacht was slicing through the water at a good pace and the only sounds were the ripple of water against the hull and the rush of wind in the sails. This was sheer bliss after the pressure of work and the hard, bleak winter.

				It was Saturday and her husband Peter’s sixty-fourth birthday. He’d taken a long weekend away from his business and brought the family with him to celebrate. He very much needed a break because he’d been working overtime, but this morning with his head thrown back and his chin thrusting forward, Pete looked at least a decade younger than his age.

				‘You keep me young,’ he’d told Millie often. She was his second wife and at thirty-four was only two years older than his elder daughter from his first marriage. But Millie thought it was Pete’s personality that kept him young, he always threw himself into what he was doing and brimmed with enthusiasm and contentment.

				Almost everybody else in Britain was in a lacklustre mood. They had just endured a bitter winter, Britain’s coldest and longest spell of heavy snow and severe frost for fifty years. Many schools and factories had had to close for lack of heating, but theirs had not, they’d all carried on working wearing their outdoor coats and scarves.

				‘Sylvie, Sylvie,’ Pete called, ‘be a good girl and get my sunglasses for me. They’re in my bag in the cabin.’

				Millie watched Sylvie, her seventeen-year-old daughter, come round from the bow to oblige. She’d said she wanted to sunbathe but hadn’t yet stripped down to the swimsuit she was wearing under her blouse and shorts.

				‘Not much warmth in this sun yet,’ she said to her mother as she passed.

				‘It’s only the end of March,’ Millie said.

				‘And only a couple of weeks since the big thaw,’ Pete told her. ‘But it’s lovely to see the sun again.’

				The whole family loved Sylvie, as an infant in her pram, as a charming little girl, her eyes alight with mischief, and now as a young lady trying to appear more grown up than she was. Sylvie had not done all that well at school and had wanted to leave and work in the business. After a year at commercial college, Pete, and James his brother and partner in the business, had taken her on.

				Pete said that Sylvie looked very like her, but Millie knew she’d never had stunning beauty like her daughter’s. Both were petite and slightly built, but inevitably Millie’s figure had filled out a little with childbirth and maturity.

				Sylvie had a childlike face, a neat small nose and rosebud mouth. They both had fair colouring but while Millie thought of her hair as being pale fawn, Sylvie’s hair shone golden in the sun, while her eyes were a very beautiful soft golden-brown – unusual with such blond hair. Her looks never failed to work their charm on Pete and her two much older half-sisters and she always got what she wanted. Millie thought Sylvie had been indulged all her life, possibly they’d overindulged her, but she’d always been a happy and loving girl.

				Millie and Pete also had two young sons, Simon was eleven and Kenneth nine, but they’d not taken them out of school to bring them. This was just a short break, primarily for her and Pete to rest and recover from their grinding workload.

				It was no great novelty for them to come to Hafod, the holiday home in Anglesey that had been bought by Pete’s father. James, his elder brother had used it in his youth but had long since lost interest. Other members of the wider Maynard clan occasionally visited but it was only Pete and his family who came regularly. They counted themselves lucky to be able to get away from Liverpool fairly often. The boat had also belonged to his father and the family all enjoyed sailing and fishing trips in it when they were down here, though they rarely went far.

				In summer, the locals ran boat trips to Puffin Island for holiday visitors to see the seals, but it was some distance off and they knew a nearer place where more wildlife could be seen. Today they were heading to a tiny island, really just an outcrop of rock from the seabed, a mile or so off the coast. As far as they knew it didn’t have a name though the family had always called it Seal Island because it was inhabited only by seals and seabirds which they could watch from the boat.

				Pete remembered his parents taking him to Seal Island once and landing there to enjoy a picnic. He’d decided they’d do that too, it would be something different to celebrate his birthday. Now wearing his sunglasses, he was at the tiller and in a very upbeat mood. He loved messing around in the boat. He could handle Sea Sprite’s thirty-four feet single-handed and sometimes did. His eyes were like the ocean, bluish green, and they challenged the world and sparked with confidence in his own ability. They’d been planning this trip and looking forward to it over the freezing winter months.

				Winning the war had put Britain on the breadline. The population was exhausted, all its reserves had been spent. It had run up huge debts and everything was in short supply. The country had had to switch its efforts from fighting a war to earning a living again, and it was now facing an uphill struggle for survival. Austerity Britain, the newspapers called it.

				Bread had been rationed for the first time last year. Heavy manual workers were allowed more than clerical workers and housewives. The wheat content had been reduced to the 1942 level so the bread was darker and was known sarcastically as Victory Bread. Worse, to save grain, the amount of brewing was cut and then cut again more drastically, so there was little beer to be had. Butter, margarine and fat rations were cut, and no rice was imported because it was sent to starving Europe.

				The politicians were making huge plans to provide a free health service, better housing and a decent education for all, but they had no money to do it. Businesses were being harried to produce and export more to pay for a better life. William C. Maynard and Sons was working flat out, struggling to do this.

				‘Dad, Dad.’ Sylvie was sitting on the cabin roof and shouting excitedly. ‘I can see the seals – over there.’

				Millie straightened up to look. They were nearing the island, an inhospitable rocky cliff rising from the sea, with almost every ledge occupied by squawking seabirds.

				‘We’ll have to go round to the other side to land,’ Pete said.

				The cliffs soon gave way to lower land and more seals could be seen now. Pete started the auxiliary engine and gave the order to collapse the sails. Sylvie leapt to do it, she called it crewing for Dad.

				‘I can see the inlet,’ she said. Pete nosed the Sea Sprite slowly into it. It was very sheltered and the water was calm. Millie kept checking the depth of the water to make sure they didn’t run aground. A quarter of a mile or so in, Pete said he could see a place where it would be possible to tie up. The bank overhung the sea loch and a scrub of tangled brushes grew along the water’s edge. He put out the old tyres he’d brought to act as fenders and said to Sylvie, ‘Here’s the painter, get ready to jump.’

				‘What do I tie it to, Dad?’

				‘There aren’t many decent trees, are there? I’m looking for a few feet of clear space where you can get a foothold, but with a strong bush nearby. How about this place coming up?’

				‘Fine, how did you know about it?’

				‘Put it down to experience.’ He edged the yacht closer until Sylvie could jump ashore to make the boat fast.

				‘Will this do, Dad?’

				He climbed out to test the holding power of the bush. Millie knew he wouldn’t be satisfied.

				‘Throw me a line from the stern,’ he called. Millie did so and he tied the other end fast to a different bush. ‘Now let’s have the anchor.’ Millie heaved it up and he swung that into the bank too. ‘There, that should hold us. We’ll be safe enough now.’

				‘I can’t wait to see what’s here,’ Sylvie said, climbing across the short wiry turf that covered this part of the island. Millie and Pete followed more slowly.

				‘There won’t be much of anything,’ Millie said, ‘if it’s uninhabited.’

				‘I think we saw the ruins of a house when I came with my father, so somebody must have tried to scratch a living here once.’

				They climbed higher until they could see the whole of the island laid out before them. There were seals in plenty swimming in the surf but one half of the island had been taken over by a large colony of seabirds. Pete had brought his binoculars and they tried to pick out different species.

				Millie found it fascinating. ‘I do wish we could take photographs,’ she lamented, but film was almost impossible to obtain. They found the ruins of the cottage, now reduced to a few stones shaped from the local rock.

				They retraced their steps back to the boat because Sylvie said she wanted to have her first swim of the year, but dipping in her toe made her decide the water was too cold. ‘Too early in the season.’ Pete smiled and clambered on board. ‘I’m not going in.’

				‘What about lunch then? I’m hungry.’

				‘Already?’

				‘It’s gone one o’clock, Dad.’

				Millie opened up the hamper that Valerie and Helen had packed for them. Pete loved his daughters and wanted to keep them close, he always included them in family celebrations. Esme, their mother, had died of leukaemia after a long illness when they’d been teenagers, but Pete had managed to be father and mother to his girls for several years.

				‘I’m afraid they’ll think of me as a wicked stepmother,’ Millie had confessed nervously to him when she was first married. ‘I can’t be a mother to them.’ She’d been barely eighteen herself at the time and couldn’t imagine it.

				Pete had laughed. ‘Sweetheart, you won’t have to be.’ He’d dominated them all, she didn’t doubt he’d dominated Esme, but with him they’d coalesced into a happy family unit.

				‘We aren’t going to eat on the boat, are we?’ Sylvie asked now.

				‘Why not?’

				‘This is a celebration birthday picnic, and it won’t be a picnic at all if we stay here.’ The cabin was small and cramped and didn’t have a table. ‘We’ve got to eat in style today.’

				‘All right, you find us a more stylish place, but don’t forget we’ll have to carry everything.’ Peter filled the kettle with the water they’d brought and picked up the Primus so they could make tea.

				‘If it’s to be a proper picnic we should light a fire,’ Sylvie said.

				‘There aren’t any trees here so where would we find wood?’

				Millie brought the car rugs, and she and Sylvie carried the hamper between them. ‘We shouldn’t go too high,’ Millie said. ‘The wind is still cold up there.’

				Sylvie chose the first level spot and shook out the rugs to sit on while Millie unpacked the hamper. Yesterday afternoon, Pete’s older daughters had baked a sponge cake and a Scotch egg each to provide what luxury they could for the picnic. There was salad and bread to go with it.

				Valerie and Helen were staying in the house with them. Both were married, Valerie had twin toddlers and Helen had a four-month-old baby to care for. They’d decided against the boat trip, it would not be suitable for the babies.

				‘Valerie’s given us a tablecloth,’ Sylvie enthused, ‘so we can sit round it and make it a bit special.’

				Pete lit the Primus and settled the kettle to boil. ‘It would be more special if she’d given us chairs,’ he said, lowering himself stiffly to the rug. Millie knew he found it more comfortable to eat on the boat where at least he had a seat, but it was a jolly meal. They all had hearty appetites and agreed the lunch was excellent.

				When they returned to the boat, Sylvie stripped down to her two-piece swimsuit and settled down in the bow with some cushions and her book. ‘I’m hoping to get a tan,’ she said.

				Pete baited some fish hooks and cast them over the side. ‘Wouldn’t it be great if we could catch enough fish to take home to feed us all?’ he said. But he was yawning and before long he had stretched out on one of the bunks in the cabin.

				Millie was left to sit in the sun and keep an eye on the fish hooks. Helen had lent her a book and she was enjoying it. She glanced up and saw one of the lines twitch and leapt to pull it in, but it was only a three-inch tiddler so she threw it back into the water and rebaited the hook. It was soporific in the sun and she could feel herself dozing off too. She woke up to find Sylvie wearing her pullover again, helping Pete to pull in another of the lines with a silver fish jerking on the hook.

				‘It’s quite big, isn’t it? What sort is it, Dad?’

				‘Codling, I think.’

				‘There’s another on this line,’ Sylvie screamed with excitement. ‘Gosh, Dad, I can see a whole lot of them in the water down below.’ Millie jumped up to help.

				‘A fish this size would make a good dinner,’ Pete chortled. ‘So we need five, and if we could get six we could feed the twins too.’ Within half an hour they’d caught six. ‘The best afternoon’s fishing I’ve ever had,’ he said happily. ‘That was a real treat. Have we got some paper or a towel or something to wrap them in?’

				Millie found a clean tea towel for him and for the first time realised it was much cooler, the sun had gone and the sky was grey and darkening. She looked about her and felt a moment of disquiet. Her husband and daughter were still admiring their gleaming catch. ‘Just look at this one, it must weigh over a pound.’

				‘Pete, I think there’s a storm brewing,’ Millie said. The wind had got up and could be heard whistling through the inlet.

				Sylvie shivered. ‘The sun went a long time ago.’

				‘Goodness!’ Pete was frowning, clearly troubled. ‘This is a surprise! It wasn’t forecast.’

				‘We’ll be all right, won’t we?’ Sylvie asked.

				‘I’m going to walk a little way down the inlet until I can see what the sea looks like,’ he said and set off scrambling over the rocks. They both followed him.

				When it came in sight Millie couldn’t stop her gasp of horror. ‘What a change since this morning!’ The sea was pewter grey like the sky and was hurling itself at the rocky shoreline in thunderous crashes, resulting in lots of seething white foam. Beyond that they could see the huge swell and the white-crested waves, but they couldn’t see far, the weather was closing in. ‘It’s raining over there,’ Sylvie said.

				‘Let’s go back to the boat,’ Peter sounded shocked, ‘before it starts raining here.’ They went as quickly as they could and threw everything possible into the cabin to keep dry.

				‘What are we going to do now?’ Millie asked. ‘It looks pretty bad out there.’

				She could see Pete was pondering the problem. ‘Do we go now before the weather worsens, or do we stay here until the storm has passed?’ he asked.

				‘How long will it take to pass over?’ Sylvie wanted to know.

				‘That’s in the lap of the gods, but we’d be all right in this inlet, it’s very sheltered. We could stay all night if necessary.’

				‘What? Spend the night here?’ Sylvie was shocked.

				‘We have enough food,’ Millie said. ‘We have the fish and just enough butter left over from lunch to fry it. There’s a little bread too and half that cake.’

				‘But it’s Dad’s birthday and he’s booked a table at the Buckley Arms for dinner,’ Sylvie objected. ‘I was looking forward to that. Valerie’s arranged a babysitter . . .’

				Millie froze. ‘There’s no way of letting them know we’re staying the night,’ she said slowly. ‘Won’t they be worried?’

				‘They’ll imagine we’re lost at sea,’ Sylvie added. ‘I vote we go.’

				‘It’s twenty to five,’ Millie said. ‘We have to go now if we’re going to have time to change and get to Beaumaris by half seven.’

				‘All right, we’ll go,’ Pete said. ‘Really we have to. The girls will be worried stiff if we don’t turn up.’

				‘They’d call out the coastguard,’ Sylvie said with a laugh.

				‘Sea Sprite is a heavy boat and it’s stood a few storms in its time. We’ll be fine. Let’s stow everything shipshape and get ready to leave.’

				Millie could feel a heavy ball of anxiety growing in her stomach. She had faith in Peter’s judgement and knew he was an experienced sailor but he rarely went out in the boat unless the weather was fine.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Two

				Pete hoisted the sails and got the engine running before they cast off. He tied a lifeline to Millie, securing her to the boat, and as soon as Sylvie jumped back on board he did the same for her.

				‘You too,’ Millie reminded him.

				‘You bet, there’ll be some big waves out there.’

				When they came in sight of the raging sea, Sylvie asked fearfully, ‘Had we better wear our lifebelts too?’

				‘You’re tethered to the boat,’ Pete said, ‘but it wouldn’t do any harm.’ They were at the mouth of the inlet and could feel the spray being thrown up. ‘They’ll keep you warm and dry.’

				He had remarked on the size of the swell this morning but by comparison it was enormous now, and the rain had reached them so visibility was down to a few yards. No life jacket would keep them dry in this downpour. He turned to smile at Millie. ‘You two shelter in the cabin. You’ll be safer there.’

				They did as he suggested. Sylvie threw herself on one of the bunks, shouting, ‘This is awful!’

				She looked frightened and Millie didn’t blame her but she pinned the cabin door open and stayed in the opening watching Pete, in case he needed her to help in some way. He was gripping the tiller with a look of intense concentration on his face and pointing Sea Sprite’s bow directly at the huge wave sweeping towards them. She’d been out with him often enough to know that if a wave like that caught the boat sideways on it could swamp it and turn it over, and that could mean curtains for them all.

				Millie’s heart was in her mouth but she couldn’t drag her eyes away from the next green curling wall that was advancing towards them. Suddenly, she felt the bow being tossed up and all she could see to the front of them was the dark sky. Then just as suddenly the boat plunged in the opposite direction and seemed to be diving to the bottom of the sea. As she grabbed the door for a handhold she heard Sylvie scream, ‘Mum, what’s happening?’

				The boat smacked on the water with a thump, and there were ominous creaks and cracks in Sprite’s old timbers but behind the wave the boat popped up level again like a cork, and travelled on at breakneck speed.

				‘We’re all right, love,’ she tried to comfort her daughter, ‘just a wave.’

				‘A big one.’ Pete’s voice was snatched by the wind which was now a howling gale and she had to watch his lips. ‘Don’t worry, we can manage them.’ It helped to ease her panic that he still seemed quietly confident but the waves kept coming and her mouth had gone dry.

				She couldn’t help but think of all the ships that had been lost along the east coast of Anglesey. The place was notorious for shipwrecks. Not far from their house an obelisk had been erected to commemorate the loss of an ocean-going passenger ship. It had been heading for Liverpool and had foundered on its return from its first voyage to Australia. It had been newly built and state of the art for its time, but many people on it had lost their lives. She told herself that was a long time ago in the last century, though she couldn’t recall exactly when. It didn’t help to remember that Sea Sprite had been built in the eighteen nineties.

				Millie couldn’t stop herself leaning out of the cabin doorway to take another look. The wind felt strong enough to blow her head off, but suddenly it shifted direction, the boat shuddered and the boom thundered across with its heavy sail. The bangs, cracks and creaks from the mast sounded even more sinister.

				‘Mum, don’t leave me,’ Sylvie screamed, lifting her head from the bunk.

				‘No, love, I won’t,’ she said as calmly as she could. ‘There’s nothing wrong.’ Her daughter’s face was paper-white. ‘Are you feeling seasick?’

				‘No,’ Sylvie said and staggered to join her at the cabin door. She was shaking.

				‘We’ll be all right, love,’ Millie told her, giving her a hug. ‘Try to relax.’

				‘What’s making that noise? It sounds as though the boat’s breaking up.’

				That was exactly what it did sound like but it wouldn’t help Sylvie if she admitted it. ‘No, the Sprite is solidly built. You know it is.’

				She saw then that Pete was beckoning to her. ‘I’m going to see what Dad wants. You stay here where it’s safe.’ She ducked low and moved to sit on the seat that ran along the side of the boat, slithering along towards him. As soon as she left the shelter of the cabin the wind buffeted her and tore at her hair.

				Pete put a hand on her arm but his eyes didn’t lift from the sea. The next wave, a beautiful deep green cliff, was rearing up in front of them. Millie held on until they were over it and it was breaking up all around them in huge torrents of white foam.

				He put his head down close to hers so she could hear him. ‘It wasn’t as big as the last,’ he said. ‘I’m worried about the mast, it’s never made noises like this before. There it goes again, almost like a gunshot. This wind could break it off.’ Millie felt a stab of sheer terror as he went on. ‘I want the mainsail down, it’s wet now and the weight is making things worse. We don’t need it anyway and the boat would be easier to control if we weren’t going so fast.’

				‘You want me to put it down?’ Millie closed her eyes and shuddered. She’d acted as crew for Pete on other holiday trips and knew what had to be done, but today the Sprite was tossing about so much she could hardly stand up against the force of the gale.

				Pete said, ‘I’ll do it if you like. This wind is gusting. Every so often it gives an extra powerful blast from a different quarter and that puts more pressure on the mast.’

				Millie was watching the mast in awful fascination. ‘It’s doing it again,’ she screeched, grabbing for his arm. The sail slackened for a moment as the wind turned and when the powerful blast hit it, the boom flew across as though propelled by an engine. All the time, the mast was protesting with creaks as loud as pistol shots and the yacht heeled over in an additional burst of speed.

				‘Oh my God!’ Millie breathed as she hung on for dear life.

				Pete’s voice was in her ear. ‘If I collapse the sail you’ll have to hold the tiller.’

				She felt another stab of fear. She’d steered the boat many times but never in conditions like these.

				‘Keep it on this course unless you see a big wave coming at you from a different quarter. If you do, aim the bow straight into it. That’s the important thing. If the wind gusts and changes again, you could find it pulls you broadside on but you must keep the bow heading straight into the waves.’

				‘Yes, I know.’

				‘It’s better now we’re away from the island.’

				‘Right,’ she said, and moved to take his position in the stern. ‘Be careful.’

				Sylvie was still watching them from the cabin door. He grinned and said, ‘Aren’t I always?’

				The tiller felt like a wild thing, it wasn’t easy to keep the boat on course. Millie only dared take quick glances to see what Pete was doing. He looked quite stiff, poor dear.

				Then she realised the wind was gusting again. It took all her strength to hang on to the tiller and keep the boat straight. She heard the mast protest ominously yet again and felt the slight lull followed immediately by the boom beginning to swing. ‘Going about,’ she yelled to warn Pete.

				She heard another thud and the boat jerked so violently the tiller was snatched from her grasp. She heard an almighty splash and screamed at exactly the same moment Sylvie did.

				This was disaster. Nobody was controlling the boat; they were at the mercy of the wind and the sea. Sylvie was continuing to scream.

				Millie saw another wave bearing down on them on the starboard side and lunged for the tiller. In the nick of time, she managed to bring the bow round so that they rode the wave safely. On her right, a rope had whipped taut straight across the stern.

				She glanced round to see what Pete was doing because the main sail was still up. She couldn’t see him. He wasn’t here. Everything went black in a moment of sheer panic. Sylvie crashed on to the stern seat beside her to yank at her arm.

				‘Dad’s gone overboard,’ she screamed. ‘Turn back. We’ve got to look for him.’

				‘Oh my God!’ Millie felt she couldn’t deal with this, she was terrified, but just as quickly she realised that if she didn’t do something, all would be lost. The taut rope pulled tighter, it was made fast to the seat supports, and it dawned on her in that instant. ‘That’s his lifeline,’ she screamed. Sylvie stared blankly back at her. ‘He’s secured to the boat. It’s that rope, next to you. Quick, pull on it. Let’s get him back on board.’

				Sylvie knelt on her knees and tried. ‘I can’t,’ she sobbed. ‘I can’t. It’s impossible.’

				‘Why not?’

				‘It’s too tight. I can’t pull him in any closer.’ She gave a scream of frustration. ‘He’s drowning. He must be.’

				Though still struggling to control the steering, Millie glanced behind her and she knew another moment of panic. She could see they were towing Pete in their foaming wake, but the speed of the boat meant they’d never be able to pull his weight out of the water and get him on board. They needed to turn back to make the rope slack, but another wave was roaring towards them. They coasted that in the nick of time but already another wave was coming, it wouldn’t do to let one catch them broadside on. She couldn’t turn in this sea. The boat shuddered, the mast cracked and every other timber seemed in its death throes.

				‘We’ve got to get the sail down.’ That should make it easier to turn. She had to grip Sylvie’s arm to get her attention. ‘That’ll slow us.’

				‘But what about Dad? Can he breathe like that?’

				‘I hope so. You’ll have to steer while I do it.’ She saw Sylvie’s mouth drop open in horror. ‘You’ve done it before, Dad taught you.’

				‘Not now, I can’t,’ she whined. ‘Dad could be drowning.’

				Millie screamed with frustration. ‘Pull yourself together. You’ve got to help him or he will drown. We’ll all drown.’ Sylvie’s white face was awash with tears and rain, and her wet hair was blowing about her head. ‘Please don’t go to pieces on me,’ she implored.

				Obediently, Sylvie sat down and took the tiller. ‘What course am I to steer?’

				Millie no longer had the faintest idea. ‘Just keep the bow nose on to the waves and the swell.’

				Keeping low, she crept forward as quickly as she could to the bottom of the mast. She could see no sign of any cracks in it. The rope was wet and her fingers stiff with cold but eventually the knot gave and the sail came down.

				She felt the boat slowing as she scrambled back. She had to help Pete. Crying with fear and frustration, she hauled with all her might on his lifeline and managed to twist a little of the spare round a cleat, but his body was acting like a sea anchor. They were travelling at a controllable pace but unless they stopped, she knew they’d never get him aboard. Should she stop the engine? What if she couldn’t restart it? Without the mainsail they’d not get home without the engine. She knew very little about engines.

				‘Mum.’ Sylvie’s voice was excited. ‘I can see land. We’re heading straight for it. Where are we?’

				Millie gave the lifeline one last turn round the cleat before collapsing on the seat beside her daughter to take a look. The rain and mist were clearing but it was almost dark. Yes, she could see a light and perhaps another one further over. They were fast approaching the coast of Anglesey, but she didn’t recognise this part. Her stomach lurched and seemed to turn over. She knew just how treacherous this coast was for shipping. There were outcrops of rock all along here, some just beneath the water.

				‘Change places with me, Sylvie,’ she said urgently. ‘Keep pulling Dad’s lifeline in. It’s easier now.’

				She took over the tiller, scared stiff by this new emergency. Where were they? Pete would have planned their course carefully but clearly they hadn’t kept to it. If she continued on like this she’d drive them straight up on to the long stretch of beach she could now see ahead. But there was no sign of life there and she’d need immediate help for Pete. The beaches were always deserted except in the holiday season. They could be miles from anywhere.

				In another flash of panic she realised that if she went aground on the beach, she’d never get the boat off again; heaven knows what it would do to the keel and the engine.

				She had to make up her mind quickly whether to turn north or south and she couldn’t think. Where were they? Pete never travelled without charts but there was no time to get them out. The currents and the tide would have carried them but where? Her mind stayed blank.

				If she went north she could sail off into the Irish Sea and keep going until the engine ran out of petrol. South was her best guess. The population was greater to the south. Beside her, Sylvie grunted with effort.

				‘How are you doing?’ she asked.

				‘I can’t . . . It’s not easy but Dad’s closer,’ Sylvie gasped. ‘He gives no sign . . . But his face is sometimes free of the water, do you think he can breathe?’

				‘Oh God!’ Millie felt sick. ‘Yes, perhaps.’

				‘Do you know where we are?’

				‘Not really . . . But . . . that wouldn’t be the lighthouse at Point Lynas, would it?’ She felt a first spark of joy. Of course it was! Why hadn’t she thought to look for it sooner?

				‘It is,’ Sylvie said. ‘It is. It must be. Thank goodness this murk is lifting. It’s stopped raining over there so we can see it.’

				‘Going about,’ Millie said to warn her as she turned south. The boom swung slowly across, dragging the sail. Pete insisted they kept all the tackle shipshape and ready for use and she certainly hadn’t today. She looked back at the Point Lynas light. How far away from it were they? Could that long stretch of sand be Dulas Beach? If so, they might not be all that far away from home. She kept her eyes peeled as they chugged along the coast, hoping to recognise her whereabouts.

				Fifteen minutes later she heard Sylvie’s shout above the roar of the gale. ‘That’s Hafod.’ Her voice was full of heartfelt relief. ‘Mum, we’re home, you’ve done it.’

				Millie slowed the engine. Sylvie was leaping about and waving madly. The lights gleamed out of Hafod. Never had any sight been more welcome. In the gathering dusk she could make out two figures wearing yellow sou’westers running down to the jetty to meet them. The storm must have made Valerie and Helen anxious. Help was at hand.

				Millie took a deep breath, she felt completely drained of energy but she slowed the engine right down as she brought the yacht in closer, and cut it at just the right moment so they slid alongside the jetty.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Three

				Millie could hear the rain splattering against the window as she woke up in the double bed. Her head was swimming and she felt drugged to the eyeballs. The first thing she always did was to reach across for Pete. To feel only cold empty space shocked her. He wasn’t there. It brought the events of the day before slamming back to her mind.

				She remembered climbing stiffly off Sea Sprite and virtually collapsing, unable to do another thing. Valerie and Helen had taken over. She knew they’d pulled Pete out of the water and sent for the local doctor. He’d prescribed sedatives for her and Sylvie, and the girls had made them take hot baths and get into bed.

				She felt across her bedside table for her watch. It told her it was half past four but she knew from the light it wasn’t morning. She pulled herself across the bed to see Pete’s alarm clock, but that agreed with her watch. She felt she’d been asleep for a long time but surely not for the best part of twenty-four hours?

				She struggled out of bed, found her dressing gown and slippers and crept downstairs. The house was quiet but she could hear a voice and it drew her to the living room. Helen was swinging gently back and forth in the old rocking chair and cooing to her baby Jenny as she gave her a bottle. Helen had long dark hair with an auburn tinge and was said to have her mother’s pretty upturned nose. Valerie was nothing like her to look at, she took after her father.

				Pete’s birthday cards were still spread along the mantelpiece. ‘Pete,’ she blurted out. ‘Where is he? Is he all right?’

				She knew she’d alarmed Helen. ‘No, no, I’m afraid he isn’t,’ there were tears in her dark eyes. She got to her feet and hurried the baby out to her pram on the terrace. Millie followed. The storm had passed but the day was grey and dull. She saw her settle Jenny in her pram without much ceremony. Predictably, the baby began to protest, but her mother dropped a kiss on the child’s forehead. ‘Off you go to sleep, love.’

				‘What’s happened to Pete?’ Millie demanded. She felt she was peering through swirling mist and could feel herself swaying. She groped to a chair for support. ‘Tell me.’

				Helen took her hand and led her back to the rocking chair in the living room. ‘There’s no easy way to tell you, Millie. Dad was dead when we got him out of the water.’

				‘Oh God! He drowned?’

				‘No, they did a post-mortem on him this morning and found there was very little water in his lungs.’ She mopped at her eyes and blew her nose. ‘You told us he’d been swept overboard by the boom . . .’

				‘That’s what Sylvie said.’

				‘Well, it cracked him on the head; we could see a big wound. They say it fractured his skull and that he was probably unconscious when he went into the water. That would be why he didn’t help himself.’

				Millie felt tears burning her eyes. ‘It all happened so quickly, I wasn’t able to take it in.’

				‘You did marvellously well, bringing the boat back safely. Val and I are very impressed with that. It could have been much worse.’

				‘Where is Val?’

				‘She took the twins out walking to tire them out. She thought she’d better ring Uncle James to let him know about Dad. He sent his deepest sympathy to you.’

				Millie sniffed into her handkerchief. James and Pete had not got on well, but Pete had been two years older and head of the family. Because James was a virtual invalid and had hardly come to the office in recent years, Pete had run the business and they’d all relied on it to earn them a living.

				‘He’s quite worried, Millie, about how the firm is going to manage without Dad.’

				That thought was like a kick in the stomach to Millie. Pete was going to be missed both at home and at work. She was reminded that it was very much a family business. This was a total calamity, she couldn’t face it. ‘How’s Sylvie?’

				‘Her hands were raw and bleeding from pulling on the rope. The doctor dressed them.’

				‘Where is she?’

				‘She hasn’t woken up from the sedative yet.’

				‘Yes I have, well, I’ve half woken anyway.’ Sylvie staggered in and slumped down on the sofa. ‘I know Dad isn’t all right,’ she choked, ‘but what’s happening?’

				Helen started to repeat the sad tale. Millie couldn’t bear to hear it all again and went out to the terrace. Jenny’s sobs were quieter, she was settling, but Millie picked her up as much to comfort herself as the baby.

				Back in the living room Sylvie was sobbing noisily. Millie joined her on the sofa and sat as near to her as she could. She put one arm round her shoulders and pulled her closer. ‘I can’t believe this has happened to Pete. He was so careful with everything.’

				‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry, Mum,’ Sylvie wept, burying her face on Millie’s shoulder. ‘I didn’t mean to hurt Dad, please forgive me.’

				‘There’s nothing to forgive, love . . .’ It was a disaster that would change her life and those of all the family for ever, and it had happened so quickly.

				‘It’s all my fault. I persuaded Dad to come back yesterday through that awful storm.’

				‘I know it’s a terrible shock, love, but you mustn’t blame yourself.’

				‘He wanted to stay there until the storm passed over, he was ready to stay all night. But I wanted to go to the Buckley Arms for dinner, I had a new dress to wear and I told him how much I was looking forward to it.’

				Millie said firmly, ‘Sylvie, it’s not your fault, you mustn’t think like that. Dad decided to come home because he knew Helen and Valerie would be worried if we didn’t turn up.’

				‘Worried?’ Helen sobbed too. ‘What would that matter? Being worried is nothing compared to losing him like this.’

				‘See what I mean?’ Sylvie lifted a face ravaged by tears. ‘I didn’t realise how bad that storm was, and I thought having a meal out was more important than his life.’

				‘You didn’t know.’ Millie held her tight. ‘We none of us knew what would happen.’

				‘What are we going to do now?’ Sylvie sobbed. ‘How are we going to manage without him?’

				‘I don’t know, love, I’ve been asking myself that, but it wasn’t your fault.’

				‘It’s utterly terrible,’ Helen said, ‘but you mustn’t blame yourself, Sylvie. Dad wouldn’t want that.’

				Millie was worried about Sylvie, her beautiful eyes were puffy and red-rimmed. She kept breaking down in floods of tears if any of them spoke to her, even when they were trying to be kind. The accident cast a black cloud over everything and they talked endlessly of Pete.

				They all wanted to get away from Hafod and its raw memories, and the next day Millie and Sylvie, with Helen and her baby, took the train home to Liverpool. Valerie elected to stay because she felt somebody needed to as there were a hundred and one things to be arranged and ends to be tied up. She said her husband Roger would join her at the weekend to keep her company.

				Millie was glad to be back in her own home but it had been Pete’s home for longer than it had been hers. He’d been born here and so had his father before him. His clothes and books were everywhere. She sat in his favourite armchair, fingered his favourite records and started to read the book he hadn’t finished. She could sense his presence in every room and it drove home to her that he’d never be coming back.

				She put off going to bed, knowing she wouldn’t sleep. To be alone in their double bed would make her weep with grief and loneliness. She didn’t know how she was going to break the news to their two sons, Simon aged eleven and Kenneth aged nine, that their father had died, so she put off thinking about that too. Sylvie was inconsolable and though she appeared to be sleeping when Millie looked in on her, she was woken by her daughter’s screams at three in the morning.

				Sylvie was having a nightmare, reliving her ordeal on Sea Sprite. She clung to Millie. ‘I wish we’d never gone on that boat trip,’ she wept. ‘Why didn’t we go up Snowdon instead?’

				It took Millie half an hour to calm her. She made them both cups of tea, and took hers back to her own lonely bed. She was cold and couldn’t sleep, she tossed and turned for another hour, thinking of Pete.

				Years ago, when she’d been in trouble and couldn’t have survived without help, Pete had come to her aid. He’d been her saviour, her mainstay and prop, and he’d taken care of her ever since. She needed him now desperately. Pete had been kind and generous to everybody but particularly to her and Sylvie. They’d wanted for nothing. He’d been a loving husband, always smoothing out any little problems or difficulties she had.

				When finally Millie went to sleep she, too, had a nightmare in which she relived the storm that had caused Pete’s death; she woke up sweating and agitated.

				She was frightened and worried that she wouldn’t be able to keep his business running. Who was going to run it now? Millie had been thrown out of the cosy niche she’d lived in and was floundering. She couldn’t imagine how she’d cope without him.

				She couldn’t lie still any longer, she got out of bed and went down to the kitchen but she didn’t want any more tea. She stared out of the window feeling lost, but finally went back to bed, cold and miserable. However impossible it seemed, she would have to cope.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Four

				Millie’s mind went back to 1928, to the days before she’d married Pete. She’d been Millie Hathaway then and those had been tough times, very tough, but she’d managed to survive. She’d faced an acute shortage of money through the years of her youth and there’d been nobody better at making one shilling do the work of two, but it was as though juggling with the pennies had scarred her mind and she now needed affluence to feel secure.

				Her early childhood had been happy though she’d never known her father except in the photograph her mother Miriam had kept on her dressing table. He’d been killed in the Great War. Her mother had always worked in Bunnies, one of the big Liverpool department stores, and loved her job, but they’d never had much money.

				When Millie was reaching her fourteenth birthday and was due to leave school, Mum had asked Bunnies if they would employ her daughter. They’d agreed, although business was not good at that time. Thereafter, they’d both set off to work in the mornings wearing their best clothes and looking smarter than those who lived in similar rooms nearby. But her mother was no longer feeling well. Her health was beginning to fail, and though she went to the doctor, he didn’t seem to help much.

				Millie had not been able to settle at Bunnies. Although employed as a junior sales assistant, most of her time was spent unpacking new stock and pressing the clothes before they were put out for sale. She was not allowed to work anywhere near her mother and was at the beck and call of other more senior staff. She ran errands, wrapped purchases and made the staff tea.

				‘You have to start at the bottom,’ her mother told her. ‘I did. You’ll soon start serving customers, just be patient. At least you’ve got a job.’ She had, and many of the girls she’d left school with had not.

				Then she met Ryan McCarthy who lived nearby and worked for William C. Maynard and Sons who owned a factory down in the dock area. He brought her little gifts of luxury soap and tins of talcum powder that smelled heavenly, and beguiled her with stories about his job. He was seventeen now and working for the sales manager; he told her he was learning how to run the sales department. They were sending him to night school and he’d have to take exams but in a few years he’d have a job that paid a decent wage. He meant to go up in the world.

				‘If you don’t like what you’re doing,’ he said, ‘why don’t you apply for a job with the company I’m with? They’re a very good firm to work for.’ He showed her a copy of the Evening Echo where they were advertising an opening for a school leaver to help in the laboratory attached to their perfume department.

				Her mother hadn’t been too pleased but she knew Millie wasn’t happy at Bunnies. She’d done well at school and wanted a job with better prospects. ‘Lab work appeals to me,’ she’d said. She’d applied for the job and was delighted when she got it. They gave her a white coat to wear over her own clothes and she went home in the evenings with the scent of exotic perfumes in her hair.

				Millie was fifteen when she started working for William C. Maynard and Sons. It was a small family firm with premises near Liverpool’s Brunswick Dock and an enviable reputation for its luxury products. She had always loved its scented soaps and talcum powders, as had half of England. The firm found its customers amongst the wealthy.

				Pete called it a one-horse firm because they made nothing from scratch. Instead they bought in the best quality half-prepared materials from companies that manufactured in bulk. Their soap was bought in pure shreds from a firm in Widnes and their raw material for talc was a rock-like lumpy powder from France.

				What Maynard’s did so well was to add exotic perfumes and colour, and shape the soap into large luxurious tablets finished to the highest possible standard. They were wrapped to look elegant and were advertised in the ladies’ magazines that were gaining popularity in the late years of Queen Victoria’s reign.

				Millie found she’d been hired to keep the equipment clean and be a general dogsbody. She was expected to follow Arthur Knowles, the chemist in charge, round the lab as he worked on the perfumes, helping where she could. As they moved along, he explained what he was doing and why, and he was happy to answer her questions. He recognised her interest and did his best to encourage her. She felt she’d entered a new world that was truly absorbing and was soon very content in her new job. Mr Knowles was gentle and kind and treated her like a fond child.

				She felt she had everything she could possibly want. The other young girls working near her in the office admired her handsome boyfriend, they thought Ryan McCarthy quite a catch. The only flaw was that her mother’s health continued to deteriorate and she didn’t approve of Ryan. ‘He’s wild,’ she said, ‘but perhaps he’ll quieten down and grow out of it.’

				Most of the working day Millie spent in the laboratory with Mr Knowles, and he was friendly with other members of staff who came into the department to chat from time to time. In the lunch break one or two would drop in to eat their sandwiches round his desk. Millie made the tea and pulled up a chair to listen to their conversation. Soon she was joining in.

				She discovered that the boss, Peter Maynard, took a great interest in the perfumes they made, coming occasionally to work with them. It was he who decided which of the scents would be used in the products the company made.

				She learned that every lunchtime many of the senior staff went to a small dockland café called Parker’s Refreshment Rooms in the next street. They spoke approvingly of the food there. One day Mr Maynard asked if she knew the place.

				‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I walk past it twice a day, delicious scents drift out but I’ve never been inside.’ She’d never had a hot meal anywhere but at home.

				There was white lettering across the Refreshment Rooms’ window: ‘Large Helpings, Good Hot Meals Served Every Day, at Everyday Prices’. Millie was fascinated by the blackboard standing outside displaying the day’s menu: Irish hotpot, beef stew and dumplings, casseroled mutton chops, apple pie and custard, rice pudding with rhubarb. It made Millie’s mouth water just to read it.

				In the week before Christmas, Millie was thrilled when Mr Maynard brought round two of the fancy boxes of soap and talc made in the factory to catch the Christmas gift trade, and swept her and Mr Knowles out to lunch in Parker’s Refreshment Rooms. That day, there was roast pork with stuffing and roast potatoes followed by Christmas pudding.

				‘I’ve got two daughters pretty much your age,’ Peter Maynard told Millie. He had a way of looking at her and teasing her gently. She liked him, he was popular with all his staff. They said he was a fair and considerate boss.

				Her mother no longer had the energy to do housework when she came home from Bunnies, so Millie took it on bit by bit. She got up early to do it and make breakfast for her mother. On two evenings each week, she went to night school with Ryan, and he took her to the pictures and to dances at the weekend. Millie was in love and enjoying life.

				Ryan had a friend whose family earned their living as greengrocers, making a series of weekly rounds through the residential streets of Liverpool selling fruit and vegetables from a horse and cart. Ryan earned a little extra pocket money mucking out the stable and giving the horse food and water on Sundays. Millie loved going with him to help. He had a key to the stable and considered it a valuable asset because there they could have peace and privacy.

				For the last year, her mother had been taking the odd day off work because she didn’t feel well enough to go, but Millie only realised how seriously ill she was when the doctor came to visit and told them she had breast cancer. The diagnosis seemed to knock the stuffing out of her mother and she went downhill quickly. Soon she had to give up work completely and spend much of her day in bed. She was able to do little for herself.

				Millie looked after her with the help of the neighbours. She continued to go to work because her small wage was the only income they had. Ryan was very generous, he did their shopping when she was pressed for time, bought little extras for them, and sometimes put in money of his own. He also cleaned out the grate and laid the fire so Millie could concentrate on caring for her mother. She didn’t know what she would have done without Ryan. With his help she was just about able to manage.

				She continued to go to the stable with him on Sundays and by way of repayment he asked for favours. She was scared and held back but not for long. ‘Why should I do all this for you when you won’t do anything for me?’ he asked. ‘Anyway, you’ll find it fun.’

				Perhaps it was over the following six months, but that all changed the morning Millie woke up feeling that all was not as it should be with her body. She’d been fearful that she might become pregnant but Ryan had said no, he’d take good care that she didn’t.

				Today, she was horribly afraid he could be wrong. With sinking heart and full of dread she got up and rushed through her early morning routine. She said nothing to anybody, hoping against hope she was mistaken. At work, she did her best to forget it and immerse herself in her work.

				The passing days brought worry and growing certainty, until Millie had to accept she was going to have a baby. It was a calamity. She was sixteen and knew there was no way she could possibly carry on in this way for more than another few months. She knew only one person who could help her but she was unable to screw up her nerve to tell Ryan. He lived for the good times, she was frightened of telling him, frightened he’d not respond in the way she needed. A baby would be a huge complication in his life too.

				It was getting colder so she took to wearing her mother’s larger bulky pullovers to hide her changing shape and blessed the fact that she was required to wear a shapeless white coat at work.

				One Saturday night Ryan took her to the Odeon to see Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall in The Big Sleep. He was keen to see it as he’d enjoyed many of the Philip Marlowe books. A neighbour was sitting with her mother and for Millie it was a rare break. In the semi-dark she held his hand, her eyes were on him more than on the film and she was taking in little of the story.

				In the interval, she forced herself to say, ‘Ryan, there’s something I have to . . .’ but he was intent on kissing her. She turned her head away to avoid his lips and felt tears of fear and frustration burn her eyes. Ryan rubbed his cheek against hers and seemed not to notice.

				Before going home, Millie knew Ryan would want to take her, as he usually did, to what he called ‘our special place’. She would tell him there, she had to. She walked through the dark back streets with his arm round her; it didn’t comfort her. He unlocked the door, took her by the hand and led her into the warm dark stable smelling strongly of horse. They always took time to pat and stroke Orlando before they threw themselves down on his meagre supply of hay and straw. Ryan was already unbuttoning her coat when she made herself say, ‘There’s something I have to tell you but I’m scared . . .’

				He laughed and his lips came down on hers. ‘No need to be scared of anything,’ he whispered, ‘not with me.’

				He was unfastening the buttons on her blouse when she got the words out. ‘I think I’m pregnant.’ She heard his intake of breath as he drew away from her. It was too dark to see his face. ‘Ryan?’

				‘You can’t be! I mean, I’ve been using French letters. Well, most of the time.’

				Terror had her in its grip. ‘I’m afraid I am,’ she choked.

				‘When? When will it be born?’

				‘I’m not sure.’ It had taken her a long time to accept that she really was pregnant.

				‘You haven’t been to the doctor?’

				‘No!’ It was an agonised cry, tears stung her eyes again. ‘He knows me, he comes to see Mum, he’d tell her. I can’t pay the bills he sends for her, I can’t add to them.’

				‘Oh God!’ he said. ‘Perhaps you’re making a mistake. Perhaps you’re not having a baby at all. Perhaps it’s all in your mind.’

				Millie shuddered. This was what she’d feared most. ‘I can feel it move inside me,’ she said quietly. ‘Sometimes it kicks me. There’s no mistake.’

				He was sitting up, putting distance between them. ‘What are you going to do?’

				Millie was horrified. He hadn’t said, what are we going to do. She could see only one way out of her difficulties and made herself say, ‘Couldn’t we get married?’ She held her breath waiting for his answer while tears ran down her cheeks.

				‘I’m still on a learner’s wage,’ he protested. ‘What would we live on?’

				Millie began to do up her buttons, there would be no love-making tonight. ‘You could move in with me.’ She desperately wanted his ring on her finger and his assurance that they’d face this together, but she hated begging for it. ‘It wouldn’t cost any more.’

				‘You’ve only got two basement rooms,’ he said, ‘and your mother’s there.’

				She scrambled to her feet and made herself say, ‘She won’t be with me for much longer. I’d better get back to her.’ Normally, Millie couldn’t bear to think of it but her mother now spoke of death in matter-of-fact tones.

				‘I hate the thought of dying and leaving you on your own when you’re so young,’ she’d said, ‘but the McCarthys will look after you.’ Now even that looked unlikely.

				They walked home in silence, though Millie held on to his arm as she always had. She knew now that he wouldn’t willingly marry her. She had ignored the disquietening rumours she’d heard at work about Ryan – that he was frequently late for work and not so highly thought of by management as he’d led her to believe. He’d given up going to night school though she had not.

				He usually came round on Sundays to see her and chat, but the next day he did not. And he usually called for her in the mornings, but on the following Monday he didn’t, though she saw him at work. They would wait for each other so they could walk home together but that evening there was no sign of him and she eventually gave up and went home alone with a heavy heart. She knew he was avoiding her and that filled her with dread.

				On Tuesday she looked for him in the office but his colleagues said they hadn’t seen him since yesterday morning, that he’d disappeared at lunchtime and hadn’t turned up for work today. Millie had to hold on to the door for a moment, the room had begun to eddy around her. She felt sick with fear. Surely Ryan wouldn’t abandon her when he knew she really needed him? She’d never felt more alone and had no idea how she would cope.

				When she got home, Ryan’s mother was waiting there for her. She was distraught. ‘Have you seen our Ryan? He went to work yesterday and he hasn’t been home since.’

				Millie burst into tears. Mum was grey-faced and anxious and hardly able to pull herself up the bed. This would be another major worry for her. It took Millie a long time to get the facts out but there was no avoiding it now. Mrs McCarthy was furious and said a lot of hurtful things. Millie sat on the bed and her mother wept with her.

				When at last they were alone, she said, ‘Millie, you’ve made the same . . . stupid mistake . . . that I made . . . I wanted you to have a better life . . . than I’ve had.’ There was agony on her face and she couldn’t get her breath. ‘But now look at the mess you’re in.’

				It had never occurred to Millie that her mother wasn’t married. She called herself Mrs Hathaway and had always worn a wedding ring. Millie’s eyes went to the photograph in the silver frame beside the bed. ‘I believed you when you said my father died in the trenches,’ she choked.

				‘He did. He was posted to France . . . That was the trouble.’

				Millie mopped at her eyes and blew her nose. ‘At least you knew that if he could, he would have come back to marry you.’ She understood only too well that to have no husband and be with child was the worst sin any girl could commit. Society looked down on women who did that.

				Ryan had no reason to leave, except that he didn’t love her enough to stay and help her. It was cold, heartless rejection and if he’d slashed her with a knife it couldn’t have been more hurtful. Millie was too upset to cook supper, she felt sick, and neither of them wanted to eat. She went to her bed in the alcove off her mother’s room but hardly slept all night.

				When her alarm went the next morning Millie got up as usual and made breakfast for her mum though she felt terrible. Her mother was listless and red-eyed, she hadn’t slept much either.

				In the cloakroom, before she reached the perfume department, Millie heard the rumours that were flying round. Ryan had disappeared and his account books had been examined; the sales he said he’d made did not add up. Somebody told her they’d heard he’d signed on as crew on a ship going deep sea. He wouldn’t return to England for two years.

				Millie climbed the stairs to the perfume laboratory in a state of despair, put on her white coat and tried to follow her usual morning routine. Within five minutes, she’d dropped and broken one of the glass flasks she was cleaning.

				‘What’s the matter, Millie?’ Mr Knowles asked. She didn’t want to tell him. She was too ashamed, it was all too raw and painful and she was afraid she’d be thrown out of her job. She couldn’t risk that. She needed to go on working for as long as she possibly could.

				When she didn’t answer he went on in his slow, gentle drawl, ‘You’ve been crying and you don’t look well. In fact you look positively ill.’

				She couldn’t explain. She couldn’t even raise her eyes to look at him.

				‘Something’s happened to upset you, but not here. All is well here, so it must be at home. How is your mother?’

				Some time ago she’d told him Mum was ill, but he didn’t know how much worse she was now. The memory of the anguish she’d caused her mother brought tears coursing down Millie’s cheeks again and she broke down and began to tell him. Once started, it all came flooding out, even the name of her baby’s father.

				‘Ryan McCarthy?’ He was shaking his head. ‘Well, that explains one thing that was puzzling us. You’re better off without him, lass, I doubt he’d be much good to you. It seems your Mr McCarthy has been stealing and selling the company’s soap for his own benefit. The books show he’s been altering the figures over the last year.’ He thought for a moment and then said, ‘I’m going to tell Peter Maynard.’

				Millie started to protest but he held his hand up. ‘You aren’t well enough to work and he’ll have to know why.’

				‘I’m all right,’ she insisted and made to go back to the sink where she’d been working, but suddenly she felt dizzy, the shelves with their many bottles were swirling round her. She would have fallen if he hadn’t caught her and backed her into the chair.

				‘When will your baby be born?’

				‘I don’t know,’ she had to admit. ‘I haven’t told the doctor, he’d have said something to Mum, you see.’

				‘Oh my goodness!’

				At that moment Peter Maynard walked in. ‘Is something the matter, Millie?’

				She could feel her cheeks burning but Mr Knowles said, ‘Millie’s in a bit of bother,’ and went on to explain while her toes curled up with embarrassment.

				‘Why haven’t you been to see a doctor?’ her boss asked. ‘You must know you need to.’

				She felt petulant. ‘It costs three shillings and sixpence to see him in his surgery, and he’d have told my mum. I didn’t want her to know.’

				‘Oh dear, dear, dear,’ he sighed. Then he said gently, ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to tell her. You can’t go on hiding this for ever.’

				‘She knows,’ Millie said. ‘Ryan’s mother came round to see us last night, and it all came out.’

				Peter Maynard picked up the phone on Mr Knowles’s desk and asked the operator for Dr Fellows. ‘Right, young lady,’ he told her, ‘you can see the company doctor right away. You know Dr Fellows, he gave you a medical before you started work with us. His surgery is on the corner of the street just down there.’

				‘Yes, I know,’ she said. ‘Thank you.’ Millie really needed to know how much longer she had before the baby would be born. She’d have to get things ready.

				‘You’re all right to go that far?’ Mr Knowles asked.

				‘Yes, I’m fine now.’

				‘Come back here afterwards and tell us what he says. When you can’t work we’ll have to find someone else to take your place.’

				‘Poor kid,’ she heard him say as she closed the door behind her. So they felt sorry for her. Millie wanted to die with humiliation. Telling them had been awful, but it was a relief that they knew and were offering to help.

				The doctor gave Millie a date for the birth that was only eight weeks off and confirmed that her baby was developing normally. He prescribed iron tablets and vitamins and told her she must eat more if the baby was to continue to grow, recommending milk, eggs and cheese. ‘You’ll need to book a hospital bed for the delivery.’ He explained how to go about that but not how she’d be able to pay for it.

				She returned to the laboratory feeling reassured in one sense but overawed at the short time that was left before she had to take care of a baby as well.

				She told Mr Knowles and was reaching for her white coat to return to work when he said, ‘Go along to the boss’s office, he wants a word. Go on, he told me to send you.’

				Millie was swamped with the fear that he’d sack her. If he did she’d be without money for food or medicines for her mum. Since she’d given up work at Bunnies, she knew her mother had worried about having nowhere to turn but the workhouse. Millie had heard fearsome tales about the place from her neighbours, and she knew it would finish Mum if she had to apply. She tapped nervously on the boss’s door, dreading what might be coming.

				‘Come in,’ he called and looked up as she did so. ‘Come and sit down, Millie. Did you get a date for when you can expect this baby?’

				‘Yes, the doctor says November the tenth.’

				He frowned. ‘That’s not long.’

				She was suffused with panic. ‘Eight weeks but I feel fine. I can carry on working for another month or six weeks.’ She had to struggle to get her breath.

				‘Millie, you can’t. I’ll have to advertise for another school leaver to help Mr Knowles.’

				She was going to lose her job! ‘I have to earn . . .’ she was saying but everything was going black, the room was spinning and she was sliding off the chair.

				She knew he’d stood up and was coming round his desk towards her. ‘Be careful,’ he called but he seemed a long way away.

				She came round to find she was lying flat on the floor and Mr Maynard was standing over her. ‘You fainted,’ he told her. ‘It proves my point, you can’t go on working now. You’re not eating enough, are you? Lie there for a minute until you feel better and I’ll run you home in my car.’

				‘I’m all right, really I am.’ She insisted on getting to her feet by herself although he offered her a hand to help her up. ‘I can’t trouble you to drive me home.’

				‘It’s no trouble. How d’you get here, by bus?’

				‘No, I walk, it isn’t far. I feel much better now, I’ll be fine.’

				‘I’d be afraid you’ll faint again and fall under a bus. Come on, let’s go. Where is Wilbraham Street? Is that the Scotland Road area?’

				‘Yes.’ Millie had never ridden in a car before and would have enjoyed it if she hadn’t been so worried about the future. He drew up outside the house where she and her mother had rooms and she got out.

				A flight of five steps rose to the peeling front door, and the stout figure of Mrs Croft, her landlady, came bustling down to greet her. ‘About your rent,’ she said in ringing tones so half the street could hear.

				Millie cringed. ‘I’m sorry . . .’

				‘Sorry isn’t enough. I’m tired of having to ask for it. You owe five weeks now. You said you’d pay something on account but you’re making no effort. I know your mother’s sick but I have to live too. I’m sorry, but it’s now a question of pay up or get out.’

				Millie was struggling not to burst into tears, she couldn’t take any more humiliation. She felt searing indignity that her landlady had said that in front of her boss, and had to hold on to the railings that fenced off the steps to the basement.

				She heard him say, ‘How much is owed?’ but couldn’t listen to any more of that. ‘Millie, have you got your rent book?’

				He had to ask twice before she took in that he meant to pay off her debt. ‘I can’t let you—’

				‘I don’t think you have much choice,’ he said.

				He was right, she hadn’t. She crashed down the steps to the basement, pushed her key into the door and called, ‘It’s only me, Mum,’ so she wouldn’t be scared. She rummaged in the sideboard drawer for her rent book and was back up on the pavement with it in moments.

				‘It’s twelve shillings a week,’ Mrs Croft demanded, ‘and five weeks is owed.’

				Millie was mortified to see Mr Maynard getting out his wallet. He handed over three pound notes and Mrs Croft scribbled in the rent book.

				‘I don’t know how to thank you.’ Millie wanted the pavement to swallow her up. She went down to the basement door which she’d left open.

				He followed her. ‘I can’t believe you’re battling against all this,’ he said. ‘You’re so full of smiles and bubbling high spirits in the lab. It never occurred to me you were in a situation like this.’

				They were in the dark living room, the door to the bedroom was open and her mother was lying on the bed. Millie went to see her as she always did when she came home. ‘Hello, Mum, how are you feeling?’

				Her eyes opened, she was sweating and listless, her skin was a greyish yellow, but she tried to smile. ‘A little better, I’ve dozed all day.’

				‘Good.’ It wasn’t yet lunchtime, Mum had no idea what the time was, she’d lost track. ‘This is Mr Maynard my boss, Mum. He brought me home.’

				Miriam Hathaway tried to lift her head from the pillow but it required too great an effort. ‘Hello,’ she said. ‘Pleased to meet you.’ The bedclothes moved and it seemed she was about to put out her hand but that also needed more strength than she could find.

				‘I’m sorry to see you so poorly, Mrs Hathaway,’ he said but her eyes were closing again. ‘Who looks after you?’

				It was Millie who answered. ‘I do.’

				He took her by the arm and steered her back to the living room, closing the door softly behind them. ‘Do you have anyone to help you?’

				‘The neighbours do and Ryan McCarthy did. He was very good to us.’

				‘He got you into this mess. If you weren’t having this baby, you might have managed.’

				‘Yes, but it’s no good blaming him, is it?’

				He smiled and gave her a look that spoke of affection. ‘That’s the only way to look at it now. Your mother needs proper nursing, she’s really ill. You can’t possibly cope with an invalid as well as a job and everything else.’

				‘I still have a job?’ Millie sniffed into her damp handkerchief. ‘I thought you’d said you were going to replace me.’

				‘I am. Millie, I’m going to find a nursing home for your mother where she’ll be more comfortable. You’re not well enough to cope with all this.’

				‘Mum will be fine here with me now, really she will. You’ve done such a lot for me, paid out so much money.’

				‘You’ve managed marvellously well until now. You’re very brave and tougher than you look, but neither Arthur Knowles nor I saw you struggling, and we should have done. You must be worn out.’ He was taking out his wallet again and put two more pound notes on the table. ‘Buy some food, you both need to eat. And get some rest. I’ll see what I can fix up for your mother and come back to let you know.’ He patted her on the shoulder and walked briskly out.

				Looking round her unchanged living room, Millie found it hard to believe. Mr Maynard had come in like a fairy godfather, waved his wand and made everything seem almost rosy. She was not battling this alone any more. She went back to tell her mother, but she wasn’t sure whether she understood. She sat by her bed for an hour holding her hand.

				Pete Maynard went back to his car and sat in the driving seat for a few minutes to think. He’d rarely seen such raw poverty yet all was orderly and neat and clean. Her mother seemed close to death, but she was loved and cared for. He couldn’t help but admire the girl being able to cope with all that as well as an unwanted pregnancy and a boyfriend who had deserted her in her hour of need.

				He would have anticipated that from Ryan McCarthy. He’d had his fingers in the till for a long time. He should have had the guts to sack him when Sam West first voiced his misgivings about him. He hadn’t deserved the second chance he’d been given. Yet it had not soured Millie, she hadn’t blamed him for her predicament. She might be only seventeen but she had a real inner strength that he had to admire. She was only a couple of years older than his eldest daughter Valerie and to think of her in a similar position was heartbreaking. And Valerie would never have coped in the way Millie had.

				That evening, he told his daughters that he felt sorry for the girl but the truth was he felt guilty. How could Millie take care of her mother, look after herself and run a home on the pittance he paid her? All she needed was more money and she’d have managed it. Except her pregnancy meant she couldn’t work and that would cut off what little income she had and give her another mouth to feed.

				Millie had caught his eye as she’d flitted about the laboratory like an exotic butterfly, beautiful and intelligent and always jolly as if she hadn’t a care in the world. Arthur had taken to her and said, ‘She’s really interested in perfumes, always asking questions. She’s a lovely girl, a very attractive girl.’

				She was too attractive for her own good. He couldn’t let her sink.

				It was about six o’clock that evening when Millie answered a knock on her door to find Mr Maynard with two young girls on her step.

				‘These are my daughters,’ he told her. ‘Valerie is only two years younger than you and Helen is almost four years younger.’ They each put out a hand to shake hers.

				Millie’s first impression was that they were still children and years younger than her. They were strong, healthy looking girls, Valerie resembled her father and Helen was especially pretty. Both were innocent, fresh-faced and beautifully dressed and she could see the Maynard family was on close terms. That he’d brought them to her house embarrassed Millie all over again, but she felt she had to ask them into her dismal living room.

				‘I want you to start packing,’ Mr Maynard said. ‘I’ve booked your mother into the St Winifred’s Nursing Home and they’ll send an ambulance to pick her up at ten o’clock tomorrow morning. I really do think that’s the best thing for her.’

				Millie nodded with gratitude. She couldn’t fight him over this, couldn’t fight any longer. ‘You’re very kind, but I don’t know where St Winifred’s is.’

				‘It’s in Mossley Hill, a short walk from where I live. It might be difficult for you to reach from here. Probably it would mean taking a couple of buses in each direction. I thought perhaps I could find you better rooms nearby, but there’s such a shortage of accommodation after the bombing that it looks impossible. When I asked my daughters what I could do about it, they suggested we give you a room in our house while your mother’s there, so you can walk down and spend time with her whenever you want to.’

				Millie could hardly take it in. ‘We’ll look after you,’ Valerie said. ‘Dad said I must be sure to tell you that.’

				‘We have a biggish house,’ Helen added, ‘with several guest rooms. You won’t be any trouble.’

				‘I don’t know what to say,’ Millie faltered. She could hardly take it in, that all her difficulties were being eased so rapidly.

				‘You don’t have to say anything. It’ll do you good to have a change and a rest from here. I suggest you pack a bag for yourself as well as your mother and go in the ambulance with her. It’s Saturday tomorrow so the girls won’t be at school, they can pick you up from St Winifred’s after your mother has been made comfortable.’

				Everything turned out as Mr Maynard had said it would, and Millie felt there was no kinder man in the world. She had never felt so grateful and wished he was her father. There was an aura of peace about St Winifred’s and her mother settled almost at once. Millie sat in the bright airy room with her until her eyes were closing.

				Then it seemed the nuns had telephoned the Maynard house and Valerie and Helen came to collect her. Mossley Hill was an old, well-established and genteel suburb of Liverpool. They walked along two residential roads with large houses half hidden by walls and trees.

				‘This is ours,’ Helen said and led the way through a high wrought-iron gate with the name Beechwood on it. The garden was vast with manicured lawns and lovely flowers, and the house looked as though it had been home to several generations of the Maynard family. It was large and had been freshly painted and had gleaming brasses on the front door.

				‘Our great-grandfather had this built in eighteen eighty-seven,’ Valerie said. ‘There’s the date over the front door.’

				Once inside, Millie was led from one enormous room to another. Everywhere sparkled with cleanliness and order. ‘This is our sitting room,’ Helen told her, ‘and this is the drawing room but we don’t use it much. This is our dining room,’ a large table took up much of the room, ‘we all have our meals here together, including Mrs Brunt and the gardener if they’re here working.’

				‘Later you’ll meet Mrs Brunt, she comes on weekday mornings to do the heavy work and Mungo is a nice old man who takes care of the garden,’ Valerie explained, as she hurried her on. ‘The kitchen is this way,’ it seemed to be a whole suite of rooms, ‘this is the pantry, this is the cold room and the storeroom, and here is the laundry and the ironing room.’

				‘What are those?’ Millie paused under a row of bells along one wall.

				‘In the olden days they were for summoning the servants,’ Helen told her, ‘but Dad has had them disconnected as we don’t have proper servants any more.’

				‘There’s only Hattie now. Come and say hello to her, she’ll be in the library.’ Millie followed them in, and a slim, elegant lady in late middle age got up from the desk where she’d been writing. ‘I do hope you’ll be able to rest here,’ she said, ‘and that you’ll soon feel better. The girls will look after you, but if there’s anything more you need, just let me know.’

				‘Hattie is a sort of relative, she was married to Dad’s cousin but was widowed when she was quite young,’ Valerie said when they were out of earshot. ‘When our mother was ill, she came to live here to look after her and us too. She takes care of the housekeeping. Both she and Dad are very family-minded and think we should take care of each other.’

				‘Come upstairs,’ Helen said, ‘and see our playroom and Dad’s study.’

				Millie was dazzled. ‘You have a room just to play in?’

				‘Yes, and then we have to go up to the second floor to our bedrooms.’ Valerie was throwing open the doors as she walked along the corridor. ‘Dad thought this would be the best room for you, it’s next to mine and Helen’s.’

				Millie found herself installed in a bedroom with a floor space greater than that of the whole flat she’d left. It had a lovely view over their garden and seemed luxurious, but it took her some time to feel at ease in her new surroundings. She found Hattie was kindness itself and took her under her wing, making sure she’d booked a hospital bed for her delivery and that she also saw a nearby doctor.

				Millie was able to rest more and still spend many hours with her mother. The nuns were very kind and attentive to her needs, but Millie could see she was fading and found it agonising to watch her strength ebbing away. She eventually lapsed into a coma and died three weeks after the move to St Winifred’s. Millie was heartbroken at losing her but knew how much her mother had suffered and that she hadn’t feared the end.

				Hattie arranged a simple funeral for her and Peter Maynard paid for it. Mungo helped her pick flowers from the garden to put on her coffin. Millie ached with her loss and was overwhelmed with gratitude. The Maynard household attended the funeral service at the church with her, but apart from Mr Knowles, there was nobody else.

				It left Millie feeling in an emotional turmoil and she knew she’d reached another crossroads. She was alone in the world and frightened of what the future would bring. She was dreading going back to the flat but at the same time she was embarrassed by the never-ending kindness of the Maynards and was half expecting them to say, ‘Enough is enough, you can’t expect to stay here for ever.’

				At dinner the next day she thanked them for their hospitality and all the help they’d given her but said she felt she should go home and not be a further burden to them.

				‘You’ve come through a very difficult time,’ Peter Maynard said, his eyes kindly and full of concern, ‘that can’t be just shrugged off. You need peace to grieve and time to rest to get over it. I think you should stay another week or two at least.’

				‘So do I,’ Hattie said. ‘You don’t look well, how could you? You need building up.’

				‘Anyway,’ Valerie said, ‘it’s your birthday on Friday, you can’t go before then, Hattie is planning a special dinner that night.’

				Millie let them persuade her to stay. She was going to be eighteen but on the morning of her birthday, while the girls were at school and their father at work, she felt her first pains. She was panic-stricken and doubling up as she ran to find Hattie. ‘I think the baby’s coming,’ she wept, ‘but it’s three weeks early.’

				‘What a good job you stayed with us,’ Hattie told her and took charge. ‘This is no time to be on your own.’

				Millie’s pains were getting worse and she could think of nothing else. She was scared stiff of giving birth but thanked her lucky stars that help was at hand. It was Hattie who called a taxi and took her to the hospital. Her baby girl was born that night, weighing six pounds four ounces. She named her Sylvie and was delighted to hear the doctors say her baby was healthy and normal in every way.

				Millie knew all newly delivered mothers had a two-week stay in hospital to ensure the baby was thriving and they had sufficient rest. The hospital almoner came to see her to ask how she would pay, and feeling humiliated all over again Millie had to explain her circumstances and say she’d been living on the charity of others for the last few weeks.

				The almoner told her she would put her down as a charity case and the hospital would provide free treatment. She was relieved that Peter Maynard would not be asked to put his hand in his pocket for her yet again, but found having to rely on the charity of others very hard. She had to get back to work as soon as she could, but how could she do it when she had a baby to care for? She was in an impossible situation and it terrified her. She could think of little else.

				The following day, a vicar came round to talk to the patients. She didn’t know him but he seemed to know something of her circumstances. He was kind and sympathetic and suggested she think seriously about having her baby adopted.





OEBPS/images/Headline_Logo_fmt.jpeg
headline





OEBPS/images/LLeg-TTPAW_fmt.jpeg
Babor
A LIVERPOOL
LEGACY





OEBPS/images/Liverpool_cover.jpg
A family struggles
to survive
an unexpected
tragedy





