
    [image: ]

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Gull Island
 
            Grace Thompson

         
 
         
            
               [image: ]  
                  
               

            

         

      

      
    

  

  
    
        Contents

    


    

        Title Page

		Chapter One

		Chapter Two

		Chapter Three

		Chapter Four

		Chapter Five

		Chapter Six

		Chapter Seven

		Chapter Eight

		Chapter Nine

		Chapter Ten

		Chapter Eleven

		Chapter Twelve

		Chapter Thirteen

		Chapter Fourteen

		Chapter Fifteen

		Chapter Sixteen

		Chapter Seventeen

		Chapter Eighteen

		By the same author

		Copyright

		
    

  




    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter One

         
 
         BARBARA JONES DREAMED about Bernard Stock and when she woke  that September morning in 1917, she was reluctant to let the dream  go. Rising out of the narrow bed she shared with her sister Freda,  she pretended for a luxurious moment that it was Bernard lying beside her,  sharing the single pillow, hogging the best part of the coarse blanket and  patched sheet. She searched her memory for the remembered scent of him  and imagined it filling the air, mingling with her own.
         
 
         Pretending it was Bernard’s breakfast she would be cooking when she  went downstairs helped to throw aside the morning’s sleepiness, made her  less sluggish as she reached for her long serge skirt and the blouse that  needed a wash but would have to do one more day. As she dressed in the  gloom of the curtained room, the dream changed to imaginings and  continued.
 
         ‘Do you, Barbara Jones, take this man, Bernard Cedric Stock—’ Pity  about the Cedric, mind, but it didn’t really matter as long as she became  Mrs Bernard Stock ‘—to be your lawful wedded husband?’ Oh, I do, I do,  I do!
 
         ‘Barbara! How many more times do I have to call you?’ Her mother’s  voice came up the staircase and startled her from the dream of her longed-for  wedding day. Mrs Jones’s voice was harsh as she tried to show her anger  yet keep her voice low enough to avoid disturbing Barbara’s sister Freda.
         
 
         ‘All right, Mam, I’m coming,’ Barbara hissed back irritably, angry at  having to leave her daydream.
 
         ‘It’s late for work we’ll all be. And there’s me wasting time trying to get  you moving! Come down. Now, this minute, I want a word with you, my  girl!’
 
         ‘All right, Mam. I’m coming as fast as I can!’
 
         Barbara came down slowly and braced herself before entering the  kitchen, where her mother was poking the fire to encourage the kettle to  boil faster. She was sure to have a telling-off for coming in late last night,  and Mam could smell drink at twenty paces.
 
         Barbara was seventeen and already blooming into womanhood. Her small-featured, lightly tanned face usually gave the impression of a lively spirit looking for fun and amusement but today was different. She looked weary, the pale blue eyes had lost their usual sparkle and were red-rimmed. Her hair had a natural sheen that made it far from ordinary and this morning it was in its usual plait but feathered with untidy ends, revealing the fact it had not been freshly combed but had been left overnight and hurriedly smoothed to give a pretence of morning grooming.
         
 
         She forced a smile to deceive the world as she reached the doorway, paused to brush her hands nervously down her ankle-length skirt and straightened the collar of the white blouse. Pushing open the door, she took a deep breath and smiled across at her mother, who was cutting bread to toast against the now brightly burning fire, her face as red as the coals.
 
         ‘Morning, Mam. There’s warm it is and hardly seven o’clock. You going to the munitions factory morning shift or afternoon?’ Nervously she didn’t wait for or expect a reply but went on, ‘Pity for the people in London havin’ bombs dropped on them from aeroplanes. Them Germans are clever, mind, even if some of them are wicked and cruel. Fancy taking bombs up in an aeroplane and dropping them on innocent women and children. Terrible it must be.’ She frowned a little, remembering that Bernard was in London at the very moment, looking for work. She prayed silently for his safety.
 
         She wasn’t at all hungry but she picked up a piece of toast and, spreading it with jam, went on chattering as she took a very small bite. With luck she’d keep Mam from talking until she got through the door. ‘Someone just back from there at the party last night was telling us how frightening it was, with the air raids. Policemen and soldiers in vans, cars and even peddling push-bikes shouting for people to take cover.
 
         ‘Carrying placards too, telling people who couldn’t hear what they were saying that there’s an air raid on. Duw, I’d be screaming in panic for sure, seeing them notices, wouldn’t you? Glad I am not to live up there. Pity ’elp them, isn’t it?’ She hoped that her bright smile and breathless chatter would prevent her mother from giving the usual lecture.
         
 
         ‘Pity ’elp you too, my girl. Wicked you are! Didn’t your father always say so? Didn’t he always say you’d end up bad?’
 
         ‘Bad? What d’you mean now, for goodness’ sake? Forgot to lift the ashes last night? Went to bed without shaking the cloth and setting the table for breakfast? Oh, there’s wicked. Don’t know how I’ll face the vicar if he should call!’
 
         ‘You can be flippant, Barbara Jones, but being sharp with your tongue won’t get you out of this mess!’ Her mother’s face was so tightly disapproving, the flesh trembled.
         
 
         ‘What mess? I only went to Maggie Field’s party and stayed a bit late.’
         
 
         ‘If that was all you’d done.’
 
         ‘Mam, for goodness’ sake tell me what I’ve done that’s upset you so I can say sorry and get to work. Sacked I’ll be if you keep me late.’
 
         ‘Sacked you’ll be soon anyway.’
 
         Barbara looked at the rather burnt toast her mother had removed from the long toasting fork. Always a sign that Mam was mad, that was, her burning the toast. She put it on the bread board with the piece she had half-heartedly begun to eat. She wasn’t hungry – after all those ports and lemons the previous evening it wasn’t surprising that her stomach was a bit sensitive.
         
 
         It had been a good party, mind. Well worth the bit of discomfort. Maggie Field had rolled back the coco matting and they’d danced on the bar floor until the dust rose in clouds and they had to stop, breathless, for it to settle. Sixteen of them in a room hardly big enough for six. Dickie Field had played the piano – not well, mind, but loud enough for them to enjoy it anyway. It had been good; such a pity Bernard was in London and had missed it. But it was over and now she had to pay for it by listening to Mam’s lecture. She glanced at her mother, who was standing, arms akimbo, a tea towel across her arm, just glaring at her, her greeny eyes more than usually fierce.
 
         ‘All right, Mam, so I had a bit of a drink. So what? Plenty of girls my age do. After all, this is 1917! The war has blown away all old-fashioned prejudices. Women will be voting soon and then you’ll see how the world will change. No more believing men are superior. We’ll show them that women can do anything they can.’ She reached for her navy jacket that was hanging over the back of the rocking chair and pushed away the tea her mother had poured for her. ‘I’ll be a bit late tonight – I’m going to the music hall with friends from the shop.’
         
 
         ‘No, you won’t.’
 
         ‘What d’you mean?’ Barbara stared at her mother, sensing for the first time that this was different from the usual telling-off. ‘Mam?’ she queried.
 
         ‘So women can do the same as men, can they? Well, let’s see you walk away from an unwanted child the way a man can, shall we? Barbara, you are going to have a baby and don’t pretend to me any more because I’m not stupid! I’ve known this ages and waiting I’ve been, waiting for you to tell me.’
 
         ‘What? Don’t talk daft!’ Half in and half out of her jacket, Barbara sank into a chair with shock. ‘How could I be? I’m not married.’ Barbara’s face was drained of colour and she clutched the table for support. ‘Talking nonsense you are.’
 
         ‘So you haven’t been up early to run down the garden to be sick in the lavatory? So you haven’t been put off at the thought of an early morning cup of tea?’
         
 
         ‘Port and lemon, that’s why I’ve been sick.’ Her stomach churned as her mother slowly shook her head.
 
         ‘Havin’ a baby you are.’
 
         ‘But how can I be? I’m not married, so how can it happen?’
 
         ‘Doin’ wicked things with boys, that’s how! Now you’d better get to work and be careful not to let anyone else guess. Do as I say and you’ll perhaps be able to keep your job. Tonight, when Freda’s in bed and before your father comes home from the pub, we’ll discuss what you must do. Go now, you stupid, ungrateful girl, before I swipe you!’
 
         Barbara stared in utter disbelief at her mother, then, with a choking cry, she hurried from the house. How could she have a baby inside her? How did it get there and how will it come out? All she could remember about childbirth was her mother’s shouts and screams of pain, and the soothing mutterings of Mrs Block who came to help bring them into the world – and the smallness of the coffins of those who didn’t survive. Will it be like that for me? she wondered. Sickness overcame her again, but this time it was brought on by fear.
 
         When she reached the door of the department store where she worked behind the scenes in the stockroom, she hesitated. She couldn’t go in. She was sweating with the new bout of sickness that had left her shaking and weak. She was caught in a trap she didn’t understand and felt young, utterly alone and very frightened.
 
         She must look awful. If she went in now there would be questions and everyone would get out of her what Mam had just said. But she had to talk to someone; she had to. There must be someone who would tell her how a baby got into her belly. She felt her body. How could something as big as a baby get in there without her knowing? Where was it? Was it scrunched up like an old discarded paper bag? Mam wouldn’t be any use. She’d never be able to explain things calmly and sensibly. Mam always coloured up and snapped angry and brief remarks about how stupid she was if she dared to ask an embarrassing question. She and Freda sometimes did it for fun, like when they asked questions about the buttons on men’s trousers and what were brassieres and was it all right to say ‘bum’, if you were talking about tramps in America.
 
         Turning away from the three-storey shop premises, leaning on the warm brick wall for support until her legs regained their strength, she went through the narrow, shabby streets to where Mrs Carey lived. Mrs Carey had nine children – surely she’d be able to tell her how it had happened?
 
         At seventeen, Barbara was as unaware of the facts of life as most of her friends. She knew girls without husbands did have babies and she also knew their children were called bastards and carried the shame of their mother all their lives without even a proper birth certificate. She knew of two girls who were sent away to a special place where they had their babies and came home without them to try and pretend nothing had happened.
         
 
         But everyone had known. Neighbourhoods didn’t change; generation followed generation living in the same houses with the same neighbours. Everyone knew the histories of everyone else and memories were long. Even old Miss Lizzie Green, who was seventy-five if she was a day, was still referred to as the woman who tried to steal Mrs Glyndwr Thomas’s husband and had a baby girl and shamed her family.
 
         
             

         
 
         Mrs Carey’s large family lived squashed into two rooms. One room was the kitchen, where all the clothes washing, cooking, meal preparation, family bathing and the thousand other tasks of living were performed. It was also the place where Molly Carey and Henry Carey slept with the youngest of their children. The other room was where the rest of the family slept on mattresses on the floor. This room was divided by a heavy brown curtain between the boys and girls and there was a clout for anyone caught peeping!
 
         From these small rooms, Henry Carey ran a newspaper delivery service and Molly Carey managed to do washing and ironing for other people to earn a few extra shillings. She also looked after other people’s children when asked, and was never certain how many should be there at any given time.
 
         When Barbara arrived, Richard Carey, who was almost five years old, was minding his one-year-old sister, Blodwen, bouncing homemade toys on his head and making her smile. Richard had a baked potato in one hand from which he took occasional bites, his face and hand covered with black from the burnt skin.
 
         ‘Mam’s next door if you want her. Will you mind the baby first, while I go to the ty bach?’ That was the ‘little house’, the local name for the lavatory at the bottom of the garden. Mrs Carey had heard the visitor arrive and she came in with a surprised look on her tired face.
         
 
         ‘No work today then? Never been sacked, have you? Don’t worry, plenty of work with this ol’ war on, that’s one good thing to be said for it. Women can get a job without much trouble. Better paid than laundry and scrubbing floors too.’
 
         ‘I took the day off but don’t tell our mam. I – I wondered if I could talk about something. I have a little problem, see.’
 
         ‘I think I can guess what that’ll be about, fach. Only one little problem comes to a girl your age. Been doing something naughty with boys, have you?’ She moved swiftly and pushed open the door of the kitchen. ‘Clear off, Richard. Nosy-parkering’ll do you no good at all! At school you should be, mind. Behave or I’ll send you this afternoon.’ She tutted extravagantly and smiled at Barbara. ‘I kept him home to mind his sister. Best we go out in the yard, the only place where there’s a bit of privacy.’
         
 
         The September day had begun with a misty chill that had cleared to become a bright and mild day. The Careys’ garden, a share of a long narrow plot behind six houses, was still untidy with neglected weeds from which struggled the last of the year’s crops. The stumps of Brussels sprouts stood in irregular rows like knobbly-kneed dancers, there were a few sad-looking cabbages and leeks, and under the oak trees that all but filled the lower half of the garden newly fallen leaves were spread like an intricately patterned carpet. A corner held a pile of carelessly thrown weeds and kitchen waste intended to be compost, if Henry Carey ever got around to dealing with it.
         
 
         It was warm and peaceful, the sounds of the street barely penetrating to where they sat beneath the oak tree. After explaining her difficulties, Barbara listened wide-eyed and alarmed while Mrs Carey told her the facts of life, at least, as much as she knew. The gaps in her knowledge they filled between them with guesses and imagination.
 
         An hour later, a dazed, confused and frightened Barbara Jones walked out of the Careys’ house and began to walk away from the streets, the familiar and very small area that encompassed her world. She allowed her feet to take her unthinkingly to the beach two miles away, instinctively heading towards the place where she and Bernard often spent their Sunday afternoons.
 
         It was a rock-strewn area of the coast they called their beach, where they walked hand in hand and lay in small private places in the rocks. Today it was deserted. Besides the wooden shack which opened on occasions to sell sweets and pop, there were only a few damp and neglected cottages and further inland, one large and imposing house which stretched its Tudor-style walls haughtily up from green lawns and looked across the sea to where an island showed itself, glistening in the late-afternoon sun.
         
 
         The tide was low, the sea a benign murmur. A causeway led temptingly across to the small outcrop of rocks and greenery and low shrubs, where rabbits lived unthreatened and cropped the rich grass. But Barbara knew from previous experience how quickly the sea crept around both sides of the island and covered the causeway with a dangerous tide where deep  pools and uneven rocks made hurrying feet stumble and hidden currents tugged at the legs of the unwary.
         
 
         She sat there unmoving for hours, unaware of the need for food or even a drink to refresh her. The fact that she carried a child had been a devastating surprise. Even Mrs Carey’s explanations had only just begun to penetrate her shocked mind. The revelation was alternately filling her with fear and elation. Now she and Bernard would be married. The fact that she was only seventeen wouldn’t be an obstacle – Mam and Dad had been married at her age, and they’d be glad to have one less person in the cramped rooms.
         
 
         She began to feel chilly and came out of her reverie to see that the tide was almost fully in. A sea mist had fallen, hiding the late summer sun so the island was little more than an outline in the opaque air. Apart from the almost unnoticed sound of the waves, everywhere was silent and she fancifully imagined that she was alone in the whole world. She would stay here in the beautiful, hazy, peaceful place, and Bernard would come and find her and they would walk off into the mist and start a new life without having to untangle the confusion that surrounded her.
         
 
         But there was no confusion, she reassured herself. All she had to do was wait until Bernard came back from London, explain the situation as Mrs Carey had explained it to her, then leave it to him. They would be married and everything would fit perfectly into place.
 
         She tightened the jacket round her shoulders, appreciating its warmth. The mist had brought a chill to the air. The island was almost lost to sight now and seemed to be floating on the quietly swelling sea. Bernard called the mist that veiled the scene a sea fret. The beach and the island was, he’d told her, a place of sea frets and mysteries. She smiled. Sometimes Bernard talked as if he were reading poetry. Like when he called her eyes sleeping pools of dreamy wonderment. She wasn’t sure what he meant but it sounded romantic.
         
 
         A sound invaded her thoughts and she felt a mild irritation at the intrusion. She recognized the slap of oars on the small waves and the creaking and clunking of wood within rowlocks. Looking out to sea she saw, gradually emerging through the mist, almost as if it were gliding on air, a small rowing boat.
         
 
         She began to rise, not wanting to talk to anyone. But the man in the boat had seen her and he called, paused in his rhythmic rowing and waved. She stood, half prepared to walk away but suddenly changing her mind and wanting to talk to someone, and in the eerie light she waved back.
 
         ‘How could you see your way in this? Daft I call it to go out in a little boat in such weather.’ Unaccountably she was angry for the risks he had taken.
 
         ‘I’ve only been around to the next bay to visit a friend,’ the young man replied as he dragged the boat up onto the shingle. ‘Here, catch this and tie her to that post, will you?’ As she fumbled with the rope he stepped lightly across the rocks and took it from her. ‘Here, like this.’ Taking the rope, he showed her the way to tie it with a bowline.
         
 
         She couldn’t guess the stranger’s age. Perhaps he was younger than herself, perhaps older. She thought he would look the same ten years from now. He was quite small, hardly taller than she was, five feet three at a guess. He was lean, thin even, and his fair hair, bleached almost white by the summer sun, was long and straight, almost touching his shoulders and adding to the illusion of extreme slimness. His eyes, she noticed with fascination, were the colour of the sea and the skin around them was wrinkled as though he spent his days with them half closed against the glare of the sun on the sea.
         
 
         He wore a shabby jumper from which threads of wool hung in fringes over his hands and across his neck. His trousers barely reached mid-calf and if there had been hems they had been lost for many months, so, matching the jumper, a fringe escaped the carelessly rolled-up ends like a family of spiders having a free ride.
 
         The clothes, she thought with a frown, were misleading. The boy, or young man, was no pauper. His voice was without a strong local accent and he sounded what Barbara’s friends would call ‘swanky’. There was an air of confidence about him too that suggested he could afford to dress well if he chose. She forgot her recent alarms, her daydreams and her irritation at being interrupted and was filled with curiosity.
 
         ‘Live near here, do you?’ she asked as she followed him up from the now-chilly beach towards the old cottages. ‘I bet you live in that posh house beyond the beach with timber beams and dozens of chimneys.’
 
         ‘That place has been empty for years, although a relation of mine once owned it.’ He smiled and gestured towards the cottages. ‘These smaller places belong to my father and I stay here sometimes.’ He looked at her, his eyes still remarkably matching the colour of the sea moving gently behind him. ‘I have the makings of tea if you fancy a cup. You look as though you could do with warming up. No milk, I’m afraid.’
 
         She hesitated, wanting to go but half afraid. ‘Oh, I don’t think I could drink tea without milk, thanks all the same.’
 
         ‘Putting in extra sugar helps.’ His smile lit up his face, giving it an almost roguish look. ‘You don’t have to be afraid. I don’t bite or pounce on lovely young women.’
 
         She smiled back, intrigued by his almost piratical appearance and casual, easy manner. He was different from anyone else she had ever met. This adventure would be something to tell Bernard about when he came home – something to add to that other news.
         
 
         The cottage to which he led her was surprisingly neat inside. Built of yellowish stone with a pattern of red sandstone around the windows and doorways, there was a strong smell of dampness as she entered the storm porch but once inside the living room, a chintz-covered chair and a bowl of wild flowers gave the place a brightness and warmth. She stood for a moment, her head hardly moving but her large pale-blue eyes widening and absorbing the unexpectedly pleasant sight.
 
         The young man put a match to the fire and, leaving her to explore, busied himself with a paraffin stove and a tin kettle. While she looked in amazement at the long line of books on a stone shelf, which smelled of damp and showed signs of mildew, he made tea and put the tray on the floor in front of the spluttering fire.
 
         ‘My name is Luke. Who are you?’
 
         ‘Barbara. Barbara Jones but I think I’ll be changing it very soon.’ Did she imagine the slight frown that crossed his face? Was there a hint of disappointment at the news of her marrying? She silently laughed off the vanity and in her embarrassment at the way her thoughts had travelled, she blurted out, ‘Mam told me this morning I’m going to have a baby, see, and when Bernard knows he’ll marry me for sure. Then I’ll be Barbara Stock.’
         
 
         ‘What will you do, Barbara, if he – well, if you decide not to marry this Bernard?’
 
         ‘I don’t know,’ she gasped. The thought of Bernard letting her down simply hadn’t occurred to her. She stared at him. Suddenly all the fears and uncertainties flooded in and she was chilled as if by immersion in icy water. Her eyes widened and her teeth chattered. She crouched nearer to the warmth of the fire, not wanting to look at the serious-faced stranger. Why had she told him? He was staring at her when she eventually looked at him again, the frown on his face deepening.
 
         ‘Don’t let them make you give her away. She’s yours and you must keep her, watch her grow and she’ll fill every day with joy.’
 
         ‘She? You think it will be a girl? Funny, I hadn’t got round to wondering whether it will be a girl or a boy.’
 
         ‘It will be a girl and you must call her Rosita.’
 
         ‘There’s a fancy name for a Jones!’
 
         ‘Jones? Then you don’t think this Bernard will marry you?’ he asked softly.
 
         ‘Of course he will! I wasn’t thinking—’
 
         ‘But if he doesn’t, you won’t let them take the baby away and kill it, or give it to someone else to raise, will you? Please tell me you won’t.’
 
         ‘Bernard and I will be married. She, or he, will be ours.’
         
 
         ‘But if he doesn’t?’ he insisted urgently.
 
         ‘If you insist on my saying it, all right, if I don’t marry Bernard, then I’ll keep the baby.’ He looked so serious she was laughing, confident in the outcome. ‘All right then? Satisfied?’
 
         ‘Good. Now if you’ve finished your tea I’ll walk a part of the way with you. I have to go back myself soon but an hour won’t matter. There are plenty of trains to Cardiff. Are you ready? Your mother will be worrying, especially if you’ve only just learned about Rosita.’
 
         ‘Rosita?’ She laughed.
 
         ‘Rosita.’ He hugged her and added, ‘My mother was called Rosita. I’d like to think that somewhere in the world there’ll be a little girl who carries her name.’
 
         They walked back along the silent, mist-enshrouded lanes, the hedges on either side of them like walls separating them from the rest of the world. A cotton-wool world in which they were alone. Barbara was warmed by Luke’s company and by his matter-of-fact approach to her situation so that the shock of the morning was becoming an accepted fact and something with which she could deal without difficulty. Apart from the baby and the love and happiness she would surely bring to her, Luke had talked mostly about the sea and the fish he caught and the journeys he would one day make, when the war was over and he was free.
 
         ‘Free? Good heavens, Luke, look at you, how could you be more free?’ she laughed.
 
         ‘Tomorrow I go back to that other life.’
 
         ‘You aren’t in the army, are you? You don’t look old enough.’
 
         ‘I’ll be twenty at Christmas. Christmas Day, in fact. No, the army wouldn’t have me – my chest is the problem apparently.’
 
         ‘Mam has worked in the munitions factory but only for a while. Dad works in a soap factory and grows vegetables. That’s the extent of the Joneses’ contribution to the war effort, I’m afraid.’
 
         ‘Nothing so honourable for me. I have a second-hand bookshop. Hardly a blow against the enemy. I did try several times to enlist but they refused me. A friend of mine is in France. His name is Roy Thomas. He and I have been close friends since we were little more than babies. His family is where I think of as home, especially since my mother died. Their home is as noisy and relaxed as mine is silent and disapproving.’ They walked on for a while and Barbara waited, sensing his need to tell her more.
 
         ‘Roy writes cheerful letters but I think the men are going through hell. I wish I were there too. I know it isn’t the thing but I miss Roy very much.’
 
         ‘What d’you mean it isn’t the thing? If he’s your friend, why shouldn’t you miss him?’
         
 
         ‘Oh, it’s just that our families are so different and …’ He allowed the sentence to hang in the air unfinished and Barbara guessed it was something he didn’t feel able to tell her.
 
         ‘Do you really wish you were out there, in France? I confess I’m glad not to have to face it. Loving friend or not, I’m thankful I’m not expected to go.’
 
         ‘You’re a woman, designed for more gentle things.’
 
         He smiled and Barbara smiled back; the awkward moment had passed. It was the only moment in which there had been any uneasiness between them. She wondered about Roy Thomas, and experienced a slight feeling of envy at the unknown man’s ability to spoil the unlikely friendship between herself and this unusual man. But she didn’t attempt to bring the conversation back to him.
         
 
         As they reached the end of the lane that took them away from the beach, they heard voices and the laughter of children. Coming towards them through the hazy evening was a group of youngsters. One was pulling a homemade bogie – a wooden soap box with a long plank for steering and to which old pram wheels had been added.
 
         Barbara smiled as she recognized the Carey family. Richard, the five-year-old, was helping to steer the cart and beside him, fast asleep, was his baby sister Blodwen. A solemn child even in sleep, she was propped upright, jammed in with cushions, the colours of which had faded to a greyish brown. Also in the party were Billie, aged ten, and Gareth, aged seven. The oldest Careys, twin girls Ada and Dilys, were far too aloof to share this escapade. Alun, at twelve, was already chasing girls. Mrs Carey kept her favourite, Idris, close to her, rarely letting him join in any of the activities arranged by the rest.
         
 
         ‘What are you doing so far from home?’ Barbara demanded.
 
         It was Richard who answered. ‘There’s bound to be some firewood washed up on the beach so we’re getting some for Mam.’ He gestured behind him and coming into sight was a second bogie cart pulled by another of his brothers, the eight-year-old Jack. Barbara noted that although only five, Richard was the one organizing the little procession.
 
         ‘Come back with me now this minute!’ Barbara said angrily. ‘Your mam’ll kill the lot of you!’
 
         ‘Not without wood.’ Richard’s jaw was pushed out in a stubborn expression.
 
         ‘But it’s late and almost dark.’
 
         ‘We’ve walked a long way for to go home with nothing,’ his brother Billie added. ‘Come on, you lot, we can cut across the fields from here.’
 
         ‘The tide’s up.’ Barbara hoped that would decide the matter. ‘Best you come another day.’
         
 
         Totally ignoring her, the small group dragged the carts up the bank and through the hedge and when the sleeping child threatened to fall out, Luke ran to help them. ‘Who are they all?’ he whispered as he lifted the ungainly bogie down onto the field.
 
         ‘They all belong to Auntie Molly Carey, the neighbour I’ve been telling you about. No sense in any of them.’
 
         ‘Come on, Barbara, we might as well give them a hand since they’re going to do it anyway. Follow me,’ he said to Richard the leader. ‘I know exactly where the best spots are.’ He offered a hand to Barbara and helped her up the bank and into the field, then he lifted the still-sleeping baby from her blankets and cushions on the bogie and carried her across the bumpy surface of the field. The mist hindered their view but Luke knew the way and the rest – led by Richard – followed without question. Bemused, smiling, young enough to enjoy the unexpected, Barbara followed.
 
         Luke worked hard, filling the small carts and even lending them a wheelbarrow which they also filled with some of the larger pieces that wouldn’t fit into the bogies. He walked with them to the end of their street, singing songs and making the children laugh when they showed signs of fatigue. His appearance was more piratical than ever when they reached the first of the street lamps. His thin face was streaked with dirt and sweat, his eyes gleamed and laughter showed the whiteness of his teeth against the tanned skin.
         
 
         For part of the way, Barbara carried the straight-faced Blodwen and Luke gave a piggy-back ride to a very sleepy Richard. He encouraged the others with praise, smiling at Barbara, sharing his obvious happiness at being a part of a family group. Barbara was happy too and her imaginings were of a future filled with outings just like this one. Hers and Bernard’s with Rosita and her younger brothers and sisters.
 
         ‘Roy Thomas’s family is like this,’ Luke said. ‘They’re always finding new ways of enjoying themselves, content with simple things and always ready to burst into laughter.’
 
         ‘Your family are more serious?’
 
         ‘Sober sides, the lot of them! Mother was different, she was the sunshine of the house, but now she’s gone there’s very little to laugh at. In fact, laughter is considered to be rather “common”.’
 
         Luke pushed the wheelbarrow to the Careys’ gate in the back lane, tipped the contents out in the small garden then, with a wave and a blown kiss, he left. His final words to Barbara were, ‘Look after Rosita. Keep her safe, she’s very important.’
 
         Night had intensified the mist into an almost impenetrable blackness lit only by the filtered light from the occasional street lamp when the rest of the bedraggled procession trooped into the Careys’ house They were greeted by screams of relief followed by clouts and recriminations. Leaving them to argue their case, Barbara went home to face recriminations of her own.
         
 
         The small living-cum-everything-else room of the Careys’ was filled so they could hardly move with them all in there at the same time. Somehow Mrs Carey made cocoa for them all and handed the eclectic collection of china around to stretching hands. First to be given his cup was her golden boy, Idris. She knew she shouldn’t have a favourite but he was so beautiful and so full of charm how could she help it?
 
         Idris was very different from the other Carey children. His hair, instead of being a shade of brown, was almost yellow and thickly curled so his head was that of a cherub on a religious painting. His eyes were as blue as his father’s but with such a gentle and innocent expression that Mrs Carey stood for minutes at a time just admiring her creation with utter joy. The children were given two biscuits each and Idris was slyly handed the broken remains of a third. Richard saw this and smiled condescendingly. Idris was welcome to Mam’s special favours. He wasn’t a spoilt child like Idris, nor would he want to be. He was already his father’s partner, almost a man.
 
         Outside the back gate, where one wall of the ty bach formed a part of the boundary, Barbara stood and listened to the lively chatter within the house. She knew that when she went home there would be no cheering welcome. She felt a surge of sympathy for Luke, the stranger who had come into her life and become a friend. She shared with him the isolation of a home where laughter was frowned upon as ‘common’. With a last look over the wall towards the lamp-lit room beyond the long garden, she moved away. Now she must think of herself and her baby and of course, Bernard, who loved her and would soon be returning to her.
         
 
         She remembered the evening’s events and smiled despite the encroaching anxiety at the confrontation with her father that must be waiting for her. When she married Bernard, she would create an atmosphere of happiness and laughter just as Auntie Molly Carey had done. Perhaps Luke would be a regular visitor and help show her how.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Two

         
 
         FOR THE SECOND time that day, Barbara steeled herself to face her mother’s wrath. As she opened the front door of the terraced house she paused momentarily to listen to the sounds from within. Loud conversations were in progress and with a tensing of her jaw she recognized the deep voice of her father. He was either late going to the pub or home early. She wondered apprehensively if he had delayed his regular evening visit to wait for her – if so he’d had plenty of time to build up a rage.
         
 
         ‘Hello, Mam, sorry I’m late. Been gathering firewood, would you believe. Me and them daft Carey kids. Over by Gull Island. There was plenty on the beach after last week’s storm. Young Richard’s idea, it was, mind—’ Her attempt to allay the row that was quivering in the air was halted as her father stood up and raised his hand to strike her. He was stopped by her mother, whose pointing finger then told her to sit down. In the corner, hoping she wouldn’t be noticed and told to leave, was Barbara’s sister Freda.
 
         Mr Jones was not a big man but in the small room he seemed, to a frightened Barbara, to be enormous. She had never seen him look this angry. Normally a mild, indifferent man, he was little more than the furnishings of her daily life but now he looked like a stranger and she trembled with fear.
         
 
         His pale blue eyes were deep set, deeper now as he screwed up his cheeks to display his anger, becoming lost in the folds. The furious face loomed large as he leaned towards her, and she noticed how fat his face had become. His chin was surrounded by a tyre of fat from which pale bristles were obtruding. He shaved twice each week, on a Tuesday when he and Mam went to the pictures and on Friday when he went to the local pub to celebrate the receipt of his wage packet. She compared him, even in this frightening moment, to the beautiful dark leanness of Bernard Stock and felt a longing for her loved one soar inside her.
 
         ‘What have you been doing, girl,’ her father hissed, ‘disgracing us all. Disgusted with you I am! I can’t face my mates for the shame of it.’
 
         ‘No one knows yet, Dad,’ Barbara whispered, her voice quivering and sounding like that of a stranger. ‘I didn’t know myself till Mam told me this morning and I haven’t seen the doctor yet.’
         
 
         ‘You’ll see no doctor!’ her mother snapped. ‘Best for us all if we keep this to ourselves.’
 
         ‘But Mam, people are sure to see before long and—’
 
         ‘No one need know if you do as you’re told. You’ll see Mrs Block in the morning. I’ve already told the shop you won’t be in for a couple of days and we’ll see an end to it.’
 
         ‘What d’you mean? See an end to it?’ What Auntie Molly Carey had told her about getting rid of unwanted babies filled her mind with terrifying images. She looked to her father for support but he, seeing the embarrassment of women’s talk brewing, hurriedly prepared to leave.
         
 
         ‘You aren’t going to take the baby away from me,’ Barbara said defiantly when the back door had slammed behind him and she heard his footsteps hurrying down the garden path to the ty bach. ‘I – I talked to Auntie Molly Carey and she warned me this might be your idea. I’m going to have this baby and when he comes home from London my boyfriend will look after me.’
         
 
         ‘If that’s what you think you’re more stupid than I thought. Won’t want to know you when you tell him, you mark my words. Soiled goods you are and who in their right mind would want soiled goods? And what made you talk to Mrs Carey of all people? Fine one she is with her nine kids! And if she knows, then so will half the town by now, for sure!’
 
         There was an uneasy silence as they waited for Barbara’s father to return from the garden and go out. ‘I’ll be back at ten and make sure she’s in bed,’ Mr Jones said, reaching for his cap. ‘If I see her again tonight I’ll swipe her good and proper for what she’s done to us. Listen to what Mam tells you, you stupid, ungrateful girl. Bringing shame on us all you’ll be if you don’t listen. Think of your sister if you can’t think of your poor mam!’ He pushed his way past the clutter of chairs, pouting like a spoilt child, and out into the street, slamming the door behind him.
 
         With Freda still unnoticed and listening avidly, Barbara and her mother continued to argue. They were still at it an hour later when Mr Jones came back from The Anchor and, using the chance to escape further bullying, Barbara snatched the end of a loaf and a piece of cheese and ran to her bed. Eating under the covers, she brushed away the crumbs and curled up, trying to steady her whirling thoughts and be able to sleep. Freda would be up soon; she could hear the hum of conversation below and guessed her mam would soon tell her to get to bed. She screwed her eyes tightly shut. She didn’t want to fend off any more questions and certainly not from Freda.
 
         She woke early the following morning and the house was silent as she combed her long hair and washed at the back kitchen sink. Mam was working early that day, cleaning at the munitions factory near the docks. Dad would be on his way to the soap factory, which was on the outskirts of the town, poor eyesight responsible for the army refusing to accept him into its murderous jaws.
         
 
         He had a long walk before his eight o’clock start and usually left the house before seven. She was grateful for a reprieve from the nagging and her lips tightened as she determined not to give in. Bernard’s face came into her mind and beside it that of Luke. They would help her. Between them they would enable her to defy Mam and Dad and the rest of the world.
 
         In a scolding voice remarkably like her mother’s, she called up the stairs for Freda to shift herself as fast as she liked and get up and ready for school. Without stopping for more than a sip of water and a crust of toast with a scraping of margarine and homemade damson jam, she left the house. The toast, she noticed with half her mind, was burnt again.
 
         Her mood was different from the previous day. An excitement burned in her until her friends at the shop asked what was her secret. Had Bernard come back? Had he asked her to marry him? Barbara continued to smile mysteriously and promised to tell them soon.
 
         By midday she was far from happy. The initial buzz of early-morning optimism had faded, the remaining smile and the air of excitement was a sham. She wondered how much longer she could argue with Mam and keep Mrs Block at bay, and how soon Bernard would be back to share the burden and reassure her all would be well. She stood staring into space, bringing him to mind. The neatness of his suit and the jaunty way he wore his trilby hat – not a flat cap like her father wore. And his eyes! Those dark eyes, behind tortoiseshell-framed glasses, that glowed when he looked at her and told her he would love her for ever. She needed him so badly now, needed reassurance of his love, needed his support.
 
         Her job that day was to unwind lengths of cloth from the heavy bales and measure how many yards were left, marking the amount in her neat handwriting on the labels. She was strong and quite capable of manoeuvring the bales but today she hated the work, afraid that the tiny baby that she imagined to be like one of the stiff-legged celluloid dolls Freda had once had at Christmas time, with feathers for a skirt, would be distressed by the heaving and lifting.
         
 
         She wanted to leave the work and sit somewhere quiet, like the beach near Gull Island, and dream of how it would be when she and Bernard had a little daughter to love. Rosita. She savoured the name and wondered anew about Luke, the man with the boat, who had named her.
 
         She stayed out that evening, walking the streets, looking into windows and seeing family groups within and imagining being ‘Mam’ to a family of her own. Wandering without any real purpose, she walked right through the town and came to the Pleasure Beach. There she mingled with the late-summer crowds bent on having fun, sharing vicariously in their happiness. Buying fish and chips to ease her now voracious hunger, she sat on a bench overlooking the sand and ate with enjoyment.
         
 
         It was quite dark when she slipped into the house and she hurried straight up to bed before her father came in. She ignored her mother’s demands to ‘Come down this minute, my girl – you and I have arrangements to make’ and lay unmoving until the house was quiet. Then she climbed over Freda’s sleeping form and went down and made herself some sandwiches of the cold boiled fish her mother had cooked for her earlier in the evening, covering it with salt, pepper and vinegar from the pickled onion jar.
 
         The next day was Sunday and the day on which she helped her mother with the beds. Thank goodness Dad would be out in the garden. She went downstairs to find her mother already sorting the washing into piles ready for the copper that would be lit early the following morning. To the pile near the copper she added the bottom sheet taken from her bed, having put the top sheet to bottom in the regular manner, but her mother told her to stop fussing and listen.
 
         ‘Mrs Block will be over later and I want you here so she can decide when you can get the little problem sorted. Don’t think you can get out of it, mind, and don’t you leave this house for even a minute, my girl. You might not have another chance for her to help. In fact, it might already be too late, heaven forbid. She takes a bit of persuading.’
 
         ‘She takes a bit of persuading? What about me? I won’t be persuaded! You can’t make me. I’m going to wait and talk to Bernard. He won’t let you get rid of his daughter, whatever you say. I know he’ll want me and our baby and if he doesn’t then I’ll bring her up on my own.’
         
 
         ‘She? It isn’t a girl, it’s nothing at all – only a small shapeless “thing” and you’d best have it taken away so you can forget it ever happened.’
 
         The first storm of tears broke from Barbara then and between sobs she shouted, ‘She is a girl and her name is Rosita and she’s mine!’ Running from the house she headed for the fields near the railway line where she could sit and not be seen, and think about Bernard. When she went home a few hours later her mother was furious.
 
         ‘Mrs Block has been and gone. Waited for hours she did and her busy enough for two. Where have you been to, wicked girl?’
 
         ‘Out!’ Barbara replied rudely, dodging her mother’s hand and sighing with relief at the reprieve.
 
         A few days later she came home from work and the dreaded Mrs Block was sitting beside the fire. Before Barbara could react, Mrs Block shook her head.
         
 
         ‘She looks too far gone to me, Mrs Jones, far too much, but I’ll have a look at her and we’ll see if anything can be done.’
 
         ‘You’ll do nothing!’ Barbara said and giving a low scream of fear she escaped and ran towards the home of Bernard Stock. She had to see if there was news of his return, she had to have someone supporting her or Mam would wear her down until she agreed to accept the ministrations of Mrs Block like so many others had done.
 
         She knew there would no longer be a job at the shop; as soon as her condition was clearly seen she would be asked to leave. Unless someone helped she would have to ‘get rid’ of Rosita, either before or after her birth. Fear made her tremble so her legs seemed unable to support her as, for the first time, she realized that Luke’s hint that Bernard might not marry her was a possibility. She increased her pace and was soon at Bernard’s back door.
 
         She was surprised to see that all the curtains were drawn. Surely they weren’t all ill? The door opened to her knock and a woman she didn’t know stood there. She was dressed completely in black, with a veil of that sombre colour hiding her face.
 
         ‘Could I have a word with Mrs Stock, if you please?’ Barbara asked politely, wondering who this strange apparition was.
 
         ‘If you’ve come to offer condolences will you please come back later? The funeral is starting in a few minutes.’
 
         ‘Funeral? But who died? Surely not another of her sons? This war’s already taken two of them. There’s only Freddie and Bernard – and he’s safe in London, thank goodness. Is it Freddie? Oh, how awful.’ The beginnings of motherhood gave added horror to the thought of losing a child.
 
         The black-shrouded apparition nodded her veiled head solemnly. ‘The poor woman has lost another son. This time her son Bernard. Up in London he was and now he’s dead.’
 
         With a gentle cry, Barbara slipped to the ground in a faint.
 
         
             

         
 
         She opened her eyes to find a group of strangers surrounding her. One of them, a man in a rather ancient, mildew-rimmed dresscoat and black hat, was patting her face and staring at her through small, thick spectacles. Warm, fat hands were chafing icy-cold thin ones. This was a lady who looked at her with eyes filled with sympathy. ‘She’s coming round,’ she said and other hands came to help her to rise.
 
         ‘I thought someone said Bernard was dead.’
 
         ‘Dead. Yes, miss.’
         
 
         ‘But he wasn’t a soldier. How could he be—’
 
         Confused, she allowed herself to be led indoors but almost as soon as  she had been seated and given a drink of water, the crowded room emptied,  as horse and carriage arrived at the front of the house bearing Bernard’s  body. The men dispersed and, standing with the women, she watched in  disbelief as the cortege disappeared around the corner, carrying her hopes  with it.
 
         Food had been set out on the table and on legs that were still shaking,  she walked slowly towards it, past the big Welsh dresser that had been  denuded of plates and cups and saucers. Helping herself as there was no  one to ask, she picked up some squares of bread pudding and some sandwiches,  some cheese and, rather guiltily, some pickled onions and filled her  pockets. Her muscles regaining strength, she walked from the house and,  her mind a blank, headed for the lonely beach near Gull Island, where she  and Bernard had walked and laughed and planned and loved, two miles  away.
         
 
         There was no sign of Luke as, almost an hour and a half later, she  stepped into the cool living room of his cottage. She found the kettle and  made herself some tea, which she couldn’t drink, and apart from the  onions, which she ate greedily, she gave the food to the wheeling gulls.  Appearing almost lifeless, she stared across at the island. The urge to walk  across the causeway and jump off the cliffs on the far side occurred to her  but only in a melodramatic way, seeing herself as the scorned and ruined  heroine in one of Mam’s magazines.
 
         The sun was surprisingly warm; it was just past midday and everywhere  was silent. The air quivered with the heat. There was no birdsong, no movement  apart from the ever-hopeful gulls and the sea steadily undulating on  its relentless, unstoppable journey, its faintly heard murmur soothing and  soporific. Uncomfortable as the rocky seat was, she slept.
         
 
         A mist began to cover the surface of the water as the afternoon wore on,  making the sun a hazy ball and the island a place of mystery. She stood up  stiffly and walked to where Luke had moored his boat. She took a notebook  out of her handbag. She wrote a message for him and, stretching into  the boat, put it under the seat and anchored it with a stone. She sat a while  longer then set off home to more lectures from her mother.
         
 
         The sea fret now covered Gull Island and the cold was creeping between  her clothes and her skin. She moved as fast as she could between the high  hedges of the lonely lane, unhappiness clouding her vision more than the  blanketing mist. She had been disappointed not to find Luke there when  she needed to talk to him so badly. She felt he had let her down. Her message had been brief, a reprimand: ‘Where were you? Bernard is dead. Rosita is safe. Why weren’t you here?’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         She went first to the Careys’ and found the room crowded with all eleven members of the family at home, plus the extra children minded while their mothers worked. The noise they made, all clamouring for a meal, was deafening. Pushing two of her sons off the end of the sofa, to sit on sections of tree trunks that served as stools, Mrs Carey made room for her and handed her a cup of tea.
         
 
         ‘Get this down you and when I’ve fed this lot we’ll have a chat.’
 
         She busied herself with a huge saucepan containing soup, ladling it out into an assortment of bowls and basins and handle-less jugs, guiding it around the confusion of raised arms and hopeful faces into eager hands. A chunk of bread was given to each child, Idris first, and Barbara thankfully accepted a share.
 
         Mr Carey had just arrived home. He was still wearing the leather apron with a huge front pocket and carried the canvas bag his wife had made for him to carry the newspapers he sold. He made between ten and fifteen shillings a week, selling them in the street and delivering them through letterboxes. Beside him, having helped for part of the round, was Richard, his willing assistant, already able to give correct change for a tanner or a bob – a sixpence or a shilling.
 
         ‘’Lo Barbara,’ Richard called with a salute of a dirty hand.
 
         The bogie cart which Mr Carey pulled on his journey was in the passage near the front door, where everyone had to climb over it to get in or out. Two cats had taken it over for the evening. A dog hid under the table but didn’t rise to greet Richard, afraid of being sent away from where he might find a few dropped morsels.
 
         Mr Carey was a kindly man. His weary eyes twinkled in the tanned, over-thin face as he greeted Barbara. ‘Got a visitor have we, Molly? There’s lovely. A young lady in the house might make this lot behave,’ he joked, touching the head of each child in turn. ‘Now, what have I got in my pocket today?’
 
         Spoons paused momentarily as they all watched their father slowly dip into his leather apron. He brought out a loaf of bread and a dead pigeon. Handing them to his wife he dipped again and this time brought out some small apples. There was one for each of them, sour, unripe, but hungrily accepted. The rest of the contents of his pocket were three eggs, and some potatoes, still encrusted with the earth from where he and Richard had stolen them from someone’s garden.
 
         Once the pocket was empty the spoon returned to the attack and the last of the soup was enthusiastically and noisily finished. The stolen, precious food was put aside by Molly Carey for the following day.
         
 
         Clearing away and washing the dishes was utter chaos as everyone tried to leave the table at once. The dishes were placed under the table individually, with the saucepan, for the dog to lick, then piled near the bowl of soapy water to be washed.
         
 
         ‘Clear off out, the lot of you,’ Mrs Carey shouted above the din. ‘Barbara and I will see to the pots.’ The twins, Ada and Dilys, who were approaching their fourteenth birthday, were quick to move and set off to visit friends. They were making plans and made no secret of their intention of leaving as soon as they had finished school.
 
         When the dishes were washed and order restored, and Henry Carey had gone to spend an hour on the garden, Barbara told Mrs Carey about Bernard’s death.
 
         ‘There’s sorry I am, fach. I knew, see, but as you didn’t tell me who was the father and I didn’t like to ask, there was no way I could prepare you for the shock.’
         
 
         ‘Mam must have known though.’
 
         ‘Yes, she knew.’
 
         ‘What happened?’ Barbara asked dully.
 
         ‘From what I’ve pieced together from his poor mam’s version and what the police told my Henry, Bernard was on a train near London and he didn’t have a ticket. Tried to hide, he did. When the ticket inspector started to come down the train he planned to go into a lav with a friend who would show his ticket through a partly opened door so they’d think there was only one person in there, but they were too late and the lav was in use. So, the silly boy tried to jump off the train and, well, sufficient to say he was killed.’
 
         ‘Why didn’t someone tell me?’
 
         ‘Next of kin are informed, love. Girlfriends don’t count, not till you’re married are you next of kin. His mam couldn’t have known how fond Bernard was of you or she’d have sent a message for sure.’
 
         ‘She knew.’ Barbara’s voice was bitter.
 
         ‘What are you going to do?’
 
         ‘Keep the baby. Perhaps when Mrs Stock knows it’s Bernard’s daughter she’ll help me. I don’t think Mam and Dad will.’ She tried to hold back the tears but soon gave way to them and was cuddled in Mrs Carey’s skinny arms.
 
         Mrs Carey went with her the following evening to talk to Bernard’s mother but they were shrilly and angrily told to leave.
 
         ‘Keep out of my affairs, Molly Carey, and take that trollop with you! My Bernard wouldn’t have done anything like that! Sunday-school teacher he was, remember. Don’t try and put that bit of trouble on me or I’ll have the police on you!’
         
 
         ‘Pity you feel like that, Mrs Stock,’ Molly Carey said quietly. ‘With only one of your lovely sons left I’d have thought you’d welcome a grandchild. I know I would in your place.’
 
         
             

         
 
         Both Barbara and Mrs Carey thought that as time passed, Mrs Jones would forgive her daughter, accept the situation and allow Barbara to have the child at home, but a few days later Mr Jones won almost a pound on the horses. He’d had a run of good luck which gave him the confidence to take a chance and to his amazement, when he picked out a double both horses had romped home first. He gave five shillings to his wife and with the rest he and his friends got drunk.
 
         Unfortunately, in his inebriated state he told the group of people who were helping him celebrate about his daughter’s ‘bit of trouble’. Encouraged by his friends’ supportive outrage, he came home, threatened Barbara with a tightly clenched fist and told her to leave.
 
         Mrs Jones pleaded but Barbara thought her arguments were less than enthusiastic as she repeatedly reminded her daughter that she had no one to blame but herself anyway and could hardly expect others to be sympathetic. Frightened and unable to think what to do, her mother’s words racing through her brain, Barbara walked through the streets the following morning until an advertisement caught her attention. It seemed the answer, at least to her immediate problem.
         
 
         A week later, in response to the advertisement, Barbara handed in her notice at the shop, said a stiff goodbye to her family, and went to work on a small farm twenty-seven miles away from her home town, on which there were cows, sheep, chickens and geese, and cornfields sloping down to the sea.
 
         
             

         
 
         Luke was sitting in his Cardiff office staring out at the hazy sunshine and wishing he was on his boat fishing off Gull Island. He wore a sports jacket adorned with leather patches on sleeves and elbows, with a blue and green check shirt, and a plain green tie. He felt a fraud. The clothes were worn to conform to the image people expected when they walked into his shop to buy. If he were to dress in the shabby shorts he wore at weekends and in which he felt more comfortable, more himself, he would fail to persuade them that he was offering a quality service as he took their money. Second-hand books was one of the many occupations where formality was important. 
         
 
         He left his chair and walked over to smile politely as a couple came in to look for a book on formal gardens of the eighteenth century. He led them to the relevant section of shelves and shared their delight when they found what they were looking for, but even at such a satisfying moment, he still longed to be free.
         
 
         He had been born into a wealthy family and his father initially prepared him to work alongside him in the wine business that had been in the family for three generations. But Luke had never settled into the business with a father who held for him ill-concealed dislike. Luke’s happiest times had been the hours spent with Roy Thomas and his lively, affectionate family. It was to them that he had scuttled whenever there was an hour to spare.
         
 
         Then, when Luke had been approaching his eighteenth birthday, Roy paid a rare visit to him. They were in his bedroom, enjoying a playful fight, and his father had come into the room and in a rage told Roy to leave and never come to the house again. There had never been an explanation.
 
         When Luke’s mother had died, Roy had defied the order and come to comfort his friend. Luke had been so shocked by the loss of the one person who had made the house a home, he had been unable to cry. Seeing Roy had released the tears and when Luke’s father found them, arms around each other, both with tear-stained faces, his rage almost became apoplectic.
 
         Roy was marched from the house and Luke pleaded for him to be allowed to stay.
 
         ‘He’s my friend and I love him,’ he said, and, white-faced with disbelief, he heard his father tell him to leave. In a voice trembling with anger and hate, Luke’s father told him he was unclean and not fit to dwell with decent people. When Luke continued to plead, his father hit him again and again.
 
         Luke had been so devastated both by the implication of his unnatural love for his friend, and by his father’s intransigent disapproval and embarrassment, that he spent weeks doing nothing more than reel from one bar to another. He was arrested three times for being drunk and disorderly and twice spent time in prison on remand, as his father refused to offer bail. Both incidents were for breaking the windows of his father’s house.
         
 
         His mother would have understood, or at least allowed him to talk about it, but she was dead. So it was his grandmother who had helped start him in a career by introducing him to the wonderful world of books and historical maps.
 
         She had rented a small shop and spent several weeks travelling with him to buy books and maps to fill the shelves, mostly books of little value at first, but gradually he began to deal with more interesting and rare volumes, and almost without thinking he began to specialize in books on gardens and the countryside. He also had room on the walls of his shop for the work of local artists, mostly seascapes.
         
 
         Once he had accepted the need to work and a purpose to rise each morning, he quickly began to succeed. The second-hand book trade was absorbing, his knowledge grew and he was soon respected and well liked. Having none of the aggression of many and without the domineering and condescending attitude men often showed towards women who worked alongside them, the offer of friendship came from all who met him. But apart from Roy Thomas, who was now away fighting in France, he remained a loner.
 
         His business acumen was strong but in his dealings with people he was patient, helpful and without guile. He smiled a lot and made customers believe he had been waiting just for them to come in and cheer his day, but his smile hid his constant loneliness. Unhappiness, guilt, confusion and, most of all, disappointment at his family’s attitude still festered under the veil of quiet contentment.
 
         At five minutes to five he closed the ledger on which he had been working, tilted his chair back and stretched luxuriously. He wouldn’t go back to his lodgings; he would send a message to his landlady and go to the beach for a few hours of peace and quiet. With Roy in France fighting a bloody, insane battle there was no one to notice if he was late or, he thought with sadness welling up, to care if he didn’t get home at all.
 
         As the train took him to the station nearest to Gull Island, he began to wonder about Barbara. Had she succumbed to the pressures of her family and allowed herself to be led to some dark house where some old woman would perform atrocities on her lovely young body and destroy the life within it? What was it about some families that pride, the opinion of others, was of greater importance than love and support?
 
         Barbara was still on his mind when he reached the cottage and changed his clothes. He saw at once that she had been there. The teapot was slightly out of its precise place and the cup and saucer she had used was out of alignment. He was so fussy; like an old woman, he knew that. Roy often teased him about it.
 
         He ate some stale biscuits and drank two cups of tea then went to the boat. He saw the note at once. The baby was safe, thank goodness. Although short, it was such a bossy note he found it impossible not to smile. Terrible to know Bernard was dead, poor Barbara; but at least the baby was safe. He exuded his breath in a long sigh of relief. He hadn’t realized just how important it was.
 
         Surprisingly, it being so late in the season, he went out in the darkness and caught a few mackerel, baked them over a fire and ate them.
 
         Just before he left, as the darkness was complete and only faint variations, black against grey, showed him where the rocks were and the shape of his boat, he sat on the cooling beach, caressed by the offshore breeze, and wrote a reply in the light of his torch, guessing she would go there again.
         
 
         He wished he had asked for her address. She would be glad of a bit of support and he would gladly give it. He thought it unlikely he would ever have a child, but helping to save this one would in part make up for it. In small, neat letters he wrote: ‘Come on Sunday, you know where the tea is kept. Please, tell me your address.’
 
         He put it in the same place she had used but as he walked away, the boat tilted and settled more firmly on the gravel. Before he had reached the railway station, the piece of paper had flown over the waves like a ghostly butterfly.
 
         
             

         
 
         Barbara found work at the farm very hard. She thought of her anxiety at handling the bales of cloth in the shop and smiled bitterly. Here she was expected to roll fifteen-gallon milk churns, throw hay and animal feed about as if it were cotton wool, and carry buckets filled to the brim with water or milk. She felt constantly dirty and unkempt, rarely having either the time or the energy for washing herself. Then there was the farmer.
 
         Graham Prothero was in his mid thirties. He was a burly man, an inch or two under six feet tall, with a rather flat face, a small round nose, a round chin and a full-lipped mouth that seemed sculptured for laughter – but the suggestion of a humorous approach to life was false. He was immensely strong, with hands that seemed to Barbara as big as shovels. But as is often the case with such physique, he was softly spoken and when dealing with a sick animal those hands were surprisingly dexterous.
 
         He was a childless widower and seemed quite willing for her to take his wife’s place in his bed. He hinted at an easing of her heavy tasks if she would … accommodate him.
 
         ‘If you come in with me and keep my bed warm tonight, I think we might arrange for you to have a bit of a lie-in,’ he said one day while she was scrubbing the mud from the dark-grey slate floor of the kitchen. ‘What say we let you off the early-morning chores, like? And you can start after a breakfast cooked by me. Worth a change of bed for that, isn’t it?’
 
         His soft voice was not pleading; there was a matter-of-fact tone that added to the shock of the words and made her wonder if she had somehow misheard. She went on scrubbing the floor, backwards and forwards, the white foamy lather changing pattern with each stroke. He had come to stand over her as she knelt at her task. Best not to reply, she decided, and it occurred to her how less frightening he was than her father, even though he was far stronger and a great deal bigger.
         
 
         ‘What d’you say, then? Give it a go, like? And we’ll see how we can improve your days for you. Be company for us both, like, as well as a bit of comfort,’ he went on, still in the low, soft voice.
 
         ‘I like the room you’ve given me, thank you,’ she said without looking at him, afraid to give him a smile which he could interpret, together with the words, as a tease. She tried to continue scrubbing without moving her bottom for the same reason!
 
         ‘What say we give it a try? Your room if you’d prefer. I’m easy.’
 
         She pretended at first not to understand what he meant, hoping her implied innocence would discourage him. At the end of October, when she still refused, he came into her room one evening and slid under the sheet. She stiffened in alarm. He talked to her as he did with his animals, gentling her like he would a frightened horse.
 
         ‘Come on, Babs. I know you really want this as much as I do. There’s daft it is for us to be deprived of something we both want.’
 
         What should she do, or say? She could hardly run away wearing only a nightdress. His arms enfolded her and be began to stroke her. She still didn’t move, afraid now, aware of his strength. What if he lost his temper? She could be killed, buried and no one the wiser. Then his hand reached her swollen belly and he gave a growl of rage and threw himself off the bed.
 
         ‘You brazen hussy! You’ve got a baby in there and you didn’t tell me! All these weeks pretending such innocence! Get out. D’you hear me? Get out. I won’t give a home to a—’ He seemed lost for the right word and she lay still as his footsteps stomped down the stairs and into the yard. Night hours passed and still she didn’t move; she lay petrified until the clock struck five and she heard him moving about downstairs then go out again. She rose, packed her few belongings and left the farm.
 
         With nowhere else to go, she set off to walk the twenty-seven miles back home. The milk cart gave her a lift for part of the way and for a few miles she sat beside a carter delivering some tree trunks to be trimmed before being sent on their way to a coal mine.
 
         She stopped at a couple of farms to ask if there was work and accommodation but she had no luck. It was evening when she reached home but her father opened the door and swiftly closed it again. She turned away, too weary to plead or even weep, and headed for the one place she might at least have a hearing.
         
 
         Mrs Carey didn’t waste time on too many questions but put Barbara to bed with her girls. Barbara was so exhausted that she slept almost immediately, squashed in with three others, including the one-year-old Blodwen, who wet the bed and didn’t stir for two hours.
         
 
         After further explanations during which Mrs Carey fed her and bathed her blistered feet, she described her life as a poorly paid farmworker and housekeeper to Graham Prothero. The next morning she first went again to plead with Mrs Stock to help her but she refused even to open the door. She felt so weary she thought her baby would simply fall from her, the weight of it was pressing so urgently and painfully down, but she put on her coat, a shawl belonging to Mrs Carey, boots belonging to Mr Carey and walked the two miles to the beach near Gull Island. She went into Luke’s cottage and collapsed into the armchair. With an inexplicable feeling of peace, she slept.
 
         When she roused herself it was morning and, stiff from a night in the armchair, she was aware that the place was less tidy than usual. A Cardiff newspaper was spread carelessly across the table and a piece had been ringed in spluttering ink. It announced the death of a Cardiff man, Roy Thomas, in the Battle of Verdun during the month of August. He must be Luke’s special friend. Where was Luke? She needed to talk to him, help him over this heartbreaking news. She put the paper on one side and made herself some tea. No milk. She smiled sadly at the memory: ‘but it’s all right if you add extra sugar.’
 
         Luke came that evening. She glanced at the paper and asked softly, ‘Your friend?’ When he nodded and turned away she went on, ‘Oh, I’m so sorry, Luke. I know what it’s like. The disbelief, the pretence that it’s a mistake and he’ll come walking back, laughing and teasing you for being worried. And that awful moment when you know you can’t pretend any more.’
 
         They went out together on the boat and caught fish which they cooked on a fire in the rocks. The evening was cold and they huddled together with Mrs Carey’s shawl around them and were glad of the warmth of the fire and of each other. They both talked about their sadness and although Barbara didn’t fully understand the loss Luke had suffered, considering it far less than her own, she offered sympathy and the promise of friendship for ever.
 
         He was quiet, thoughtful and kind, far more gentle than the men she had been used to, apart from Bernard, and talking to him was without a moment’s unease.
 
         ‘It’s as though we’ve always been friends,’ she told him. ‘There’s no exploring each other’s mood and trying to avoid a word that might offend. As I think of something I can say it without fear of spoiling the moment.’
 
         ‘I feel the same. What good fortune it was that we came here that day, the day when you first knew about Rosita. It’s her we’ll have to thank as soon as she’s old enough.’
 
         The sound of trundling wheels made them leave the fire and look along the lane. Coming into view through the near darkness was Mrs Carey’s son, Richard. He was pulling the bogie on which, propped up against sacks of firewood, sat his small, sober-faced sister, Blodwen.
         
 
         ‘Mam asked me to find you and give you this,’ he said casually, as if he had walked no more than a few paces to deliver the note which he handed to her.
 
         ‘Richard. How did you find me?’ she asked, taking the scrap of paper.
 
         ‘Mam and me, we guessed you’d be here. Talks about this place a lot, she does,’ he added to Luke. He straightened the little girl on her improvised pram and made her more comfortable. Her expression didn’t change, yet Luke thought he saw a glimmer of a smile as her eyes moved to watch them.
         
 
         ‘Well,’ Richard said, ‘I’d best be off then. Mam’ll shout if I don’t get this one home and to bed soon. Needs a candle she does if she’s awake after dark, see, and you know how much they cost. Eight pence halfpenny for a box of three dozen. Damn me proper, you can buy a great big jar of jam for that or a packet of oats to last us the week.’
 
         ‘He’s like an old man,’ Luke whispered with a chuckle as Richard turned the bogie and began to walk away. ‘And that little Blodwen is a comedienne in the making if I’m any judge.’ He raised his voice and called, ‘Here, wouldn’t you and your sister like a drink before you set off back home? I have some biscuits too.’
 
         Without a word or a change of pace, Richard turned the cart in the narrow lane and came back. Ten minutes later he set off again, with Blodwen wrapped in an extra blanket supplied by Luke.
 
         Barbara didn’t open the note immediately. She had only glanced briefly at the writing in the hope it was from her mother. It didn’t look like Mam’s small neat printing but hope refused to die. Perhaps Dad had written it. That must be it. She couldn’t remember ever seeing Dad’s writing. It had to be from them. Who else would be writing to her? Surely they had forgiven her by now? They couldn’t see her without a place to call home. Not with a baby due in a matter of weeks.
 
         She gripped the paper tightly. Convinced it was an invitation to go back home, she was startled to read that Bernard’s mother, Mrs Stock, wished to see her.
 
         Shaking with disappointment, she handed the note to Luke. ‘I thought, after all these weeks, that Mam and Dad might have wanted to see me, but they don’t even want to know if I’m all right.’ She spoke half in sadness, half in anger. ‘It’s Bernard’s mother who wants to see me. I called yesterday and she wouldn’t open the door. D’you think she’s had a change of heart? Could she be willing to help me after all?’ Barbara frowned. ‘Perhaps she thought about Auntie Molly Carey’s reminder of how her family is almost gone and will accept Rosita as belonging to her?’
         
  
         ‘Go carefully, Barbara,’ Luke warned. ‘Don’t let your disappointment warp your judgement. Don’t let Mrs Stock talk you into something you don’t want. It would be easy for her to play on your love for Bernard.’ He touched her arm to soften the words and added, ‘Bernard is still your love, I know that, but he’s dead. You and your daughter are what counts now. Please remember that and keep it in your mind as you listen to what she has to say. Your future is little Rosita. Promise me?’
 
         ‘I promise.’
 
         
             

         
 
         When Barbara knocked on the door of Mrs Stock’s house this time, the door opened and she was pulled swiftly inside by the small, tense woman dressed completely in black.
 
         ‘Afraid you’ll be shamed by being seen talking to me?’ resentment made Barbara blurt out. ‘Afraid your character will be ruined by my being seen at your door?’
 
         ‘Now just hold your tongue, you! You’re in no position to get lippy with me,’ Mrs Stock said with a glare of pure dislike.
 
         ‘What d’you want?’ Barbara asked cheekily. Something in the woman’s cold expression had made her lose hope of any assistance. Whatever the woman wanted, it wouldn’t be an offer of support. And she wasn’t in the mood to grovel. She wouldn’t grovel to her parents so Mrs Stock had no chance if that was what she had expected.
 
         ‘I thought you might like this photograph of my Bernard.’ She handed a glossy studio picture to Barbara, who took it but hardly glanced at it. She was watching the woman’s face. ‘There’s something else,’ she said flatly. ‘I’m willing to adopt this baby of yours. Whether it’s Bernard’s or not, well, I have my doubts, but me and Mr Stock, we’ll give it a home. There, what d’you think of that? Very generous in the circumstances, you must agree.’
 
         In words not normally used by a respectable young woman, Barbara told her no thanks!
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