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When fate brings them a daughter, time threatens to steal her away... 



Childhood sweethearts Mary and Jonty have battled against the odds to be together. Forced to run away from home because Mary's father disapproved of their relationship, they've built a happy new life for themselves. Now they long to be blessed with a child, but it seems that's not to be. 



Until one stormy night when a yacht is dashed upon the rocks near their home. Mary and Jonty rush to the crew's rescue. Amid terrible carnage, they manage to save a baby, who they name Charlotte and keep her as their own. Charlotte grows up to be devoted to her parents, but fate intervenes when she decides to train as a nurse in Liverpool. For Liverpool is where her 'real' family lives: and it seems that past secrets are to be uncovered - with shocking consequences.
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PART ONE




CHAPTER ONE

March 1921

 


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

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

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

‘Are you all right?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘What am I going to do?’ Edith cried.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Coming, Mum.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Edith, we’re home.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Charmed, my dear, charmed.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Yes, of course.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Arthur, please.’

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

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

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

‘Excellent tender beef,’ Pa said.

‘Wonderful Yorkshire pudding,’ his guest added.

‘Mary made it,’ her mother told him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

 


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

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

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

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

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

‘Are you all right, love?’

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

‘What was he like?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘I’ll ask him if I can marry you.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

They walked on in silence for a while.

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

‘What about Noel?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Aren’t you scared?’

‘Yes, but we have to do it.’

Mary shivered.

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

His confidence made Mary smile.

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

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

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

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

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

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