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I heard my country calling, away across the sea,

Across the waste of waters she calls and calls to me.

Her sword is girded by her side, her helmet on her head,

And round her feet are lying the dying and the dead.

I hear the noise of battle, the thunder of her guns,

I haste to thee my mother, a son among thy sons.
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The little-known middle verse of the popular patriotic hymn, ‘I Vow to Thee, My Country’, lyrics by Cecil Spring-Rice, music by Gustav Holst (taken from Jupiter from The Planets Suite).
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INTRODUCTION

Many accounts of exceptional bravery start with a claim: ‘This is a true story.’ Some are truer than others. The reader is entitled to know what kind of truth the author is after. A true-to-the-facts catalogue of who, what, when, where and how? A cracking tale ‘based on real-life events’ where drama takes precedence over factual fidelity? Or perhaps a dramatised reconstruction, the literary form of the television drama-documentary, with some imagined scenes and invented characters that nevertheless aims to uncover a greater truth? 

I first learned about Elaine Madden in 2008 while researching a book and BBC documentary about the children of the British Memorial School in Ypres and their bravery in the 1939–45 war. Hers was just one among many accounts of courage but even then it stood out as deserving more than a bit-part, albeit a striking one, in a much wider-ranging history. There was never any doubt that her story was exceptional; my challenge five years on was to find the fullest and most truthful way to tell it, given that in the intervening period my subject had died and there was no scope for further interrogation or elucidation. 

On some periods of her life I had a great deal of detail, on others I had virtually none. Research took me only part of the way; to fill some gaps I had to imagine what might have happened, what might have been said, given the available information. The assurance that I can give is that every significant event, conversation and detail in this book can be substantiated by Elaine’s own testimony over extensive interviews with me and with others, and by documentary evidence including Special Operations Executive files, military records, family letters and photographs. Where conjecture was necessary to maintain the narrative, for example where characters exchange dialogue, I aimed to stay true to the available evidence. Quotes in italics are taken from surviving documents and interview transcripts.

Elaine’s recall was remarkably good; she made few ‘errors of memory’. Where, rarely, she couldn’t remember (or didn’t mention) a name I have had to invent one. Her first fiancé, ‘Luc’, existed but I never knew his real name. Some incidental characters are also inventions, although every principal actor in Elaine’s unfolding story existed, their characters and motivations based on what she told me and what I have independently discovered from contemporary documents and other sources.

By the time I met her in 2008 Elaine was recounting, late in life, her childhood and wartime experiences in detail for the first time. This brought her joyful reunions with childhood friends but also painful memories of long-suppressed horrors. Even in old age she was a striking character: elegant, straightforward, absolutely credible, with more than the occasional glimpse of the attractive and committed young woman who did extraordinary things in dangerous times. It was a privilege to have known her, and now to be able to tell her story in full for the first time.



Sue Elliott

London, 2015




ONE

PONT ST ESPRIT

2010

There’s something not right about this town. More than just quiet or unfriendly, there’s a darkness, a corruption here. Even in the penetrating Provençal sunshine when the wide Rhône sparkles and the ancient bridge brings tourists on their way south to the coast, nothing lightens its atmosphere or exposes its secrets to daylight. 

The old woman is confined to a place apparently in the shadow of a curse, infamous in this part of France for the mystery of le pain maudit. Medieval in character and impact, this visitation of evil seemed to have come from another century entirely, but happened less than sixty years ago, not long after the war. For a nightmarish week a kind of madness seized the town: mass hysteria in the streets, screaming, sleepless nights, hellish visions of ravenous beasts and all-consuming flames. After days of unexplained chaos and horror, seven people were dead, dozens held in straitjackets or chained to their hospital beds. Wild theories as to the cause abounded – and continue to surface from time to time – but most people subscribe to the hypothesis that bread from one of the town’s main bakeries had been infected by a grain fungus with powerfully hallucinogenic effects, but whether put there by malice or Mother Nature, no one could be sure. 

She wondered whether perhaps the cursed bread was just a symptom of the town’s malady rather than its source. Whatever the origin of the darkness, it is not a comfortable place. She has been here for fifteen years but never felt at home. Her daughter lives close by, and wanted her near, to keep an eye on her now she is older. Not quite infirm yet, thank God, but at eighty-seven some frailties are to be expected. So here she is in this small first-floor apartment in a side street near to where the bridge joins the town to the outside world. 

It is early in the morning, the shutters are back and the windows are wide open, but it feels oppressive in the August heat. The buildings on the other side of the street crowd in too close. There’s no view, no air, no room to breathe. A small oxygen cylinder stands sentry by the bed, a comfort and a necessity these days.

‘Before you go, be a dear. Pass my cigarettes, would you?’

Her voice, deeper and more breathless these days but still confident, has an accent that marks her out from her neighbours. When she first arrived they would say to her, with their suspicious looks, ‘You’re from the North then?’

‘Yes’, she’d reply, laughing. ‘I’m English.’

The carer takes the unopened packet from the buffet where, among the family photos, stands a portrait of a glamorous young woman in the uniform of an elite wartime regiment. With a gesture of disapproval, she throws the packet to the small figure in a dressing gown sitting on the bed. The old woman catches it and looks back at her, like a child unjustly reproved. 

‘What? You think they might kill me? Good luck to them.’

She has smoked for more than seventy years and she’s not dead yet. Her doctors have given up telling her to stop. They say smoking kills you, but it takes a hell of a long time. That’s just the trouble. She hates this business of being old, dependent on others.

There are still a few pleasures left: her grandchildren, English novels, a drop of whisky. Some old friends – the oldest – stay in touch. And there was that late, energising interest from the press. That charming man from the Radio Times who arrived in his sports car. He spoke such immaculate French. And the television crew from England who missed their plane, got themselves lost and turned up six hours late. They kept asking their questions and filming her till two in the morning. She’d kept going on adrenaline, whisky and memories. She smiles at the thought. Great fun. Like the old days. The carer breaks her reverie.

‘See you tomorrow then, Elaine. Go easy on the smoking.’

The apartment door shuts and footsteps echo on the stone stairs and out into the street. A car passes. She settles back against the pillows, cigarette and ashtray balanced expertly in one manicured hand. She is alone again, but from habit blows her cigarette smoke upwards. It drifts through the open window, a blue wraith.

The old days. She’d never spoken about them till recently. Did she ever sign the Official Secrets Act, or was her silence some kind of self-denying ordinance? More likely that it never seemed the right time, or no one was particularly interested, or it wasn’t important enough to mention, or it was no one else’s damn business. All of these things, at one time or another. There were more pressing reasons too: possible hurt to those still living; memories she’d much rather leave well buried.

But now? There’s no one left to hurt, and though some memories still trouble her, the nightmares have long since passed. What could be worse than the fear of death itself? She’s not afraid of that, not now or ever. 

No, it’s the waiting she finds intolerable. Her life is so small these days, her routine so predictable. Up at eight, an appointment with her oxygen inhaler, shower, daytime television. Midday, to her daughter for lunch, back by a quarter to two for her television serial, sleep for an hour, then knitting, reading, more television. Some frozen stuff into the microwave, then the late film and to bed at midnight. Some nights she is so lonely she thinks, wouldn’t it be wonderful if I went to sleep and didn’t wake up again? But when she gets depressed she’ll pick up the phone and talk to someone in England, and laugh. Then things are better.

She looks around the high-ceilinged room. Comfortable enough, but getting shabby now. The small renovations she managed to get done when she first moved in were skimped and now it shows. Nothing works properly any more. It makes her cross. She likes nice things, small comforts – she deserves them at her age – but her pension doesn’t stretch much further than her immediate needs, the essentials: weekly visits to the hairdresser, cigarettes.

And this damned petty small town. What is she doing here? It isn’t as if she didn’t try to make friends, infiltrate herself into this tight little community. When she arrived she invited people in for a drink but they told her they don’t go in foreigners’ houses. She couldn’t find a bridge partner for love nor money, and at the pensioners’ club the women all ignored her. The French are so unfriendly. Damn them then. If they won’t make the effort, why should she?

She goes to her daughter’s every day of course, for lunch, which is just as well because otherwise she’d probably starve. She never was much of a cook. There’s little conversation there though, a bit of nagging, occasional shouting. They are too much alike. She’d probably been a poor sort of mother. And after she’d promised herself she’d be a good one, making a proper home and family. 

‘The thing is …’ She speaks her thoughts aloud these days and in English; it helps break the unbearable quiet. ‘… I never had a proper home myself. Still don’t.’

But ‘home’ has never been a place, rather a state of mind. She has lived in many places, felt at home in none, but in her heart and soul she still feels British – a fierce pride instilled from childhood. She thinks back to her time in London, five years lived in the midst of danger and chaos. Young and fearless, she embraced it, revelled in it. 

‘How I lived! I was someone. I did something.’ 

 And she recalls another August, in another country all that time ago. Innocent then of the worst horrors and cruelties of the world, she floated in the warm night air under a full moon. So light, so unencumbered by care, she hardly touched the ground. That was her enchanted time.

She stubs out the half-smoked cigarette. So what if life has treated her more roughly than most? That she’s made mistakes, God forgive her? She’s had luck and blessings too. They say you have to be ready, to be in a state of grace before you can move on to the next life. She’s not convinced there is one, but that doesn’t matter. She is glad of the life she’s had, ready for whatever may come next.




TWO

FLANDERS

1920

Larry Madden relit his half-smoked Woodbine and lay back in his cot. The second Armistice Day was fast approaching. Back in London the new stone Cenotaph was about to be unveiled in Whitehall. But he was still here clearing up the bloody mess. 

In the oil-lit fug of the Nissen hut, semi-clothed men lazed, scratched, groaned, uttered quiet profanities, wrote home or sipped from battered hip flasks. The rest slept, exhausted by their ghastly labours. The blankets were rough and the company rougher, his countrymen the worst of a rum bunch. There’d been a near mutiny among the Australian gangs only last month. It wasn’t comfortable but it was familiar. The sprawling encampment of tents and huts that made up the war graves depot at Rémy Sidings just outside Poperinghe was much like his old Anzac camp in Weymouth. No cleansing salt breezes here though. Here, in the flatlands just behind the old battle lines of the Ypres Salient, the October evening lay heavy as usual with the odour of death. 

When he started the work he couldn’t decide what was worse, the sweet stench of rotting cadavers in the summer heat, or the reeking disinfectant he had to soak the canvas body bags in. They both clung to him. No Woodbines or whisky or woman’s scent could mask the taint of corruption or the images they conjured. The smell would fade but the images would linger as long as memory itself. Perhaps beyond.

There were polite Pommie names for this hellish work and the men who did it. He was a ‘field assistant’, engaged on ‘concentration’ work: disinterring and reinterring the dead. Bodysnatchers more like, going out into the Flanders fields to harvest the men left behind in the rutted mud of the battlefields: the overlooked, the hastily buried between bombardments, the poor blighters entombed in collapsed trenches and those left behind in temporary graves.

There were hundreds of these clustered round the railhead at Rémy where the casualty clearing stations had been sited just out of shelling range. From here trains would take the badly wounded to the coast for evacuation to Blighty. He’d been one of them after the Somme. Those they could patch up were sent back to the trenches tout suite. The others remained in the shallow earth, awaiting eternal rest in one of the vast new cemeteries now starting to dot the dun-coloured landscape with white.

The Imperial War Graves Commission camp at Rémy Sidings served what would be one of the biggest. Lijssenthoek – Listen Hook to Anglophone ears – already held ranks of pristine Portland stone but was still mostly a jumble of different wooden crosses. Headstones to replace them were starting to come in by train, hundreds, all the same, shining white and stacked up in rows like Doomsday. It would be some kind of wonderful place when it was done, he’d heard, what with the flowerbeds and trees and all. Clean, ordered, peaceful. A nice rebuke to the bloody madness they’d just been through.

But first there was more clearing up to do. Identification was the thing he hated most. He’d be rootling among the rotting remains, looking for identity discs, fragments of letters, rings, regimental badges, buttons, anything that meant the poor soul who had originally owned them would have a name on his grave, so that his mother, sister or sweetheart could find him.

They weren’t ‘bodies’; there was nothing whole about them. With the effects of time and the attention of rodents, most were nothing but gnawed bones. Early on he would see some that looked perfectly sound, until he touched them and they disintegrated into rancid jelly in his hands. Even now they’d come across the odd one where Nature’s due process had been arrested and some semblance of corporeal flesh remained. More often than not all that was left were random bits and pieces. They did their best, but sometimes it was doubtful whether the name on the grave matched all – or any – of the bits and pieces in it. 

Perhaps it didn’t matter: for the relatives, recording the name in stone was the important thing. That was what would remain. So he grieved for all those without a name to their grave. There would, he guessed, be thousands of ‘Known Unto God’ graves by the time they’d finished. Worse, there would be untold numbers left behind in the fields for the rats to pick clean and the plough to churn up over decades yet to come. He tried not to think about the lads he’d missed, still waiting among the poppies.

He was no longer being shot at or bombarded in a trench but it was hell in so many other ways. They got by on booze and gallows humour. He was twenty-one but on bad days he felt sixty. Melbourne could be wet but it was nothing to the oppressive damp of a Flanders winter: those endless flat grey skies with little but desecration beneath them. His third winter here was fast approaching and he doubted it would be his last. 

Thank God for ‘Pop’: Poperinghe, the nearest thing to civilisation in those blast-blown parts. A small place but it offered everything a man’s heart could desire. Busier now than during the war – certainly than before it – what with the cemeteries being built and the wholesale reconstruction going on in Ypres just a few miles away. The graves boys, the peacetime army of builder-labourers, military types waiting for demob, they all piled in of an evening looking for distraction, comfort or oblivion.

Larry’s preferred off-duty spot was the bar of the Palace Hotel, a ‘proper’ establishment with pretentions to sophistication in a town full of bars and brothels. There were cheaper places, but the Palace offered a singular attraction. Their beer was alright, but their barmaid was something special: a very classy kind of barmaid, all he’d managed to get out of her so far was her name. Caroline Duponselle – even her name spoke of mystery and delicacy – was young, sixteen perhaps, but she had poise, a commanding stillness about her as she wove through the mass of khaki with her laden tray. 

Larry was giddy about the girl, but he’d have to go carefully. He had few advantages as a suitor. He wasn’t tall, particularly good-looking or well off. Lifting and shifting corpses all day wasn’t an attractive occupation. Worse, he was a foreigner and an uncouth Australian at that. His family were Irish and he’d been brought up Catholic, but these Belgian Catholics were more devout than anything he’d known, and they kept a tight rein on their daughters. He saw how her big brother Charles watched her from behind the bar as he wiped glasses with a deliberation that bordered on menace. 

But Larry Madden, the blue-eyed larrikin, could charm and twinkle with the best of them. He’d play the long game. Time and money spent at the Palace Hotel was a fine investment. He was thinking of the future, that wonderful peacetime future he dreamed of as he dug spent lads from the Flanders clay. 

He stubbed out the last smoke of the day on his tobacco tin. 

‘I’ll bide my time to catch my Caroline’, he vowed in a low prayer to the assembled congregation of snoring men. ‘But catch her I will.’



THREE

YPRES AND POPERINGHE

1933–39

The earth was round Mr Allen said and the classroom globe confirmed it. So why was everything so flat where they lived? Elaine pondered this today, as she so often did on her early evening walks with her father. They always took the same route: from their café, the Prince Albert, opposite the station along the top of the Ramparts to the old Lille Gate, with the town on one side, the countryside on the other. 

The ancient walls, one of Ypres’ few monuments left still more or less intact by 1918, afforded the best view of the town. From here on the left she could see beyond the roofs of the rebuilt houses to the Cloth Hall belfry still cocooned in its wooden scaffolding, and close by the soaring new spire of St Martin’s Cathedral. On her right, the moat, with hop fields and scattered farms stretching across miles of flatness unbroken by hills or woods. Green in summer, grey in winter, this placid vista held no magic for Elaine, unlike the images of foreign places on her classroom walls filled with colour and the promise of adventure: women in bright saris picking tea, big dark-skinned men working jungle rubber plantations, Delhi durbars and the bustle of Piccadilly Circus by night. This was the British Empire to which she belonged.

The low evening sun gave her a long shadow: a slight little girl with a mass of dark hair and a serious face, the pleats of her gymslip splaying out as she skipped ahead on the hoggin path. It would be her tenth birthday soon and Maman had promised to take her to buy a new dress. Time alone with her mother was so rare that this was a special treat, but there was one thing she wanted more than anything in the world and that was a party. Her friends Rene and Dorothy had parties, and she was invited to lots of them in other people’s houses, but she’d never had one of her own. Perhaps it was because she didn’t live in a house like everyone else, didn’t have home lives like them. 

‘Daddy?’

He looked back at her, distracted from gazing into the distant, flat countryside and took the cigarette from his mouth.

‘What, love?’

‘Can I have a party for my birthday? Everyone else does. Please can I?’

‘Maybe. You’ll have to ask your mother.’

It was always the same. He had a way of dodging every important question, as if he didn’t want to be bothered with it. Or her. Why he insisted on her coming with him on this nightly ritual she didn’t know. It was a penance for them both: he didn’t seem to enjoy her company and she would rather be reading or out playing with her friends. She turned back to the path, head down, burning quietly with disappointment. She already knew what Maman’s answer would be.

Just before the Lille Gate, they came to the tiny cemetery on the outward side of the Ramparts. Elaine lifted the latch and entered the small enclosure. This was part of their routine in the summer months if there was a little time to spare before the finale of every walk, the part she liked least. But she loved this place. Its calm atmosphere at once soothed her hurt. Sheltered from the world, it sloped gently down to a wide moat of water fringed with young willows now bursting with leaf. A perfect, small universe of its own contained by a low stone wall, the only sounds hooting coots and the blackbird’s evening song. 

She trod the soft turf among the headstones, reading the inscriptions. A Soldier of the Great War, Known Unto God she mouthed to herself. Her father broke the quiet.

‘You know Winston Churchill called the whole of Ypres “Holy Ground”? And you know why?’

She knew. He’d told her often enough. It was because the place was blasted to smithereens in the war and lots of men had died. He was in the war and he never stopped telling her about it, how it was so terrible and mustn’t ever happen again. That was why they went on these walks most evenings. In late summer he’d point out to the fields flecked with red and say: ‘See all those poppies? For every one, a man died.’ For a long time, she thought that must mean the fields were full of bodies, one where every poppy grew. And perhaps that’s what he wanted her to think. Now she understood that they were here and in the other cemeteries scattered around the town and beneath the spreading acres of white headstones at Lijssenthoek and Tyne Cot. 

He took her to these places often. That was his job, working on the war graves. Many of her school friends’ fathers did the same. Sometimes they all met up and played together in the cemeteries. Not raucous games, and well away from people visiting graves, but wheelbarrow rides, playing in the mounds of grass cuttings, seeing how many flowers and birds they could identify. But Daddy hadn’t taken her on his cemetery rounds for ages. He didn’t seem to go to work at all these days, and Maman was even crosser with him than usual.

When they were in the cemeteries, he’d tell her about the regiments from their insignias on the headstones, and how proud he was to have been part of the Australian Imperial Force and to have fought somewhere called Pozières on the Somme. He’d tell her how, when the fighting was all over, he helped build these great cities of the dead. Just as often though he was away in his own world, as if she wasn’t there at all.

But this was her world, among the war graves. She’d grown up in a place where the dead were more important than the living, the past more significant than the present or the future. As they played in the old trenches, picked blackberries on Hill 60 or joined the pilgrims as they flooded into the town at Eastertide and around Armistice Day they didn’t feel special or different from other children. They knew no other.

There was a right answer to her father’s question. 

‘It’s because so many soldiers from Britain and the Empire were killed here, defending Ypres from the bastard Boche.’

‘That’s my girl’, he laughed, ‘but don’t say that in your mother’s hearing.’

She was his girl, but sometimes wished she wasn’t. She knew about the war and the dead and everything, but wasn’t sure what it had to do with her, and why she had to go through this boring ritual every night with him when there were so many other interesting and more cheerful things to do.

She felt sorry for all the poor people who had died, but she didn’t want to be reminded of them quite so often. The reminders were everywhere around her already. Even her school just across from the cathedral was a memorial to the war dead. It was a very special place, different from all the other schools in Ypres, and it was a great privilege to be one of its pupils. She’d started there as soon as it opened in 1929, built with subscriptions from the relatives of the 342 Etonians who had died on the Ypres Salient. Etonians, they were told, were men who’d gone to the most prestigious school in England called Eton College that produced prime ministers and leaders of men. The names of the ones who’d died defending Ypres were all on a board in her classroom. Generals and bishops and ladies in big hats came to tell them how lucky they were to be British and how proud they should be to belong to the British Memorial School. She didn’t need to be told. She loved her school and everything about it: Mr Allen and the teachers, pounds shillings and pence and English literature, ‘I Vow to Thee, My Country’ and Empire Day. 

A distant church bell chimed the three-quarter hour. Time to go. They shut the heavy wooden gate behind them and headed north round the walls’ path towards the colonnaded brick and stone monument rising proud above the roofline ahead. It caught the last of the evening light in an ethereal way that reminded Elaine of the strange painting her father was so fond of. It was called The Menin Gate at Midnight and it hung in the bar at the Prince Albert, showing the monument glowing white, towering over ranks of skeletal figures – the ghosts of Australian soldiers he said – among the stooks of corn in the unearthly light. Every time they came here she was haunted by the image of those ghosts.

Just before eight o’clock, they climbed down from the walls to street level on the town side and joined the crowd going through its vast stone portals. Old soldiers, pilgrims, grieving parents, the people of Ypres – Belgian and British – were coming together to perform what had become a solemn daily rite in the five or so years since the memorial was opened in 1928. 

Her father acknowledged workmates, customers and drinking pals with a nod as the last echoes of conversation bounced from the high white walls, the names of The Missing rolling up in great lists, forty, fifty feet to the roof. The fire brigade buglers took their places at the Menin Road entrance.

Elaine’s fidgeting was stilled by a nudge and a finger to the lips. She stood to attention. She’d have to stay like this for ten whole minutes in this draughty mausoleum while the buglers played their sharp, sad tunes and everyone was upright, silent and solemn when she wanted to be noisy and happy. As the opening notes of the last post echoed round the vaulted roof of the monument, she clenched her fists, closed her eyes, forced the ghostly soldiers from her mind and conjured instead her mother, laughing, and a pretty dark-haired girl in a party frock playing blind man’s buff with her friends.



[image: images]



‘So. What are you doing about it?’

The warning tone of her mother’s heavily accented English drew Elaine to the half-closed door. It was late and she shouldn’t be out of bed. The Prince Albert café was quiet at last.

‘I’ll find something. Stop fretting.’

‘But it’s been almost a year since the Commission laid you off. You know there’s no other work round here and your French is bad. Your prospects aren’t good. You could do more to help me here – instead of drinking the profits away every night with your friends.’

‘Jesus, Caroline, don’t nag. We’ll be alright. Egide and Marie won’t see us starve.’

‘We can’t keep running to Papa. We’ve relied on them too much already. They bought us the Majestic and look what happened, it nearly killed me. Perhaps if you’d helped me more then we’d still have a decent hotel in town instead of a station bar. Don’t look at me like that. I mean it, Larry.’ 

If there was a reply, she didn’t wait to hear it. Back in her attic room, Elaine drew the bedclothes close and shut her eyes.

‘Dear God. Keep Maman and Daddy safe but please stop them being so cross with each other all the time, and make Daddy help more so that Maman can be happy again. Amen.’ 

She readied for sleep, but then remembered something else.

‘And, God, if You’re still listening, I have tried to be very good, so could You please let me have a party, because …’

Her mother’s voice, in French now, outside the door:

‘Who are you talking to, chérie? You should be asleep.’

Caroline came in and sat on the bed, an intimacy so rare that Elaine made no pretence of being asleep and sat up, wide awake. Her mother looked beautiful in the half-light, so different from the flat Flemish faces of the local women or the dowdy British wives. She wasn’t glamorous like film stars in magazines; it was a quiet kind of beauty that drew you to her. She was so proud of her mother, and it hurt to see her lined with work and worry. 

‘It’s late. What’s the matter? Did you have a bad dream?’

‘When will we go to choose my new dress?’

‘We’ll go on Saturday morning to the department store in the marketplace. Then we’ll go to Poperinghe to visit Mémère and Pépère. Would you like that?’ 

‘Mm. And Maman …’

This was her one chance.

‘… please may I have a birthday party?’

‘But chérie, where would we have it? How would we have it? We don’t have the space.’

‘But you said that when we were at the Majestic and that was much bigger than here.’ 

‘Yes, it was bigger and there were more customers around. Our business is serving our customers and they have to come first, whether we’re in a big place or not.’

‘We could hire a hall or something. Other people do.’

As soon as she said it, she knew what the reply would be.

‘We’re not other people. We can’t have a party, but we’ll have a lovely time together on Saturday and I’ll take you for tea at Dunn’s. You can ask Rene and Dorothy if they’d like to come too. How’s that?’

Rene and Dorothy were her best friends at school, even though they were two years older. They had brothers and sisters and mums and dads and pets and parties, and they lived in proper houses with sitting rooms and cosy kitchens where they cooked food only for themselves and never had customers to look after. How she loved going to Rene’s home in Elverdinghe Street after school where Mrs Fletcher would make them Marmite sandwiches for tea. 

So the English teashop with her friends would have to be good enough. She accepted her mother’s goodnight kiss.

‘Bon nuit, ma petite fille chérie.’
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Belgian cathedrals were usually gloomy and thick with dust, but St Martin’s in Ypres was clean and bright inside, its Gothic architraves and stained glass undimmed by centuries of benign neglect. This was because it was brand new, rebuilt after the war in the image of its medieval self, its gold-leafed saints glowing in the watery February light, its chequerboard marble floor a shining path to the high altar.

None of this pristine splendour was apparent to Elaine as she stood with her grandparents, aunts and uncles by the entrance. She might just as well have been in gloom. Everything before her was shrouded in a gauzy grey.

‘Go on then, go and join the others.’ 

Her grandmother pushed her forward towards the group of girls cooing and pecking at each other like excited fantail doves. They stopped their chatter as she approached and stood apart to accept her, a sad little blackbird among their bridal white.

This was her first Solemn Communion, but she was furious with God and she didn’t know why she’d been made to come here, in front of all these people, in these hateful black clothes, the thick veil down to her waist, as if she was being made invisible, inhuman. How she’d argued with her grandmother.

‘I won’t go. You can’t make me!’

‘Shush, child. Your poor mother would be ashamed to hear such wickedness. This is one of the most important days of your life. Of course you must go.’

So here she was, black against the white. As she processed with the others along the shining marble, feeling the faithful looking at her with their unwanted pity, she fought back tears behind the veil. Too bereft, too confused to grieve, these were tears of incomprehension, tears of rage.

Christmas had been such a strange, unhappy time. They were at the Palace Hotel in Poperinghe with her grandparents as usual. There were only two distractions at the Palace: the company of Simone, and the cinema next door. Of her eight aunts and uncles, some lived and worked in the hotel, others had shops or establishments of their own in the town. It was a tight family, focussed on their web of businesses. Uncle Charles, the eldest, ran the cinema. When she was staying there sometimes, she managed to sneak in to see the films he brought in from Brussels. Her favourites were the lively ones with swearing and soldiers’ songs. Even better, there were cards with the words of the songs on, for the audience to sing along to. She would stand at the back, unseen by the smoking, beery men, slipping in and out behind the velvet curtain in case Uncle Charles caught her. 

The only other young person at the Palace was her aunt Simone, the youngest of her mother’s siblings. With less than eighteen months between them they’d grown up together, but there was difference and distance too. Elaine wanted to be friends but Simone sometimes made this difficult. She didn’t speak English and would stamp and pout if Elaine forgot her Flemish. As the youngest of nine, she was spoilt and used to having her own way. The lonely only child envied her this and found it hard to understand why it didn’t make her a nicer person to be with.

That Christmas the atmosphere at the Palace was more tense than usual. Her mother seemed unwell, Mémère was fussing round her all the time and her father was mostly absent. When he did come back, there was shouting. They’d returned to Ypres to reopen the Prince Albert for New Year, but the shouting didn’t stop.

Then, a few days into 1934, just before she was due to go back to school, she was woken at night by a different sound. She knew the screams were her mother’s and it frightened her, but she crept out to the attic landing and crouched there, hugging the banisters as she had done when she was much younger and wanted to know what was going on. Odd words and phrases erupted from the floor below.

‘Dear God … make it stop! Lal, fetch Mama!’

Voices, urgent, on the telephone in the bar. Doors opening and slamming shut. Her father’s voice, trying to reassure, but with an unmistakeable edge of panic. He came out on to the landing and caught sight of her.

‘Go back to bed. Mummy’s sick.’

She’d never seen him so agitated.

‘Can I see her?’

‘No. Go back to bed.’ He hurried away.

She lay in bed, still and straining for every voice and footstep, until there were no more screams, no more voices. A door opened, then closed quietly. She slipped into sleep.

In the morning, all was quiet. She went down to the big kitchen for breakfast as usual. Mémère was there, but no one else. This was strange: the kitchen was always busy, full of people cooking and serving breakfast for customers coming and going from the station. On any other day she would be invisible, a useless adjunct to the morning’s proceedings. Today, for the first time, she felt curiously exposed.

‘Hello Mémère, why are you here? Where’s everybody? Is Maman better? Can I see her?’

Her grandmother turned from the stove, red eyed, and spoke to her in Flemish.

‘Sit down, chick.’ 

This was when Elaine knew she was about to hear something terrible, unforgivable.

‘Your maman has gone to live with Jesus.’

This was what people said when someone had died. But how could she mean her maman? In incomprehension and disbelief, all she could manage to say was: ‘Why?’

‘Why? Because Jesus called her and when He calls, we have to go to Him.’

This was no answer at all. She didn’t seem to be having a rational conversation with her grandmother but her head felt so tight she thought it might burst. She couldn’t think straight.

‘But Jesus doesn’t need her! I do!’

‘I know, Elaine love, but you’ll have to be a brave grown-up girl and manage without her. We all will.’ 

As if that concluded the emotional business, her grandmother turned to practical matters.

‘Now then. There’s a lot to do. We have to close the café for the time being and make arrangements. It’s best if you come and live with us at the Palace for a little while.’

‘But I have to go back to school. And what about Daddy?’

‘There’s no school for you for a week or two, and your father will have to look after himself. We must go out today and buy some mourning clothes for you.’

It suddenly occurred to Elaine that there might have been a terrible mistake.

‘I want to see her.’

‘Later, when she’s ready, we’ll go and say goodbye.’
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The weeks passed but the hurt in Elaine’s head did not ease: incomprehension at what had happened blocked her ability to grieve. The funeral must have taken place but she couldn’t recall any of it. She hated being at the Palace. No one had any time for her when she most needed comfort and reassurance. Mémère was always busy in the kitchen, Pépère was in the brasserie and Uncle Charles looked at her crossly, as if she was a nuisance and shouldn’t be there. It wasn’t her fault; she was bewildered and angry. Nothing made any sense. Why did Maman die and leave her? Where was her father? She’d heard him say something terrible to Pépère: ‘I don’t want her. She looks too much like her mother.’ Even being compared to her beautiful maman didn’t soothe the shock and hurt of rejection. Surely he’d want to be reminded? Did this mean he didn’t love her any more? And why wasn’t she allowed to go back to school? She was wanted there, loved even. Well, Billy Crouch had told her he loved her. He might forget her if she didn’t go back. She missed Rene and Dorothy and being able to laugh and talk in English.

She was given no answers and no say in the plans now being made for her future.
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The thing she hated most about her new school was the uniform, a hideous dun-coloured overall reaching nearly to her ankles over thick black stockings. After the British Memorial School, the uniform and everything else about the convent was stifling, drained of all colour and comfort. Here she was a stranger in a foreign land, with sniggering girls, stupid lessons in French and spiteful nuns instead of helpful teachers. It seemed as if she was being punished – by her father, her grandparents and by God. But for what, she had no idea. Everything familiar and comforting had been snatched away. She’d been abandoned by everyone she loved and who she had thought loved her. Maman had left her, suddenly without apology or explanation. Daddy didn’t want her, he’d said so. Her grandparents obviously didn’t care whether she was happy or not. She was alone in the world and would have to make her own way. Well, so be it. If no one else would fight her cause, she’d have to fight it herself, and there was enough anger in her to drive it on.

She had to get away from this suffocating convent and back to the Memorial School. So she set about getting herself expelled. The hated uniform was to be the canvas for an audacious display of disobedience: she took a pair of scissors to the overall, cutting it – not remotely straight – to well above the knee. The thick black stockings got the same treatment, converting them to crude ankle socks, in the process revealing a shocking expanse of bare leg and thigh. Her defiant appearance in the classroom flaunting these illicit modifications got her sent straight to the Mother Superior. Her grandparents were sent for with instructions to come and remove her from the school forthwith.

The family was furious but Elaine was not in the least bit sorry. To her grandparents or to anyone else. She’d made her feelings known and taken back some control over her life.
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The iron gate between St George’s Anglican Church and its Presbytery opened on to a paved playground with a strip of grass at one end and a modest single storey neo-Georgian building at the other. The British Memorial School looked as if it should be sitting in a London suburb, not tucked in among the Flemish houses here in the middle of Ypres within sight of the cathedral and the Cloth Hall.

Familiar playground noise greeted her as soon as she turned into Elverdinghe Street and as she swung the gate open to join her old friends her heart nearly burst. Her few weeks away had felt like a term of imprisonment and now she savoured release. This was the nearest thing to a home she’d known and it was more important to her now than ever. 

She’d been coming here since she was five and knew every inch of its two bright interconnecting classrooms and the elegant Pilgrim’s Hall next door, where she would be taught by Mr Allen when she went into the seniors. She loved the picture of St George and the Dragon in this room, and the dress uniform in a glass case that belonged to Field Marshal Plumer, a famous soldier from the war and one of the school’s founders. 

She knew it would be just as she’d left it: the smell of polish and plimsolls and the soup Mr Godden the caretaker made for them at lunchtime; the board with the names of the men from Eton; the pictures of women in saris picking tea; her precious books still in her desk with the lid that squeaked; her coat hook still with her name over it. Everything else in her life was in flux and she was in mourning black instead of her school uniform, but she still felt waves of relief as children mobbed her in the crowded playground. 

‘We have missed you, haven’t we Rene?’

‘We heard you’d gone to a convent school over the border. I bet it was horrid and you had to pray all the time. You poor thing.’

Revelling in the unaccustomed attention, Elaine swung her arms in nonchalant windmills. 

‘Oh, I’m alright.’ 

Billy Crouch pushed through the crowd and gave her a friendly dig in the ribs.

‘You’re back then. That’s good. I’ve got some Jacks. Fancy a game at break?’

Being back among the familiar icons of her previous life almost overwhelmed her. Here she wasn’t forgotten, she hadn’t been abandoned. Though the fierce anger that had driven her campaign to get herself removed from the convent had subsided, she was still bewildered by the peremptory removal of both parents from her young life, but at least she had the comfort of the Memorial School restored to her.

At the end of the day, Mr Allen drew her aside. 

‘Welcome back, Elaine. What a very sad time you’ve had. Never mind, we’re all here to help you. You can talk to me and Mrs Allen about anything that’s troubling you, just come round to the flat for a cup of tea and a chat after school. Tell your grandparents you’re getting on a later train. We want you to be happy here, so that you can do your very best.’

Later, he said to his wife: ‘That Madden girl. There’s something about her. The other kids can see it. And she’s bright. She’s going to be somebody.’

‘Elaine?’ Mrs Allen replied absently from behind the Daily Express, ‘Yes, a striking looking girl. Such lovely, dark hair. She’s going to break some hearts.’

That wasn’t altogether what he meant.



[image: images]



Every day at the British Memorial School was a joy to Elaine, especially once she had progressed to Mr Allen’s senior class. Here the twenty or so pupils enjoyed the exclusivity of gathering in the Pilgrim’s Hall, away from the younger and duller children, and in the company of St George and Field Marshal Plumer’s dress uniform. Here she immersed herself in books, revelled in English history and discovered an aptitude for algebra.

Mr Allen, a navy man in the war, left them in no doubt that they were special: literally in a class of their own. They were British, in Belgium by invitation and so had a duty to show respect to local people and an example to other children. They were bright and had a responsibility to use their talents for Britain and to help others. Discipline, selflessness, teamwork, these were the things that would make their country proud.

She thrived in an environment that encouraged competition, initiative and success but where those who tried and failed weren’t punished but encouraged to try again. In a school of 120 pupils that catered for children of every ability from the age of five to sixteen, trying to achieve any kind of academic consistency was a nonsense. It was therefore to their sense of Britishness, and their unique position at the centre of a foreign city-cum-war-shrine, that Allen appealed to bring the school together in a sense of common purpose. The public school model of ‘houses’ in competition, the celebration of heritage through ritual and performance, incentives to excel, were all grist to his mill. 

Like her classmates, Elaine loved competing for the honour of winning the Plumer Cup for the house with the most merit points at the end of each term. The fact that there were only two houses only served to increase the intensity of the contest and the sweet taste of triumph. She cheered her best friend (and Mr Allen’s favourite girl) Rene as Britannia at the Empire Day parade, so splendid with her enviable blonde hair, shield and trident. She loved performing in the historical pageants and little displays they put on for parents in the playground at the end of each summer term. Rene’s mum and dad were always there and took care to include Elaine in their praise. But there was no one from her own family to watch and congratulate her: her grandparents were always too busy at the hotel and her father was too distracted these days – or maybe too drunk – to make the effort.
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