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PART ONE




CHAPTER ONE

March 1921

 




SUNDAY LUNCH was almost ready. The big kitchen was filled with appetising scents and the joint of beef cooked to a turn, but Mary Shawcross felt sick with anxiety. She knew a disastrous pit was yawning open at her feet and she must expect the most awful trouble.

Only half her mind was on what she was doing. Her mother had told her the apple pie and rice pudding needed five more minutes and asked her to take them out when they were done. She rushed to open the oven door. Searing hot air blasted up in her face as she jabbed a knife through the pudding skin. Yes, it was cooked. She was edging the enamel dish forward on the shelf when, with a gasp of horror, she felt it slip through the oven cloth. The next instant, it crashed to the stone floor and the clatter echoed through the house.

Mary let out a shocked scream as a pool of pudding spread round her feet. It had splashed over her shoes. Her brother Noel, with his white shirt half buttoned and his best tie loose about his neck, reached her first.

‘Are you all right?’

He grabbed the oven cloth from her and righted the pudding dish to save what remained in it, and was about to kick the oven door closed when Mary wailed, ‘Take the pie out, please, or it’ll burn.’

‘It looks scrumptious.’ He slid it on top of the stove, his cheeks hot and his brown hair hanging over his forehead. Mary and her brothers shared a strong family resemblance.

Their mother Edith came hurrying downstairs in her Sunday best, a dark grey skirt and a pearl-coloured blouse. Shocked, she pulled up at the door, her mouth falling open as she took in the mess on the floor.

‘What’s happened? What have you done? Oh, Mary!’

‘I’ve managed to save some of it,’ Noel said helpfully.

‘There won’t be enough! Most of it is on the floor.’ Edith’s dark hair, now in middle age streaked with grey, had been freshly combed up into a bun, and her cheeks were scarlet with distress. ‘You know how fond Pa is of rice pudding with his pie. Today of all days, we could do without an accident like this.’

‘I’m sorry, Mum.’ Mary knew her mother was seeing this as a major disaster, though compared with her own troubles it was just a pinprick.

‘What am I going to do?’ Edith cried.

‘What about custard?’ Noel asked. ‘That goes better.’

‘I’ll make an egg custard,’ Mary said. ‘The oven’s hot; it won’t take long.’

She reached for a dish, while Noel hurried to the larder for eggs. Within moments she was whisking them up with sugar and mixing in the milk. Her mother sprinkled cinnamon on top and put it in the oven.

‘That should do it,’ Mary said, wishing her own dilemma could be so easily sorted. She and Jonty were in love; she’d thought everything was perfect, but now they had a problem and must decide how best to deal with it.

‘Do run up and get changed, Mary,’ Edith said, her voice fraught with tension. ‘And Noel, you’re only half dressed. Your father and his guest will be here at any moment. He’ll be cross if you aren’t all ready.’

Mary knew Pa had gone to church and would be bringing a guest home with him for Sunday lunch. He’d told them Mr Steadman was a fellow businessman who also owned garages. They were assuming Pa meant to further his business empire in some way.

‘I haven’t made the gravy yet,’ Mary said.

Her mother was rarely irritable with her but she was this morning. ‘What’s the matter with you?’ she snapped. ‘You’re walking round in a trance.’

That made Mary catch her breath. She couldn’t possibly tell her. Certainly not now, when her mother was already in a tizz.

Edith added, ‘You’ve got flour in your hair. Do go up and tidy yourself.’ Father expected high standards; everything had to be perfect.

Mary ran upstairs and saw how woebegone she looked in the bathroom mirror. Her face was drained of colour, she looked scared and tears were welling in her eyes. If only she didn’t feel so sick. She splashed cold water on her face, knowing she needed to pull herself together.

In her bedroom, she took her best dress from her wardrobe. Yes, in its  full length mirror, she could see flour in her nut-brown hair. She must have touched it when she was making the Yorkshire pudding.

She brushed at it vigorously. Her hair had never pleased her; it was too straight, and over recent weeks it had looked lacklustre. She wanted to have it cut into the new short style but Pa had forbidden it.

Her blue wool frock, new at the beginning of winter, flattered her. It made her look tall and wand-like, which made her feel a bit better. A dab of powder on her nose now to stop the shine. She was reaching for her lipstick when she changed her mind; she daren’t use any today though she certainly needed it. Pa would notice even the lightest touch and might send her to wash it off, even though she was nineteen. She was scared of his wrath, but then her mother was too.

Her father, Percival Edgar Shawcross, was an ambitious businessman. The war had ended sixteen months ago and now he expected his business to grow. He owned three garages in different districts of Liverpool, and employed mechanics capable of repairing the motor cars and motor bikes he sold. Petrol was not available in many places in the city, and Percy had added forecourts and petrol pumps to two of his sites. He had big plans to develop his third site in Childwall, where he had a sales showroom and plenty of space. Motor bikes were selling well; cars were less affordable.

Mary had three older brothers and Pa reminded them frequently that it was his intention to provide each of them with the means to earn a comfortable living. He was fifty-three, and she supposed at his peak. He was very much the head of the family and expected to control everything and everybody, both at home and in his business. He was scrupulously honest and a strict disciplinarian, ruthless with employees who broke his rules. He had a fiery temper; everybody did their best to follow his instructions and keep on the right side of him: employees, family, even Mum.

She was calling up the stairs, ‘Len, please come down. Pa will expect you to be waiting for him. Have you got your best suit on?’

‘Coming, Mum.’

Mary’s two middle brothers, both lively, well-built young men, still lived at home; Mary herself was the youngest of the family. She followed Len down and went back to the kitchen, and was putting on her apron again when the front door knocker hammered through the house, followed by the scrape of a key in the lock.

‘Here they are,’ Mum was panic stricken, ‘and we aren’t ready yet.’ Mary was draining the fat from the meat pan. ‘It sounds more like Dan and Barbara,’ she said.

‘Hello, anybody home?’ Daniel was her eldest brother and, at twenty-eight, the handsomest of the three. He brought his wife straight to the kitchen.

Each of the brothers was nominally in charge of one of Pa’s garages, though he oversaw very carefully everything they did. As the eldest, Daniel ran the largest and most profitable garage, in Sefton. Pa had made him wait three years before he’d allowed him to marry petite darkhaired Barbara, but now they had a little house of their own.

Mary brought her gaze up slowly to assess Barbara’s expanding figure. She was expecting her first baby in four weeks. Shocked, Mary instantly looked back at the roux she was making in the meat pan. How long before . . . It didn’t bear thinking about.

‘Dan, get the boys to bank up the sitting-room fire, will you? I must make some mustard. Mary, I’ve saved this cabbage water for the gravy.’

A key was scraping in the lock again when Edith came out of the larder. ‘Goodness, they’re here,’ she said, a split second before Percy’s authoritative voice rang through the house.

‘Edith, we’re home.’

‘Mary, come with me. Pa will want to introduce us,’ her mother fussed. ‘Take that apron off. We don’t want Mr Steadman to see you looking like a kitchen maid, do we?’

Mary snatched off her apron. ‘What does it matter what I look like?’ she said in an irritable whisper to Barbara.

‘What if it’s you he’s come to see?’ her sister-in-law asked, raising her eyebrows. ‘Perhaps he’s looking for a bride.’

Mary giggled. ‘Then he’ll have to look elsewhere.’ She peeped up the hall and giggled again. ‘He’s must be forty if he’s a day.’

‘Dan says thirty-seven. I’ll make the gravy, shall I?’

Gratefully, Mary handed her the apron. Pa hadn’t taken to Barbara, but everybody else had. She scurried into the hall.

‘There you are.’ Pa’s eagle eye was looking her over. He was a big man, a commanding presence. ‘My daughter Mary. Come, let me introduce you to Mr Arthur Steadman.’

Beside him, his guest looked almost weedy. He had a drooping straw-coloured moustache. Mary took the hairy hand he offered.

‘Pleased to meet you,’ she said. His grip was vice-like and made her wince.

‘Charmed, my dear, charmed.’

Her mother ushered them all into their large and comfortable sitting room. She’d organised Len to offer the men sherry before their dinner. They only had sherry on special occasions, and even today it would not be offered to Mary. Pa thought it an unsuitable drink for young ladies.

The conversation was all about business. It seemed Mr Steadman owned two garages himself, one in Walton and one in Norris Green, far enough away from their own not to be in direct competition, and since her brothers were fascinated by motor cars, and knew every model on the market and all the technical details and prices, the talk soon became animated. Mary worked in the business too, but she did not share her brothers’ obsession with cars and took no part in the discussion. Her thoughts were on her own problems, and never far from her boyfriend Jonty, who was twenty-three and had asked her to marry him. They’d been planning their future together for months.

When Mary had left school, she’d wanted to train to be a schoolteacher, but Pa had sent her to commercial college to learn typing and bookkeeping. Her job was to help him with the accounts and the paperwork. She shared an office with him above the Childwall garage run by Noel, the youngest of her three brothers. That allowed Pa to keep a very close eye on both her and his least experienced son.

Jonty was a motor mechanic and worked for her father too. As he was based in the same garage, Mary was able to look out of the window and sometimes see him going about his work. She could see his face before her now: kindly and serene with dark hair and intelligent brown eyes that wanted to play with hers. He always seemed to have a slight smile on his lips.

Pa called him Taffy, or sometimes ‘that Welsh farm boy’. Jonty had been orphaned as a baby and brought up by an uncle on a hill farm behind Aberystwyth, but the uncle had died when Jonty was sixteen, and the farm was sold up.

‘What happened to you then?’ Mary had asked.

‘I was offered a job on the biggest farm in the district and told I could live in, but the war had just started and I went to a recruiting office and volunteered instead. I told them I was eighteen.’

‘Good heavens! And you fought in the trenches?’

‘No, I didn’t get that far. I was sent to an army depot and trained to repair army vehicles. I liked doing the cars and motor bikes best.’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘When the war was over, it stood me in good stead. I came to Liverpool and a distant cousin helped me find lodgings. I had to find a job but I had a trade.’

Mary smiled. ‘And my father hired you. Dan says you’re the best of the lot on motor bike repairs.’

‘Because I’ve had one of my own for a long time. I bought it at a sale of army surplus army equipment. It’s the sort used by army dispatch riders.’

Mary’s father disapproved strongly of young ladies riding pillion. He was always sounding off about it to staff and family – although never to a paying customer – so Jonty had recently had a sidecar fitted so that he could take Mary out and about. They’d been courting for the last two years but had tried to keep it hidden. Noel had noticed, but Pa had not. Mary knew Pa wanted her to marry well; he’d talked to her about how important it was more than once. Unfortunately, she knew that he would not see Jonty as a suitable husband for her.

She hoped Mr Steadman would not stay late, because she always saw Jonty on Sunday afternoons. Impatiently, she sipped her non-alcoholic ginger wine, which was sweet enough to damp down any appetite. Barbara came to ease her bulk on to the chair beside her.

‘Not much longer now,’ she said softly. ‘I can’t wait to see my baby and hold it in my arms.’

Mary understood how she felt – she loved babies too – but it made her wince and she couldn’t look at Barbara’s bulging body. For the last few weeks she’d been worried stiff, afraid she was pregnant too, and with every day that passed she’d grown more certain.

She thought of how Jonty had held both her hands in his. ‘Mary love, if you are we must tell your parents sooner rather than later, but we have to be absolutely certain before we do anything. You need to see a doctor.’

‘Not Dr Davidson.’ She had covered her face with her hands.

‘No need to see your family doctor. I’ll take you to see the one my landlady recommends to her lodgers.’

But when her pregnancy was confirmed, the certainty only made matters worse.

Last night she’d wept on Jonty’s shoulder and he’d said, ‘I’m so sorry  it’s happened like this. It’s my fault. I blame myself – I should have taken more care.’

It wasn’t that Mary was dead against having a baby. If she were married like Barbara she’d be anticipating the birth with pleasure too. But the timing was all wrong. How was she to tell Pa? She could guarantee it would bring his wrath down on her head. He’d be furious and she couldn’t expect Mum to take her side, not about this. It had been drummed into her that having a baby before she was married was a mortal sin.

‘We’ll tell him together,’ Jonty had said. ‘I’ll ask him for your hand in marriage. That’s what we both want, isn’t it?’

‘He’ll take against you,’ Mary had said. Just thinking about it made her feel ill.

She was suddenly aware that Pa was leading everybody to the dining room. She got to her feet, meaning to head to the kitchen. It had always been her role to help get the food on the table, though Mum had not specifically asked her to do it today.

Now Edith said, ‘Barbara and the boys will help me today. Father wants you to entertain his guest.’

Mary was shocked. Why her? What could she possibly say that would interest him? Besides, she was too wrapped up in her own worries to put herself out to be pleasant to a stranger. But Pa was steering her to the dining room and the chair next to Mr Steadman’s.

‘I’m proud of my clever daughter.’ Pa’s face was unusually benign. ‘She keeps our books up to date; I’d be hard pressed to manage the accounts without her. She functions as my secretary too.’

Mary quaked. It sounded as though he was giving her a reference. The thought struck her with such force that it made her gasp. Was Barbara right? Was Pa matchmaking? Surely he couldn’t be setting her up to marry this old man? He was going bald!

Pa was looking at her with such intensity in his eyes that it made her tongue-tied. It came as a relief to see Dan carrying in the joint for Pa to carve. She made a supreme effort. ‘I understand you’re in the garage business, Mr Steadman,’ she said.

‘Arthur, please.’

Oh, Lord! If he was the last man on earth, she wouldn’t want to marry him. He had yellow rats’ teeth and his hairy hands were playing with the cutlery.

‘Yes. I have two at present, and hope to expand in the next few years.’

He outlined his plans while Mum and the boys brought vegetables to the table. When he had exhausted that subject, Mary asked him where in Liverpool his garages were. That kept him going until their plates were filled and they began to eat.

‘Excellent tender beef,’ Pa said.

‘Wonderful Yorkshire pudding,’ his guest added.

‘Mary made it,’ her mother told him.

‘In that case I shall enjoy it all the more.’

Mary was pushing her food round her plate, unable to swallow. Did Pa see the two businesses being amalgamated into a much larger one? It was just the sort of thing he would think of. If so, he would be even more infuriated when he heard she wanted to marry Jonty. He’d go up like a fireball.

The meal dragged on. The boys did their best to join in the conversation but Mary switched off. The apple pie came to the table accompanied by a small rice pudding and the egg custard. Pa had chosen the menu and she could see him eyeing the size of the rice pudding with disfavour. Fortunately, Mr Steadman chose to have egg custard with his pie and so did Mary, her mother and her younger brothers, which meant there was enough rice pudding left for Pa to have a second helping.

Afterwards Mary handed round cups of tea while the boys set about the washing up, and at last Mr Steadman stood up to go. He was full of praise for the food and thanked them repeatedly. He looked Mary in the eye and told her he’d thoroughly enjoyed her company. Her father led the way to the front door to see him out. Her mother hooked her arm through Mary’s and took her along too.

Arthur Steadman paused on the step. ‘It would give me great pleasure,’ he said, ‘to entertain you to afternoon tea at my house next Sunday.’

His pale eyes were looking into Mary’s. When her father accepted with thanks, she felt compelled to do likewise.

 



Mary knew her parents would settle down for their usual Sunday afternoon rest now; she was free at last to meet Jonty. Nowadays, he came on his motor bike to the end of Templeton Avenue to meet her, but she’d warned him she might be late today and she knew he’d wait.

She put on her best coat and outdoor shoes. Pa didn’t like her going out without a hat, but few hats sat comfortably over her long hair and  heavy topknot. Anyway, hats were out of fashion these days and she ran out without one. Len and Noel roared past her on their motor bikes as she hurried to the corner where she knew Jonty would be watching for her.

He’d told her he’d been christened plain John Jones, but at school, where there was another John Jones in his class, his friends had nicknamed him Jonty and he’d liked it.

To see him striding eagerly towards her, his head held high and a smile of welcome on his face, made her heart turn over. With his stocky build and bright red cheeks, he looked the picture of health and strength. He had soft dark hair combed neatly back and sapphire blue eyes. Everybody thought him a very presentable young man.

He took both her hands in his, then turned to fall in step beside her, pulling one hand through his arm. She’d asked him not to greet her with a kiss where the neighbours might see and tell her mother. They wouldn’t get a chance to tell Pa because he discouraged what he called idle gossip.

‘Are you all right, love?’

She clung to him tightly. ‘Yes, just about. I’ve had a terrible morning – I think Pa’s started matchmaking. He brought a man home for dinner to introduce him to me. It was awful.’

‘What was he like?’

‘Old, and going bald. But he owns two garages, so Pa thinks he’s suitable.’

‘He doesn’t want you to be hard up. He’s doing what he thinks is right for you.’

‘But he never asks me what I want!’ Mary was blinking her tears back. ‘Anyway, it can’t be, can it? It’s your baby I’m having.’

His hand squeezed hers. ‘I know, and I’ve put you in a terrible position. What are we going to do about it?’

She shook her head. ‘I wish I knew. I’ve been thinking first this and then that, but. . .’

Jonty said, ‘We’re going to walk round Princes Park and make some decisions – we’ve got to. Putting it off is making you feel worse. We’ve agreed we want to get married, haven’t we? So what’s the next step?’

Mary got into his sidecar somewhat comforted. They often went to Princes Park; routine was comforting too. It was a bright blustery day. He linked arms and held her hand as they strolled towards the lake.

‘I don’t like to think of you on your own at home, trying to stand up  to your father. I want to be with you, really I do. You can’t hide this for much longer. We have to plan for the future.’

Mary shuddered. ‘I can’t see what we can plan until we’ve told Father. So much depends on what he decides.’

‘I’ll ask him if I can marry you.’

‘He’ll be furious. I’m afraid he’ll sack you on the spot.’

‘That doesn’t bear thinking about. We wouldn’t be able to afford food and lodgings until I found another job.’

‘He might also forbid you to come anywhere near me.’

‘But he wouldn’t do that,’ Jonty said. ‘He’d want to do his best for you, wouldn’t he? He loves you. He wouldn’t want you to be an unmarried mother.’

‘He’ll be mortified. He’ll say I’m letting the family down. He sets great store on status.’ Mary shivered. She could see no alternative to telling her father, except . . . ‘Unless we just elope.’

‘That would have the same effect. I’d have to leave my job, and when we came back your dad would be unlikely to take me back.’

‘Couldn’t you look for another job first, in a different district?’

‘You know I’ve already been trying,’ he said quietly. ‘I’d need a lot of luck to get a similar position, especially if your dad won’t give me a reference. The motor trade is so new, there aren’t many jobs yet, and a lot of the people who’ve come out of the forces still need to find work. I’ve got to try to keep the job I’ve got, Mary.’

They walked on in silence for a while.

‘Shall I come up to the office to talk to him?’ Jonty suggested. ‘Would it be better to do it there? Usually there’s just you and him about.’

‘What about Noel?’

‘I’d make sure he was busy downstairs before I came up.’

‘Perhaps if you came to the house,’ Mary ventured. ‘Mum would be there and we’d be able to tell them both together. I think she’ll be on our side even if she doesn’t say much.’

‘Right. When shall I come? And what about your brothers?’

‘Noel goes to night school on Wednesdays – he’s learning bookkeeping – and our Len goes to his table tennis club on the same night.’

‘Wednesday it is then. What time? I don’t want to arrive while you’re eating.’

‘Not before half six. Better leave it till quarter to seven to be on the safe side.’

Jonty’s brow was furrowed with worry. ‘I must work out what I’ll say to him. I’ve got to get that right.’

‘Aren’t you scared?’

‘Yes, but we have to do it.’

Mary shivered.

‘Come here,’ he said, pulling her to sit down on a park bench and putting an arm round her. There were other people walking past, but nobody they knew. ‘I love you and I want to marry you. Once we get this straightened out, we’ll be a happy little family of three.’

His confidence made Mary smile.

‘I won’t let you down,’ he said. ‘I promise. I’m rock solid behind you on this.’

Mary swallowed hard. ‘Three days to get through then.’ She was afraid. She knew Pa better than Jonty did: he was going to be absolutely livid.

Every day Pa visited all three of his garages, and though Mary and her brothers cut sandwiches to take to work with them he went home for a hot lunch with Mum. Moreover, he drove a spanking new American Ford saloon which was always prominently parked, so everybody knew whether he was on the premises or not.

His unchanging routine had given her and Jonty the opportunity to get to know each other . They always ate their lunch together. That Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday they had plenty of time to talk, but they couldn’t come up with a better plan than the one they’d settled on.

‘I won’t tell Pa you’re coming until just before you arrive,’ she said. ‘Otherwise he’ll be on at me wanting to know why. You won’t be late, will you?’

‘No, love.’ He bent to kiss her cheek. ‘I’ll make sure I’m not.’




CHAPTER TWO


BY WEDNESDAY EVENING Jonty was nervous, knowing he should never have persuaded Mary to sleep with him. They both knew it was forbidden but he loved her with every fibre of his being and his feelings were growing stronger and stronger. By getting Mary pregnant he felt he’d let her down, and he knew he’d put her in a terrible position. He blamed himself and he had to do his best for her now.

That morning, he’d finished repairing a bike and Mr Shawcross had told him off for not putting away the tools he’d used. He’d tried to explain that he had intended to take the tools straight over to another bike with the same problem, but another customer had stopped him to ask for advice. The boss had told him not to answer back. It didn’t augur well for tonight.

He’d gone home after work to wash and change into his best suit . . . well, his only suit. He’d scrubbed at his hands and nails until they were sore, in order to remove the last trace of oil.

It was dark when he switched off his bike’s engine and cruised to a stop outside Mary’s home. He felt for the small torch he’d brought and directed it at his watch. It was twenty-five to seven. He’d been so eager not to be late that he was a little early. He’d wait a few minutes. He had to give Mary time to tell her father he was coming.

She lived in a fine detached Edwardian house, which had a small but immaculate front garden. He’d driven past a few times to look at it, but he’d never been inside. Never been inside any house of this size. The electric light was on in the hall: he could see it through the fan light over the front door. It was on in the sitting room too, but the curtains had been drawn.

He shivered and checked his watch again: just gone twenty to seven.  The waiting was churning him up; better if he got on with it now. His shoes crunched on the white gravel drive. When he found the bell push, he heard it ring deep inside the house. Then Mary’s footsteps came running to open the door and he knew she’d been waiting as anxiously as he had.

‘I’m not late?’

‘No. Come in.’ She was agitated, but he thought she’d never looked more beautiful. She stood close to whisper, her hand on his arm. ‘When I told Pa you were coming he said, “What’s he want to come here for? He can say all he needs to at the garage.” Mum said he’d better hear you out, but he’s not in a good mood.’

Jonty followed her to the sitting-room door. It was an enormous room and a good red fire glowed in the grate. Mary’s mother sat beside it looking shocked. It felt a bit like walking into the lion’s den.

Mr Shawcross was standing stiff and erect in the window bay, looking every inch the boss. He glowered at Jonty, his face white and devoid of expression. Nobody spoke, and Jonty knew he had to break the brooding silence.

‘Good evening, Mr Shawcross,’ he said. ‘And Mrs Shawcross.’ He nodded in Edith’s direction.

Percy came to life. ‘I don’t like my employees walking into my house. I see more than enough of you at the garage.’

‘I’m sorry, sir, but I felt I had to. Mary and I. . .’

‘Neither do I want my employees socialising with my daughter. In fact I forbid it, do you hear? I forbid it. I don’t want you to speak to any of my family in future.’

‘Father,’ Mary said, ‘Jonty and I are in love. We want to get married.’

A red tide swept up her father’s neck and into his face. ‘I guessed it would be something like this. The answer’s no. Certainly not.’

‘Mr Shawcross, I beg of you to hear me out. Mary and I have been in love for more than two years. I’ve come to ask for your permission to marry her. . .’

Percy Shawcross bellowed, ‘Welsh farm boy, don’t you understand English? I’ve said no. Get out of my house. I don’t want you here. In fact, I don’t want you at my garage either, after this. You’re finished as of now. You can call round on Friday afternoon to collect the pay I owe you. Is that clear?’

‘Yes, sir.’ Jonty hadn’t expected to be dismissed so quickly and so  finally, though Mary had warned him. He knew he must stand his ground. ‘I’m afraid, Mr Shawcross, we haven’t told you the full story yet. Mary is expecting my child.’

‘What?’ Percy roared. ‘What? You dare to come in here and tell me you’ve made free with my daughter? You animal, I’m disgusted. . .’

He came at Jonty with fists flying, which took the younger man by surprise. The wham against his chin made his head reel and sent him staggering back. Mrs Shawcross gave a little scream. Jonty felt his anger rising; he could see Mr Shawcross coming back to give him more. He itched to hit him, give him some of his own medicine, but he knew it was the last thing he should do.

He caught his boss’s wrists, one in each of his hands, and tried to hold them away from his own chin. He didn’t know what else to do. The man was like a raging bull, jumping about, kicking at him and trying to free himself. But Jonty was thirty years younger and had the greater strength.

‘Pa,’ Mary shouted. ‘Stop it. Please stop it.’

It made him turn on her. ‘You little slut, going behind my back like this. Hiding what you’re doing. For two years, you say?’

‘Yes. Pa, we love each other. . .’

‘No daughter of mine behaves like that. You can pack your things and get out too. I’m not having your bastard child in my house. Get out, go on, you can go with him now.’

‘Percy, do calm down.’ Edith had tears streaming down her face as she pleaded, ‘You can’t put her out at this time of night. Where can she go?’

‘That’s no longer my problem. I’ve done my best for her, brought her up to be respectable, and this is how she treats me.’

Jonty felt paralysed. His hopes has not been high, but he hadn’t expected things to go so badly wrong.

‘Of course it’s our problem.’

‘No. She’s not fit to be our daughter. I’m not going to give her a roof over her head and food in her mouth any longer. She’s got to go.’

Jonty made a greater effort. ‘Please don’t be hasty, Mr Shawcross. This is very important for Mary. Can’t we talk it through?’

‘You cocky little pup. What is it you want to talk about?’

‘Mary is not yet twenty-one and will need your permission to marry.’ Jonty took a form from his pocket and offered it to his boss. ‘I enquired at the register office as to what was needed and they told me that if you signed this it would make it possible.’

‘I’m not signing anything.’

‘But sir, with due respect, you wouldn’t want her to be an unmarried mother when I’m eager to be her husband? I want to take care of her.’

‘You should have thought of that sooner. As far as I’m concerned, I no longer have a daughter.’

‘Sir, it would make things hard for Mary. I do ask you to reconsider. Surely she’d be better off married to me than. . .’

‘No, and that’s final.’

Jonty felt desperate. ‘Mrs Shawcross, will you please sign it so we can be married?’ He could see her cringing back into her chair and knew she was afraid.

‘No, she won’t.’ Percy leapt forward, snatched the form from Jonty’s hand and tore it into little pieces. They fluttered down on to the Turkey carpet.

Jonty saw tears welling into Mary’s eyes and realised how upset she was. ‘Right,’ he said. ‘We’d better go then. There’s nothing else for it.’

She ran to him. He put his arm round her and gave her his handkerchief, telling himself he mustn’t lose his nerve.

‘I hope you’ll allow her to come back and pack her clothes and belongings tomorrow morning? Surely you won’t turn her out without so much as a coat for her back?’

There was no reply but the request wasn’t refused. In the hall cloakroom, he watched her put on her everyday coat and change her shoes. He picked up the slippers she’d been wearing, and she brought her umbrella and gloves. He put an arm round her waist to lead her out to his sidecar.

‘Can you take me to your lodgings?’ she whispered.

It wasn’t going to be that easy. ‘I’ll ask my landlady, but she’s strict and has rules about us taking girlfriends in.’

‘Where can we go then?’ He saw desperation on her pretty face.

‘Let’s get away from here, so we can have a think.’

 



Jonty drove a short distance and stopped round the corner in Penny Lane where it overlooked the playing fields of Liverpool College. It was a fine night and the moon was up, bathing everything in soft silvery light. This view had soothed him on other occasions, but nothing could calm him tonight.

‘I’m horrified at what I’ve done,’ he told her. ‘We’ve both lost our jobs  and you’ve lost your home.’ Mary had nothing but what she stood up in. He had his clothes and his motorbike.

She’d recovered a little. ‘I’m proud of you,’ she choked. ‘You behaved like a gentleman; you kept your wits about you and stayed calm.’

‘It didn’t do any good though, did it?’

‘I thought Pa loved me. I didn’t think he’d turn on me like that.’

‘I held him down, physically restrained him. That meant I took away his power. It’s not the sort of thing your father would forgive.’

‘But what else could you have done other than take a beating?’

‘I don’t know. What can we do now?’

‘Our Dan has a house. He and Barbara will put me up for a night or two, I’m sure.’

Jonty managed a smile. ‘That’s the best thing for you. It’ll give us time to organise something. Where do they live?’

‘On the other side of Sefton Park. You need to turn round.’

 



It was a two-bedroom terrace property. Daniel welcomed them and ushered them in. Barbara made a pot of tea while Mary told them what had happened.

Jonty knew Daniel, having worked at his garage for a couple of weeks the previous summer. They’d got on well as employee and boss, but he could feel the chill when the Shawcrosses heard about the coming child.

‘Mary!’ There was no doubting Daniel’s disapproval. ‘You’re in a hell of a mess, but you don’t need me to tell you that.’

‘Go easy on her,’ Jonty said. ‘It’s my fault.’

Barbara said, ‘Of course you must stay here, Mary, but we have only two bedrooms and I’ve just finished fixing up the spare as a nursery. I’ve got a lovely cot, but it’ll be no good to you. I’m afraid there’s only that sofa, but you’re welcome to sleep there until you can sort out something better.’

Dan sighed. ‘We’ve got spare pillows and blankets, but hardly enough for two. What about you, Jonty? D’you fancy the floor?’

Jonty eyed the sofa. He didn’t think Dan would want him to stay with Mary, and really they only had room for one. ‘I can go back to my lodgings. My landlady would probably be worried if I didn’t turn up and I hadn’t told her.’

‘You’ll be all right?’ Barbara seemed anxious.

‘Yes, and I’ll know Mary’s safe with you. I’ll come back in the morning  to take you to get your clothes,’ he told Mary. ‘What time does your father leave?’

‘About eight.’

‘I’ll be round just after eight then.’ Jonty felt shy in front of Dan. He kissed Mary’s cheek and left as soon as he decently could.

He was worried stiff as he rode to his lodgings. Before he’d gone to see Percy Shawcross he knew he was in trouble, but in his worst nightmares he hadn’t imagined the result could be as bad as this.

He had a little money saved but not nearly enough to support Mary and the baby. With so few garages in Liverpool, he knew it would be difficult to get another job, and worst of all, they wouldn’t be able to get married. He was afraid that would really upset Mary.

 



He had a terrible night as he tried to work out what it would be possible to do. In the morning he got up at the usual time and ate breakfast with the other lads who lodged in the house.

When they all left for work, their landlady usually sat down to have a quiet cup of tea. This morning, Jonty poured himself another cup and went to sit by her. She was stout and well on in life but, like him, had been born in Wales and had come to Liverpool in search of work. He’d been lodging with her all the time he’d lived in Liverpool and knew her to be kind-hearted, but she took only single men. He told her he’d have to leave and why.

She said, ‘I’ll be sorry to see you go.’

‘Do you know anyone offering lodgings for married couples?’

‘Maybe.’ She recited an address where she thought a double room could be rented. He was going upstairs when she called him back to give him some recent local newspapers that advertised jobs and accommodation.

He went up to his bedroom and sat on his bed to glance through them. He needed to fix something up quickly. He and Mary would be all right so long as they were together, but the cost of rooms was frighteningly high. He could see no way of keeping up payments like that unless he found a job.

But he had to go. It was time to collect Mary and take her home to get her belongings. He took the rest of the papers with him; that was something they could do together.

Mary was pale and subdued when he picked her up. Her eyes looked  red as though she’d been weeping but she said she hadn’t. He thought she didn’t want to admit to being scared, in case it upset him. In full daylight her home looked quite grand. Mary led him through the back door and into the kitchen. A woman he’d never seen before was doing some washing.

‘Morning, Mrs Dobbs,’ Mary said with forced brightness. ‘Is my mother in?’

‘Morning, love. Yes.’

‘I’m here.’ Mrs Shawcross had heard them arrive. ‘How are you, darling? All right?’

‘Yes, Mum.’ The kitchen door was firmly shut behind them, and Jonty followed the two women up the hall. ‘As well as can be expected.’

There was an ornate plaster ceiling in the sitting room. He’d noticed little last night.

‘Jonty took me to Dan and Barbara’s; I’ll be staying there for a few nights. You mustn’t worry about me.’

Edith was very fraught. ‘How can I help worrying? What will become of you?’

Jonty knew she blamed him; how could she not? Only now did he realise that he was taking Mary away from a home, the like of which he had no hope of providing for her.

‘I’ll take good care of her, Mrs Shawcross,’ he said. But he wished he knew how. Perhaps they’d be all right once they could be together.

Mary said, ‘I want to take all my things.’

Her mother nodded, although she still looked worried. ‘Of course.’

Jonty followed them up to Mary’s bedroom. It was a beautiful room with a window looking over a huge back garden surrounded by trees. Mary must really love him to be willing to leave luxury like this. Her mother was bringing in a matching set of leather suitcases.

‘Will you be able to carry two big cases?’ Mary asked him.

‘Yes, without you in the sidecar. Or I could make more than one trip.’

‘Barbara said I could leave some of my things with her for the time being.’

Jonty was kept busy running up and down stairs with cases and carrier bags. He took two loads, the first to Barbara’s house, where she fitted the cases under the stairs, and the second to his lodgings, where he spread the bags out across the floor of his room.

When he went back to collect Mary, savoury smells were coming from  the kitchen. It reminded him that Percy Shawcross was expected home for his lunch. Mary and her mother were hurrying now to pack the last of her clothes in order to get them away before he came.

When they finally left, Jonty had another suitcase strapped behind him and there was only just enough room for Mary to squeeze into the sidecar amongst the rest of the packages. Her mother came out to see them off. Both she and Mary were close to tears.

‘You will let me know how you get on? Even if you just drop me a card now and then.’ Edith was biting her lip. ‘I’ll want to know about the baby . . .’

‘Of course, Mum.’

‘I’m sorry it has to be like this,’ Jonty said. ‘I know it’s my fault. . .’

‘My husband is very strict.’ Edith was looking anxiously down the road in the direction he would come. ‘I wish he hadn’t stopped me signing that form. If you could be married I wouldn’t feel so bad.’

Jonty almost suggested he bring another copy, but she wasn’t offering to go against her husband’s wishes. He kick-started his bike.

‘We’ll be married one day,’ he said. ‘I love your daughter very much and I know she’s making a big sacrifice for me. I’ll do my very best for her, you can be sure of that.’

Edith Shawcross looked so woebegone, he leaned over to kiss her cheek.

As Jonty drove to Sefton Park, Mary could feel tears scalding her eyes. She turned her head and pretended to be watching the houses they passed, so that he wouldn’t see she was upset. She felt she was being torn away from her mother, her brothers, her home and everything she knew. She couldn’t imagine what her future would be like, and she was bewildered by the speed with which the change had come about.

But she loved Jonty and he loved her; she had to hang on to that. It was another sunny but blustery day, and quite chilly for early March. There were fewer people about today than there were on Sundays.

‘I’ve brought my sandwiches.’ He took the packet from his saddle bag. ‘We’ll find a seat and share them. There won’t be enough for us both, but we’ll find a café and have a cake and a cup of tea afterwards. How’s that?’

‘Sounds fine,’ she said, trying not to let her smile waver.

‘My landlady gave me some newspapers too – we can look through the  adverts while we eat. I’ve had a quick look and there aren’t any jobs advertised for motor mechanics, but perhaps there’s something else I can apply for. You see if you can find us a room where we can be together. It’ll have to be furnished . . . or perhaps board and lodgings to start with. We can look for something permanent later.’

Mary opened one of the newspapers and bit into a sandwich. ‘There’s lodgings offered here in Menlove Avenue. To share a double, south-facing room, with half board, thirty shillings a week each. I know where that is – it’s a nice area.’

‘Mary, that’s expensive. I pay a pound for a room to myself and I’m provided with a packed lunch on six days and a Sunday dinner.’

‘There’s another advert here for digs at a pound each, but it’s Upper Parliament Street, not such a good district. And another – but that’s in the Dingle.’

‘It scares me when I think what your house was like. You won’t be happy anywhere rough.’

‘I’ll be happy wherever you are,’ she told him. ‘Mum gave me fifteen pounds. She said that was all she had. Pa gives her money to pay Mrs Dobbs’s wages, but he makes her account for everything she spends on housekeeping. That will help, won’t it?’

Jonty nodded. ‘That should keep us going for quite a while.’

‘Mum told me not to tell you. She thinks I should keep a little on one side that you don’t know about. She told me to go to my Aunt Dora’s if we really get down on our uppers or if I wanted to leave you.’

‘You’ve told me now.’ Jonty’s lovely smile lit up his face.

‘I don’t want there to be secrets between us.’

‘Neither do I.’

‘Mum also gave me some things she said I could sell if I had to. Jewellery and some small antique bits and pieces. I think she’s afraid I’m going to starve.’

‘No, love, I’ll make sure you don’t.’ Mary was afraid he was keeping up this show of confidence to cheer her, but he went on, ‘I’ve got forty pounds saved up too. We’ll share everything and manage fine for a month or two. And this afternoon I think we should go to a jeweller’s in town and choose a wedding ring for you.’

‘We’re going to pretend we’re married?’

‘Mary, no respectable landlady is going to take in an unmarried couple as lodgers. Especially when the baby makes itself obvious. The only way  is for you to wear a wedding ring, so we’ll need to get that before we go round these addresses. Come on, let’s have that cup of tea. It’s cold out here and we can look through the rest of the adverts in the café.’

Jonty seemed more subdued now. He insisted on ordering iced buns for them and then opened a newspaper called the Caernarfon Herald. Surely he was not looking for lodgings in that? She saw the outlook as bleak and was afraid he was giving up.

But the next moment his cheeks were suddenly glowing and he was bursting with vitality. ‘Mary, what d’you think of this? To rent, Glan y Mor, an 18-acre smallholding, with cottage, barn and outbuildings, Anglesey coast.’ This was the bubbling eager Jonty she loved.

‘A smallholding?’ she asked cautiously. ‘What’s that?’

‘A small farm. Eighteen acres isn’t enough to make a living, and possibly it isn’t good land, but we could survive on it.’

Mary was trying to take it in.

‘Don’t you see? I could run that. Even without a job we’d survive. I can milk cows and look after sheep and pigs and hens. We’d have a cottage to ourselves, not just a couple of rooms. I could grow potatoes and vegetables and I might be able to earn a bit of cash by mending motor bikes or cars in the barn. I might even find work on other farms during busy periods. I’m sure we’d be all right if we did that.’

His rush of high spirits was infectious. Mary laughed. ‘We had a holiday in Anglesey at the end of the war. It was a lovely place. And it says it’s on the coast.’

‘We’d have to buy a lot of stock to set ourselves up. . .’

‘I can sell Mum’s jewellery. I mean, once we have cows we’d always have milk, wouldn’t we? It’s what you know, Jonty. You could do it.’

‘The agent’s address is in Bangor. We can’t go tomorrow because I have to collect my last wages from your father.’

‘It gives their phone number.’

‘Let’s find a post office and I’ll try phoning them. We need to know if it’s still available and how much rent they want.’

It took Jonty half an hour to discover that a tenant had not yet been found for Glan y Mor and the rent being asked was reasonable. He told the agent he’d come to see it on Saturday.




CHAPTER THREE

‘AT LEAST WE can make plans.’ Mary was feeling better now she could see some sort of future for them. ‘And this is something you really want to do.’

Jonty was in high spirits. ‘I’d made up my mind, d’you know? I was going to plead with your dad to give me my job back when I saw him tomorrow.’

‘You’d do that?’

‘I would, if there was no other way we could survive. I’d do anything for you.’

Mary was shaking her head. ‘I doubt he’d give it to you.’

‘I’d have tried. I’m a good mechanic, as good as any he’s got, so he might. D’you want to stay in Liverpool? Because if so I’ll still try.’

‘Anglesey sounds more exciting. I’d prefer to go there and get right away from all this.’

‘Good. So would I.’

‘Pa won’t believe we can do anything without his help. He’ll expect me back with my tail between my legs.’

‘Over my dead body.’ Jonty smiled at her. That pleased Mary; she’d seen very few stand up to her father.

‘Let’s get your wedding ring next,’ he said. ‘But I’ll need to go to the post office first to draw out some money.’

‘How useful your bike is,’ Mary said as she climbed back in the sidecar to be whisked to the post office and on to a good jeweller’s in town. She was proud to go inside on Jonty’s arm and hear him ask to be shown some wedding rings.

‘The best you have,’ he said. ‘Twenty-two carat.’

The shop assistant sat them down and spread a black velvet cloth on  the counter in front of Mary. While he was fetching the rings, Mary whispered, ‘Twenty-two carat is a bit extravagant, isn’t it?’

‘Not for a ring I hope you’ll be wearing for the rest of your life.’

The shop assistant encouraged Mary to try them on, and when she’d chosen the style he found one for her in the right size. He wished them every happiness as he put it into a small box, wrapped it up and gave it to Jonty, who slid it into his pocket.

‘I don’t think we’ll look for a room after all,’ he said as they went out. ‘What we need now is a boarding house where we can stay for a couple of nights.’

Mary knew one. ‘In fact there are a two quite close together. Pa and I passed them every morning on the way to work. They look quite nice but I don’t know what they cost.’

‘This might be the nearest we’ll get to a honeymoon,’ Jonty told her. ‘So we won’t quibble. Let’s go and have a look at them.’

‘Either would be fine,’ Mary said. ‘And yesterday they both had notices saying they had vacancies.’

‘First we need to get our overnight things. We’ll call at your brother’s now to get yours.’

Barbara insisted on making tea for them and was thrilled to hear their plans. ‘Dan will be pleased for you if this comes off.’

At Jonty’s lodgings he introduced Mary to his landlady, and while he was upstairs she told Mary what a nice lad Jonty was. ‘Quiet,’ she said. ‘But the sort you can rely on.’

By the time his bag had been manoeuvred into the sidecar it was late afternoon and beginning to get dark. The day had been a emotional roller-coaster, and Mary was tired.

‘I’ll be glad to check in to that boarding house,’ she said. ‘It’s really cold now.’

‘There’s one more thing I have to do,’ Jonty told her.

She was surprised when he pulled up again in Penny Lane, opposite the playing fields of Liverpool College. Tonight the view was very different. It was almost lost in grey murk.

‘Is something the matter?’ she asked when she saw him dismount.

‘No, but I’d like you to get out too.’

Mary shivered. There was drizzle in the air, and she’d prefer to stay where she was.

‘There’s something I want to say to you.’ He helped her out and put an  arm round her shoulders to hold her close. ‘Mary, love, this isn’t how I’d have chosen to start our life together.’ He leaned back against the sidecar and felt in his pocket for the little package containing the wedding ring. ‘You asked if we were going to pretend to be married. As far as I’m concerned it won’t be pretence. Getting married is an exchange of promises, isn’t it? Well, I promise you that from now on I’ll treat you as my wife.’

He took her left hand and slid the ring slowly on to her third finger. ‘I consider myself totally committed to you, and I want you to think of me and rely on me as you would a husband. I’ll try my best to be a good one and a good father to our child. We ought to be married now because of the baby. It’s what we both want, but since we can’t I don’t want you to be worried about it. I promise we’ll make it legal when you’re twenty-one. I love you and I always will.’

Mary could feel tears of happiness prickling her eyes. His lips found hers and he pulled her closer while the evening traffic streamed past behind them.

‘Thank you,’ she whispered. It was a wonderful moment. She was sure that nobody could be more understanding or more loving than Jonty. ‘You’re quite a romantic.’

He smiled. ‘I don’t know about that, but we aren’t going to let your father spoil things for us. I want us to start as we mean to go on. We’re meant to be together.’

Mary knew that was true. She could rely on Jonty.

‘Right,’ he said. ‘Now you’re wearing my ring we’ll see which of those boarding houses we prefer.’

Mary directed him to the nearest. Jonty ran his bike up the drive and got off to ring the bell. When he heard footsteps coming to the door, he whispered, ‘Don’t forget you’re Mrs Jones now.’

‘As if I could!’

Mary felt a little nervous as they were shown upstairs and she was very conscious of her ring making a little bump in her leather glove. The room was plainly furnished but clean. She couldn’t take her eyes away from the freshly made up double bed.

‘Thank you,’ Jonty told the landlady. ‘I think we’ll be comfortable here.’

‘Do you want an evening meal? It’s pork chops.’

‘Yes please,’ he told her, though earlier he’d suggested going out for fish and chips.

‘It’ll be ready in half an hour. Come down when you’re unpacked. There’s a nice fire in the lounge.’

Alone with Jonty in this bedroom, Mary shed her gloves and coat and opened her case to unpack.

 



Jonty drew the curtains. ‘We must try to relax and enjoy this,’ he said. It was the first time they’d shared a meal that wasn’t sandwiches or buns; the first time he’d seen the gaslight glint on her ring. Now they faced their first night together in a comfortable bed. Jonty had been looking forward to it ever since he fallen in love; he’d imagined an occasion filled with passion. They did make love, but he was very tired and Mary was asleep in his arms minutes later.

They were late waking up and spent most of the morning talking over their plans. When he was getting ready to go and collect his wages from the garage that afternoon, Mary asked, ‘Shall I come with you?’

He said, ‘It’s up to you. You don’t have to unless you want to. Your father said some very hurtful things.’

‘He was horribly rude to me, and worse to you. But now he’s had time to calm down, he may regret it.’

‘I never thought he’d throw you out like that.’

‘Neither did I, but now he has, I’m not sorry.’

‘You’re very brave, Mary. You’ve given up a great deal for me.’

‘I will come with you, if you don’t mind,’ she said. ‘Why would I want to hide here by myself? From now on we do things together.’

Jonty was not looking forward to seeing Percy Shawcross again, and rather hoped he’d have left the money with Noel and be out. They all worked a week in hand so he was owed a week and a half’s pay; he couldn’t afford not to pick it up.

However, when they arrived at the garage, Jonty could see his boss’s car parked in its usual place on the forecourt.

‘He’s here,’ Mary said. ‘And I can see Noel under that car. Oh, there’re two of them in overalls, and they seem busy. Pa’s had to bring someone in to take your place.’

‘It’s Derek Fielding from the Childwall garage,’ Jonty told her.

‘Come on, let’s get it over with.’ She took his hand and they climbed the steps to the office. Her father was writing at his desk.

‘Good afternoon, Mr Shawcross,’ Jonty said.

He looked up and saw Mary. ‘I wondered if you’d come too,’ he said,  sounding none too fatherly. ‘I’m not going to offer you your job back, but if you want a couple of weeks’ work to tide you over, you could come in to train someone else up.’

Jonty was pleased to see Mary straighten up. ‘No thank you, Pa. I’ve come to pick up my things. I left a book I was reading in my desk, and there’s my pen. Oh, and my macintosh.’ She unhooked it from the peg.

Jonty could see a wage packet on the desk and knew it was his before Percy pushed it towards him. ‘Thank you,’ he said, and turned to leave.

‘Aren’t you going to ask for your job back?’

Jonty was taken by surprise, and for a moment he didn’t know what to say. He saw Mary’s mouth fall open; it seemed her father regretted sacking them after all.

He knew that to have a regular wage was the easiest way out of their predicament, but Percy Shawcross would be his boss again. He’d really shown his hostility the other day, and would he ever be able to forgive Jonty for taking his daughter?

Jonty knew he was dithering. A job here would provide a definite income, while the Anglesey smallholding seemed like an exciting dream. Perhaps that’s all it was, just a dream.

‘Well, lad, do you want it or not?’ Percy’s tone was belligerent.

‘No, Pa,’ Mary answered for him. ‘He does not, and the girl you find to do my job will have to manage without help from me.’

Jonty clattered down the stairs with his money in his pocket, feeling very proud of Mary.

 



The next day, as Jonty drove the bike along the coast road to Bangor, he wanted to sing. He could see Mary smiling in the sidecar and knew she was enjoying it too. Yesterday, they’d burned their boats in Liverpool and it had given him a sense of euphoria that hadn’t faded since.

‘You were the brave one turning your dad’s offer down like that,’ he told her. ‘I couldn’t find the guts to do it.’

They’d spent the rest of the day sorting through their belongings and now had two manageable bags with enough clothes for a week. The rest of their belongings were being kept safe, either by Barbara or by Jonty’s landlady.

Today felt like a holiday. They had no idea where they would sleep tonight. They were chasing a dream. The sun was shining; it was one of the first warm days of the year. The hills rose majestically in the  background while the grass in the coastal fields was greening up, and lambs were gambolling everywhere they looked. Sometimes Jonty had wide views of the sparkling sea and at others the road snaked inland and there were only tantalising glimpses to be had of it through the trees. After the drab streets of Liverpool the countryside looked beautiful.

They had no difficulty finding the estate agent’s shop among the ancient granite buildings of Bangor. Since Jonty had come across the advert offering Glan y Mor for rent, he and Mary had talked of little else. Curiosity nagged at him. Surely there must be some drawback, or there’d be a stampede to rent it? As they went inside the shop he could see a flush of excitement on Mary’s cheeks.

The estate agent was occupied with another client. Jonty let his eyes wander round the notices and brochures pinned on the walls. Details of Glan y Mor seemed to leap out at him. There was a sketch of the house, a pretty traditional cottage with a porch over the front door. He drew Mary’s attention to it.

It was said to be partly furnished. It had a kitchen with a coal-fired cooking range and a brown stone sink with a cold water tap. Also on the ground floor was a parlour and a dairy. Upstairs there were two bedrooms. The lavatory was outside.

‘No bathroom,’ he said, suddenly deflated. Why hadn’t he thought of that? Had he ever seen a country cottage with a proper bathroom? He was afraid Mary would dismiss the cottage out of hand, used as she was to a warm and comfortable bathroom. Even he’d been allowed a weekly bath at his lodgings.

‘Won’t matter,’ she hissed. ‘We’ll manage.’ He squeezed her hand.

The eighteen acres of land was said to be fenced and consisted of eight acres of permanent pasture, two of arable and the rest was hill land. There was also a garden with fruit bushes. An annual tenancy was sought.

When the other client left, the agent came over to them.

‘My name is Jonty Jones. I telephoned you from Liverpool,’ Jonty said. ‘We’re interested in renting this.’

‘Ah yes, Glan y Mor. It’s in a very attractive position; the land runs right down to the beach and it’s quite secluded. An excellent place for holidays.’

‘We’d be living there permanently,’ Jonty told him. ‘What condition is it in?’

‘Fair. It’s a traditional stone-built property. Nineteenth century. The house was dry when I saw it, but it needs redecoration, I’m afraid. It’s quite a substantial place – plenty of outbuildings.’

‘And the furniture?’

‘To be honest, not up to much. An old couple lived there for years, and when the husband died his wife went to live with her daughter.’

‘How long has it been empty?’

‘A year or two now.’

Jonty felt his spirits falling. ‘And the land? How long since it was farmed?’

‘That would be the same, but a neighbouring farmer has been putting sheep on it. To keep the grass down, you understand.’

‘Yes.’ Jonty knew it would be difficult to get back into good heart if it had been neglected for any length of time. ‘We’d like to see it,’ he said.

‘Certainly, but I’m afraid it’s rather a long way for me to come with you. I’ll give you the key so you can look round yourself. You’ll be sure to bring it back?’

‘Of course.’

‘I’ve got a little map of the area somewhere. Yes, here we are. It’ll help you find the place.’

‘Thank you. Would it be possible for us to get a night’s lodging near by?’

‘Well, I’m sure you could in Beaumaris or Benllech, and possibly nearer. In the holiday season there’d be no problem, but now it might be more difficult.’

‘We’re going to try,’ Jonty said. ‘All right if we keep the key until Monday?’

Mary bought two pork pies and some apples before they set off again and Jonty bought a copy of the Anglesey newspaper. ‘If there’s a local market it’ll give the prices of sheep and cattle.’

Having learned more about Glan y Mor, he was feeling less hopeful about the future. He wondered if they’d have been wiser to accept the offer Mary’s father had made.

They crossed the bridge and ran through several villages of grey granite cottages. The land looked less fertile here: perhaps a little bleak and windswept, and there were fewer trees. Mary had the map. He could hear her trying to tell him something but her voice was snatched away by the wind and the noise of the engine. ‘What?’

‘There it is up ahead,’ she shouted.

The first sight of it took his breath away. Above them on a small headland, outlined against the sky, he could see the cluster of grey stone outbuildings, the cottage and the barn of Glan y Mor. There was an iron gate on the side of the road and a steep and rocky path climbing the hill.

‘We have to go through there.’ Mary scrambled out to open it. Jonty could see now that there wasn’t a proper road up to the house; that could be one reason nobody wanted to rent it. The higher up the hill they went, the steeper the path. Now he could see the blue sea beyond the buildings stretching to infinity. It was a magnificent position but a real pull up; at last he chugged into the farmyard and stopped the engine. Mary was out of the sidecar in an instant and twirling round trying to take in everything at once. There was silence apart from the call of gulls carried on the breeze and the sound of the waves running up the beach.

‘It’s lovely.’ There was awe in Mary’s voice. ‘Absolutely lovely. To live here would be paradise.’

Jonty could not have agreed more, but he was anxious about the state of the house. The key he’d been given was large and ornate. It was hard to turn in the lock, but the door creaked open at last.

It was colder inside than out and rather dark because the small windows were dirty and the curtains half drawn. The stone sink looked ancient. It was large and crusted with dust, dirt and dead spiders. He could see their webs everywhere he looked. He’d hoped it might be better.

‘It’ll clean up.’ Mary turned on the solitary tap over the sink. Water gushed out, clearing a route to the plughole.

‘At least there’s water laid on.’

‘Jonty, we can make this comfortable.’ Mary’s buoyant mood pleased and surprised him. He’d been afraid she’d be disappointed.

Within minutes they were rushing all over the house trying to see it all: opening every door, opening every cupboard and prodding at the sagging mattresses on the beds upstairs.

‘I’d love to see all the outbuildings.’ Mary’s eyes were shining. ‘But I’m hungry. Let’s have a picnic here. Our first meal in our own home.’ She ran her fingers over the big kitchen table that at one time had been scrubbed. ‘I like this.’ She laughed when she saw the trails she’d made in the dust and went to the sink to rinse her hands.

‘It’s filthy,’ Jonty said. ‘I doubt anyone’s lived here for donkey’s years. The agent said one or two but I reckon it’s more than that.’

He spread the newspaper he’d bought in Bangor over one end. ‘We’ll use this as a tablecloth for now. Are you sure about this place?’

‘I’m certain, Jonty. In the summer it’ll be lovely here.’

‘No electricity or gas. One cold tap and it’s well water. The lavatory is a bucket down the garden.’

‘I’ll get used to all that. It’s all ours – we can be independent. What could be better?’

‘We haven’t seen any shops or a school or. . .’

‘They’ll be in that village we went through. It isn’t that far.’

‘I grew up in a house where we had to carry our water from a stream, but you’ve had all mod cons. I don’t know whether. . .’

Mary laughed. ‘The alternative is one or two rooms in a back street in Liverpool. And we’d have to find work before we could afford that.’
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A heart-rending tale from the author of A Labour of Love






