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About the Book

Llinos Savage found herself in charge of the family pottery while still a young girl. As she attempted to keep the business afloat, there were many problems to overcome including her mother’s untimely death and the plotting of Philip Morton Edwards, the powerful and rich owner of the rival pottery in Swansea.

Her world was further complicated by the two young men in her life: Eynon Morton Edwards, Philip’s son, a gentle and sympathetic figure who became her best friend but who was despised by his father; and Joe, an exotic outsider, born of a union between a cultured English businessman and a Native American squaw.

How Llinos grew up and coped with running the pottery, while suffering from the hatred of the Morton Edwards family and her efforts to supress her own feelings for the man who seemed her most unlikely suitor, unfolds into a compelling story of tragedy, riches, poverty and love.


Firebird

Iris Gower


To my parents, William and
 Wilhelmina, with love


CHAPTER ONE

HER LEGS ACHED. Her feet had been turning the wheel for hours, fashioning the large jugs and bowls for which the Savage Pottery had become known.

Llinos Savage rubbed her eyes and listened to the cheerful voices of the young boys outside the bottle kilns. The apprentices were stacking pots ready to be biscuit fired. She envied them, they were so carefree.

The row of pots on the table before her wavered in the waning light. The smell of oxide, mingled with the metallic aroma of black lead, lay heavy on the air.

Llinos climbed down from her seat, running her hands over the pitted wood of the wheel. It had been specially designed for her by her father when he had last been home on leave. A few months later came the devastating news that he was missing believed killed. Llinos had never quite believed it to be true. He was such a big man in every way and the memory of him was still sharp.

She sighed. The fortunes of the Savage Pottery had gone downhill since then. Jeremiah, the man her father had left in charge, had quarrelled with her mother over wages. He had quit his job and Gwen had decided to save money by not looking for a replacement.

Llinos watched as Binnie Dundee lifted a jug and dipped it into a bowl of brownish liquid, the warm red of the earthenware vessel gradually changing to black. Binnie caught her eye and frowned.

‘You look tired, better call it a day.’

One of the candles on a shelf above Llinos’s head flickered and died and the aroma of tallow momentarily overrode the other smells.

‘I suppose so.’ Llinos swallowed the fear that the thought of returning home aroused in her. He would be there, the man who thought he could take her father’s place.

Llinos shivered as she placed some pots in the saggar ready for the final firing.

‘Take these over to the ovens, Binnie,’ she said. He rubbed at his hands with a rag and sighed heavily; his eyes were shadowed and Llinos felt a warm rush of gratitude for his loyalty.

Binnie was older than she by several years. He had been taken on at the pottery when he was little more than a child. And he had stayed when most of the more experienced workers began to drift away to find more secure employment.

He opened the door and stepped outside and a cold draught wrapped itself around Llinos’s ankles. She snuffed out the rest of the candles and darkness folded in on her. She did not like the dark. Even though she was growing into womanhood, she was still afraid of shadows.

She left the shed and as she crossed the yard, she felt the crispness of frost in the grass beneath her feet. She rubbed at her arms, suddenly aware that she was aching.

‘Darro, Llinos, come as yourself! I thought you was a little ghost there.’ Ben Carpenter was just leaving the yard. He stood in the gateway and looked back at her. She smiled at him, he was an old man now but like Binnie he had remained loyal to her.

‘Sorry, Ben, did I startle you?’

‘Too royal you did. Look, Miss Llinos, you shouldn’t be working like this, it’s too much for you.’

‘Anything’s better than being in the house with him,’ Llinos said softly.

‘I know what you mean.’ Ben retraced his steps and rested his hand on her shoulder. ‘Young you may be but you’re a good judge of character. Pity Mrs Savage didn’t have some of your good sense.’

Llinos watched as Ben left the yard. ‘Yes, a great pity,’ she said. Behind her, she could hear the voices of the apprentices. They were laughing and she felt suddenly lonely. Now the boys lodged in a small outbuilding at the far end of the yard. In the past, they had shared a room in the Pottery House but the arrival of Mr Cimla had put a stop to that.

Llinos turned as she heard a light footfall behind her.

‘Wonder if your mam will make us supper tonight?’ Watt Bevan was the youngest of the apprentices. His job was to clear away the rubbish, the bits of clay left from the potting. Watt rubbed at his thin stomach. ‘I’m starving.’

‘I’ll see what I can do,’ Llinos said. ‘It will be all right if Mr Cimla’s in a good mood.’

Watt sighed. ‘Why did your mam have to take up with ’im, we was all right on our own.’

‘What we can’t change we have to put up with.’ Llinos rubbed Watt’s hair, which was thick with clay dust.

Binnie came out of the shadows and stood beside her.

‘Speaking for myself, I’d like to kill the bastard,’ he said quietly. ‘And if he lays a hand on any of us again, I might just well let him have it.’

Llinos tried to assess Binnie’s chances against Mr Cimla and shook her head. Bert Cimla was big of shoulder, a handsome man but going to seed now that he was enjoying an idle life. He indulged himself in food and ale that he never thought to pay for.

‘I’m going indoors. If I can, I’ll bring you some bread and cheese.’

‘Look out for the rats.’ Binnie’s smile did not reach his eyes. ‘Especially one that goes by the name of Mr Cimla.’

Pottery Row stood on the flat lands beside the river Tawe. As its name suggested, it comprised a short row of houses that ended in a high wall. Behind the wall huddled a group of pottery buildings. A mill house with the wheel turning rose above a trio of pot-bellied kilns. And on a clear night, the glow of the fires lit up the sky.

A little lower on the river bank stood the more flourishing Tawe Pottery belonging to Philip Morton-Edwards. The family were rich, influential, solid citizens of Swansea. At the Tawe Pottery, experiments were being made into the production of a fine porcelain body. If the experiments were successful, the Tawe porcelain would grace the finest homes throughout England and Wales.

Llinos began to walk resolutely towards the house. It was pointless trying to delay the moment when she would come face to face with Bert Cimla. Gwen Savage had met the man only a few short weeks before. She was besotted by him and had allowed him to come calling on her almost at once. Tongues had not stopped wagging ever since.

The doorway of the house was ajar and Llinos stood for a moment silhouetted in the light of the moon. The hallway was in darkness. One candle gleamed high up on the curve of the stairs, shedding a dim light. Llinos made her way towards the sitting-room; with luck there would be a good fire burning in the grate. She rubbed her chilled hands together anticipating the warmth. She paused as she heard a sound from the dining-room.

Reluctantly, Llinos made her way along the passage. The smell of ale grew stronger as she approached the dining-room door and her heart sank. Mr Cimla had been drinking. As she opened the door, Llinos saw her mother’s face, smiling as she leant towards Mr Cimla, hanging on his every word. She glanced at her daughter and frowned.

‘Llinos, have you finished work already?’

‘It’s very late, Mother.’ She sat down at the table, avoiding looking at Mr Cimla, who was sprawled in her father’s chair, a tankard of ale marking the polished oak of the table.

‘Well, Miss Savage, what have you been up to then?’ His tone was honeyed. Llinos did not look at him and she delayed replying to his question for as long as she dared.

‘I have been working, as usual.’

‘I thought I saw you dawdling with the young apprentices.’ He leant forward and she hesitated, looking directly at him for the first time. ‘That’s right, I promised the boys some supper.’

‘Supper?’

‘Yes, supper. They’ve been working hard, they must be as hungry as I am.’

‘But, my dear, you are the daughter of the house, those boys are just poor folk.’ Mr Cimla spoke in kindly tones but Llinos had seen the sudden gleam of dislike in his eyes.

‘That doesn’t make them less hungry than I am.’

‘Tut, backchatting your elders, that’s not nice, is it?’

‘Look, Llinos,’ her mother intervened. ‘Take a jug of soup and some bread to the boys in the outhouse. Have your food with them, if you like.’

Llinos nodded, grateful for the excuse to get away from the claustrophobic atmosphere of the dining-room.

As she carried the tray of food along the passage towards the yard, Llinos heard Mr Cimla remonstrating with her mother.

‘You spoil that girl, Gwenie, darling. A little discipline would not come amiss.’

Llinos resisted the temptation to kick the door shut with her foot. Mr Cimla should have been out of the house by nightfall; he seemed to be unaware that he would be compromising her mother by his rash behaviour. Especially now that the last of the servants had left, tired of empty promises of payment of their wages.

‘Oh, boy!’ Watt looked up at Llinos as she entered the big, roomy outhouse where the apprentices slept. ‘Supper!’

‘Give that to me.’ Binnie relieved her of the heavy tray and placed it on a stool. He rubbed at the red marks on her arms. ‘You should have called me, the tray’s too heavy for you.’

‘I’m all right, don’t worry so much.’

‘Who’s worrying? Where are the bowls?’

‘Mam was too busy getting rid of me to think of bowls.’ Llinos smiled. ‘Go and get some from the china we’ve packed ready for market day.’

‘Are you sure?’ Binnie hesitated.

‘I’m sure, we can wash them and put them back when we’ve finished.’

‘I’ll go.’ Watt moved over to the corner where the finished china was stacked in baskets. He lifted a pile of plates, balancing them on one arm while he tried to locate the bowls.

Llinos saw what was about to happen and she held out her hands as though to ward off the disaster. But it was too late. Slowly, the plates slid away from the pile, crashing one by one onto the stone floor. Almost immediately the door opened and Mr Cimla looked in, his face dark in the candle light.

‘I just knew something was going on in here.’

Llinos stood looking at him, her hands on her thin hips. Suddenly, she was so angry that she could not think straight.

‘It’s because of you we are reduced to eating like beggars. How dare you interfere? What business is it of yours if I choose to break all the dishes in the pottery? It’s my inheritance or have you forgotten?’

He smiled scornfully. ‘You’re only a bit of a kid! Your inheritance indeed, you don’t know what you are talking about.’ He turned to leave but the tone of command in her voice stopped him.

‘While you are here, I have something to say to you.’ She paused. ‘It’s not a year since we received news of my father’s death. Mother is in mourning and it’s not proper for you to come at such an hour. Have you no sense of propriety?’

‘For your information, madam, I was just about to leave for home.’ He moved into the building and closed the door behind him. Llinos stepped back, frightened by the look on the man’s face.

‘Just as well I was,’ he continued. ‘It seems you have been playing high jinks with the apprentices and you have the gall to talk to me about propriety. Look at the mess in here.’

‘It was an accident,’ Llinos said, staring at him, wondering what her mother saw in him. ‘Please leave.’

Mr Cimla paced across the floor with deliberate steps, his eyes never leaving her face. He looked down at the broken plates, at the shards of pottery strewn around the baskets, and shook his head.

‘This is a wicked deed. Someone has to be punished for it.’ He jerked his head towards the apprentices. ‘You, out!’

Watt slid along the wall and edged past Mr Cimla, his eyes wide with fear. The other two youngsters followed him. Only Binnie stood his ground.

‘I said out!’ Mr Cimla repeated. Binnie lowered his eyes and slowly walked towards the door.

‘Now, Miss High-and-Mighty Savage, I think it’s about time you and I understood each other.’

He caught her arm and Llinos flinched as he lifted his hand. She thought for a moment that he was going to hit her, then his hand was hot on her neck. ‘It doesn’t have to be like this between us, girl,’ he said. ‘We could so easily be friends.’

She jerked away abruptly. ‘How dare you touch me.’ Her voice was heavy with disgust. Mr Cimla did not seem to hear it.

‘You’ll grow to like me, lass,’ he said. ‘All I want to do is to be kind to you.’

Mr Cimla grasped her arm. She pulled away from him tearing her dress from shoulder to waist. She pushed him away.

He made a lunge and caught her, holding her fast; she felt the heat of his hands pressing against her spine and she slapped out at his face with all her strength.

Suddenly he was jerked backwards. Llinos saw Binnie grasping Bert Cimla’s hair, pulling back the man’s head, a thick shard of pottery held to his throat.

‘Go into the house, Llinos,’ Binnie said. ‘I’ll deal with this bastard!’

It took Llinos a few moments to gather her wits. ‘Get out of here, Mr Cimla,’ she said. ‘Or I’ll rouse all the occupants of the row with my screams. See what my mother thinks of you then.’

Bert Cimla shook free of Binnie and moved towards the door. He was smiling as he opened it and looked out into the darkness.

‘Gwenie!’ he called. ‘Gwenie Savage, come here at once!’ His commanding voice echoed along the row and Llinos met Binnie’s eyes questioningly. He shook his head, as bewildered as she was.

Her mother came to the door of the shed, a cloak hastily pulled over her shoulders, her hair hanging loose.

‘Good God in heaven, what’s happened here?’ She stared from one to the other of them, her eyes coming to rest on her daughter.

Llinos opened her mouth but Mr Cimla spoke first. ‘I found them together, on the floor, like a pair of animals, they were. Didn’t I always say she was too friendly with the boy?’

‘Mother, don’t believe him, it’s not true!’ Llinos said. ‘He attacked me, he was hurting me.’

‘Rubbish! I never laid a finger on you except to try to salvage something of your chastity. Look, Gwen, see how the girl’s dress is torn? She’s a common hussy, exposing herself to all who care to look.’

‘I don’t know what to think.’ Gwen Savage rubbed her eyes.

‘Mother!’ Llinos wound her arms around her mother’s waist. ‘I have never lied to you before, have I?’

‘Furthermore’ – Mr Cimla was merciless – ‘I was the one who was attacked. The boy came at me with a piece of broken china. Get rid of him, Gwen, he’s a danger to all of us. It’s a wonder you haven’t been murdered in your bed.’

Gwen held her daughter at arm’s length. ‘Come along, Llinos, tell me the truth, what really happened here? How did the plates get broken?’

‘Does that matter now?’

‘Tell your mother, madam, tell her how you sent the younger boys to get the china. You wanted to distract them while you and he’ – he gestured towards Binnie – ‘had your bit of fun.’

‘How do you know what we were doing?’ Llinos challenged, suddenly calm. ‘Are you saying you were deliberately spying on me? If so, that is not the act of a gentleman, is it?’

‘I just heard the noise of smashing china, so I came to look. I saw you through the window. I saw him hold your arms, rubbing them real friendly he was. You were all set for a nice bit of canoodling before you got down to the real thing.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Llinos said.

‘Binnie’ – Gwen moved towards the boy – ‘did you touch my daughter?’

‘Not in the way he says, never. He was forcing himself on Llinos, trying to kiss her, that’s why I jumped on him.’

‘Come on now, Gwen, who do you want to believe, this young tom cat or me? Do you think I’d want anything to do with your daughter when you are the light of my life?’

Gwen took a deep breath. ‘Llinos, go in the house. I’ll speak to you in the morning. And you, Binnie, pack up your belongings and get out.’

‘No, Mother!’ Llinos protested.

Her mother glared at her. ‘Go inside the house at once. Any more nonsense from you and you can pack up your things and get out as well.’

Llinos swallowed hard, she was tempted to defy her mother and throw in her lot with Binnie. Her mother read her mind.

‘If you go with him it will only convince me that what Mr Cimla said is true and then it will be the worse for Binnie, believe me.’

‘I’ll sort this out, Binnie,’ Llinos said. ‘I won’t let him do this to us. This is my property, not his.’ She held her head high and crossed the yard to the house, holding back the hot tears of frustration and anger.

She watched from the bedroom window as Binnie walked along the row, his small bundle of possessions under his arm, his one pair of clogs on string around his neck. ‘Damn you, Mr Cimla, damn you.’

She heard footsteps on the stairs and her mother entered the room, holding a candle high so that she could look into her daughter’s face.

‘Have you lost your virtue to the boy? Come on now. Llinos, tell me the truth.’

Llinos sat on the bed, wrapping her arms around her thin body.

‘Answer me, girl.’ Her mother shook her shoulder. ‘Don’t you know you are a woman now and could conceive a child, a bastard?’

‘Mam, Binnie has never touched me, not in the way you mean.’

‘You swear this is the truth?’

‘I swear.’

Her mother looked at her rumpled clothes, at the tear in her dress and her eyes narrowed. ‘Then why is your bodice in such a state?’

‘Mr Cimla did it.’ Llinos lifted her chin. The light shifted and the flame flickered as her mother’s hand shook.

‘Liar!’ Gwen said harshly. ‘I don’t understand you, Llinos, you want to ruin my one chance of happiness. How could you be so thoughtless? Haven’t I suffered enough, losing your father? Do you want me to lose Bert too?’

She turned and left the room and Llinos sat numbly on the bed unable to see anything in the sudden gloom. Her mother had called her liar, she would prefer to believe a man like Mr Cimla than her own daughter.

Llinos crawled into bed and huddled beneath the blankets and lay wide-eyed in the darkness.

A shaft of moonlight lit the wall opposite the window, outlining the shape of the jug on the sill. Llinos turned and looked at it, it was one her father had made when she was just a child. Why did he have to go to the wars? It was nothing to them what wars were fought on foreign lands. It had not touched them, not here in the peace of Swansea.

She screwed her eyes tightly together and against the darkness she saw the figure of Binnie, shoulders slumped as he walked away down the row, and she felt she had lost the only friend she had ever had.

Hundreds of miles from Llinos, across the stretch of water called the Bristol Channel, a soldier lay awake in the darkness of the night, staring up at the stars. He had been dreaming of her again, the black-haired girl with the pale skin.

Wah-he-joe-tass-e-neen, half Indian, half white man rolled himself more securely into his coarse blanket and looked at the star-studded sky. He could feel her close to him now, feel her sadness. Somewhere she was waiting for him to come into her life and they would meet, one day.

Across the camp, Joe heard the sounds of men shifting in their sleep. Someone coughed and Joe turned on his side and instead of the stars he looked into the flames of the fire.

He knew that she was his destiny. She had not been born on the plains of America where he had been given life but in a small town that touched the edges of the sea.

Joe abandoned any attempt to sleep and considered the strange pattern of his life. At nineteen, he had seen a great deal of the world. Born of an American Indian mother, he had grown up with the Mandan Indians near the river Missouri. But he had gone to school in England, his white father had wanted him to be educated in the ways of the white man. But then Joe was half white: that was what his name meant.

Now here he was in France, fighting on the side of the English against Napoleon Bonaparte. He looked across the fire to where his captain lay. Lloyd Savage was a big man in every way. He was big of stature and in strength of character.

He had welcomed Joe as his guide and his batman, treating him with every courtesy. This was not the usual response of the British to one they perceived to be a half-breed.

Lloyd turned in his sleep and in the flickering firelight Joe saw the same dark hair, the sculptured features he had seen in his dream. It came to him then that the girl he had never met, the girl he already loved, was the captain’s daughter.

He and the captain had faced war and life and death together. Once they had been given up for dead but, by Joe’s wits and the captain’s courage, they had survived.

Joe wrapped his blanket closer; he must sleep, tomorrow there was an enemy to face. Tonight he would dream again, she would come to him like a bird in the spring. His maiden, his Firebird.


CHAPTER TWO

IT WAS MORNING and the dawn light was diffuse. It pierced holes through the greyness of the sky with skeletal fingers, shafting light onto the backs of the sleeping men. It was raining and the dying fires eddied smoke that mingled with the lowering clouds.

‘By all the spirits of my ancestors, I hate this country of France.’ Joe pushed aside his steaming blanket and bent over the fire, breathing life into it.

‘How do you do that?’ Lloyd Savage opened his eyes reluctantly and peered into the gloom at the flames leaping upwards. ‘How do you get a fire to light in weather like this?’

‘You forget, Captain, I grew up with the Mandan, I know many things.’

‘And yet your skin is as white as mine, Joe.’

The captain was making a statement, not asking a question. He was a man who respected the privacy of others.

‘You know as well as I do that I’m half American Indian. Wah-he-joe-tass-e-neen means half white man.’ Joe thrust some twigs into the flames, seeing in the glowing fire pictures of his childhood.

He had known from an early age that his father was a white man come from England. He knew too that his mother was disgraced when the white man lay with her, gave her a son and then left her.

But Mint-leaf had honoured the memory of her lover and had taught his son the language of his father’s land. When Joe had been sent for by his English father Mint-leaf had handed him a bundle of letters – love letters. She hoped that by reading of his father’s love for her, the son might find it in his heart to be forgiving. She knew little of men.

In England, Joe had been educated, cared for but never accepting or accepted. He had joined the British army at the age of sixteen and had found himself on the battlefields of Europe.

‘You have that far-away look in your eyes,’ Savage said. ‘What are you thinking, Joe?’

Joe looked at the older man and his face softened.

‘My thoughts are worth nothing.’ He rarely smiled but he did so now. He shared an affinity with the captain that comes to men who have faced death together.

At the battle of Leipzig they had been holed up in a farmhouse for weeks, the captain and his batman given up as lost. Thanks to Joe’s resilience and hunting powers, they had survived to fight another day.

All over the camp, soldiers were stirring, eyes bleary, faces grey. The relentless rain shrouded the land with a sheen of mist and as Joe looked up at the leaden sky, he knew the rain would continue for several more days.

The aroma of pipe tobacco drifted towards Joe as he crouched over the fire, shielding the flames with his hands. They grew to a warm blaze and Joe watched the steam rise from his canteen of water.

He made breakfast as efficiently as he did everything. Good hot beans and sizzling slices of pork would set him and his captain up for the long march that was ahead.

‘Smells fit for a king.’ Savage edged closer to the fire. ‘I’m a lucky bastard, do you know that, my friend?’

Joe would never get used to the way the British soldiers used their language. Bastard was an ugly word, it described men like him, born without honour.

He looked quizzically at Savage. ‘I know you are lucky and I know you are not a bastard.’

‘You take things too literally.’ Savage crouched beside Joe and together they began to eat the hot food.

‘You either are a bastard or you are not a bastard,’ Joe said reasonably.

‘All right, all right, I am not a bastard. Am I permitted to say I’m a lucky hog, then? Will that do?’

Joe shrugged. ‘Same thing. You are a man, not a pig.’ His eyes gleamed. ‘We are eating hog, Captain. What do you say to that?’

‘I give up.’ The captain held up his hands in defeat. ‘You are too clever for me.’ Savage brushed grease from his moustache. ‘In any case, I’m too happy enjoying your delicious cooking to argue the toss.’

The camp had come alive, men urinated openly and cursed the rain and Napoleon Bonaparte all in one breath. Joe took little notice. The meal finished, he scrubbed his cooking utensils with earth and then with grass. Later, he would find a stream and then he would wash the battered tins and the tarnished knives before storing them away in his back pack.

Joe realized that his position in the scheme of things regarding the British army was insignificant. He was batman to Captain Savage. But sometimes, his extra powers would be uneasily acknowledged and his ability to track the enemy would come in useful.

He thought again about the battle of Leipzig. Some of the captain’s regiment had become separated from the main thrust of the attack. A small group of soldiers were trapped in a gulley with the French ahead by only a few miles. The Prussians were attacking the French from one direction, the Russians from another and the Germans were taking the rearguard defensive. One wrong move by Captain Savage and the troop would be wiped out. It had been a matter of pride to Joe that Savage had chosen him to reconnoitre the area.

On a high ridge behind an outcrop of rocks, a small band of French soldiers had been camped. Joe had taken the scent of them, of strange food, of sweat. It was Joe who had seen the raised rifle and had flung himself down onto the soldier’s back.

The skirmish had been brief and when it was over, three dead Frenchmen lay staring sightlessly at the sky. The captain had fought at Joe’s side, the rest of the troop had fled.

‘Wonder if I’ll get any news of home today.’ The captain’s voice jerked Joe out of his reverie. ‘I would like to know how my wife and daughter are faring. Still, they can’t come to much harm with Jeremiah in charge of the pottery, good man, Jeremiah.’

Joe swung back his long hair and tied it in a knot, tucking the ends into the neck of his tunic. He tried to envisage the business of making pots in the civilized surroundings of a town and failed. Were the captain’s family coping? Joe doubted it. He sometimes wished his dreams would tell him more.

‘If they have your resilience, they will do very well,’ he said aloud.

‘Good Lord, a compliment.’ Savage smiled as he finished rolling his damp blanket into a neat package. That was another thing about the captain, he did not expect his batman to wait on him hand and foot as some of the other officers did.

Savage rose to his feet. ‘You know what? My little girl will be almost a woman by the time I get home – it’s her sixteenth birthday next month. She’ll be forgetting what I look like and if this war goes on much longer, so will her mother.’

This girl, this Llinos, she was a fortunate daughter. She had a father who cared about her, who even now, caught up in war, worried about her welfare.

‘I know Jeremiah will take good care of the place in my absence and Ben, he might be old but he’s a good worker. He’ll keep the apprentices in order.’ Savage began to walk to the edge of the camp where the horses were tethered. It was clear that in spite of his words he was worried.

He took a deep breath and squared his shoulders. ‘We’ll ride ahead, Joe, have a scout around before the army moves on.’ Respectfully, Joe fell in behind him. Now the boundaries between them existed once more, they were on army business.

‘That’s a fine glaze, how do you make that colour?’

The voice startled Llinos and she looked around to see Mr Cimla standing behind her. He spoke ingratiatingly, rubbing his hands along the sides of his breeches. It seemed he wished to make amends for his vile behaviour of a few nights ago.

‘Yellow oxide.’ Llinos spoke abruptly. ‘Blow out the candles, would you?’

She put down the pot, unaware of the glaze running between her fingers, and made for the door. She had no intention of being left alone with Mr Cimla ever again.

In the house, her mother was sitting near the parlour window mending a tear in one of Llinos’s petticoats. She looked up as her daughter entered the room and there was a coldness in her eyes.

‘For heaven’s sake, Llinos, why don’t you wipe your feet? We can’t expect old Nora to clean up after you as well as everything else. You seem to forget, cuts have to be made, the pottery is not as successful as it once was.’

‘Sorry, Mother.’

‘I don’t know why you go about the place like a slut, that apron is filthy.’

‘I’ve been working since daybreak, Mother.’ Llinos sank into a chair. ‘I need more help.’ Llinos rubbed at her hands but the glaze was sticky and clung to her fingers. ‘Now that Binnie’s gone, I can’t manage.’

‘You have old Ben and the apprentices. You are always complaining, Llinos.’

‘I can’t help what you think, Mother. I can’t go on like this.’

Her mother looked at her closely. ‘Very well, we shall look for someone respectable to help you in the pottery.’ Gwen looked away, lowering her eyes.

‘You might as well listen now you are here. I have something to tell you.’

Llinos swallowed hard; she anticipated with a feeling of dread the words her mother would say. She attempted to rise but her mother held up her hand.

‘Listen to me! Mr Cimla and I are going to be married.’

‘But, Mother, you are married.’ The words were forced from between her dry lips.

‘Don’t be foolish, Llinos, I’m a widow as well, you know. Your father was killed in action at some place called Leipzig, you saw the letter.’

‘But, Mother, it could be a mistake. You forget, the letter only said Father was missing.’

‘Yes, missing believed killed and not a word from him since. Of course he’s dead. Do you think I want it to be that way? I loved your father.’

‘I know, but things happen in war. Remember one time when we didn’t hear from Father for almost six months? The letters just didn’t get through, that’s all.’

‘For heaven’s sake, Llinos! That time we didn’t have an official communication from the army.’

She rose and touched her daughter’s shoulder. ‘Am I to spend the rest of my life struggling on alone, is that what you want?’

Llinos looked down at her fingers and began to pick at the drying glaze. She could think of nothing to say.

    ‘We will not delay too long,’ her mother continued, impatient again. ‘It will be a quiet affair, neither of us want a fuss.’

‘Where will he stay?’ Llinos asked.

‘He – Mr Cimla – will stay here of course. Unless we sell up the place, that is.’

‘You can’t sell the pottery.’ Llinos spoke more sharply than she had intended.

Patches of angry colour appeared on Gwen’s cheeks. ‘Don’t be so insolent. You are little more than a child, how can you decide our future?’

‘You know what the pottery means to me.’ Llinos met her mother’s eyes. ‘In any case, Father willed it to me, didn’t he?’ Gwen looked away.

‘You were just complaining that you can’t manage.’ She stood in the window for a long moment before turning. Suddenly her eyes were pleading.

‘Don’t spoil this for me, Llinos.’ Her voice softened. ‘I’m getting old, this might be my last chance of happiness.’

Llinos shook her head. ‘Mr Cimla will not make you happy.’

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake! It’s no use even talking to you. Go away, get out of my sight.’

Llinos climbed the stairs slowly. She was tired, she could not think straight. In her bedroom, she sat near the window and stared out at the stars bright in the night sky. Over to the left, the heat from the kilns seemed to make the bricks shimmer and dance and Llinos smiled; old Ben was on night shift. He had stoked the fires well before settling down to sleep.

Watt would be with him. He loved old Ben like a father. She took a deep breath, the boy would be missing Binnie. She was missing Binnie. There was no-one to blame but Bert Cimla.

He was a common little man. Oh, he did his best to look the part of a gentleman. His boots were well polished, his shirts crisp and clean and yet Llinos could not help feeling Mr Cimla was putting on an act for the benefit of her mother.

He need not have bothered. Gwen was obsessed with him. Mr Cimla had a kind of good looks, Llinos acknowledged, and though he was a little overweight, he held himself well. His hair was dark and curling and if his chin was weak it was well hidden by his neat beard and the large moustache of which he was so proud.

Mr Cimla bragged constantly about his money but if ever he took Llinos and her mother on an outing it was invariably Gwen Savage who paid for the carriage and pair.

Llinos had heard the neighbours talking, especially Celia-end-house, who was more vociferous than most.

‘Nothing like an old fool,’ Celia had said. She had been peering from under her bonnet as Gwen and Mr Cimla alighted from the carriage, unaware that Llinos was listening.

‘Bleed her dry as an orange, he will, and then leave her flat. I’ve met his sort before.’

Gwen Savage had sniffed and held her head high and Llinos, following her into the house, had despaired of her mother ever seeing sense. Well, now she had done what Llinos had feared all along, Gwen Savage had agreed to marry the man.

With a sigh, Llinos turned away from the window and began to wash in the cold water in the basin on the table. Her back ached and so did her arms. If she thought about it, every bone in her body ached. She climbed into bed, hugging the blankets around her shoulders, growing warm and comfortable as she relaxed.

She lay awake in the darkness, turning over the problem of Mr Cimla and his pursuit of her mother, looking desperately for a way to expose him for the sham he was. But it was hopeless, Gwen Savage was besotted.

Llinos turned on her side and closed her eyes and willed herself to sleep.

He was there again, in her dreams. He was beautiful, exotic, like no-one she had ever seen before. He had long hair that lifted in the breeze, golden skin and eyes that were as blue as the summer skies. He was smiling at her and behind him was a vast expanse of country with high tors and clear skies and rushing crystal rivers.

She knew they loved one another. Knew that they were happy together. He took her hand and his hair was silky as it blew against her cheek. He stood at least six inches taller than she. He was young, yet she knew he was much wiser than many men twice his years.

When she woke in the morning, it was with reluctance. She tried to hold on to the warmth and the joy of her dreams. But it was no use. The sound of her mother’s raised voice and Nora crashing pans in the kitchen shattered the stillness. Llinos rose from bed and stood for a moment in the chill of the morning, dreading going downstairs. Gwen Savage had been used to a houseful of servants waiting on her. She could not understand that those days were gone; the fortunes of the Savage family had dwindled to almost nothing. Llinos dressed quickly. She had another long hard day at the pottery before her.

It was a quiet ceremony, performed at the church of St John by an elderly vicar who clearly wanted nothing more than to sit down and ease the ache in his legs.

Llinos sat in the front pew and watched in silent misery as Mr Cimla placed the ring on her mother’s finger. Gwen was radiant, her eyes soft as they looked up at her handsome new husband. And then it was over and in silence the couple walked up the aisle of the church towards the open door. There was no organ music, that would cost extra and Mr Cimla had decided that the money could be better spent.

Llinos followed the couple along the streets towards Pottery Row, her head bowed as she watched her mother’s skirts sweep along the dust in the roadway. There should have been a carriage but Mr Cimla’s meanness had won the day and Gwen had decided against it.

As the wedding party walked along Pottery Row the place suddenly became a hive of activity. Celia-end-house carried a bucket of steaming water to her door and got busy scrubbing the stone steps outside her house. Mrs Millie Cooper was cleaning her windows and some of the other women stood in a group talking. There was an air of expectancy about them that Llinos was quick to notice.

‘Good luck to you, Mr and Mrs Cimla.’ Celia-end-house came towards them, her hands outstretched. ‘We had a whip-round and made a collection to wish you luck on your wedding.’ She paused and Llinos, glancing at Mr Cimla, saw him bow charmingly to Celia, anticipating a fine gift.

‘With the money I collected, I’ve made you a home brew and some cake, something to cheer you on this special day.’

‘Thank you, Celia, it’s much appreciated,’ Gwen said and looked up at Mr Cimla. ‘Isn’t it kind of our neighbours to think of us?’

He bowed stiffly but did not speak. He was obviously disappointed in the humble gifts. His hand rested on Gwen’s elbow, urging her towards Pottery House.

Llinos followed reluctantly. She did not want to go indoors, did not want to sit and watch Mr Cimla coo over her mother. Perhaps after a reasonable time she could change into her working clothes and go to the pottery sheds.

‘Pour some of that grog, Gwenie.’ Mr Cimla tugged at his stiff collar, unfastening it from his shirt and throwing it onto the mantelpiece.

‘Here, girl, take this upstairs and hang it carefully, I don’t want it creased.’ He handed Llinos his coat and sat down in the rocking chair before the fire.

‘Come on, Gwen, for heaven’s sake, you are too slow to catch a cold.’

Llinos hurried upstairs and thrust the coat away from her with a feeling of repugnance. It smelled of him, of sweat and ale.

She looked at the bed which her mother would share with Mr Cimla and she felt suddenly ill. It was done, her mother was married, Mr Cimla was in their lives to stay.

She hurried across the landing into her own room and with shaking hands unfastened the buttons of her best dress. It was a pretty dress, high waisted, with long sleeves. Pale blue, sprigged with white flowers. The material was far too thin for a day as chilly as this one was but she had nothing else good enough to wear.

She shook out the creases and stood for a moment savouring the moment of stillness, knowing that from now on there would be little peace or privacy. Everything was changed. He would be there day and night, demanding the best food and plenty of attention.

Llinos pulled on her thick working dress. The warmth of the wool settled around her comfortingly. It had been left behind by one of the maids, unwanted, considered too worn to pack, but Llinos was glad of it.

She would have to go back downstairs but soon she would make her excuses and go to work. She would tell Mr Cimla that an order for a decorative jug and bowl had come in and it was needed urgently. She knew already that he would not go easy on her, that she would have to explain her every move to him.

In the sitting-room, her mother was perched on Mr Cimla’s knee and his hand was inside her bodice. Llinos stopped abruptly in the open doorway.

‘Come on in, child.’ Mr Cimla smiled. ‘Don’t mind us. Your mother and me are a happily married couple, remember?’

Gwen made an effort to move away from him but he held her fast, his knuckles moving beneath the material of her bodice. ‘Let the child see, it’s only natural after all. We are not doing anything wrong, are we, Gwen?’

‘No, but some things are best kept private, Mr Cimla.’ Gwen’s protest was weak and in response Mr Cimla drew her face down to his and kissed her long and hard. He looked up then and met her eyes and Llinos looked away in embarrassment.

‘Got work to do, child?’ he said harshly, his hand pushing Gwen’s skirts above her knee.

Llinos nodded.

‘Speak up then, what are you working on?’

‘A jug and basin, a good one, I can charge a fair price for it.’

‘You can charge a fair price?’ His hand paused in its exploration of Gwen’s thigh. ‘Haven’t you got that wrong, little girl?’ His voice carried an undisguised threat.

‘We, I mean,’ Llinos said quickly.

He shook his head. ‘No, no, the word is “I” – me, Mr Cimla. I will decide on what charges I wish to make. Indeed, I shall be making all the decisions from now on.’

He returned his attention to Gwen, who was flushed, her brow furrowed, an uncertain look on her face.

‘Now get out, child,’ Mr Cimla said. ‘I have business with your mother.’

Llinos hurried from the room, her eyes suddenly moist. She had to face facts, her mother was married to a crass, stupid monster and nothing was ever going to be the same again.

‘Hey, Llinos, what’s this, then, tears, is it?’ Ben was standing beside one of the kilns, his pipe jutting from his mouth. He looked at her shrewdly.

‘You’re troubled, is that it, Llinos? Worried what sort of stepfather that man will make. I don’t blame you, either, he’s no gentleman.’

Llinos leaned against the old man and buried her face against the rough cloth of his coat. ‘Ben, I can’t stand Mr Cimla, I don’t know how I’m going to live in the same house as him.’

‘Aye, some people make your flesh creep and he’s one of them.’

Llinos looked up at him and drew away, suddenly aware that she was a Savage and should keep her dignity at all costs. It was all she had left, her dignity.

‘Don’t let him hear you say that, Ben. He’s got rid of Binnie as it is, I couldn’t stand it if you went too.’

‘I won’t go, don’t you worry, I’m part of the furniture around here. I’ve been working at the pottery since it was opened and no-one, not even that slimy creature, will make me leave.’

He smiled down at her. ‘Are you hungry? I’ve got a nice bit of cold pie and a jug of milk in the outhouse. I was just going to have my tea, would you like to join me, Miss Savage?’

Ben made a mock bow and Llinos smiled. Ben might be an employee but he had been like a father to her since her own father had gone abroad.

It was warm in the shed with a shaft of pale sunlight illuminating the unglazed pots on the shelves.

‘Llinos, you are going to need some help, the place is undermanned as it is and now with Binnie sacked it’s going to be impossible to get enough stock to make a profit.’

Ben handed her a cup of milk. ‘Pity your father ever went to fight in the war.’ Ben poured some milk into another cup. ‘Had to be him that got killed, didn’t it? But then the Lord only takes the good ones.’

‘I can’t believe my father is dead, Ben, can you?’ Llinos drank some of the milk; it was cool and creamy and fresh from the cow. So fresh that bits of grass still floated in it.

Ben refilled his pipe. ‘That’s the way of wars, girlie.’ He sighed. ‘A handsome man was Mr Savage, you follow him for looks.’ He smiled. ‘The same dark hair, the brown eyes, oh yes, you are your father’s daughter, no doubt about it.’

‘When I was a child he used to hold me on his knee and tell me stories before I went to bed. As I grew older, he talked to me about the china. He loved the pottery, Ben, why did he go away?’

‘He felt it his duty, I ’spects. But you’re right, when your daddy was home we had good times, right enough.’

‘And now the good times are all gone,’ Llinos said. Once there had been light and laughter in Pottery House. There had been servants to do the cooking, to take care of the chores. Being waited on hand and foot was no less than Llinos expected, she had taken it all for granted, unaware that she had been born to privilege. Well, she had no privileges now.

‘Your father’ – Ben sucked on the stem of his pipe – ‘he was the sort of man who believed in justice. He believed he should help get rid of that Bonaparte once and for all.’

‘But we are not going to be attacked by a French army, are we, Ben?’

‘The war needs to be fought, girlie, there’s not much sea between France and England and it’s easily crossed. Seems the French had plans to do just that. Gathered at Boulogne, they did, and it took Nelson to put them off the idea. Just can’t trust them foreigners. You wouldn’t like to wake up one morning and find a French man at your door, would you?’

‘So my father was killed protecting us from something that the French might or might not do?’

‘Sounds daft put like that but then war is daft.’ Ben began to puff on his pipe, sending up spirals of smoke that mingled with the motes of dust drifting across the window.

‘Hit her hard, your dad’s death did, mind.’ He jerked his head towards the house. ‘Mrs Savage cried for days when she heard the news. No consoling her. Like a poor ghost she was for a long time. I expect she’s always been looking for love since, just like the rest of us but I doubt she’ll find it with this Cimla.’

He sighed. ‘I’d better see to the fires, can’t let them die down or the pots will be spoiled. Better give the boys some food, too.’ He paused, a sad smile on his lined face. ‘Look, Llinos, don’t let life get you down. You’ll win through, you got the right spirit.’

When he had gone, Llinos looked round at the crowded shelves, wondering what she could do to pass the hours until bedtime. She did not feel like working, she did not want to mix up fresh glaze or paint a pattern into the fresh clay. She was tired and dispirited. She wanted to curl up and fall asleep and never wake again until Mr Cimla had gone from her life. But he would never be gone, he was there for ever.

She walked across the yard to one of the sheds and lit a candle. She sat on her seat before the wheel and stared down at the dried bits of clay and began to pick at them with her fingernail.

On an impulse, she pulled a chunk of clay from under a damp sack and began to pound it on the table. She kneaded with her fists, expelling the air from it with such venom that it might well have been Mr Cimla’s head she was pounding.

She threw it onto the wheel and her feet worked swiftly, spinning the wheel around. She turned the ball of clay, dampening it from the basin of water at her side, revelling in the feel of the wet clay beneath her fingers. She worked surely, shaping the clay, developing a curved pot on the wheel before her. She dug in her nail and a groove formed at the neck of the pot.

The candlelight flickered above her head and Llinos tried not to think of the future. How could the pottery survive? Gradually, the workers had left, sales had dropped, profit was a thing of the past.

She cut the pot from the base and began another. She had to work, to keep her hands occupied, or she would go mad. It was only when she became aware of the ache in her back and arms that she realized she had been at the wheel for several hours.

The candle was only a stump, the flame wavering in one last glow before it died. The clay beneath her hands wobbled into a flat nothing on the wheel. Llinos rested her head on her forearms; her fingers were numb, she could not feel her feet.

At last, she climbed down from the stool. She could not delay any longer, she must go back into the house. She looked up at the brightness of the sky; the stars appeared low, almost touching the horizon. It was a crisp, clear night and it was cold.

Slowly, she let herself into the house. It was silent and dark, her mother had not waited up for her. But then she probably had no choice in the matter, not now that she had Mr Cimla to consider.

Llinos washed and undressed as quickly as she could and climbed gratefully into the bed. She pulled the blankets over her shoulders and tucked them under her neck.

From the next bedroom, she heard the creak of springs. She heard her mother’s voice low, pleading. She heard what sounded like a slap and then there was nothing but the rhythm of the springs and the sighing of the wind in the tree outside her window.


CHAPTER THREE

MARKET DAY WAS a busy one for the inhabitants of the row. It was the day when most of the housewives did their shopping for fish and vegetables and meat. It was a day when Mr Cimla in his wisdom had suggested Llinos, accompanied by Watt, should drive into town with a cart full of china and sell it in the market place.

‘But,’ Gwen had protested, ‘my daughter can’t go to market! Good heavens, the Savage family are above that sort of thing.’

When Mr Cimla insisted, Gwen had meekly submitted to his wishes. Her eyes had been filled with tears and she mouthed the word ‘sorry’ behind her husband’s back. But far from being offended, Llinos was happy to go to market, relieved that she would have a few hours of freedom from the brooding presence of her stepfather.

She stood in the early spring sunshine oblivious of the cold, and though self-conscious at first soon became engaged in a brisk trade. After only a few hours, the supply of jugs and bowls was almost gone. Llinos arranged a few of the flat plates to better advantage at the front of the stall and smiled down at Watt, liking the feeling of being in charge.

‘We doin’ all right, aren’t we, Llinos?’ Watt had grown taller in the last few weeks but his face was small and pinched. He looked, Llinos thought, as if he could do with a good meal. Which was not far from the truth.

‘We are indeed! I didn’t realize what a good saleslady I’d make.’

Even so, the morning’s work would bring in scarcely enough money to replenish the diminishing stocks of clay. Sales had been good but bore no comparison to the huge sales of a year ago.

By early afternoon, most of the stock had gone and the weight of the money in Llinos’s bag gave her a warm sense of achievement. The Savage family might be living in reduced circumstances but she, at least, was doing something about it.

She felt Watt pull at her sleeve. ‘Look out, he’s coming.’

‘So, girl, how are you doing then?’ Mr Cimla stood in front of her, his hands thrust into his pockets, his stomach bulging over his breeches.

‘Very well, thank you.’ She spoke coldly but Bert Cimla was not deterred.

‘Come on, then, let the dog see the rabbit, what have we got here?’

Reluctantly, Llinos handed over the bag. Mr Cimla weighed it in his hand and with a smile of satisfaction slipped it inside his coat.

‘Right then, when you’ve finished here, get off home and keep your mother company. I won’t be in till late. I might not be in at all come to that.’

He loped away into the crowd and Llinos fought the anger that seethed inside her.

‘Come on, Watt, let’s get back.’ Llinos packed away the few remaining items of pottery. ‘I don’t see why we should work ourselves to death to give that man drinking money.’

With Watt in the driving seat beside her, Llinos urged the horse in the direction of home. Her legs were aching from standing so long and her feet felt as though they were on fire.

As she rounded a curve in the roadway, she saw a large gleaming carriage coming towards her. In the driving seat was a footman in livery. An elegantly scrolled monogram bearing the initials ‘M.E.’ graced the carriage doors.

The driver made no attempt to slacken the pace of the horses but drove on as though nothing barred his way. Llinos was forced to turn the cart towards the hedge. The wheels slid slowly to a halt, entrenched in the ditch at the side of the road. Llinos heard the crashing sound of china behind her and bit her lip in anger.

‘Blutty hell!’ Watt said. ‘Our stuff’s all smashed, we’ll be for it when we gets ’ome.’

The richly appointed carriage drew to a halt a short distance away and Llinos saw a slim young man climb out onto the road.

‘It’s the folks from the Tawe Pottery,’ Watt said in awe. ‘That must be Mr Eynon Morton-Edwards home from his posh school.’

Llinos knew the younger Mr Eynon by sight. He seemed nice enough but rather reserved. He would sometimes touch his hat to her in passing but he never spoke. Now, as he approached, she noted that his clothes were immaculate, his boots highly polished and that made her even more angry.

‘Your driver is a maniac! I suppose you think that people like us don’t matter.’ She spoke more aggressively than she had intended. The young man stopped in his tracks, the colour leaving his already pale cheeks.

‘I do apologize.’ The words, delivered with a fine, precise sense of diction, were so inadequate that Llinos shook her head.

‘I suppose that’s all you would offer if you’d killed me and Watt here – your apologies.’

‘Please. I’m sorry.’ He came nearer and Llinos saw he had the sort of boyish charm that had never appealed to her. His fair hair curled over his brow and the brightly coloured scarf at his neck seemed to emphasize the softness of his features. His eyes were dark, almost black.

‘Oh, forget it, I’ll sort things out here, you go on your way.’ Llinos looked down into the ditch. ‘Come on, Watt, let’s see if we can get back on the road again.’

‘Here, let me help.’ Eynon Morton-Edwards spoke anxiously. ‘It’s the least I can do.’

‘It’s all right,’ Llinos said. ‘We don’t need your help, we can manage on our own.’

The driver of the coach had climbed down from his seat and was walking reluctantly towards them, a sheepish expression on his face. ‘We’ll need to pull you out of there, miss, won’t do it by yourself.’

‘All right then, if you have to.’ Llinos stood back and rubbed her eyes wearily. She was bone tired, she could have done without this mishap. All she wanted to do was to get home, curl up in her bed and sleep.

When the cart was righted, Eynon Morton-Edwards looked at the broken pottery. ‘Perhaps I could pay you for the damages?’ he asked tentatively.

Llinos shook her head. ‘No, thank you.’

‘I’ll say good day to you, then.’ He returned to the carriage and with a last look back, climbed inside. Dust rose from the road as the carriage moved away.

‘Pompous ass!’ Llinos said sulkily.

‘He was trying to be kind,’ Watt said. ‘He’s a good artist, mind. They say he paints all the designs for the Tawe china.’

‘Oh, well, it’s none of our business.’ Llinos climbed back into the driving seat. ‘He’s such a dandy, he looks every inch a spoiled brat, he’s not my type of person at all.’ She flicked the reins. ‘Walk on!’ she called and the old horse ambled along the road, head down.

‘Poor Brandy,’ Watt said, ‘poor horse, he’s as tired as we are.’

‘Never mind, not far now, we’ll soon be home,’ Llinos said, as much to encourage herself as the young boy. The candles gleamed from the windows of Pottery House and her mother was waiting for her with an anxious look in her eyes.

‘Where’s Bert?’ She was peering over Llinos’s shoulder, her eyes narrowed. She had changed over the weeks from a woman radiant with love to one who was subdued by a bullying husband.

Llinos shook her head. ‘Take the horse and cart round the back, Watt, will you?’ she said. ‘There will be supper tonight, tell the other boys.’ She smiled ruefully. ‘I’ll get rid of the broken pots.’

Later, Llinos joined her mother in the sitting-room. Gwen was sunk into a chair, her hands clasped in her lap.

‘I thought he would come home with you. But he’s not coming home, is he?’ She covered her face with her hands. ‘I love him. Am I a fool, Llinos?’

‘It seems that way, Mother.’ Llinos flopped into a chair and looked at Gwen with pity. If her mother had changed so had Mr Cimla. At first he had at least affected an air of charm. He had kept himself reasonably clean and groomed. Now he had sunk into a perpetual mood of sullen anger and his appearance left a great deal to be desired. His moustache and beard remained untrimmed for days and usually carried a residue of anything he had consumed. Worst of all, he stank. How her mother could share the intimacies of the bedroom with him, Llinos could not imagine.

‘Are you sorry you married him, Mother?’

‘The answer to that is not a simple one.’ Gwen’s voice was heavy with sorrow. ‘He means well and he loves me, I know he does, but he’s weak like most men.’

Llinos resisted the urge to say that her father was not weak, he had never raised his voice to his wife or his child and he had made sure they were well provided for. She put her arm around her mother’s shoulder. ‘Perhaps it will work out, if only he would take some responsibility for our future, it would help.’

‘I’ll try talking to him,’ Gwen said. ‘I’ll be strong and tell him to mend his ways.’

‘Leave it for tonight, Mam,’ she said softly. She new he had the day’s takings with him and if she had judged him correctly, he would be spending it all on ale. ‘It will all keep till morning.’

Her mother straightened. It was as if she had not heard a word Llinos had said. ‘I’ll have to say something, he must respect me, a marriage is not a marriage without respect.’

‘See what mood he’s in tomorrow,’ Llinos insisted. ‘You never know, he might have taken the money to the bank.’

‘What money? Do you mean he has today’s takings?’ Gwen covered her eyes for a moment with her hand. Llinos could see her mother’s veins blue against the thin skin.

‘He’ll be drinking, then. Perhaps you’re right, we’d better wait until morning.’

Llinos fell asleep as soon as her head touched the pillow but she was woken a short while later by the sound of singing from downstairs. She opened her eyes; it was still dark. She climbed out of bed, wrapped a robe around her shoulders and stumbled towards the door. She met her mother on the landing.

‘What is he up to now?’ Gwen sounded frightened. ‘He’s drunk, he must be.’

Llinos followed her mother downstairs and crossed the hall to the sitting-room. The door stood open and the room was filled with smoke and the smell of ale and with people.

Mr Cimla was sprawled across the lumpy sofa and on his knee was a gaudily painted woman. Her trade was quite obvious even to Llinos and Llinos put her hand to her mouth to stop the angry words from spilling out.

‘Ah, here comes my dear wifey and that miserable kid of hers. Come here, Gwenie, dear, meet my friends.’

Gwen lifted her chin. ‘What are these people doing in my house, Mr Cimla?’

‘I think you mean my house, Mrs Cimla,’ he sniggered and Llinos clenched her hands together at her sides. How dare he humiliate her mother in this way?

‘Nice little girl you got there, Bert.’ A man with a bright waistcoat barely covering his barrel chest peered through the smoke at Llinos. He put his head sideways consideringly. ‘She’s a bit on the skinny side but I suppose she’ll fill out given time.’

‘Fancy her as a wife, do you, Brendan?’ Bert Cimla asked, his
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