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Chapter One

4 August 1914

 



It was August Bank Holiday Monday. Maria Hoxton lay on her bed rubbing at her stomach, trying to move the ball of fear she could feel building up there. All England was frightened that war was imminent, but Maria’s fear was for her eighteen-year-old daughter Sarah and their whole way of life.

She could hear Sarah in the next room humming to herself as she made drop scones in the frying pan. Wonderful scents were coming under the ill-fitting door.

Maria felt she was about to lose the contentment she’d had to fight for. Not everyone would want to keep the status quo when it meant both of them working long hours in a pickle factory, but with two wages coming in they had enough to rent two decent rooms and eat three meals a day.

Not everyone would see these rooms as comfortable, but they were the best she’d lived in for many years. They were in an old six-storey building on a busy main road. An undertaker had his office on the ground floor and the rest of the building was let out in separate rooms. There was one shared malodorous lavatory in the back yard. In the mornings, the tenants could be seen waiting their turn with pieces of newspaper in their hands. She and Sarah had to get up early to avoid that.

Maria’s home was two large attics up on the top floor. Low ceilings perhaps, but nobody else came up that last flight of bare stairs. They had two dormer windows that opened  high above the fetid air of the yard at the back; and two more windows to the front. These overlooked the busy road, with views across the docks to the river. They had light and fresh air, and once the door was closed on the world, they had peace.

Maria valued personal peace. In this world, contentment meant more than happiness, though Sarah wouldn’t accept that.

Sarah’s head came round the door. The sunlight behind her lit up her blonde hair into a halo of spun gold. Probably all mothers found their daughters attractive, but Maria felt her eyes continually drawn to Sarah’s face. She couldn’t believe how pretty she’d grown.

‘I’m making a pot of tea, Mam. Do you feel like getting up, or shall I bring it in here?’

‘I’ll get up. I shouldn’t spend my holiday lying down.’

It was a struggle to get off the bed. Was she ill, or was this how one was meant to feel in the menopause? Or was forty-three too young for that? Maria sighed as she bent for her slippers. Today she felt ninety; it was probably just the life she’d led and the hard physical work she had to do.

She picked up her comb. Her reflection stared back at her from the spotted mirror balanced on top of the orange box. She’d covered the box with a red cloth to serve as their dressing table until she could pick up something better. Her hair was pale brown, so the grey didn’t show much. In her youth she’d been much fairer, but never golden-blonde like Sarah. She patted her bun; it still felt firm. Not worth the trouble of remaking it now.

Sarah was at the living room window. The Mersey looked as blue as the Mediterranean from here, and against the deep blue sky Maria could see swirling white seagulls.

Sarah said: ‘It’s a shame to stay indoors today. Would you like a little walk afterwards?’

Maria didn’t feel she had the energy. ‘Why don’t you run downstairs and see if John will go with you?’

‘I thought perhaps you . . .’

At the window, Maria looked down six floors to the street. The sun didn’t reach down there.

‘You always do that.’ Sarah turned on her. ‘Look down at the pavement. As though you’re expecting somebody to come looking for us.’

That stung. Sarah had teased her about the habit before, and she was near the truth. Maria was about to deny it, but there was a man studying their building. He’d been looking up at their windows.

Her voice was sharp: ‘Who’s that?’

They were looking down on broad shoulders and a head of light brown hair that was a mass of crinkly waves.

Sarah gave a little chirrup of joy. ‘I do believe . . . It’s Toby Percival.’

Maria knew she was showing the consternation she felt.

‘He shouldn’t come here!’

They both worked at Percival’s. Toby was the owner’s eldest son. As they watched, he crossed the road to the front door.

‘He’s not coming in? To see you?’

Sarah gulped. ‘It looks like it.’

‘You shouldn’t let him.’ Then she had another thought. ‘You didn’t invite him?’ Sarah had the place spotless and she’d made scones.

‘No, Mam! Of course not!’

That must be the truth; the surprise and the thrill of seeing him unexpectedly was clear on Sarah’s face. She rushed to open the door to him as he came up the last flight of stairs.

‘Come in,’ she choked, hardly able to get the words out.

Maria trembled as he did so, looking round at the worn lino, cheap furniture and faded curtains. He couldn’t help but notice the poverty of their home; his own would be very different.

She ought to tell him straight that she didn’t want him keeping company with her daughter. That he was pushing  out John Ferry, with whom Sarah would be far more likely to find happiness. Instead, Maria rushed to get another cup and saucer from their cupboard to welcome him with tea.

Toby was twenty years old, tall and well built, but his innocent baby face made him seem much younger. Maria was afraid of what he was doing to them, but like everybody else she ended up mothering him. He looked attractive and unthreatening, vulnerable even.

He was very different from his father, who had a strong-jawed, serious face and a dour expression. He ran the factory with a rod of iron and treated his employees as a class apart; they all feared him. Whereas Toby was well liked and the workers hid his failures and misdemeanours from his father.

Mr Percival would be very much against Toby having anything to do with Sarah. There could be no future for them, and Maria was afraid she’d be hurt. And worse, they needed their jobs in order to survive.

It seemed strange to see Toby sitting in their old basket chair, talking of war like everybody else.

‘No longer any hope of peace, I’m afraid. Germany declared war on Russia on Saturday. Yesterday she invaded Belgium and declared war on France.’

Maria was spreading butter on Sarah’s scones.

‘The newspapers say there’s no avoiding it,’ Toby went on. ‘England has issued an ultimatum to Germany and it’s unlikely Germany will back down. Half Europe will be at war by eleven tonight.’

‘We’ve had wars before.’ Sarah was pouring out the tea.

Maria saw him look at her daughter with such love in his eyes. He said gently: ‘This time it’s different. It’ll not be a skirmish in some distant part of the Empire. We’ll be fighting the Kaiser and the might of Germany.’

Maria said: ‘Your father’s worried? For the business, I mean.’

‘Yes, very. Aren’t we all?’

She thought Toby wasn’t the sort to worry about anything.  Later, when he stood up to go, he asked Sarah to walk with him to the Pier Head to catch the ferry. Then he turned to Maria to ask:

‘Is that all right?’

She would have liked to say no, but working for the Percivals had trained her over the years to deny them nothing. And with such delight showing on Sarah’s face at the prospect, how could she?

Yet Maria was filled with dread. She was very fearful that Sarah would be hurt by this, and that the affair might cost them their jobs and ruin everything they had.

 



Sarah Hoxton knew nothing would ever be the same again. It felt like walking on air to be matching her steps to Toby Percival’s and holding on to his arm. She’d no sooner mentioned how disappointed she’d been that Mam hadn’t felt well enough to take the trip they’d planned to New Brighton than she found herself being escorted down to the ferry.

‘We can go now,’ he said.

There were lots of passengers on the boat even this late in the afternoon. There was an air of expectation, of excitement, and Sarah could hear fighting talk on all sides.

‘I’m dying to have a go at the Kaiser.’

‘Once we get our hands on him, he’ll be finished. Won’t take us long.’

‘He’s asking for a kick up the backside.’

Sarah spent more than four magical hours with Toby, walking along the promenade in the evening sunshine, a breeze off the Irish Sea fluttering at her hair. There were people everywhere, more than usual even for a bank holiday. The coming war seemed an added source of excitement. Toby held her hand and spent more time gazing into her face than looking where he was going.

He whispered: ‘I can’t stop thinking about you. You’re the most beautiful girl in the whole of Liverpool. I love you, Sarah.’

After the first delightful shock, Sarah was not surprised. Ever since she’d started working at Percival’s, he’d seemed to single her out. If he wanted something special done, it was always Sarah he asked. More recently he’d been making excuses to speak to her. The other girls had teased her about him.

‘He’s sweet on you, Sarah,’ they’d laughed.

‘No, it’s just his way. He’s friendly with everybody, isn’t he? A bit of a flirt.’

‘It’s you he’s after. Wait till his father finds out.’

To start with Sarah had been flattered but hadn’t taken Toby seriously. Why should she when she already saw her future as John Ferry’s wife? She’d been thrown together with John for as long as she could remember.

He worked at Percival’s too, and lived with his mother on the floor below. The other room there was occupied by a bachelor they rarely saw. Elvira Ferry, John’s mother, was Mam’s friend; they’d supported each other through their bad times. John was seven years older than Sarah, and she’d been proud and flattered that he was interested in her.

Mam never tired of saying: ‘Your best chance of happiness lies with John. If you know which way your bread’s buttered you’ll marry him.’

Sarah began taking Toby seriously the day a bag of pickling onions burst as she lifted it. He’d bent to help her pick them up and his arm had accidentally brushed against hers. His touch had sent fire stabbing through her, leaving her shaking with emotions that John hadn’t touched. And she’d seen the same hunger flare in Toby’s smouldering eyes.

After that he’d stopped to talk to her several times a day. They had long discussions, and she felt she was getting to know him. On two occasions when her mother had been off work he’d insisted on walking her home. It had put her on edge because often she walked home with John and his mother.

She’d had no quarrel with John, but his dark eyes watched  when Toby came to speak to her. He didn’t like it, she knew, but John couldn’t afford to show his displeasure. Toby was the boss’s son, and one day he would take over the running of the company.

But John hadn’t held back to Sarah. ‘You’re flirting with Toby Percival.’ He’d been shocked the first time he’d noticed that. ‘Have you changed your mind about me?’

She’d been too unsure of Toby, too ashamed of what she was doing to John to tell him she had.

‘He’s no good for you, Sarah. You’ll get yourself in trouble.’

John’s face was often full of hurt now, and that stabbed at her conscience, because she knew she’d inflicted it. And Elvira was less friendly towards her mother.

The trouble now was that her mind was filled with day-dreams about Toby, visions of what might be, and to accept Toby’s attentions she’d have to reject John’s. She hated the thought of telling him outright, especially after four years of what he called courtship.

The more time she spent with Toby, the more she learned about him. She and Mam had believed he must have had a very happy and comfortable life, but now she knew that wasn’t so.

They walked the length of the promenade and leaned against a wall where they could look out across the Irish Sea. Sarah felt Toby’s arms go round her and he pulled her close.

‘I want to spend the rest of my life with you, Sarah,’ he whispered. ‘I love you. I want us to be married. I’d love that. How about you?’

For Sarah, that changed everything.

 



They stayed late in New Brighton. It grew dark, but the number of people on the promenade didn’t seem to lessen. When they sailed back on the ferry to the Pier Head, a crowd was gathering there. Nobody wanted to go home without knowing whether or not Britain was at war. The  clock faces on the Royal Liver Building told them it had gone ten o’clock.

‘The ultimatum expires at eleven,’ Toby said. ‘Let’s wait and see what happens.’

Sarah could feel the suspense; it sparked in the air around her. She’d had a wonderful day and she wasn’t ready to go home. There was nothing she wanted more than to stay out for another hour with Toby.

‘I can’t,’ she groaned. ‘Mam will be worried stiff by now, a bag of nerves. She’ll think I’ve been snatched by white slavers or something.’

‘She knows you’re with me.’

‘She won’t see that as safe. I’ll have to go home.’

It wasn’t easy to push their way through the gathering crowds. Toby clung to her arm, just as reluctant to let her go as she was to leave him. He walked her home again. In the gloom behind the front door he kissed her, leaving her to climb the stairs still feeling shaky with passion. Sarah was no longer in doubt. It was Toby she loved.

She tiptoed up towards the landing on which the Ferrys lived, not wanting to see John now, but as she came up she heard a door open. She hoped it was John’s neighbour who’d come out. As she rounded a bend in the stairs she could see John framed against the light.

‘Hello,’ he said, and she guessed from his manner that he’d seen Toby here earlier.

She didn’t think of John as a handsome man. He had straight dark hair and intense eyes, a cleft in his chin and good teeth. He was strong and made muscular by the heavy lifting he had to do at work. He had a bit of a limp that he did his best to hide, the result of an accident in boyhood. He’d jumped off a tram straight into the path of an oncoming horse and cart. The limp was more pronounced when he was tired.

What was attractive was the look of transparent honesty on his face. John didn’t try to hide anything from anybody; they  all knew that what he said was the whole truth. He’d never let anybody down.

She thought him far too intelligent to be labouring in a pickle factory, but like his mother and hers, he thought himself fortunate to have regular work which allowed them all to have full bellies and a roof over their heads. Everybody said that one day, if he were lucky, he might be promoted to foreman. He was the steady sort who would.

But Sarah knew John was ambitious and was aiming higher than that. He talked of setting up his own business one day – a manufacturing company that would work in the way Percival’s did. He’d not make pickles and chutneys; he didn’t want to put himself in competition. He had an excellent recipe for a bottled sauce, the sort everybody bought to give relish to poor meat.

For months she’d felt she was being torn in two. One day she decided to cling on to John; the next she felt more drawn to Toby. It was as though she didn’t know her own mind.

When she was fifteen and the Picture House had opened on Lime Street, John had started taking her there on Saturday nights. He’d been so careful, spelling out very seriously his intentions and saying he didn’t want to rush her into anything she might regret.

He said he knew she was too young to tie herself down and must have time to grow up first; that he’d wait for her answer for as long as it took her to make up her mind.

John was teetotal, a huge recommendation as far as Mam was concerned. Mam had married a man who was too fond of the bottle, and so, it seemed, had Elvira. That was a shared history that drew them together. Nothing would please both mothers more than that Sarah settle down with John.

When she’d turned sixteen, Sarah had made up her mind and told him she’d be happy to marry him one day. For ages she’d wanted to do just that; she’d considered herself almost engaged to him. He’d talked of giving her a ring for  her nineteenth birthday, and perhaps in another year after that they could afford to marry.

John inspired trust; she knew she’d never find a more devoted man. There couldn’t be a person she admired more. He told her he was saving a little every week from his wages. He wanted money behind him for two things: to marry her and to set up his own business. He was the sort who had his life already mapped out in his head.

Sarah expected they’d be married when he’d saved enough, but saw his business ideas as a pipe dream, something to visualise for the distant future; to buoy up his spirits during long years of labouring for others. Looking at their life logically, Sarah saw it as being filled with work much as it was now. They’d have to carry on working in order to survive.

The films she saw in the Picture House showed her a life that was very different. A life where young girls could have pretty dresses and a bit of fun. It made her see her lot with John as earnest and rather dull.

She was still very fond of him. Even recently, she’d had days of doubt when she thought to marry him would be the best thing to do, and certainly the safest. It would please everybody and she needn’t hurt him. Until today, when Toby had said straight out that he loved her. That altered everything.

‘Hello, John.’

Even in the semi-dark she could see his face working with anxiety. It made her burn with guilt. She hated what she was about to do, but it had to be done. It was only fair; he had to know there was no longer any hope for him.

Hesitantly she said: ‘I’ve been out with Toby.’

His jaw jerked. His chin went up. ‘I know, I saw him come here. It’s all off then, for me?’

‘Yes.’ A whisper was all she could manage.

‘I was afraid it might be. I suppose I should wish you well, but it’s . . . It’s hard.’

Sarah cringed inwardly. He was making no fuss, letting her  go more easily than she’d expected, yet his anguish was plain to see. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Wouldn’t be any good,’ he choked. ‘Not if your heart wasn’t in it.’

He was gone, closing the door quietly, leaving her in the dark. Sarah felt terrible. She’d ended all that might have been with John. He couldn’t have looked more hurt if she’d stuck a knife in him. She ached for him; she’d destroyed his dreams. As she stumbled up the last flight she wiped away a tear.

But for her there was Toby. In some ways he was more of a risk, but his love was more exciting. With him she’d have fun, and a very different way of life.

Her mother was waiting up for her and was cross because she’d stayed out so late.

Maria said firmly: ‘You must put Toby Percival out of your mind. It’s no good thinking anything will come of it.’

‘You’re wrong, Mam.’ Toby had sought her out at home. He’d made it very plain how he felt about her.

‘He’s no business to come here, raising your hopes. It will all come to nothing. Far better if you put your mind to John Ferry.’

That brought another wave of guilt. She wanted to forget John Ferry now.

‘I’ve told John it’s all over. Finished.’

‘What? He’s a decent, God-fearing man who’ll make a good husband. He’s very fond of you, Sarah.’

‘I know, that made it harder. I didn’t want to hurt him.’

‘But you have. Must have done.’

Sarah knew she had, but she loved Toby and he offered so much more than John ever could. He could lift her out of the daily grind of working in that factory. With Toby, she’d be able to live where the air was fresh; away from these close-packed streets.

Mam said a lot more in the same vein and kept on at her half the night.

 



By the time Toby retraced his steps to the Pier Head, the crowd had grown. The party atmosphere had increased too, helped when the public houses began to close and put their customers out on the streets. Sailors came off the ships moored in the docks to join in.

The Liverpool City Police were there to control them, many mounted on fine horses. Buskers arrived to entertain them with accordions and mouth organs, and the crowd started to sing the popular songs of the day. The all-night tea stands were doing good business. Handcarts were arriving with more refreshments as those with entrepreneurial spirit saw a captive market.

To Toby, the air seemed charged with excitement and expectancy. The crowd was waiting for Germany’s reply to the British ultimatum. How the news reached them, Toby didn’t know, but shortly after the deadline, word went round that Britain was at war.

Toby saw the crowd ripple and surge, wound up now to a patriotic high. He joined in the singing of ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ and the National Anthem, straining to make his voice heard in the swelling crowd. His throat was sore by the time he caught the ferry home, but his head swam with patriotism.

 



As soon as Sarah woke the next morning, Mam started again about the terrible thing she’d done to John. She got out of bed and reached for her clothes.

‘Toby says he loves me.’ She knew her eyes must be shining with the joy of it.

‘He can say what he likes. He’ll be told to drop you. His family won’t think you’re a suitable match. Anyway, what’s he want with the likes of you? A factory hand in heavy boots and a coarse apron? And you smell of onions.’

Sarah giggled. ‘So does he.’

‘Not all the time he doesn’t.’

Sarah ran a comb through her thick hair. It reached halfway  to her waist and had to be twisted into a bun on top of her head and covered with a cap at work.

‘He thinks I’m beautiful.’

‘And so you are.’ Mam’s eyes were watching her with affection as well as sorrow. ‘Far too beautiful, with your golden eyes and golden curls. You’ll never be short of followers.’

‘Toby says my eyes are amber. And my hair’s blonde.’

Sarah knew there was more to the attraction than looks. She felt drawn to Toby; he’d shared with her his worries and his hopes. He’d told her about his home life, all the domestic details the workers were curious about but couldn’t know; about Maurice Percival’s home and how he and his family lived.

Toby’s mother had died in childbirth when he was nine and his brother Edward was four. They’d adored her, but now they had a stepmother who was only nice to them when their father was within earshot. And their father was impossible to please. He always sided with his wife.

‘Toby says he envies me the love and stability I have in my life.’ Sarah thought his early life had left him mixed up and insecure.

‘Envies you? I bet he’s never gone hungry. And even if he works here in the slums, he doesn’t have to live here. I envy him the chances he’s had.’

‘I’ve never gone hungry either,’ Sarah retorted. ‘We haven’t much money but you manage it well. And the rooms are always comfortable and clean.’

It was only when Mam couldn’t eat her breakfast of porridge that Sarah asked: ‘How are you feeling this morning?’

‘Not too bad.’

‘You don’t look well.’

Once her mother had been pretty, but the years had faded her looks. This morning her face was paper white.

‘Perhaps you should stay home today.’

‘I’ll be all right.’

It didn’t stop Mam carrying on. ‘You gadding about with Toby Percival could get us into trouble.’

‘I thought you liked him.’

‘What’s it matter whether I like him or not? His father won’t see us as the right class. We could be sacked. That’s one way he can make sure Toby sees no more of you. It scares me to think of it.’

It was time to leave for work before Sarah was quite ready. She hurried her mother through the back streets in the pale sun of early morning, feeling hampered by her long full skirts.

The streets were always busy. Trams clanked past throughout the day and for half the night. Great wagonloads of goods headed to and from the docks. They lived only a few yards from the overhead railway, and trains thundered through at regular intervals.

They could also hear the shunting in Wapping Goods Station, which was just across the road from Wapping Dock. The smuts and the steam didn’t quite cover the oily smell of the river, but there were many other smells in this area of warehouses, foundries, breweries, timber yards and engine works.

Sarah neatly avoided a drunk stretched out asleep on the pavement, a stone’s throw from a public house. The factory was on the next corner, a big rambling place with few windows.

Once inside, Sarah could hardly breathe. The scents of allspice and cloves, ginger and boiling malt vinegar hung like a thick haze in the air. The back room was redolent with the smell of countless onions that had been peeled there over the years; an assault on her nose to which she’d never grown accustomed.

Inside, it was dark after the morning sun. A gas lamp showed the huge mound of shallots tipped in the corner. Dimly seen figures tended the clanking machines and shouted to each other about the war that had been declared last night.

For Sarah, the thrill of knowing Toby Percival loved her eclipsed the horror of the war and the embarrassment she felt at dropping John. Now she was fully awake, she tingled all over with anticipation for the future, and her eyes were darting round seeking a glimpse of Toby.

He worked here, but he didn’t have to sit by the same conveyor belt all day with a knife at the ready, watching for shallots that had missed having their brown skins removed, or needed their ends trimming. The machine that peeled them didn’t do a thorough job, so two nimble-fingered women sat each side of the conveyor belt, shoulder to shoulder, their knives flying over the onions.

This had been Sarah’s job all week, to watch for those onions that had been missed, to be ready to complete the job and send them on their way to the salting room.




Chapter Two

For Maurice Percival, owner of Percival’s pickle factory, the day had to start with a good breakfast. His heavy build and growing paunch were evidence of his belief that nobody could work well on an empty stomach. Today, because he was plagued with worries – about Toby and about the war – he’d eaten more than usual; porridge, a bloater and now bacon and kidneys.

‘I wish I knew how this war will affect the business,’ he agonised to Claudia, his second wife, who was toying with a lightly boiled egg.

‘Not much, I hope.’

‘I need spices from India, a plentiful supply. I’m afraid if the Germans start sinking our shipping . . . If our supplies dry up, there’ll be big problems.’

‘Can’t you get your spices from somewhere else?’

‘Where else do they come from?’ he barked irritably. ‘They don’t grow in England.’

The uncomfortable silence drove it home to him that he’d snapped too hard. Especially now Claudia was expecting again. He ought to treat her gently while she was in this condition, though to be honest, as far as he was concerned, another child would be another worry. Adam, his four-year-old son, let out a pent-up sob, shaming him further.

‘All right, love.’ Claudia turned to her child immediately, stroking his brown curls in a motherly fashion. He didn’t like to see her lavish more attention on the boy than she did on him. ‘It’s all right, Adam. Papa’s worried, that’s all.’

‘More tea,’ Maurice demanded, handing over his cup. With a forced smile Claudia refilled it.

She was thirty-two, with a round plump face and fresh firm skin. Her eyes were bright blue but small in size, and if she smiled they could almost disappear into her fleshy cheeks, but she was not unattractive. She wore her pale brown plaits curled into earphones, which gave her the look of a rather prim young matron. That was how Maurice liked to think of her.

The maid came bustling in with fresh toast. Maurice always liked to finish with toast and marmalade.

‘Goodness knows where Toby is this morning.’ Claudia’s smooth face puckered into a frown. ‘Bessie, you have called him?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘Do so again, if you please.’

Maurice sighed. That Toby was late for breakfast was a regular irritation.

Claudia’s voice was a plaintive moan. ‘He was late coming in last night too. I had to ask Bessie to wait up in order to lock up after him. He’s wild, Maurice, and growing worse.’

Maurice had come to understand that Claudia was getting her own back. She knew how to fan the flames to make him dissatisfied with his older sons. Today it was Toby. Edward was away staying with a school friend during his holidays, but when he was home she complained just as much about his behaviour.

‘They’re out of control. Do just what they like. They stick together, gang up against me. Nothing I say has the slightest effect.’

It had been Claudia’s idea that Edward should be sent to boarding school. Toby had gone daily to school in Birkenhead. That had proved more than adequate. Neither of them was academic.

‘Separate them, that’s the answer,’ Claudia had said. And in an attempt to keep the peace at home and please her, he  had. But once Edward was out of the way, Toby had caused twice the trouble, and since he spent most of his time in the factory, Maurice had had to deal with it himself.

Claudia had said: ‘I can’t believe he’ll ever learn to run it properly.’

She didn’t need to work on Maurice like this. He’d had more than enough of Toby this weekend. But of course he knew why she kept on at him. Claudia wanted him to see Jeffrey Masters and change his will. She wanted him to cut Toby out, and leave a share of the business to her son Adam. And damn it, he was beginning to think it would be the right thing to do. He’d had enough of Toby. The lad wasn’t serious about work. His mind was never on it.

All the same, it upset Maurice to hear her going on like this. Useless to tell himself she was picking up on the complaints he’d voiced to her over past months. He could remember only the good times with his first wife, Helen. Toby had been the apple of her eye, and to complain about him now seemed somehow disloyal to her. He remembered Helen with great affection. She’d never ruffled his feathers like this.

Toby came shuffling into the dining room, looking half asleep. Maurice felt another surge of irritation.

‘You sluggard. You’ll not have time to eat.’

Toby poured himself a cup of tea; wary blue eyes glanced up at him.

‘I’m not hungry, Father. I don’t want breakfast.’

Maurice pulled himself to his feet with a jerk. He had to get away from his son. That wary glance reminded him of the row that had been grumbling on over the long weekend. He’d heard the factory hands talking, suggesting Toby was sweet on one of the girls. He’d faced him with it on Saturday and they’d both become very angry. Toby was far too involved with the workers. Last month Maurice had caught him playing poker with a whole gang of them in the dinner hour, and only last week he’d told him off for buying beer for one lad. Toby didn’t understand that he’d have to stay aloof if he was to  control them. He was like Peter Pan. What he needed was to grow up.

Maurice decided to take a turn round the gardens; there was still time before the ferry went, and it always soothed him. He loved the house and its river bank position at New Ferry. Out in the front garden, he was buffeted by a boisterous breeze off the river. The tide was full in and great waves were lashing against the Esplanade and spraying up lacy foam that glittered in the morning sun.

Shipping, much of it under sail, scudded busily up and down. He filled his lungs and told himself the ozone was good for him.

Maurice’s father had bought this plot as soon as the pickle business he’d founded provided enough money. He’d built this bungalow in 1887 for his wife and called it Tides Reach. Maurice had lived here all his life, or all that he could remember of it. He thought of it as the Percival family home, a place of security and comfort.

It was a bungalow because that was what Mother had been used to in India. The front was faced in dun-coloured stone. On each side of the wide front door there was a massive Victorian bay window flanked by a flat one. The upper panes were of Georgian Gothic design, which no doubt had been popular at the time it was built.

The garden was terraced into three small lawns because the ground rose steeply from the shore. There were banks of rock plants and glistening white stones between the lawns, and lots of evergreen shrubs that were always tossing in the wind.

He went through the side gate to the back garden and was immediately sheltered from the wind. He enjoyed walking round his domain first thing in the morning. He was proud of his roses and his dahlias and loved the high red-brick wall that protected them and gave the house privacy. The bungalow was built in an L shape, and the back elevations were of a warm red brick that matched the wall.

He surprised Bessie’s ginger cat scratching in a rose bed  and gave it an aggressive hiss, but it had already seen him and shot down the cellar steps to the maids’ quarters. He was not fond of the animal. Any damage to his roses and he’d get somebody to wring its neck.

Some inner clock warned Maurice that time was getting on, and he went indoors to get his umbrella and bowler hat. Before he reached the dining room he could hear Toby bickering with Claudia He opened the door and looked in, meeting Toby’s angry eyes.

‘Let’s go,’ he said, and kissed Claudia on the cheek. He knew Toby had still to put on his coat and hat, but he set off anyway. Toby must catch him up. Maurice felt he was past the age when he could run to catch the ferry.

It was a very convenient journey to the factory. Today he went up the back garden and through the wrought-iron gates into New Ferry Road, to stride briskly down past the parade of shops to New Ferry Pier. It was a shorter walk along the Esplanade, but this morning, with the tide so high and the wind so blustery, he’d be in danger of getting splashed.

Toby caught him up outside the post office. ‘Sorry, Father.’

‘I’ve been thinking . . . Perhaps it was a mistake to bring you straight into the firm. You were too young. It might have been better if you’d had experience of something else. It’s not too late. Accountancy would be a useful asset.’

The wild blue eyes jerked nervously to his. ‘What are you saying? That you don’t want me to go on working for you?’

‘A break for a year or two. Give us both breathing space. You’d find accountancy useful.’

‘I thought you wanted me to learn the business so I could take over . . .’ Toby’s eyes raked his face again. ‘Eventually, I mean. When you’re ready to stand down.’

‘Of course that’s what I want.’

Maurice sighed. He was finding it impossible to be both father and boss. He and Toby disagreed about everything. Toby had hardly started at the factory before he wanted to change everything. He said they needed new labelling,  new recipes and new sales outlets. He didn’t know what he was talking about. Toby challenged every decision his father made; it had created a power struggle that had nothing to do with benefiting the business.

Toby had come to a stop, and his angry eyes challenged Maurice.

‘It’s because of Sarah Hoxton, isn’t it? You want to get me out of the way, keep us apart.’

‘No,’ Maurice said. ‘No.’ But of course that was what made moving Toby imperative now.

‘Nothing you say will make me change my mind about her.’

Maurice said slowly, giving each word equal emphasis: ‘She won’t make a suitable wife for you.’ He saw Toby’s chin stiffen with determination.

Walking down the pier, Maurice gave up. The wind was snatching the words out of his mouth, and he had to hold on to his hat. Once on board the ferry, he went straight to the smoking saloon to have a cigarette. He didn’t feel like another fight; didn’t feel like walking round on deck to get more exercise, which was what he usually did.

 



Maurice didn’t enjoy public holidays. Yesterday he’d have preferred to be at work. Nothing pleased him more than to see hundreds of jars being filled with his excellent chutneys and pickles. To think of all his machinery lying idle made him restless.

There was, however, one thing he’d been considering for some time. He had gone to call on Benjamin Burton, a neighbour living down the Esplanade at Beechwood House, and asked for his help. It had been a pleasant afternoon, and Maurice had strolled slowly, assessing the other large houses on the Esplanade, comparing each in turn with his.

They made up a small enclave of five genuinely middle-class homes. Maurice was sure that the way New Ferry had developed over the years would have disappointed his  parents. At best, the other inhabitants could only be described as lower middle class, and amongst the occupants of the five houses there was no more derogatory term than that.

Maurice was painfully aware that some applied it to Claudia and her mother, but only behind his back. They called him the Pickle King, and he didn’t like that either.

Burton headed his own firm of accountants, a practice that was considered the best in Liverpool; and two of the other houses were occupied by a solicitor and a ship-owner – which sounded very grand, but his ships were old-fashioned sailing vessels now only fit for the coastal trade. Next door to Maurice, at Copstone, lived Mr Hardcastle. He was retired, but had made his money on the Cotton Exchange. Maurice knew from their snide remarks that they all considered making pickles to be rather a joke. To them it was a lower-middle-class means of earning one’s bread; socially a little below their level.

But Tides Reach had much the best front gardens of the five, though he couldn’t see what the other back gardens were like. Being a bungalow, it didn’t look impressive, but inside he was sure it surpassed even Beechwood.

He went up the garden of Beechwood House and rang the front doorbell. It had a very handsome façade in the Georgian style, with a massive porch, but it lacked the originality of his place. The drawing room was on one side of the front door and the dining room on the other. Very ordinary.

That was one reason he’d had the conservatory and the music room built on for Helen. It evened things up that his house offered the best accommodation of the five. Particularly since it didn’t show from the front. None of his neighbours thought a gentleman should display his wealth.

The maid let him in and then went upstairs to announce him to her master. Maurice hoped Burton hadn’t gone to bed for a snooze. Early afternoon on Sundays and public holidays was considered the correct time for the gentlemen of the five  houses to call on one another, though they usually left paying calls to their wives.

Maurice waited in the hall. Its red flock wallpaper made it rather dark, but he admired the dark oak chiffonier which had game birds hand-carved on the front. He could even see crossed guns and a pointer amongst the carved leaves.

The scent of the Burtons’ lunch still hung in the air. The maids were clattering dishes in the kitchen. He didn’t get noises like that in Tides Reach. Benjamin Burton came hurrying down.

‘Ah, Percival. Nice to see you. Keeping well, I hope?’

He had a commanding presence. His grey eyes looked out at the world with supreme confidence. He wore a bushy moustache and neatly trimmed full beard, mostly grey now, but with a hint of the original ginger colouring.

‘Come up and see my new telescope. Wonderful instrument. I tried it down here in my study but I can see so much more from upstairs.’

Maurice had followed him up. He’d been taken to what appeared to be a guest bedroom. It looked bleak; the bed wasn’t made up.

When invited, he looked through the powerful telescope and spent some time studying the two training ships swinging at anchor in the Sloyne, an area of deep water almost in front of the house. He listened to Burton’s discourse on them, though he’d heard it before, on his last visit.

‘Once there were three. Magnificent black and white wooden sailing ships from the Napoleonic Wars. The Akbar, remember her? She served as a quarantine ship for the Port of Liverpool before becoming a reformatory; a corrective establishment. Here in the river for over forty years. She was towed away for dismantling in 1907. Sadly missed. And now they’ve changed the old Indefatigable for that ugly iron ship.’

‘There are no more wooden ships left, Ben.’

‘Just the Conway. The most handsome of the lot.’

‘And that’s not the original,’ Maurice prompted. He wanted to indulge his neighbour in his passion for historic ships.

‘No, the first Conway came here in the eighteen fifties but she wasn’t big enough. Twice they replaced her, naming both Conway. This one was originally HMS Nile. Been here since the eighteen seventies.’

‘A wonderful ship. A piece of history.’

Eventually Maurice was able to get round to the purpose of his visit.

‘Take Toby on?’ Ben Burton’s eyes had locked on to his at that. ‘To what purpose? He’s going to run your business, isn’t he?’

‘Yes, but he needs to grow up, mature a bit. He hasn’t settled. A year or two spent learning basic accounting would be a great help.’

Burton scratched his beard. ‘I’ve two young men articled to me at present, hard-working and keen. They’ll make their careers in accountancy, of course. Toby wouldn’t need to sit the examinations unless he wanted to. Though I’d advise it. Would do him no harm.

‘Rather than let him think less is expected of him, I suggest he enters on the same terms. We could make it an informal arrangement between friends, though no need to tell him that.’

Between friends. Maurice’s shoulders straightened at that. Pickle King he might be, but Ben Burton regarded him as a friend.

‘Thank you. For him it will be time well spent.’

Burton was looking through his telescope again. ‘Look, there goes the Flying Cloud, running up to Widnes. Belongs to old Charlie Morris at West Knowe. Fine old ship.’

‘So she is,’ Maurice enthused, putting his eye to the instrument. ‘Lovely to see her under full sail.’

 



Toby came into the saloon and sat down beside him. Maurice said: 

‘I was speaking to Benjamin Burton about you yesterday.’

Toby looked at him suspiciously.

‘He’s willing to take you on, to article you—’

‘You mean, to be an accountant?’

‘Yes, to train you.’

‘But I don’t want—’

‘Accountancy would be very useful. Help you run the business properly. I don’t think you take enough interest in the books, understand the importance—’

‘How much would I earn from Mr Burton?’

‘Nothing. I would be paying him a fee to take you. Burton, Wallis and Jones is a first-class—’

‘No, Father.’

The finality of that took his breath away. Maurice would never have dared refuse his own father. ‘I’ll make you a small allowance. Anyway, you have a little income from your mother.’

‘No, Father. I’ve been earning my own living for the last five years. I want to go on doing that. Particularly now. I told you, I want to marry Sarah Hoxton.’

‘You’re too young to marry anyone. I won’t give my permission.’

Toby was belligerent. ‘In another year I won’t need it. I don’t want to learn accountancy. I need—’

Maurice knew he mustn’t lose his temper. His doctor had told him it wasn’t good for him. Not with his high blood pressure. He said, as calmly as he could:

‘Shouldn’t it be a question of what I need by way of help? What the business needs?’

Toby leapt to his feet and shot out on deck without another word. Maurice groaned aloud. The lad was twenty now, high time he learned sense. Why couldn’t he be more like Ben Burton’s son? Gideon worked in the family business, shouldering more and more responsibility. Ben had spoken of the confidence he felt about handing everything over to him in a few years’ time. Of course, Gideon was a good bit  older, over thirty. All the same, Maurice wished Toby were more like him.

Maurice felt the engines cut out as the ferry glided alongside the landing stage at Pier Head. He pulled himself to his feet and groped his way out on deck. There was a crowd waiting to disembark and he couldn’t see Toby amongst them. That darkened his mood even further. He set out alone. Today he felt tired even before the day’s work began.

His factory was only a short walk away. On days when the weather was really bad, he could travel one stop on the overhead railway. Nothing could be more convenient. His father had organised everything very well. Everything, that is, except his death. He’d died very suddenly of heart trouble at forty-eight years of age; cut down in his prime.

Maurice had been just twenty when his father had died, and he’d had to take over the factory and run it after only four years’ experience. His mother had not worked in the business for many years by then, so couldn’t help much. He hadn’t strayed one iota from his father’s ideas, and the business had run smoothly and profitably for the last thirty years. He wasn’t going to change things now because of Toby’s new-fangled notions.

Toby was the same age Maurice had been when he’d taken sole charge, but Toby wasn’t capable. He had an aversion to taking advice, thought he knew it all and was convinced he could fly before he’d even learned to walk. He’d never knuckle down and exercise ordinary day-to-day control over the business . . . or not yet anyway. And as for taking up with Sarah Hoxton, that really made Maurice furious. Toby had no sense.

Preoccupied with his thoughts, Maurice reached the factory in no time. The sign picked out in red and gold on the front of the building never failed to please him: 
Gregory Percival and Son Ltd. 
Makers of fine pickles to Liverpool, 
Great Britain and the World.





The clanking of machinery told him that all was well; the day’s work had started.

‘Morning, sir.’ Alfred Trumper, his foreman, followed him to the office as he always did for his daily instructions.

Trumper was fifty-two, exactly Maurice’s own age, but he’d worked here even longer, having started at the age of twelve. He had a bushy grey beard on his chin, but his head was a bare expanse of shiny scalp, apart from a few grey wisps on a level with his ears.

Like all the workers, in the interests of hygiene, he wore a brown drill coat in the factory. Maurice thought himself very go-ahead to provide coats and caps for his workers. They were laundered on the premises and clean ones were issued each week. Percival’s provided two cloakrooms, one for male workers and one for females, and both had hot running water and towels. Each also had a large notice to the effect that any employee caught wearing company overalls outside in the street would be instantly dismissed.

A routine task for Maurice was to work out exactly what would be made in the factory on each day. He liked to plan three or four weeks ahead, so that he could order the ingredients well in advance.

Always they made pickled onions. They sold more of those than of anything else, and fortunately shallots were dried and could be obtained in good condition for most of the year. It was the chutneys and mixed vegetable pickles that posed problems, because fresh fruit and vegetables were available mainly in late summer and autumn. Maurice counted himself fortunate that in a great seaport like Liverpool, vegetables from abroad were available to stretch the season, but even so, they were generally more expensive than those grown here.

Miss Potts, his clerk, had copied out what he’d planned  from the day book in her copperplate writing and left it on his desk. He sat down to peruse it to refresh his memory.

‘Morning, sir.’ The office boy swept in with the morning’s post.

‘Tea,’ Maurice said, as he always did.

‘Yes, sir.’

Maurice handed the sheet of paper over to Trumper. It was always like this and the routine went some way to soothe him. Recently, with having so much on his mind, he hadn’t been feeling too well.

He was now fifty-two and feared he might have inherited his father’s medical problems. Certainly he had his high blood pressure. He didn’t want to die of apoplexy too; he wasn’t ready yet. He’d already lived four years longer than his father, though. He believed in taking good care of himself, and wouldn’t let himself be upset by all this. He lit another cigarette; it helped him relax.

Toby came in late, sat down at the other desk and ignored him.

It was often said that family businesses didn’t go on being profitable; that in three generations they were likely to go from clogs to clogs. Maurice was beginning to think that would be the way of things for Percival’s Pickles. The third Percival generation didn’t seem to have the ability of their forebears.

‘I’ve arranged for you to see Mr Burton in his office on Thursday afternoon,’ he said. ‘I’ll come with you. We’ll discuss your future sensibly. He will explain what accountancy can do for you.’

That Toby didn’t deign to answer infuriated his father anew. He was still fulminating by mid morning. It made matters worse to see Toby’s curly head bent silently over the ledgers on the other side of the room, his pen scratching busily. He’d never known the boy so dedicated to his work.

Maurice got up and went to his filing cabinet. He ran his fingers across the files of his employees and took two out. Sarah Hoxton had been working here for four years, ever  since she’d left school. Mr Trumper reported that she was a good time-keeper and he had no complaints about her work. Maria Hoxton, age forty-three, had worked for him for over ten years, and again the foreman’s reports were good. Well, Sarah had offended now. There were plenty more women out there keen to have a regular job. He paid as well as any firm in the district. He put the files back and left his office, slamming the door behind him.

He walked the factory floor every day, keeping his eyes open. He’d learned to live with the smell of onions, though today he did feel his eyes prickling. He blew his nose hard and looked round for the girl. He rarely spoke to his workers because the clanking machinery made it difficult to hear what was being said, but he knew them all by sight.

This was the one. Tall and slim, a good-looking girl. She had thick hair and a lot of it; he could tell by the way it bunched out her cap. A few yellow strands escaped to curl over her forehead. He watched her darting movements as she picked out the odd onion that needed attention; pruning the tops, taking off the occasional brown skin, wielding her knife deftly. Her fingers were stained brown; he was surprised that didn’t put Toby off.

He could see her wary yellow eyes assessing him. Maurice looked away; he didn’t care for the yellow eyes. Her colouring reminded him of the cat that lived in the kitchens at home. He’d told Bessie it would have to go if he ever found it in his quarters.

He was looking round for the mother. She was harder to pick out; the older women looked alike. He had to go to the packing department to find her, but he thought he had her now. Old before her time; bent, even. Maria Hoxton hadn’t the strength the job needed. Her task was to take the new jars from their crates and put them on the conveyor belt that would transport them to the steam room to be sterilised. She could hardly lift the wooden crates. He could see by her flustered look that she knew he was watching her. She wasn’t pulling her weight. It was high time she went.

He’d get rid of both the girl and her mother. Not immediately; he didn’t want more trouble with Toby. If he sacked them now it would be obvious why he’d done it. He’d make some excuse in a few weeks’ time, when all this had died down.

He’d turned to go to the salting room when he heard the scream above the rattle of the rolling conveyor belt. The woman he’d been watching was on the floor, a crate of jars tipped on top of her. Some had broken.

Within moments, a fellow worker was helping her up. Someone stopped the conveyor belt. He felt a flush of annoyance run up his cheeks; such a waste of time and money.

There was blood everywhere. The woman’s hand was cut badly enough to make his stomach muscles cringe. But his father had drummed into him that to keep on good terms with his employees, he should show reasonable care for them.

‘You’d better go to hospital,’ he told her, ‘to get it dressed properly.’

‘Mam!’ The yellow-haired girl came flying in to throw her arms round her mother. Her strange yellow eyes turned to him. ‘She wasn’t well this morning. I didn’t want her to come to work.’

Toby arrived, alerted by the fact that the belt had been stopped. Everybody was clustering round, wasting the time he was paying for. The worst possible scenario for his nerves, when he wanted to reassure himself that all was well. The woman had passed out again.

‘There’s a cart loading up in the yard; put her on that and let the driver take her to the hospital,’ he said brusquely to Toby. Then he raised his voice.

‘Brush this broken glass up,’ he ordered. ‘Switch the belt back on. The rest of you, get back to your work.’

Everybody jumped to it except the girl.

‘You!’ he bellowed at Sarah. ‘Do as you’re told. Get back to your place.’ Damn it, he didn’t want shallots going to the salting room with their skins still on.

‘Go on.’ Toby was talking to her softly. ‘I’ll go with your mother, see she’s all right’

That infuriated Maurice more. ‘There’s no need for you to go. The carter can see to her. Surely that’s good enough? A cart at her disposal? You come back to your desk this instant.’

It maddened him that Toby ignored his orders. He couldn’t watch him lift the woman to her feet. Somebody had fetched the carter in, and together they were half carrying her out.

‘Phillips!’ he bellowed, remembering the carter’s name. ‘Drop her at the hospital and come straight back here. I don’t want you hanging round down there wasting time.’

He turned quickly on his heel and went back to his office. This would finish things for Maria Hoxton. She wouldn’t be able to work for a while, and he wouldn’t have her back when she was better. He needed another cup of tea and a cigarette to settle his nerves after that.




Chapter Three

Maria Hoxton was frightened, so frightened she hardly noticed the pain in her hand. That was a dull throb she could live with, though the blood was soaking through the towel somebody had wrapped loosely round it.

‘Hold on, we’ll soon be there.’

She could hear the panic in Toby Percival’s voice. He’d disobeyed his father for her! She felt sick with fear – or had she felt sick before the accident? Certainly her head throbbed too. Mr Percival had come looking for her, and she knew why. She’d seen him watching Sarah five minutes earlier. It was because of the interest his son was showing in her.

Hadn’t she been warning Sarah for weeks? The cart jolted, making the jars of pickles tinkle in the crates behind her. Maria closed her eyes as pain knifed through her.

‘Sorry,’ Toby said. ‘Not long now.’

She knew exactly how far it was; didn’t she walk this way four times a day between home and the factory? She watched Toby through half-closed eyes. She couldn’t really blame Sarah; he was a good-looking lad, tall and well built. No, not a lad, he was twenty years old, a fully grown and well-developed man. But he had apple cheeks and a baby face and didn’t act as though he was. He was still a boy at heart, and that scared her more, because he wouldn’t realise what he was doing to Sarah.

He’d turned her head; swept her off her feet. Sarah thought he was in love with her and she with him and that they’d get married and live happily ever after. Perhaps Sarah also saw  it as a way out of poverty and the daily grind in the pickle factory.

Maria winced as the cart jolted again. She couldn’t see it ever happening. Maurice Percival wouldn’t let it. He wouldn’t want his son marrying the likes of Sarah, even though she was like the sun itself, all golden sparkle.

The carter was reining the horse in to the kerb. Maria was levering herself up on her elbow as Toby jumped down with the lithe ease of youth and turned back to help her. She almost fell into his arms and he had to steady her to keep her upright.

‘We can manage,’ he called to the driver. ‘You go back to the yard and finish loading.’

She’d taken only two steps towards the hospital door when she doubled up in pain again, and she knew it was all Toby Percival could do to hold her upright.

‘Just a few more steps,’ he murmured. He was being kind to her because he loved Sarah, but even if Sarah got what she wanted – even if they ran away to Gretna Green to get married, for that was the only way in which they could – Maria was afraid he wouldn’t be right for her.

Toby didn’t think things through. He’d get into trouble when he got back to the factory for coming with her. Cause them trouble too, but he wouldn’t see that; he lived for the moment. Fun was higher on his agenda than thrift and stability. They all knew he and his father didn’t get on, that what he did in the factory could be done twice as efficiently by Charlie Trumper or John Ferry.

Toby was too young to be married. He wouldn’t be able to look after Sarah; he needed a nursemaid himself, someone to run round after him. The most likely outcome wasn’t marriage, though. More like he’d leave her in the lurch. Sarah hadn’t lived long enough to know these things, but Maria had.

Sarah would be far better off with John. He was steady, a more mature personality. He was one of them. That was  Sarah’s best route to happiness, but she was throwing it away without a second thought, turning down every advance John made.

The disinfectant smell of the hospital caught in her throat and made her cough. She’d thought the hot, spicy atmosphere of the factory had killed off her ability to smell anything else. The aroma of onions and cooking chutney she thought more pervasive than any other smell in the world. The odours were in her clothes now, in her hair, ingrained into her fingers, and no amount of washing would get rid of them.

Toby was guiding her towards a chair, and she slumped down.

‘I’ll wait a little while to see—’

‘No, you go back.’

‘Sarah will want to know . . .’

Maria’s head swam. He was a caring person, she had to give him that. He had none of his father’s arrogance.

She didn’t know how long she waited, but at some point a nurse came and unwrapped her hand. The sight of raw flesh and blood turned her stomach. Almost before she knew it, she was vomiting on the nurse’s shoes. She wanted to cry with the shame and the pain. Then she felt a cold dish held by a firm hand digging into her chin, but it was largely too late by then. The next thing she knew she was being taken somewhere where she could lie down. It was such a relief.

‘Go back to work,’ she told Toby when he came to her bedside. ‘Your father will be angry if you don’t. I’ll be all right now.’

‘I’ll hang on a few more minutes. Wait outside. Sarah will want to know what the doctors find.’

The doctor came and the questions started. How long had she been feeling unwell?

It had been several days. She’d been having these bouts of biliousness and abdominal pain and of feeling generally unwell for several years. She ought to be used to them.

‘Diarrhoea too?

‘No, the reverse.’

The doctor was young and very kind, but hospitals and everything to do with them made her shake. When she was told they suspected the problem to be appendicitis, the word terrified her.

‘Does that mean I’ll have to have it out?’ Maria could feel the sweat break out on her forehead. ‘That’s a dangerous operation, isn’t it?’

‘It’s quite popular since the King had his out. The old king I mean, Edward VII. It’s done quite often these days.’

Maria didn’t care how popular it was; she didn’t want it.

‘We’re not going to operate straight away. We’re going to admit you for a day or two’s rest. See if it settles down again first. Sometimes it does of its own accord.’

Maria relaxed. That sounded better. A day or two of rest, what more could she ask? If she felt well, she’d be able to cope. What would convince Sarah she must turn her back on Toby Percival?

They gave her something for the pain then, and she could feel herself drifting off.

 



Sarah’s fingers were flying automatically for the onions; her mind was on her mother. Mam had looked terrible as Toby and the driver had half carried her out to the cart.

Elvira Ferry, John’s mother, came to see her as soon as Mr Percival went back to the office.

‘I was working near your mam.’ Elvira had nervous, darting eyes. ‘I think she fainted. It wasn’t just an accident.’

That made Sarah feel worse. Mam hadn’t been well yesterday, and though she’d made light of it this morning, it would have been better if she’d stayed in bed. They should both have known that all the bending and lifting needed to set the jars on the conveyor belt was too heavy a job for Mam when she wasn’t feeling well. Sarah would have been even more worried if it hadn’t been Toby who’d taken her mother to hospital.

He’d whispered to her: ‘I’ll see she’s all right.’

She could trust Toby to do his best for them, but Mr Percival had been angry and made more so by Toby’s going against his orders. It was the last thing he should have done, especially for her mother. It would only build up more trouble.

After that, it was hard to go on working as though nothing had happened. It seemed an age until dinner time came and the factory lines shut down for an hour. Usually she and Mam walked home to get something to eat. Today Sarah decided she must call at the hospital to see how she was.

But she found she didn’t need to. Toby was waiting for her on the corner of Jordan Street with two meat pies.

‘How’s Mam?’

‘Can we go to your rooms to eat these? I’ll tell you on the way.’

‘Of course. Is she all right?’

‘I’m afraid it’s not just her hand. They think she might have appendicitis.’

‘Oh my goodness!’

‘A surgeon examined her. She’s to stay in under observation for a day or two. If her appendix doesn’t settle down, he’ll operate on Friday.’

‘Oh dear! What about her hand?’

‘Quite a bad cut. She’s had eight stitches in it. I told the ward sister you’d be at work until six. She wants you to go round after that and take her night clothes in.’

‘I’ll put a few things together for her now. I’m afraid it’ll be a long time before she can work again.’

Sarah lit the Primus to make them a cup of tea to have with the pies. She felt even more uneasy about Mam. Illness brought added expenses. Mam lived in dread of it. They both knew how easy it was to get into debt.

‘I hope she’s going to be all right.’

 



Sarah spent an anxious afternoon. The atmosphere in the  factory seemed tense. Maurice Percival spent more time than usual out on the floor, looking more dour than he normally did and finding fault with everything.

She was glad when the lines were shut down for the night and she was free to go and see her mother.

‘Shall I come with you?’ Toby wanted to know. He’d been hovering close to Sarah since he got back. ‘They won’t let you stay long, it isn’t visiting time. I’ll wait for you if you like.’

How could she say no to that? She wanted Toby with her. She needed somebody to lean on now Mam was sick.

Sarah saw the ward sister. She was warned Mam might still need an operation, but was told she’d had a comfortable afternoon. She was allowed to see her for a few moments. Mam was dozing as she walked up the long line of beds. Her face was grey against the white pillows; her damaged hand was in a sling. Mam always put on a good front. She seemed more worried about how the Pickle King had taken the breakage of so many jars than she did about the prognosis of her illness. The thought of several days’ rest had soothed her.

Toby was waiting for Sarah outside. He took her arm to walk her home. It was hard to believe something as wonderful as this could be happening at the same time as something so awful for Mam. She tingled all over at the thought of being alone with Toby in the privacy of her home. He’d been there already in the lunch hour, but then they’d both known their time together was limited, and they’d had to eat.

‘I’m hungry,’ Toby said. ‘Can we get fish and chips or something?’

‘I made a pan of scouse yesterday. Mam won’t be wanting her share.’ There were scones left over too. They needn’t go hungry.

Toby seemed at home in their living room. He stirred the pan of scouse as it warmed up on the Primus, while she set the table for their meal. It seemed very strange to see him in Mam’s place. He congratulated her on her cooking and  laughed because the pickled red cabbage was not Percival’s but a rival brand.

‘It’s cheaper,’ Sarah explained. ‘That’s why Mam buys it.’

Afterwards, they sat with their arms round each other, watching dusk gather over the river and the pinprick of lights come on. Sarah had known he wouldn’t want to go home. She tried to persuade him, afraid his father would be furious with both of them if he didn’t.

‘I haven’t made my peace with him yet, and I don’t want to.’

‘You disobeyed his orders in front of us all.’

‘Don’t remind me. There’d be more trouble if I went home now. Far better to give it time to fade from Father’s mind. Let it blow over.’

Toby’s arms tightened round her. ‘I don’t want to leave you. This is such a chance. Couldn’t have expected this in a month of Sundays.’

He kissed her. His lips were velvety smooth against hers. ‘Don’t send me away and let it go to waste.’

The last thing Sarah wanted was to send him away. He was pressing his body closer, moulding it to hers. It was a delicious embrace. She forgot the outside world, forgot Mam; nothing mattered but Toby’s kisses. He ended up occupying Mam’s place in bed just as he had at the table.

Sarah thought of that Tuesday as a terrible day of suspense and worry about Mam, but of ecstasy and delight with Toby.

 



John flung himself on his bed fully clothed. It came again, the unmistakable sound of footsteps in the room above. It filled him with fury that Toby Percival dared to go up to Sarah’s rooms when he knew she was alone there.

‘Just shows you the sort of girl she is,’ his mother had fumed. Her manner was often like this, angry and anxious at the same time. She had heavy eyebrows that went up and down as she spoke, particularly when she was cross.

‘Only a hussy would take him upstairs like that when we all know her mother’s in hospital.’

John was gritting his teeth. He could guess what Toby was doing with his Sarah. Percival didn’t care a fig for her well-being. It knifed through John to think of what he was doing.
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