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            Chapter One
            

         
 
         THE SMALL GROUP of onlookers moved aside as two vans drove slowly through the double gates and over to the factory entrance. Today the demolition would begin. What had once been a business making kitchens and small items of furniture would disappear and houses would replace it. Two years since it closed and as the heavy machinery arrived all hope of its reopening had gone.
         
 
         Although the work hadn’t yet begun, the place already had that dejected air of defeat. The walls had become stained with mildew and paint was peeling from its walls. Guttering had become disconnected and formed a crazy pattern of zig-zag lines.
         
 
         Sally Travis arrived later than the rest and looked around at the sad faces, aware of the disappointment the final end to their dreams was bringing. So much had changed in the small community of Tre Melin since the factory had closed. It had employed so many of the local people and the effect had been wider than imagined, with two shops closing, and local deliveries of fish and other commodities sold from a van reduced to once in two weeks instead of more frequently. Even the community centre was closed for much of the time as, with less money about, fewer activities were arranged. Bus routes had been changed as fewer people went into the nearest town to shop or to meet friends for coffee. Once-familiar faces were missing as families had moved away to where employment was offered. Others had found less well-paid jobs, but many had refused to accept work that was different from the occupation they had known, and spent their time wasting day after day, unwilling – or too lazy – to seek another situation. For them, the dream of the place reopening was gone now the demolition was about to begin.
         
 
         Although I didn’t work there, the changes were just as dramatic for me, Sally thought, although I can see an end to my two years of waiting. Holding the handle of Sadie’s pram, she watched with the rest, her thoughts too on the sad end to the factory, but she was thinking specifically of Valmai and Gwilym Martin, and their absent son, Rhys. Gwilym had suffered a serious accident soon after the closure and hadn’t walked since and their son, Rhys, had run away, leaving her to cope with the birth of Sadie and the gossip that entailed. Soon their daughter would be two years old and she wondered whether Rhys would mark the occasion with a visit.
         
 
         Valmai Martin stood with her neighbour, Netta Prosser, and Eric Thomas, and others who were reminiscing about the years of full employment the factory had given them.
 
         Sally overheard Valmai say to Netta, ‘Some managed to find other work, mind, but not your Walter. Given up trying, he has, hasn’t he?’
 
         ‘We manage on what I earn,’ Netta said, ‘but I sometimes wish I’d stopped working when Walter lost his job. That way he’d have had to find work. All he does now is flop about and moan about how unfair life is.’
 
         ‘Gwilym had an excuse really, him being so badly injured.’
 
         ‘Maybe, but many have managed to cope with worse than losing a leg, Valmai. Let’s be honest here, your Gwilym and my Walter gave up trying. Even poor Eric managed better than them. He worked until he was too old. Bless him.’
 
         Valmai reluctantly agreed. Gwilym and Eric had both been injured in a road accident. Eric had been left with a limp and a weak ankle but Gwilym had been more unfortunate and lost part of a leg. Although help was available, Gwilym hadn’t been out of the house since, refusing to be seen in a wheelchair and even more determined not to use crutches. No pleading or lecturing or downright anger had made him change his mind.
 
         Sally turned away from their discussion as the group was pushed aside. A huge lorry loaded with tools, followed by a crane, made its way through the entrance and stopped close to the factory wall. Men shouted instructions and vehicles moved around the area. Then a man carrying a clipboard and wearing a hard hat came towards them.
 
         ‘Sorry, ladies and gentlemen, but I have to ask you to move away. There’ll be a lot of coming and going soon and we don’t want anyone hurt.’
         
 
         David Gorse – another ex-employee of the factory – was just passing and he stopped and came to join Sally as the man began edging them back on to the road, his arms spread as he coaxed them to leave. ‘Like a shepherd herding reluctant sheep,’ Valmai muttered.
 
         ‘Hello, Sally,’ David said. ‘How’s little Sadie today? Starting on the demolition, I see. I hope they can sleep nights!’ David stood beside Sally and gave the little girl a small chocolate bar.
 
         ‘Thanks, David, but you shouldn’t spoil her.’
 
         ‘It’s a pleasure, she’s a lovely little girl. Her father is missing so much, isn’t he?’
 
         Sally didn’t reply. People were always prying, trying to guess who the father could be – or have their guesses confirmed – but she refused to satisfy their curiosity. One day they would know and that day wasn’t too far away now. Two long years were almost over.
 
         The small crowd dispersed, Eric heading for the old watermill where he was sleeping that week, having spent his rent money on new shoes and a few extra clothes. David walked a little way with Sally, holding Sadie’s pushchair, leaning over, talking to the child. Then Valmai said, ‘We’d better get on, Sally, love, Gwilym will be wondering what’s happened to us. I’ve got the leeks I promised you. The last of them unfortunately. Stay for a bit of lunch, will you?’
 
         ‘Just a quick cup of tea. I have to be at Mrs Glover’s in half an hour. She has some extra cleaning for me this week.’
 
         Reluctantly David waved goodbye to Sadie, now smeared with chocolate, and promised, ‘See you soon, Sally,’ to which Sally gave a vague reply.
 
         ‘He means well, but I do wish he wouldn’t keep appearing. I don’t have time for company these days,’ Sally whispered as she turned the pushchair for Sadie’s final wave.
 
         ‘I think Eric’s sleeping in the mill again,’ Netta said as she caught up with them. ‘Guilty I am, poor man, but I don’t have a spare room.’
 
         ‘Neither do we,’ Valmai said. ‘Two bedrooms are all we have and you have young Jimmy and I have to keep Rhys’s room ready for when he comes back home.’
 
         Sally said nothing. She hoped that Rhys’s return home would be temporary, just until they could find a home, then they would marry and the three of them would be together for always.
         
 
         Netta also avoided a reply. But the expression on her face suggested that Valmai would wait a long time before her runaway son returned. After two years it was time she faced the fact he was gone for good, unable to face the police and their accusations.
 
         
             

         
 
         Sally put away the last of the cleaning equipment and gave a sigh. Her daughter was playing in the garden and she always complained when they had to leave Mrs Glover’s house. Three more cleaning jobs before six o’clock, after which she was free to go back to her two modestly furnished rooms. There she would prepare a meal and play with her two-year-old daughter Sadie for an hour before putting her to bed. Then the loneliness was at its worst. Closed in the small living room, the wireless on very low as she listened for any sound from Sadie, watching the hands of the clock move, oh, so slowly, waiting for sleep that would take her away until the morning came. Twelve dark hours before she would see another soul. The winter seemed never to end.
 
         Being the mother of an illegitimate child had cut her off from most of her friends and although many people sympathized, in 1960 there were still plenty who openly disapproved and relished the opportunity for snide remarks. After the incident that changed everything, she hadn’t told anyone, not even Rhys’s parents, where he was or what he was doing. As far as neighbours knew, she had slept with a stranger who disappeared, leaving her shamed and unable to keep her position in the fashion trade. There was little criticism for the mystery man but plenty for herself.
         
 
         Sally had worked as a fashion buyer for a chain of department stores but had given up when her daughter was born. Rhys Martin had been a very persuasive lover and although he seemed thrilled at the thought of having a child, he was determined to continue with his plan to train as a teacher. It was something he’d considered for a long time but he’d lacked the confidence to give up a well-paid job. The closing of the factory meant the decision had been made for him – but only because of Sally’s generous support. She had helped financially and more importantly she had helped by denying he was Sadie’s father and coping with the criticism alone. 
         
 
         Sally’s parents had died when she was fourteen and had left her a large sum of money but she had vowed never to touch it, convinced that she would be celebrating their deaths. Then, when Rhys needed money to help him through his studies, it seemed a better way to use the inheritance and she willingly offered to help. She had given up the smart flat she rented and moved to two small rooms. Then it had all gone wrong.
         
 
         A spate of burglaries had taken place around the area and Rhys had come to her late one night explaining that he had to get away.
 
         ‘I can’t tell you why but I know they’ll accuse me. If there’s any suspicion of criminality I’ll lose my place at college.’
 
         ‘But that’s ridiculous! Why would they suspect you?’ She stared at him. ‘You aren’t involved, are you?’
 
         ‘I promise I’ve had nothing to do with any of it.’
 
         ‘Then why run away?’
 
         ‘Someone will tell a different story from mine so I have to go. Please, don’t tell anyone where I am. I’ve told Mam and Dad I’ve lost my place and I’m going to try to get into drama school.’
 
         He had refused to explain further and she was filled with doubts, but on the following day the police had called and questioned her and she was convinced he had been right to leave.
 
         The baby’s birth had been a terrible time with few offers of help and plenty of unpleasant remarks. Only Valmai supported her. Sally knew she suspected the baby was Rhys’s but had never confirmed her suspicions.
 
         Since a brief and secret visit, soon after the birth, to see Sadie and reassure her of his love, Sally had seen him rarely and only at night when he would come to the back door after a given signal. She had kept to her word and helped him financially but alone she’d had to face the hardships of work and the unkind remarks of people who had once respected her.
 
         Her money was vastly reduced and she was thankful that the period of Rhys’s absence was almost over. In July, he would have finished his exams and surely then he would at last come home and face the critics as she had done for more than two years?
 
         She had needed to work, and had to work where she could take her child. Cleaning other people’s houses seemed the best solution and she had succeeded in building a business doing weekly cleaning, for business people mainly, people she rarely saw. 
 
         Mrs Glover was an exception. She had never worked and had always enjoyed running the home she had shared with her husband and their children. Now widowed, and with the children moved on, she welcomed the weekly visit of Sally and her small daughter. She happily cared for Sadie while Sally cleaned.
         
 
         Tomorrow was Tuesday, a day Sally went to the butchers and a day she dreaded. It was always busy at the time she was able to call and there were often a few who made some remark on her single mother state, even after more than two years. She shrugged the thought aside. Better to enjoy today and worry about tomorrow when it came. She cheered herself by remembering that it was only a few more months before Rhys came home and everything would be out in the open.
 
         The rooms where she lived were in School Lane in a house owned by Mr and Mrs Falconer. She had the use of the bathroom and the kitchen, the times arranged and strictly adhered to with the help of a washing bowl in the corner and an outside lavatory – which she hated, being dark, and with a collection of spiders’ webs which she hadn’t dared to brush away. She could cope with most things after years of being on her own, but not spiders!
 
         The butcher’s shop looked empty and she gave a sigh of relief as she went in and placed her order. The doorbell tinkled and she held her breath, afraid of hearing the voice of one of her critics. The continuing conversation told her there were several people entering. Her heart began to race and the temptation to leave, to come back later, was strong. She didn’t move: there would be no time later, she would be busy all day. To her consternation a voice said loudly, ‘There’s pretty that little girl is getting, Miss Travis.’
         
 
         ‘Thank you,’ Sally whispered.
 
         ‘Dark hair she’s got. Like her father’s, is it? Or didn’t he take his hat off?’
 
         A few people laughed in an embarrassed way and Sally felt her face redden.
 
         ‘Enough, Milly Sewell,’ muttered the butcher, ‘or you’ll have to go into town for your meat. Right?’ He gave Sally her order and whispered, ‘A couple of sausages and a few pieces of liver. Not a word, mind.’ He took the money for the other items and she smiled and nodded her thanks. 
         
 
         Pushing the pram, she went back to the rooms, put the meat in the pantry and went straight out for her third job that day. Thank goodness it was the flat above the post office where she didn’t have to see anyone. If only Rhys could come home. He’d soon stop the gossips.
         
 
         Mrs Davy was waiting for her and she braced herself for complaint. Kindly but over fussy, she sometimes reminded Sally of the occasional jobs that needed doing.
 
         ‘Sorry I am to give you extra, dear, but when you’ve finished in here would you help me to get some of this rubbish down to the gate for the rubbish collection?’
 
         Hoping it would mean an extra few shillings, Sally agreed. It looked as though Mrs Davy had been emptying her garden shed: broken tools, an old deckchair, rusted paint tins, pieces of worn carpet. She set to with Sadie watching from her pram. It was as she lifted one of the large paint tins and realized it was almost full that the idea came.
 
         ‘Mrs Davy, do you think I could take this tin of yellow paint? There’s an outside lavatory that I have to use sometimes and it’s dark and full of spiders. If I could somehow clean it out and paint it I’d be less afraid of going in. I’m sure Mrs Falconer wouldn’t mind, if it didn’t cost her anything.’
 
         ‘Of course you can, dear. I’ll ask Eric to drop it off for you. It’s too heavy for you to carry all that way. But how are you going to get rid of the spiders?’
 
         Sally smiled, her blue eyes widening and lighting up her face. ‘I haven’t thought about that yet. This tin of paint could be waiting a long time if I have to do it!’
 
         ‘Ask Eric.’
 
         
             

         
 
         When Eric had lost his job at the closing of the furniture factory, he had just cleared the debts left by his wife when she had walked out on him and taken their daughter Julia. Instead of spending the next few years saving for when he retired, he had been unable to find another opening for a carpenter and had managed for a while doing odd jobs – many of which he did for nothing – but now he lived on a small pension. He lived in a room in a rather neglected boarding house with only a small stove to both heat the place and on which to cook his meals. 
 
         Just before the factory closed he had been cycling home with Rhys’s father, Gwilym Martin, when a lorry knocked them down. Gwilym had lost a part of his leg but he had been more fortunate and apart from a limp from a damaged ankle he had little of which to complain. The room at Mrs Godfrey’s was damp and inconveniently situated on the top floor, thirty-five stairs plus the outside steps leading to the front door, but he never moaned about his misfortunes.
         
 
         He often wondered about his wife and daughter but after all the years that had passed he no longer tried to find them. He was sad to have missed watching Julia grow from a baby into a young woman and hoped that wherever she was she had been happy.
 
         He was a pleasant man, friend to all and always willing to help with tasks needing an extra pair of hands. With little to do he spent many hours each day wandering around the village, stopping to chat here and there and calling occasionally to scrounge a cup of tea and a bite to eat. Calls to Rhys’s parents, Valmai and Gwilym, were a regular part of his week. One of his delights was when he met Sally and little Sadie in the park feeding the ducks.
 
         It was several days after the paint had arrived before Sally asked permission to paint the dismal place and a few more before she saw Eric and asked for his help. In the middle of March, when the sun shone surprisingly brightly, Eric arrived and Sally, dressed in an overall and trousers and with a towel wrapped around her head, handed him a long-handled brush and the work was begun.
 
         ‘You don’t mind if I stand well back, do you?’ she said nervously. ‘I’ve got my running shoes on and I’m ready to flee at the sight of an eight-legged monster coming my way.’
 
         Eric laughed. ‘Go and make us a cup of tea and I’ll get it done in no time.’ Gladly, Sally agreed.
 
         An hour later, Eric declared the battle was won and there wasn’t a spider or a cobweb to be found. Nervously Sally peered inside. She still felt uneasy, jumping when a leaf moved at her feet and an outside branch touched the small open window.
 
         ‘You’ll be all right once it’s painted,’ Eric said. ‘Easy to see they’ll be and they’ll keep right away knowing you’re on the warpath with that.’ He laughingly pointed to the brush she carried. ‘When do you plan to start?’
 
         ‘Don’t know.’ A shiver of apprehension wriggled through her. ‘If no spiders return in the next few days, maybe I’ll feel brave enough. I have to go to work now and that’s a relief. A reason to forget it for today.’ She shivered again. ‘I get a squiggle down my back even thinking about the creatures.’
         
 
         Eric handed her the empty cup. ‘I’ll come and help when you’re ready.’
 
         She thanked him again and went inside to get rid of the extra clothes she had worn and set off for the first of her day’s calls.
 
         It was four o’clock when she finished her final task, giving an extra polish to a spare room for a client who was preparing for her son’s return. Soon Rhys too would be coming home, she thought with a smile. Then her life would be transformed.
 
         The bright sun had lengthened the day and she bought a bun at the baker’s shop for Sadie and one for the ducks and set off for a walk around the park. Their days were spent going from house to house, the evenings passed in their small room and the opportunity to walk in the fresh air was too good to miss. When she reached home she went first to glance nervously towards the outside lavatory. If she saw just one spider she’d never be able to go in there and shut the door to paint the walls. The door was marked with a ‘Wet Paint’ notice and stood open. Puzzled, she began to walk past, averting her gaze, but she went back and peered in. Everything was clean and the walls had been painted in the bright yellow paint. ‘Eric!’ she said aloud.
 
         ‘Eric had some help, mind,’ Mrs Falconer said, laughing at her amazed expression. ‘Mr Falconer painted the door. Shamed we were by the smart look inside so we had to do something about the outside too.’
 
         Sally felt ridiculously happy. How empty my life must be, she chuckled to herself. A coat of paint on an outside lavatory and I feel like I’ve been given a wonderful present.
 
         
             

         
 
         The remains of the factory walls were piled in assorted heaps around the perimeter of the plot and already men in suits carrying the inevitable clipboards were walking around checking that the footings were in the correct place. The sounds of the excavating and the rumble of heavy lorries filled the dusty air and every day a group of elderly men stood watching the progress. Soon the houses would begin to grow and memories of the factory and the hopes of many would fade and die.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Valmai Martin struggled to get her bicycle out of her over-full garden shed, muttering to herself about having to do a ‘proper sort-out’ one of these days. She couldn’t resist picking up oddments she found and although the shed was full to bursting, and in no apparent order, she knew what it contained and where to find it. Local people often called to beg a piece of wood or a certain sized screw or nail and rarely went away disappointed.
 
         She called back to Gwilym, who sat in his wheelchair, a blanket covering his legs, hiding the sound one and the one partially lost in the accident. He smiled, ready to wave as she set off along the road on her way to work. ‘Back around two as usual, love.’
 
         ‘I’ll have everything ready,’ he promised, blowing a kiss.
 
         March 1960, she mused, as she began to push her way along the road, and still he won’t leave the house. She had tried to coax him to face up to his situation every way she could but despite having a decent wheelchair he refused to go further than the garden and only that far when he was fairly certain not to be seen. At least Eric – injured at the same time – had made the effort and was not restricted by stupid pride. Being a sportsman had exacerbated Gwilym’s problems: going from a runner, cricketer and rugby coach to living his life in a wheelchair had been too much for him. But if only he’d try.
         
 
         The morning was dull, the sun refusing to make its way through the low cloud, but the air was warm and there were flowers to admire in the gardens she passed. At the house where the Waterstones had lived she saw workmen moving tools from their van, obviously about to start work on the house for its new owners. She wondered vaguely who would be moving in. Someone from town she’d heard. A couple without children. She smiled, hoping they would be friendly and would settle into Mill Road without trouble.
 
         They couldn’t cause more distress than the Waterstones had with their cruel gossip. The Waterstones and their friend Milly Sewell were the reason her son Rhys had been suspected of robberies and the cause of him running away. A twenty-year-old boy forced to run from home by their vicious tongues. She decided to call on the newcomers at the first opportunity and introduce herself. Start right and perhaps they’d be friends.
         
 
         Mill Road was a pleasant place, on the edge of town but some distance from the mill that had given it its name. She looked up and there, in the distance, high on a hill, was the ruin of a windmill. Beyond the wood, out of sight in the valley below, hidden by overgrown trees and shrubs, was a watermill. Rhys used to play there as a boy, even though he had been warned of its dangers. Once the town had been surrounded by cornfields and the millers had been kept busy. Now only houses grew and factories had taken the place of the ancient craft.
         
 
         The hotel where she worked came into view and although it was daylight, the place was brightly lit, coloured light offering a welcome. She freewheeled the last few yards and around the building, stopping by dragging both feet on the ground. She parked the bicycle against the wall of the kitchen. ‘Mornin’ all,’ she called as she opened the door. Then she reached for her overall, scrubbed her hands and began to cook breakfast.
 
         Helping with the dishes after the guests had finished eating and cleaning the cooker kept her busy for a while, then after a break she began on the vegetables. She had some time left so she emptied and washed out a couple of cupboards for which she was rewarded with an extra couple of shillings.
 
         Lunch was a simple meal for a few of the guests and she didn’t need to stay and serve. It was twelve o’clock when she left and on the way home she was further delayed by the sight of a skip outside the empty house, still called the Waterstones’ place, even though the Waterstones had moved away some time ago. Skidding to a stop – she’d really have to get the brakes fixed – she peered over the side hoping to see a few things for which she could find a use.
 
         Books. They’ll interest Gwilym, she thought, tugging to release them. She spotted a slightly rusty watering can which she hauled out. Lovely that would be, planted with a few marigolds, or with nasturtiums tumbling down the sides. She stuffed the books in her saddle bag and hooked the watering can over the handlebars but as she set off she stopped and gripped the rusty side of the skip, her feet still on the pedals and able to see more easily, unable to resist a second look. Beneath a few broken bricks she saw the leg of a chair and, grunting and puffing with the effort, she pulled it out and saw it was in good condition, but how on earth was she going to get it home? Constable Harvey had warned her several times about precarious loads.
         
 
         ‘Hello, Valmai, want any help?’
 
         ‘Eric! Am I glad to see you! Hide this for me, will you, till I can come with the wheelbarrow to collect it?’
 
         The clean but poorly dressed man lifted the chair experimentally, judging its weight. ‘I can do better than that. I’ll deliver it for a piece of your seedy cake.’
 
         ‘Thanks, Eric. Stay and have a chat with Gwilym, will you? Glad of a bit of company, he is.’
 
         ‘Of course, but sometimes he seems less pleased to see me. Too much time on his own hasn’t been good for him, has it? No sign of him going out yet?’
 
         ‘I’ve tried everything.’
 
         ‘Try again. He’s been hiding away for too long.’
 
         
             

         
 
         With Gwilym helping by sitting in his wheelchair and using the long-handled hoe, the afternoon was spent clearing weeds from an area where they planned to grow onions and carrots and some greens, but Valmai’s mind wasn’t on her work.
         
 
         ‘Gwilym, love, why don’t we go for a walk? Just down the road to the corner. The spring flowers in the end garden are beginning to make a real show. We can wait till dark if you like – we’ll still see them by the lamplight.’
 
         ‘Not today, Val. Not today.’
 
         ‘Gwilym, love. It’s years since you and Eric had the accident. Years since you and I went out together. Don’t you think it’s time we did?’
 
         ‘Soon, but not yet. Now what about me making us a cup of tea? It’s getting chilly out here. Any of that seedy cake left?’
 
         ‘Yes, but Eric will be coming with the chair soon and I promised him a slice.’
 
         ‘I hope he won’t stay long. I want to look at those books you found.’
 
         ‘I hope you’ll find time to look at the brakes on my bike too. They aren’t working and I’m wearing out shoes like a ten-year-old football fan!’
 
         ‘You should have told me sooner. You mustn’t neglect things like that. We can get the bike propped up on the bench and replace the blocks as soon as you buy some – unless you have some in that shed of yours.’
         
 
         ‘Here’s Eric now. Wait here and show him our plans for spring planting.’ As she knew he would, he hurriedly dropped the hoe and pushed himself back into the house. He couldn’t bear to be seen struggling to do something, with a blanket where his right leg should be.
         
 
         Leaving Gwilym and Eric with the remains of the cake, she risked the bike again and, once out of sight of the house, she bent over the handlebars and picked up speed, turning into School Lane. Sally would be at home and she could spend a little time with her, play with little Sadie, as well as give her the ten shillings she managed to give her each week.
 
         
             

         
 
         Eric went into the house where Gwilym sat with his knees tucked under the table. ‘Put the kettle on, shall I?’ he asked, not waiting for an answer. ‘I brought the chair and a rusty old watering can for your Valmai and she promised me some cake.’ They chatted easily as Eric set about the tea-making but it wasn’t until he was seated on the armchair that he asked, ‘Any news from your Rhys this week?’
 
         ‘No. Nor last week.’
 
         ‘Out of the army then, is he?’
 
         ‘Months ago, I suppose. I can’t understand it. What could have happened to make him cut himself from us like that? We pretend he’s working at a theatre but we don’t know what he’s doing or where he is. Apart from an occasional postcard we know nothing about him. How can that happen? A son you’ve cared for, for twenty years. How can he suddenly walk away and vanish?’
 
         ‘He was terrible hurt, mind. All that gossip and so many accusing him of burglary, violence and heaven knows what else.’
 
         ‘Milly Sewell and the Waterstones, you mean. They were the cause of him leaving. And he didn’t do it. None of it.’
 
         ‘I know that and most people around here know that too. But it only takes one or two to spread rumours. He should have stayed and brazened it out. Damn it all, he was only a boy. Don’t give up hope.’
 
         ‘I’d be letting him down – and Valmai too – if I did.’
 
         They talked about the people they had known when they had worked at the furniture factory. Some had stayed and found other work, some had moved away and news filtered back of their successes and failures.
         
 
         ‘Pity it closed,’ Eric said. ‘If I’d been five years younger I’d have started again.’
 
         ‘Not with half a leg missing you wouldn’t!’ Gwilym said bitterly.
 
         ‘Ex-servicemen had to adjust to far worse,’ Eric reminded him quietly. ‘Besides, it’s eyes and hands that make a good carpenter – as you were. It’s such a waste of your talent, Gwilym. You were good, and even now after being out of work for so long you’d find it easy to get work if you wanted it.’ He stared at his friend. ‘What are you waiting for?’
 
         Gwilym didn’t reply. How could he when he didn’t know himself? There would be a day when things would change but he couldn’t imagine how. There was this incomplete dream in his head of suddenly walking alongside Valmai, going to the station to greet his son returning from his self-imposed exile, but how could that ever be? The first half of the dream was a blur and he had no idea how he expected it to happen. His dream consisted only of the happy ending.
 
         He knew the change had to begin with himself but something was twisted up inside and he was waiting for something wonderful to happen. His leg wouldn’t miraculously return and he couldn’t imagine learning to walk on a false one, so a change, a wonderful event, would never happen and the sooner Valmai gave up hope, as he had, the better.
 
         
             

         
 
         Valmai sped up the slight incline towards the Falconers’ house where, in the fading lights, Sally was hanging clothes on the line.
 
         ‘Mrs Martin! Lovely to see you.’ Dropping her voice she asked, ‘You haven’t heard anything from Rhys, have you?’
 
         ‘No, dear, not a word. Come on, I’ll give a hand with these, you put the kettle on. There are some cakes in my saddle bag.’ She held up a baby dress. ‘Tiddly little clothes they are.’
 
         ‘Not so small now. She’ll be two next month.’
 
         ‘Two precious years of her childhood Rhys has missed. I wish he’d come home.’
 
         ‘Have you heard who’s moving into the Waterstones’ house?’ Sally asked, pretending not to have heard the comment. 
 
         ‘Only that it’s a couple. Amy and Rick.’
         
 
         ‘Any children?’
 
         ‘They aren’t married yet according to her in the post office. Wedding planned for the autumn, so I’m told. Workmen are there and it looks as though they’re having a lot done before they move in.’
 
         ‘Good on ’em. Lucky for some.’
 
         Before she left, after reading a story to Sadie, Valmai slipped a ten-shilling note under the sugar basin. ‘A little treat for Sadie, eh? Now, I’m off but I’ll try to come again soon.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Did you see anyone interesting while you were out, love?’ Gwilym asked when Valmai handed him the brake blocks she had found in the shed.
 
         ‘Not really, I just went into work to check on what time I’m wanted tomorrow.’
 
         Gwilym smiled. He knew she had visited Sally and slipped her a few shillings as she did every week. Although Sally had denied it, the baby was Rhys’s and one day he’ll come home and they’d be one happy family. If only the police could find out who had really committed those burglaries. Then Rhys would come back.
 
         
             

         
 
         It was a month before the new owners, Amy Seaton-Jones and Rick Perry, appeared at the Waterstones’ old place and at once they began to annoy the neighbours. While alterations were being done and Rick had started on the garden, Amy complained about the trees overhanging their fence and about neighbours who didn’t brush the pavement outside their houses and the milkman who made too much noise and the postman who sang. So it was with some trepidation that Valmai stopped outside and alighted from her bicycle when she went to deliver an embroidered cushion she had made as a welcoming gift for the new neighbours.
 
         ‘You can’t leave that there!’ a voice called, as Valmai propped her bike against the garden wall. She looked around and saw a woman standing in the doorway shaking a yellow duster. She was small, barely five feet tall, and she wore a scarf around her head and an all-concealing apron, both in bright pink.
         
 
         Valmai quickly decided to pretend not to have heard. ‘Mornin’. Welcome to Mill Road,’ she said with her brightest smile. ‘Pleasant people around here. I’m sure you’ll be very happy.’ There was no reply; she had obviously confused the woman. ‘I’m Valmai Martin. Gwilym and I live at 42. Come and say hello when you have time.’
         
 
         ‘I don’t think so. You’re the mother of that criminal who ran away from the police.’
 
         Outrage flared but Valmai once again decided to avoid trouble. After all, the woman would be easily avoided. Adjusting the bike to confirm her intention to leave, she waved. ‘No cushion for you,’ she muttered as she stuffed it back into her capacious shopping bag and hung it on the handlebars. ‘There’s plenty who’ll be glad of it.’
 
         ‘I’ll kill her!’ she shouted to Gwilym as she practically threw the bicycle down and burst into the house. ‘The Waterstones obviously passed on all the gossip, true or otherwise. As if they hadn’t caused enough damage while they lived here, they’re causing more!’
 
         Gwilym comforted her, soothed away her anger and wiped away her tears. ‘If they start by quarrelling with everyone, there won’t be anyone to listen.’
 
         ‘Why doesn’t he come home? They’ll never catch the man who did those burglaries now, and by running away like he did he looked guilty. I doubt whether the police even looked for anyone else. Why doesn’t he come home and face it?’
 
         ‘He’s still hoping the real culprit will be caught.’
 
         ‘After more than two years? And without any repeat?’ She picked up her embroidery on its frame. Working on pictures soothed her.
 
         
             

         
 
         The spate of burglaries had taken place late in 1958. There had been very little crime in the area and doors were left open, people went into neighbours’ houses sharing news, swapping recipes, helping with sewing, and there were plenty of opportunities for someone to go in and out and decide on places to rob.
 
         The offences all took place within a couple of weeks, although some items weren’t missed until much later. Rhys was one of the suspects. He was a very outspoken young man and some of his clever remarks were taken literally. No charges were brought but when he saw two policemen coming from his house the morning after the most recent thefts had been discovered, he ran.
 
         Valmai and Eric had searched for him, exploring the fields and the old watermill where Rhys had played as a youngster but there was no sign of the place being recently used. Rhys had been turned down for National Service owing to less than perfect sight but Valmai and Gwilym spread the rumour that he was in the army and had been posted abroad. Then later, when he still hadn’t returned, they told everyone that he was working at a theatre, which was the story they still told.
         
 
         For a while people believed them. A few weeks after his disappearance, Sally admitted she was pregnant but denied that Rhys-the-criminal was the father and although questioned by the police, she insisted she had no knowledge of him or his whereabouts. Valmai had guessed that the suspicions were true but she said nothing. Gwilym also knew the truth but to protect Sally and his son, he feigned ignorance too. As he pretended now not to notice the doll Valmai had bought and spent hours dressing, for Sadie’s second birthday.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Sadie’s birthday warmed Sally’s heart as many people arrived with cards and small gifts for the two-year-old. The critics were silenced; even Milly managed to hand her a card without any unpleasant remark. Mrs Falconer had arranged a party with a few of Sally’s friends and their children invited. Music from the gramophone, party games and much laughter: it was a day to remember, made less than perfect only by the absence of Rhys, Sadie’s father, who hadn’t even sent a card.
 
         A few days later, Sally found an extra job and used the money to place Sadie in a day nursery. It was a wrench to leave her small daughter with strangers each morning but Sadie adapted well, quickly recognizing several of the children she had met in the park.
 
         On the second day Sally greeted her chubby little daughter as she ran from nursery, proudly carrying a painting she had done. Chatting happily. they walked back to their home. On the back porch Sally saw something that made her heart leap. A round pebble she had carried home from the beach some time ago was in the centre of the step. Rhys was here!
 
         She played with Sadie until six o’clock then began getting her ready for bed. Thank goodness she went to sleep without complaint after a bath and story. With Rhys’s imminent arrival, Sally’s thoughts sped back to when they had first met, when everything was going to be perfect. Rhys was planning to train as a teacher and they would be married as soon as his training was completed. It had all gone so terribly wrong when he had been accused of theft.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         On the night of his brush with the police, Rhys had been in the recently closed factory intending to pick up some wood for his parents’ fire, something many people were doing as the building was cleared ready for sale. David Gorse, a man he had known from school and had strongly disliked, called him over.
 
         ‘Look at this,’ David hissed into the darkness. ‘D’you think it’s valuable?’
 
         Rhys used his torch to see that David held a beautiful silver bowl. Rhys admired it curiously. ‘Georgian so I’m told. Put it down there,’ David instructed. ‘Here’s something even better.’ He opened a sheet of thick brown paper and showed him an oil painting of a young woman.
 
         ‘Where did you get that?’ Rhys asked. ‘It’s beautiful.’ He took it and examined it more closely, running his hands over the features of a young woman dressed in Victorian dress nursing a young kitten and with a small dog sitting nearby. He turned it over and began to read the information on the back.
 
         ‘Give it back, we have to get out of here,’ David said. Holding the sheet of brown paper, he wrapped it and took it from Rhys without touching it. He picked up the silver bowl with some tissue and ran off into the darkness.
 
         ‘Where did you get it?’ Rhys asked, beginning to follow him.
 
         ‘Tell you later,’ was the reply.
 
         The following morning the papers reported a theft from a house in a nearby village and the picture was described in detail. The valuation was in five figures and Rhys went to find David, to warn him and demand that he hand it back. ‘You stole it, didn’t you? If you don’t give it back I’ll tell the police that you have it,’ he warned.
         
 
         ‘No, I don’t think you will. Your fingerprints are all over it, see. None of mine, only yours. Explain that to the police, will you? They’ll be on their way to your house any time now. I told them you had it, that you boasted to me about stealing it. Gave them the time of the robbery down to the last minute, I did. Saw you coming out and showing me what you’d taken. Upstanding citizen that I am.’ 
 
         ‘You wouldn’t! They wouldn’t believe you!’
         
 
         ‘I would. In fact I did and they believed me without any hesitation.’
 
         ‘Why, David? Why would you do something so despicable?’
 
         ‘Because I dislike you and now they think you were responsible for all the robberies and the attack on that stupid man who tried to stop me, they won’t be looking for anyone else, will they? I can enjoy the money I’ve made without a worry.’
 
         ‘But I can tell them exactly what happened.’
 
         ‘You can try but prison is a nasty place to live. Take a chance on it, will you? Better you get right away. See, I haven’t actually told them yet. But I will. Don’t doubt it. But, sport that I am, I’ll give you till tomorrow to get away.’ As Rhys grabbed at him, David ran off. ‘You’ve got till tomorrow, sad loser!’ Rhys heard his laughter echoed back, mocking him.
 
         He didn’t sleep that night but spent the hours thinking, then packing ready to leave before first light. He wrote a letter to his mother and Sally explaining that he had to go away for a while then after delivering Sally’s, he went back home to pick up his belongings and it was then that he saw the police. He turned and ran across the fields towards Cardiff. He thumbed a lift from three different lorries, making his way gradually in an irregular way towards London and eventually Bristol.
 
         His first action was to get a job. Just part-time in a bar. Sally had agreed to finance him and she promised not to change her mind now the police wanted to talk to him. He’d already been offered a place in a college. It was difficult but he eventually found a place to stay and it was his intention to complete his training before going home and hopefully proving his innocence.
 
         He was convinced that further robberies would take place and that would go a long way to convince the police he was innocent. But to his alarm, he learnt that the theft of the picture and the silver bowl had been the last.
 
         
             

         
 
         Two weeks after Sadie’s second birthday. Sally was filled with excitement. Two years had passed and he was coming to tell her it was over and he was coming home. They would marry straight away and she’d be able to hold her head high. She took out a dress she had bought, before Sadie had begun to alter her figure, and held it up. It was to have been her wedding dress but she doubted whether it would fit her now. Never mind, she would keep it as a memento. One day she’d make a special dress for Sadie from its generous skirt.
         
 
         Rhys cut across the fields and, as it was after dark, he entered the back door of the house convinced he hadn’t been seen. David Gorse was walking in the opposite direction on his way to spend an hour at the Farmer’s Arms. He had heard someone approaching and had stayed perfectly still, hidden by the burgeoning bushes of the hedgerow. He almost gasped when he recognized Rhys. So what was he doing in Tre Melin? Not visiting his parents, that’s for sure. Wrong direction completely. Cautiously he followed.
 
         It was hardly a surprise when he saw him entering the house of Mr and Mrs Falconer, the house where Sally lived with her daughter. Rumours had been denied but this confirmed them; Rhys was the father of Sally’s daughter and he was obviously in regular touch.
 
         His first impulse was to go and bring Valmai here to face the son she hadn’t seen for two years. But he changed his mind. There might be a better way of using the information and he still had the picture and the silver bowl bearing Rhys’s fingerprints.
 
         David Gorse was a bitter man. Like many of the people who lived in Tre Melin, he had worked at the furniture factory. When it closed its doors, he and almost fifty others had lost their jobs. Unlike most, David hadn’t found alternative employment. He had been so angry that every attempt to help him had been spurned. He had been a supervisor, no longer working with tools, and he felt that as it was clear he was superior to the rest he couldn’t accept work in a lesser capacity. A manager or nothing was his insistence when anything was offered.
 
         Some found other jobs, some had retired, David passed the days in frustrated idleness. People no longer listened to his complaints, sympathy had been exhausted and now, many avoided him. He was a competent worker and he could have earned money doing small jobs around the area, designing and making items, dealing with small repairs, but he always declined. A small advancement from bench worker to supervisor had ruined his life. He believed his skill working with wood was a lowly one. He was management and not one of the several men who were proud of their skill, and his tools lay neglected in his mother’s garden shed. 
 
         Now, he watched as Rhys hid in the shadows until Sally opened the door, two barely visible shadows in the almost complete darkness of the porch. Then the door opened wider and the light from within revealed the shadows merging as Rhys and Sally hugged before slipping through the door, which closed softly behind them. Envy rose in his throat and he turned away, wondering how best to use this new knowledge.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Rhys hugged Sally, breathing in the sweet scent of her, so longed for, and for so long. With their baby in the bedroom, they made themselves comfortable in the overcrowded living room and spent a blissful hour.
         
 
         ‘I long for the day when we can be together – no more snatched moments and painful partings,’ Rhys sighed.
 
         ‘We will. Surely the police must have given up? The trouble is there haven’t been any more burglaries since you left. Running away like you did convinced them they were down to you. But you’ll have completed your course soon and then you can come home and face up to any accusations. Only a few more months,’ she said.
 
         Rhys hadn’t told Sally of the false evidence held by David Gorse; he didn’t want to worry her further or risk her telling someone. ‘I still think it might have been Keith Waterstone,’ he said. ‘The Waterstones were an unpleasant bunch.’
 
         ‘He is the most likely. Didn’t you say he was a thief when you were at school? The Waterstones have moved away, new people are moving in and the police will never question him now.’
 
         ‘I wonder whether a new spate of burglaries has happened where they now live?’
 
         ‘I’ll try to find out,’ she promised. Then she added, ‘Rhys, can’t you tell me when you’ll be coming home? It must be soon and I want to count the days on the calendar like a child at Christmas.’
 
         ‘I’m not sure yet, but as soon as I know I’ll come and tell you and we can celebrate.’ She was disappointed but not alarmed. He had to complete his course and perhaps wait for the results of the finals.
 
         They peeped down at their sleeping daughter, on her back, arms relaxed on the pillow behind her head, her face rosy in the warmth of the small room. In whispers they shared news of the weeks they’d been apart. Rhys left before dawn and slept for a few hours in the old watermill where he had played wild and innocent games as a boy, remembering some as he crept in, and later out, of the old building just as he had during an imaginary adventure with homemade bows and arrows.
         
 
         Sally lay reliving the past few hours, committing them to memory to replay them from time to time until Rhys came again. It wasn’t until much later that she realized, with a surge of alarm, that they hadn’t taken precautions.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘I was thinking,’ Gwilym said one morning. ‘If we can set up a bench in the shed I could start making children’s toys. Eric was telling me that wooden trains and wheelbarrows and pull-along toys are still popular even though lots are now made with plastic.’
 
         ‘Wheels come off, see,’ Valmai said. ‘Plastic and metal bits don’t stay together. Wheeled wooden toys to sit on, trucks and tractors and trains will always be favoured by boys. We still have a few you made for Rhys! You could copy them for a start.’ She tried not to sound too excited but this was the first time he had even considered trying to work and if she could get someone to help her clear the shed and fix up a bench she’d get it ready in a very short time.
 
         ‘What about electricity?’ she asked casually. ‘A fire for a bit of warmth and you’ll need some light, for definite, and maybe a few more tools.’
 
         ‘Steady on, love. It’s only an idea!’
 
         ‘I know. And it’ll be expensive, but there’s no harm in asking a few people. Eric’ll help clear the shed.’ She laughed deprecatingly. ‘I admit that would be a good idea even if you don’t open your own factory! It could do with a good sorting.’
 
         On her way to work she dropped a note in to Eric, asking if he’d help, and the electrician who did work at the hotel agreed to come and look at what they would need. Their next-door neighbours Netta and Walter promised some muscle and by the time she returned home she had more or less dealt with everything.
 
         ‘Muscle and a bit of electricity, that’s all it’ll take,’ she said, her eyes sparking with excitement.
 
         ‘A whirlwind you are, Valmai Martin. I wish I hadn’t said anything!’ But his eyes were glowing too.
 
         
             

         
 
         Amy Seaton-Jones and Rick Perry were cleaning up after the latest workman had left. They had knocked down a wall between a bathroom and lavatory, creating one large complete bathroom. The rubble had been removed under Amy’s imperious instructions but the walls had not yet been repaired and dust was thick over the whole house. Rick was trying to lay the dust on the floorboards with wet sawdust and a large brush. Amy was preparing to scrub the kitchen floor.
         
 
         ‘I don’t see why we have to clear up this thoroughly every night, Amy dear. Surely it’s pointless to scrub floors when they’ll be back to do some more bashing in about fourteen hours? Then there’ll be cementing, then plastering. Tidy up certainly. But washing floors? Might as well wait until they’ve finished and give it a good do, surely?’
 
         ‘It’s a matter of standards, Rick darling. Mummy says letting them see how particular we are will remind them to be that much more considerate.’
 
         ‘Another thing. They’d be faster if you weren’t hovering around. It’s a small house in a small town, not a palace.’ He smiled, to take away the hint of criticism. ‘I want to see it finished. I’m longing for the time when you work your magic and make this house into our perfect home.’
 
         ‘Oh, the magic will come but not before the men have finished their work and every trace of their presence has been removed.’
 
         ‘Only a couple of weeks, then I can start on the garden.’
 
         ‘Well, there is another slight delay, darling.’
 
         Rick stared at her, a frown increasing the lines around his dark brown eyes. ‘Another delay?’
 
         ‘It’s the wardrobe. It’s rather old-fashioned and I thought we could have it taken out and a new one built. We can ask him about the summer house as well while the carpenter’s here. We’ll put it right at the end where we’ll get the most sun. It shouldn’t take long. Only a few more weeks. And while the carpenter is busy I thought we might as well arrange for the garden to be paved and the fish pond installed.’
 
         ‘But I thought we’d agreed that the garden was my province? That I could plan it, leave room for some vegetables?’
 
         ‘It is, darling. You can do exactly what you want, chose the flowers, everything. But I do need a dry area, I do so hate walking on muddy grass and I’ve always wanted a fish pond. Mummy thinks water in a garden is so peaceful.’
         
 
         Rick sighed but said nothing. He sometimes wondered why they even pretended to discuss anything as all the decisions were overridden by Amy and her mother.
         
 
         Amy was at the window when Eric strolled past. ‘Look! There’s that awful tramp again. He walks past slowly just so he can look in the window! We’ll have to have thick net curtains at all the bedrooms and the ground floor.’
 
         In vain Rick protested. ‘He isn’t a tramp and I hate nets. We agreed that we’re far enough away from the road to make them unnecessary.’
 
         ‘I agree, darling, but having someone like that dirty tramp wandering around changes things, doesn’t it?’
 
         Rick walked outside and looked at the garden in the light escaping from the kitchen. A fox slipped through the neglected hedge and stared at him. ‘I bet she’ll call it a patio,’ he whispered. ‘And the summer house will be a gazebo.’
 
         The fox walked across the garden and before going through the opposite hedge stopped and stared as though in sympathy. ‘I don’t recommend you visiting once we’re living here,’ he called after the beautiful creature. ‘Amy’s mother wouldn’t approve.’
 
         He was smiling as he went back inside. He was being petty about small things. Once they were married and settled, Amy would run things her own way and her mother’s influence would fade. It was a difficult time with the wedding to arrange and the house to make into their home. He knew just how much Amy depended on her mother both for planning the wedding and the finances. Once he was solely responsible for their living expenses, everything would be perfect.

      

      
    

  


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/logo_online.jpg
ROBERT HALE - LONDON





OPS/insertSpan.js
function setSpanIGP(){var clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-num');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-sub');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-author');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-contributor');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-other');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('caption');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);}function setSpaninPara(pClassList){for(i=0;i<=pClassList.length;i++){if(pClassList[i]){var para_html=pClassList[i].innerHTML;para_html='<span>'+para_html+'</span>';pClassList[i].innerHTML=para_html;}}}function init(){setSpanIGP();}window.onload=init;




OPS/9780709099789_cover_epub.jpg
GRACE
THOMPSON

r V o (i /I(J rél
“ Cl/l]o/d!d






