
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Saving Henrietta

        

        
        
          St. Henrietta's, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Suze E Prescot and Suze E Prescot

        

        
          Published by Suze E Prescot, 2022.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SAVING HENRIETTA

    

    
      First edition. January 31, 2022.

      Copyright © 2022 Suze E Prescot and Suze E Prescot.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8201924720

    

    
    
      Written by Suze E Prescot and Suze E Prescot.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Suze E Prescot

	    

      
	    
          
	      Age Perfect

          
        
          
	          Age Perfect

          
        
          
	          Aged Perfect

          
        
          
	          Age Perfected

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Home

          
        
          
	          Home Invasion

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Living In Hope

          
        
          
	          Locking Down Forever

          
        
          
	          Rag Doll

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      St. Henrietta's

          
        
          
	          Saving Henrietta

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Merewina

          
        
          
	          A Freak

          
        
          
	          Black Out

          
        
          
	          Age Perfection

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Suze E Prescot’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To Mira, for your support.

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


22nd May - afternoon


[image: ]




The two men approached the base casually. They knew they would be challenged, but were unconcerned. Both looked to be in their late twenties/early thirties. One was well over six feet in height, sinewy, and he walked with a self-assurance borne out of a lack of, or a familiarity with, fear. Dark haired and even darker eyed, he was a striking looking man. The other was a few inches shorter but solidly built, muscles clearly visible beneath his denim shirt. He was fair haired and his eyes a deep blue. MacIndoe, the taller, pointed out weak spots to Hewer as they moved forward-looking for the entrance. If Carlos and the others had hoped to be a surprise when they surrounded and pointed their guns at them, they were disappointed. When Carlos got close enough to MacIndoe to foolishly wave his gun in his face, MacIndoe simply pushed it aside.

"Don't do that. You might get hurt." 

His voice was deep and husky. His face appeared bored, but his eyes missed nothing. 

Carlos scowled, but MacIndoe ignored the younger and much smaller man.

"Who's in charge around here?" He asked the group, and Richard stepped forward, the fingers of his left hand twitching against his thigh.

"What do you want? Who are you?" 

"MacIndoe, Hewer," he pointed first to himself and then his colleague, "We're here to help." 

Richard started to ask more but MacIndoe stopped him. 

"It's best if we do this out of sight." 

And again he gestured, but this time to the surrounding hills and countryside. There was mostly silence around them; birds had stopped singing when the men had arrived, wildlife had scurried away from the strangers. The only noise aside from people was the light breeze rustling through the trees and bushes. The earth underfoot deadened their steps.

Richard nodded and the men were escorted into the base, Carlos and Richard leading, the others behind the newcomers, guns pointing at them. MacIndoe pointed at the gates to Hewer as they approached and both realised that the foliage of the rambler rose which wildly grew over the fence and entrance way was the reason they had failed to find access to the base before being challenged. Under their feet they could also see signs of the cobbled road which led to the gate, but it was mostly covered with earth blown from the bluff at its left and sand coming in from the coast, which was less than a mile away at the furthest.

Once within the compound, and the gates closed, the others who lived there gathered around, albeit most from a safe distance, word of mouth causing more to arrive all of the time. Some looked anxious, others curious, many were talking to each other. 

It was a surprisingly good-sized complex, over two acres in size stretching all of the way to the bluff; a decent-sized brick-built building was beside the gate and the first stage of the roadway within bore tyre marks indicating vehicle movements which had repeatedly progressed to and from the right; there were a couple of metal chairs nearby and an upturned crate between them, but otherwise it was mainly an empty space. Beyond this was a more structured section which clearly offered the main accommodation. There were several tall trees planted around the grass-roofed buildings offering shade, and smaller bushes creating small enclaves around pathways. Flowers were planted outside some of the buildings, but it also looked as if there was a vegetable garden, and a raised bed over to one side appeared to be yielding herbs. The newcomers could see three large huts which resembled those on an army base angled inwards creating solid borders to the space, and there were a few chairs and benches under the trees. The central building had large double doors which were open and most of the onlookers seemed to have come from there. The faint aroma of food cooking drifted over to them, although it was all-but masked by the sweet smell of flowers and the briny scent of the ocean which wafted in on the breeze. Further buildings were apparent behind the main ones, and a long line of wooden-clad rooms which had a veranda and looked as though they may once have been stables were stretched along the boundary to their left.

Those who had escorted them in stood in a circle around the newcomers and Richard; Carlos had taken up a bodyguard stance next to his boss - ludicrous as he was a foot shorter and of slighter build - and it was clear he was all aggression and no skill. Many of those watching had guns and were already pointing them towards the two men, including some of those who had gathered since they entered the compound. MacIndoe looked at them all with a jaded expression and sighed.

"Lotta people here." 

Hewer nodded, and Richard looked around as if seeing them all for the first time. 

"Lotta responsibility." 

"I asked you what you want. Where are you from?" Richard's voice sounded arrogant.

"Like I said, we're here to help. We have a little, erm, experience in this sort of situation."

"Are you from the government?" 

Annie, a young woman in her mid-twenties stepped forward to ask, hope colouring her tone.

"No, ma'am," MacIndoe said gently, "the government can't just get involved with this sort of thing. No, we are here privately, you might say."

"Mercenaries!" Richard spat out the word.

MacIndoe and Hewer regarded him levelly, but neither confirmed nor denied his accusation. Richard was almost the same height as MacIndoe, but older, in his late forties; he had brown eyes and brown hair with specks of grey over the ears; he wore a permanent frown as if he was always being crossed by the world. He had an unconscious habit of tapping his fingers against his thigh when he was stressed, and he was doing that now. He looked around at the rest of his group. 

“We don't want people like this here. Hired killers. That's not what we're about.” 

Some nodded and Carlos took a step nearer to Richard, sneering at the newcomers.

“Hang on a minute.” 

Heads swung around to look at the speaker. 

“Don't we all get a say?” 

Olivia stepped forward, pushing her gun into the rear of her waistband.

MacIndoe looked at her. She looked about sixteen, but he'd noticed that, unlike the others, who had all adopted a pseudo TV-police-style stance pointing their weapons at him and Hewer as if they were being combative, she had held her gun loosely but trigger-ready at her side and she automatically safetied the weapon before stashing it. She was about five feet five and her face was dirty. Her hair - what was visible of it beneath the greasy baseball cap she wore - was a nondescript light brown, short, badly cut and in need of a good wash. She wore ragged khaki trousers and a battered shapeless sweater. She looked bulky and shapeless too, about one-forty, one-fifty pounds he thought, although he noted she moved with a certain grace. Her voice was slightly deeper than normal for a young woman, but not enough to make it unfeminine; rather it had an attractive timbre.

Richard sighed and looked at her. 

"A say in what?"

"In whether we accept their help." 

Carlos sneered.

"What's a girl like you know about anything?"

She ignored him and looked Richard in the face then nodded her head to the men who were now behind her. She had deliberately positioned herself between them and Richard.

"They aren't like us. They kill people." 

Richard adopted the arrogant tone he preferred when talking to those he considered his inferiors. Until she had met Richard, Olivia had thought the notion of someone looking down their nose at others to assert their superiority was just that, an idea, a literary conceit, a description used in books. Richard specialised in it. It was his go-to expression, and he'd even managed it with the taller man behind her, but with Olivia being smaller than him, well, she benefited from it more than most.

"And we are carrying guns for what reason? To make us look tough? Or for something to do with our hands? Maybe just as decoration!"

"That's different." He was contemptuous but she wasn't backing down.

"No. It isn't. We need help, Rich, we don't know what we are doing." 

Both Richard and Carlos started to argue, but Olivia talked firmly over them. 

"If we did, you and I wouldn't be standing in a group of people with guns pointing every which way. If these two men did anything threatening and our people opened fire, heaven knows how many would be hit in the crossfire." 

Several had lowered their weapons when Olivia had stepped forward, now the rest - slightly embarrassed - did the same, as Carlos' panicking head swivelled around as he belatedly gestured to them with his hands to do so.

"You," and then she looked at Carlos for the first time, a hint of a smile on her face, "and he would die for sure." 

Behind her, MacIndoe stifled a laugh and Hewer, less controlled, snorted his amusement loudly.

"Olivia," Richard's voice was disdainful, "you don't understand; you're too young."

"What? Again with that? For goodness sake, Rich, these men are offering their assistance and are probably willing to do what has to be done to help us get our freedom. You may not like that, you may not like them for it - although that seems a little unfair - but does that really matter? I for one am fed up of having dictators ride roughshod over my rights." 

She looked pointedly at Richard as she said this. 

"And I say we thank these men and welcome them in."

"I didn't know you were such a cynic, Olivia." He sighed, and looked around, "Well? What do the rest of you think?"

The crowd murmured and Carlos turned and shouted to them,

"These are stone-cold killers! We don't want their sort here."

MacIndoe clenched his teeth, biting back a retort, but the girl spoke, raising her voice just enough so that everyone could hear her:

"We don't know anything about these men other than they say they know what and how to do what needs doing. Carlos," and she paused to nod sideways at him dismissively, "likes to think he is capable of that but he's in at the deep end - like the rest of us." 

Carlos scowled at her. She ignored him again. 

"If you agree with him and Rich, go stand behind them, but if you think we should give these men a chance, stand with us."

Rich and Carlos looked around, mentally encouraging people to join them, Rich's fingers beating out a tattoo. Olivia just stood there, hands by her side, calmly looking ahead, eyes only on Richard.

The crowd moved slowly, hesitantly. Some appeared to discuss the merits, some groups reluctantly split apart. Eventually movement stopped, but there was no need to count. By far the majority had ranged behind Olivia and with the two strangers. Carlos looked as if he was going to start an argument, but Rich stopped him, putting his hand - palm towards Carlos - out, in front of the younger man.

"It seems you get to stay," he said to the men, his voice betraying the annoyance he felt at the group's decision, "we'll sort out quarters for you." 

He made to go, but MacIndoe spoke:

"We have our gear and equipment stashed at the coast. Do you have a vehicle we can use?"

"Talk to Olivia." 

Richard's answer was curt before he turned and walked away. Carlos stood momentarily looking between Rich's receding figure and Olivia and the two men. She ignored him aside from rolling her eyes, and he scuttled after Rich. The rest of the people moved away, back to whatever they had been doing before the excitement, although one or two patted Olivia's shoulder as they passed, and more offered nods and smiles both to her and the newcomers.

Olivia had watched the two men arrive and had felt an overwhelming sense of relief at seeing them, although she couldn't explain it; she had stepped forward to defend them based on this instinctive sense that they were what the group needed; now she turned and held out her hand:

"Welcome. I'm Olivia or Liv."

"MacIndoe. Call me Mac. This is Josh Hewer. Thank you for your support." 

Both men shook her hand. She felt the firm dry grasp of both hands; Hewer was careful not to be too hard in his grip; she understood and was grateful. The first time she had shaken Richard's hand, he had crushed hers. She had thought it bad manners and a little bit suggestive of either trying to be needlessly dominant or lacking self-esteem or both. When she took Mac's hand it was hard to let go, although he wasn't holding onto it especially. She didn't know why and was momentarily embarrassed, and the hairs stood up on the back of her neck.

"You know, I could have taken that gun from your waistband while you had your back to me, and used you as a hostage." He said to her as he finally released her hand. 

"If I hadn't trusted you, I wouldn't have had my back to you."  Olivia laughed. "Had I been wrong about you, I would have deserved to be taken hostage. And anyway, why take mine? You could have just used your own weapon." 

She nodded to his left armpit. He raised his eyebrows, surprised. 

"Oh, I spotted it straight away. Our guards did real good, eh? Did they even ask if you were armed?” Smiling as she looked at his face, she added “I thought not.".

"I have to go into town now to collect some things and my friend. I can't take you with me - I almost always get stopped, sometimes going in and coming out - but I can either drop you off and pick you up later, or you can wait until I get back and I can take you then. The timing is non-negotiable I'm afraid, but it's high tide in an hour and that may affect your choice."

"Are you even old enough to drive?" Mac looked at her levelly. 

"You're as bad as Rich." She laughed wryly, "Don't judge a book by its cover! It's your choice. Me or walk." 

She hadn't taken offence and looked up and met his gaze as she laughed at him, and something in her eyes impressed him. He backed down and smiled in return, thinking what lovely eyes she had, and a throaty, almost sexy laugh for a kid.

"Drop off and pick up is fine."

"Okay then. This way." 

And she led them to her rusting panel van, handing her gun to a teenage boy about her own age who was sat on one of the chairs near the gate as they left the compound, explaining she would leave them just outside the gates while she collected her vehicle. 

She let them into the back of the grey van - explaining that it was best they were out of sight just in case they passed any soldiers ...

"They usually only patrol at dawn and dusk, one vehicle one way and a second in the opposite direction from town, but every now and again they are late, or throw in another run. They won't stop me outside of town if everything looks normal, which you being in here isn't."

... and asked them not to move the pile of old sleeping bags and tents that she had in there. 

"This is a rust bucket. Whose is it?" 

Mac's face showed he was a little disgusted, his nose wrinkled and his mouth pulled down at the sides slightly. The van smelt musty, too, which he attributed to the camping gear she'd drawn attention to.

"Mine, so be nice." She laughed at him once more. "The engine is fine which is the important thing." 

Olivia had bought the van with her first month's salary on the island. Strangely enough it had been off Carlos, although they hadn't known each other then. Truthfully, the purchase should have told her everything she needed to know about him; he'd allowed her to haggle down the price after she'd inspected it, but after she'd handed over the money he'd walked away laughing. He'd thought it was only worth scrapping and believed he had conned a stupid girl - he actually told her as much later with his typical contempt for other's feelings - into buying it. What Carlos didn't know was that Olivia had been stripping engines since she was eight, helping her grandfather, and when she approached George at the local garage and asked to use his facilities for a small fee, she had spotted an issue with the car he was working on and helped fix it, her small hands reaching places his large ones couldn't, and so he let her repair the van there for free in exchange for her helping him out occasionally; he even let her have spares at cost. Now it ran as sweet as a new van, although the bodywork was a mess - she'd rubbed down and filled as much as she could, but there was still a lot to do and the invasion had put a stop to its renovation for now. Still, it was all she could afford, and now it served its purpose better, looking so run-down.

Mac gave her a description of where they had landed.

"Yes, I know that place." 

She moved around to the front and got in and pulled away and the men felt and heard the differences when the tyres hit cleared cobbles. 

"We need to spread dirt again" She called to them. "It's funny 'cause some people wanted to clear away the sand and dirt from the road and cut away the roses from the gates. It was hard to make some of them understand that good housekeeping under these circumstances was a mistake"

She laughed again, and Mac was struck again by how great a laugh it was.

When she reached the end of the track, she jumped out and after checking the view either side, moved the screen that had been created out of branches and leaves, and woven through with more of the ramblers and ivy, which was concealing the track from the highway, reversing the process once the van was on the ill-used and rough blacktop.

"What you said back there," began Mac, his voice slightly scornful, as she resumed their journey, "about those people and their weapons. Are they really that inexperienced?"

"Those people as you term them are my friends, but yes; some of them have never held a gun before - not even a toy one. Not fired one, even at a sideshow. Totally green. This has been a real shock to most of them. They are not facing up to the reality of their situation. Most think they would rather starve than steal..."

"Until they're starving."

"Exactly. Nothing that is happening is real to them. Some are still in shock."

"What makes you so different?"

"I don't know. Too many bad movies?" 

She smiled at them through the mirror and the men laughed, but Mac was curious about her.

"So, how long have you known each other?"

"Who?" She was concentrating on the road ahead, keeping an eye out for soldiers and any other vehicles, but it seemed clear. "Oh, we have gathered together in dribs and drabs. I've known Rich and Carlos and a few others about the longest."

"Carlos?"

"The idiot."

"I thought they were your friends." 

He sounded even more scathing. She laughed sheepishly.

"Loyalty. Misguided in some cases. Rich isn't too bad I suppose. Just a little arrogant, and weirdly enjoying his role as leader. I have nothing good to say about Carlos."

"Oh?"

"Another time. When I know you better and we have a week or so for me to sound off. This do?" 

She had pulled over at the side of the road, a long stretch of rough pavement which was bordered on one side by scrubby bushes and broken rocks leading to rocky land covered mainly by heathers and grasses. The other side of the road had a fairly precipitous drop to the stone-strewn sandy beach. About three hundred yards from where she had stopped, the coast rose up again to another rocky outcrop; Olivia knew there were inlets and caves there and assumed that that was their destination. The sound and smell of the ocean was sharper here, as was the screeching of the gulls.

"This is fine." Mac said, after bobbing up and peering over her shoulder through the windscreen. "How long?"

"About an hour, hour and a half, but it depends on if I'm pulled over, and how many times. It isn't far into town, but I have things to do when I get there."

She climbed out and walked around to let them out of the back.

"Doesn't it scare you?" He asked as he dropped lithely onto the road beside her.

"What? Doing this?" She frowned.

He nodded. 

"Of course, it does. I'm not a fool; but someone has to and I have the fake ID and I sorted out what I'm doing."

"What about the soldiers hassling you?" 

She looked at him, eyebrows lifted to show her query. 

"You're a young woman, alone." 

She laughed.

"Have you looked at me?" 

She used her hands to sweep down her body drawing attention to its untidy bulkiness. 

"There're plenty of prettier girls around. Besides they're used to me now. At first I acted real scared of them, even cried a bit. They took pity on me so now they just do a cursory check and wave me through most of the time." 

She didn't tell him about the occasions she had been roughly frisked, or had her face slapped by an officer just for not looking suitably deferential. She'd told no one about those times. She knew she had to be strong for some of the others.

"I can't believe that guy, Richard, asked you to do this sort of thing."

"Richard!" She laughed.

"What's so funny?"

"Oh, sorry, nothing." She stopped laughing. "He didn't. I volunteered. Look I really must go or I'll be late to collect my friend. See you in a while?" 

"Yeah. See you." 

And without a backward glance, Mac and Josh dropped down off the road onto the sand and moved towards the ocean to collect their things.

––––––––
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AS THEY WALKED DOWN to the cave where they had stashed their equipment, Mac asked:

"What do you think?"

They had worked together long enough for Josh to know what he was being asked.

"That Richard was too hostile. And his sidekick. Carlos was it? Something's wrong there. They ought to have been more welcoming." 

Mac nodded in agreement. He was walking just ahead of Josh, both of them struggling slightly in the soft sand.

"A good job that kid was there. How many sided with us? Sixty-forty?"

"More; I'd say at least three-quarters supported our staying. Odd thing about that kid; see how she knew how to handle her gun? And it's weird that so many listened to her."

"How old d'ya think she is?"

"About the same as Ashleigh."

"Which is?" 

Josh sighed,

"Sixteen; you kept saying 'sweet sixteen and never been kissed'."

"Oh, yeah." 

Mac had forgotten teasing Josh's youngest kid sister last fall when he stayed with him for a time, but yes they looked about the same age. He remembered now that Josh had said it was a good thing his mom liked Mac since whether or not Ashleigh had been kissed before, she wanted her next kiss to be off Mac. Mac stopped the teasing then; she was a kid and he wasn't interested in children. He didn't know if he was sending out some sort of message but he tried to stop it if he was. He couldn't even recall her that well, even though he had spent over a week with Josh's family and she was his best friend's youngest sister. 

The girl they'd just met though had impressed him with her chutzpah and common sense - as well as those eyes, and that laugh. There was something about her that he wouldn't forget as quickly.

"She's almost pretty, but real scruffy!" Josh said and both men laughed, Mac a little guiltily.

"Yeah. We've seen worse though." 

And unbidden the thought came 'a whole lot worse' but he suppressed it; she was also only a child. He shook his head to himself before saying:

"Like you said, for some reason, people listen to her. Guess we'll find out more in time. Maybe when we speak to our contact."

And they carried on into the cave.

Olivia pulled away and drove into town via one of the back roads. Fortunately she knew all of the shortcuts and the hardly-used paths and roads, because dropping the men off had taken her out of her way. She found herself forced to think about Carlos after her conversation with the two men - well one, Josh hadn't even spoken to her yet, he'd just nodded when she introduced herself and laughed at what she'd said - and it amazed her that she had ever been attracted to the tow-headed weasel. 

He had been nice enough at first, although he seemed to specialise in back-handed compliments, telling her she could be really pretty if she lost weight, or that her hair was lovely if only she styled it, and so on; she had felt a bit lost when all of this had started, a bit overwhelmed, and his attention had been welcome; she was after a buttress, and he seemed to offer that, which she now believed was what she had found attractive since she didn't even like seeing his face now. She had thought he would be supportive, helpful. They had walked around the camp together holding hands and making plans; he had all of these schemes and ideas and had seemed like a go-to kinda guy, although she now recalled how he always had something else to do when there was work that needed doing and the only place he wanted to go-to she wasn't willing to let him; they had laughed and joked around a bit at first, but when they started kissing it became immediately obvious that he wanted more than she was prepared to give straight away. Soon she realised she really didn't like him at all and that he had been putting on an act. She politely but firmly ended it, but he wouldn't take no for an answer. She shuddered, recalling it, trying to get him to leave her alone, to stop assuming she was interested when she was making it plain she wasn't. He seemed to think she should be grateful for his attention, and Rich backed him up.

She shook her head and bringing herself back to the present, made herself concentrate on the job in hand. She was back on the main road and near town and if she messed up now people would go without, and Esther would be in trouble. Olivia was good at pushing aside unwelcome thoughts. She'd had a lot of practice at it. 

Just then, she was waved down by the three soldiers manning the checkpoint on the south-west edge of town. They knew her - they saw her at least four times a week - they were friendly, but not attentive in that way. They took a quick look at her ID and checked in the back of the van. One asked yet again when she was going to get rid of the mouldy old sleeping bags and camping equipment they had seen every time they stopped her.

"You know I'm hoping to start up camping holidays. People will start to relax again soon, get used to the new regime and then maybe I can make some money once the tourist season starts up again. No point in washing this lot until I'm ready and I've nowhere else to store it all." 

It was a practised reason, and they had all heard a version of it before. They smiled and waved her on before making jokes about the plain fat girl with the stupid ambitions.
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2nd May - late afternoon
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Olivia did what she had to do and despite her earlier detour managed to collect Esther from work on time, and it was one of the rare occasions when she wasn't stopped on the way out of town. 

As they passed the soldiers she gave them a friendly wave, and briefly explained to Esther about the two men and what had happened. Esther was putting her false overbite, fake spectacles and her curly wig into her handbag, and running her fingers through her short silvery hair now they were clear of the town before she answered. It had been a warm day and the wig had made her hot and uncomfortable, so it was a relief to take it off.

"Thank God you were there, Liv. We need all the help we can get. Richard is an idiot."

"A useful idiot, as Lenin said. As long as we can keep him believing he's in charge until we find someone better!" 

Both women laughed before Esther added:

"Maybe though it's time we started looking for a replacement. Maybe one of the new men."

Olivia was still considering this when she saw that, having passed their usual turning, she was now on the stretch of road where she'd last seen the newcomers; she pulled up a little distance on from where she had dropped the men off, just in case. Mac appeared a moment later, and she reversed the van to where he and Hewer were waiting with a number of bags. She jumped out and helped them load it all in the van and closed the doors after them.

Esther half-turned in her seat to look at them as Olivia was walking back around to the driver's door.

"So you're the mercenaries?"

"Is that what she said?" 

Mac nodded towards Olivia as she climbed in, his tone of voice guarded.

"No. She said you were here to save us. But she told me what the others said. I'm Esther."

She reached around to shake both men's hands. 

"We're here to help you perhaps, not save you." Mac argued as they shook.

"Pah. Tomayto/tomahto. We're fumbling around in the dark and you're here to shed some light. That should help, and may save us." 

And she laughed. Then she looked at them again,

"You didn't say they were so good-looking, Liv. This one's too scrawny for me, though. You can have him. I'll have muscles." 

Mac and Josh both laughed.

"Esther!" Olivia sounded shocked. "Stop that!"

"Suits me." It was the first thing Olivia had heard Josh say. "You look a little familiar."

Olivia opened her mouth to explain but Esther shut her up with a hand on her arm. 

"Let him figure it out." She quietly said with a wink.

Esther had been a post-war Hollywood star; starting off as a child, through juvenile and ingénue and onto proper adult roles; the winner of two Oscars and a Tony, she had lived in relative obscurity on St Henrietta since her retirement. She and her husband, Paul Gould, who had been born on the island, had moved here when his health was failing. She had lived here as Mrs Gould and no one really knew her as Esther Kennedy until Olivia's arrival. Recognising her straight away, Olivia and Esther had talked movies, movie stars and theatre and formed a familial bond which both lacked elsewhere. Once a five-four, dark-haired curvaceous beauty with legs to die for, now in her early eighties, Esther topped out at five-two, with silvery gray hair and a more matronly figure, but her eyes and smile still showed the vivacity which had made her such a popular actress, and she was still an attractive woman.

"Is that a chambermaid's outfit?" Mac asked her. Olivia was struggling to do a five-point turn without the wheels touching the sandy edge of the road.

"Yes. I work at St Henrietta's Hotel, or Hettie's as we locals call it. It's where the enemy officers are living. I try to keep an ear out for what is happening. Liv gave me the outfit. She used to work there - that's how we met - but I won't let her now with all of those soldiers. She's too great a temptation. No one takes any notice of an old woman, but she wouldn't be safe. Full stop."

Mac glanced at the girl and thought her friend was being generous. There were men, he knew from experience, especially in a war zone, who valued youth in a woman - or girl - above other attributes, and some who had no issues regarding looks or age, or even willingness, so maybe she was right in one way, but a temptation? This girl? Despite - or perhaps because of - what he had seen in her, he'd say no.

When they reached the base, Olivia drove straight over to the kitchens behind the buildings the men had first seen when they entered the compound.

"I'll find out where they've put you in a minute. We need to unload the food first."

"Food?" 

Josh and Mac exchanged looks as Olivia jumped out and opened the rear doors since the back of the van looked the same as when she had dropped them off. A smell of cooking now entered the vehicle making both men realise how hungry they were. It was hours since they had landed and their last meal had been the night before. The energy bar each had consumed on the beach had not touched the sides of their empty bellies. Annie - the young woman who had spoken to them earlier - and a man in his thirties who introduced himself as Gary came out to help her and the newcomers looked on astonished as Olivia carefully dismantled the old sleeping bags and tents to reveal crates of food.

"Liv does the shopping most days," said Esther, turning in the passenger seat again to talk to them "several shops put out crates of food for us with the rubbish. Of course she has to hide it. She's stopped four out of five times either going into town or coming out if not both ways. Collecting her 'gran' - me - is the excuse. We have real fake IDs that we applied for early on, before they really got to grips with the place."

"That's why it's important that pile looks as if it hasn't been moved." Olivia explained as she got back in the van, the supplies all dropped off.

"Surely they don't notice that much detail?" said Mac.

"Oh, yes. You'd be surprised. One time a couple of months ago, it hadn't been put back right," Esther hmmphed and Olivia rolled her eyes as their gazes met, both recalling the incident, "and the guards noticed and hauled it all out. Fortunately I was going in so there was nothing extra in here, and thank goodness for Hector."

"Who's Hector?"

"A dead, stuffed rat that used to belong to Carlos. I pinched it and put it in the pile, just in case. When the soldiers found it, they threw it in a bin in disgust, didn't even look at it properly. I laid it on thick. Tearfully grateful, I even kissed one of them. He was a bit disgusted."

"You did smell a bit at the time." Her friend chipped in.

"Thanks, Est!" She laughed "Most of us did then until we got the water sorted. Aside from you, using the shower at work!"

"I have to ask. Why did this Carlos have a dead rat?" Josh frowned.

"I don't know the history. It was just an ordinary rat properly stuffed, y'know taxidermied. Carlos used it as a sick stunt to persuade girls he was heroic hoping they would fall into his arms." 'And his bed' she thought but didn't say aloud.

He'd tried to use it on her. His scheme to get her to share his bed because of the dead rat in her room backfired when she picked it up murmuring sadness at its demise. She'd been raised on a farm, rats held no fears for her especially clean dead ones. Then she'd realised it was long dead and stuffed and laughed at him. He had tried to pretend it was a joke, but for her, it was the last straw. 

"I stole it. He knows it was me but he has no proof and what's he gonna do? and now poor Hector is in the great rubbish tip in the sky permanently after proving his worth that day. Oh! Hey, Rich!" She shouted from the van window.

She jumped back out of the vehicle and ran across the impacted dirt, kicking up a small dust cloud, to speak to the leader who was making his way across the compound.

"Where are Mac and Josh to sleep?"

"Who? Oh, them. I've put them in the bunker. I'm sure they'll appreciate the privacy." 

His voice sounded deliberately bored, and he waved his hand in the general direction of the building he meant and turned from her.

"Rich! It's filthy in there!" 

He sighed and turned back.

"There's a sink and a toilet, and I've had most of the junk taken out and two cots put in. They should be grateful for that." 

With that he turned on his heel and walked away. 

The bunker was the brick building on the edge of the compound near the main gates which had been used to store old furniture and scrap. It was unoccupied being so removed from the main huts where everyone else stayed that nobody fancied living there; no one wanted to be so far apart from the rest of the group in case of danger. It did have the advantage of being plumbed, with its own tiny bathroom, but it was nicknamed the bunker for a reason: it was not salubrious accommodation. Olivia stood for a moment, gathering herself together before spinning around on her toes and determinedly returning to the van and driving it over to the building in question.

"Est," her tone alerted Esther, "why don't you show Mac and Josh around while I make sure there's clean bedding in the bunker?" Her eyes conveyed her wishes.

"Don't worry about us. We can rough it." Said Mac. 

He'd seen the exchange and recognised the tension in her body and so was aware there was some issue.

"Oh, no worries." She replied brightly. "I'm like the Quartermaster. It's my job."

Esther jumped in:

"And you need to know where everything is and meet a few of the others, so come along; and you," she spoke to Josh, "can make sure I don't fall over." 

She laughed coyly and as they got out of the van, he held out his arm for her to link. 

"Thank you, sir. Oh, so strong." She squeezed his upper arm appreciatively. "Take your time, Liv!" she called, laughing over her shoulder.

––––––––
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THE BUNKER WAS OPEN and most of the junk had been taken out, dumped to one side of the building which Olivia realised with a sigh would have to be sorted the next day. She could never understand why people did what her grandfather had called double-working: if whoever had emptied the building had ensured its contents was sorted and stored at the same time, it would have taken a little longer then but saved hours more work later. 

She looked through the open door. About ten by twelve feet, it was a solid construction and had one window in the main room which overlooked the compound, so there was some natural light, and another, boarded-up window overlooking the outer perimeter. A row of brass coat hooks of the type Olivia recalled from her small local school: an s-curved piece of metal forming two hanging points per hook, were affixed to the wall nearest the door. Two cots had been placed haphazardly on the floor, leaving marks in the dust where they had been dragged. She walked inside; it was still filthy and smelled dusty and dank after being left unused for so long. She surveyed the room and was wondering where to start when Paul and Rob arrived. 

In their mid-teens and the best of friends, Paul and Rob had joined the resistance after talking to Liv at the market. Like many others they were furious at the invasion and had been trying to make trouble for the soldiers nearby, throwing fireworks, letting down car tyres, etc. when she challenged them. She told them they were lucky that the soldiers were on their best behaviour, pretending they were not aggressors, or the boys would have been in danger. She checked about their family - both were staying with Paul's grandmother on her farm out of town while their parents were working on the mainland - and then said that the best way to get revenge was to join her, and so they did. Olivia knew it was really just an adventure for them, but she cleared it with the grandmother who was grateful for someone to keep them out of trouble and handed them over happily:

"With all of this going on and the farm to run, it's too much for me. I've just been waiting for someone to come along and complain. If you can keep them safe, please have them."

Now, feeling chosen and respected, they did whatever Olivia wanted, and openly despised Carlos and Richard, doing whatever they could to annoy them.

"Hi Liv, we just saw Esther and she told us we were wanted." 

Olivia sighed with relief and said a silent thank you to her friend then explained the situation. She went off to get brushes and a mop and bleach while the two boys dragged everything outside, propping the door open and forcing the windows - there was a small one in the bathroom which they had to scrape free of moss with a screwdriver - wide to let in as much air as possible. She checked the water was working, running it until it was clear and then bleached the sink and toilet, leaving them soaking in the cleaner while the three of them swept out the two rooms. The boys then checked the furniture while she washed down the windows and mopped the floor.

"This cot's broke." Said Paul. "And it's got Carlos' name on it." 

She took a look and sure enough, Carlos had scratched his name on the framework - for a man in his mid-twenties he often behaved like a teenager - and one of the legs was loose and the mattress was saggy.

"Come on, Paul. He'll be in the community room. Let's swap it back!" Rob laughed, and they took the bed towards the main building. Ten minutes later they were back with a much better bed and mattress, laughing.

"We remade his bed carefully. Paul was gonna do an apple pie, but I said we wanted him not to have any reason to complain. This way, what's he gonna say?"

The floor was drying and the lads moved the cots in while Olivia scrubbed at the porcelain, making it respectable if not ideal. She unearthed an old blanket to use as a door and Rob nailed it up between the two rooms, then cut off the excess material and tacked that at the window in the main room as well. 

They found a large rectangular pine table among the rejected furniture which she figured could be used for bags, and a couple of wooden crates to use for nightstands. The boys cleaned them off and put the table at the far end of the room and brought in a couple of chairs to put with it. She then made up the beds with sheets and blankets while the boys brought in a couple of lanterns just in case, because the electricity supply was patchy. Then they helped her carry the men's bags from the van.

"Wow! This one's heavy. What d'ya think's in here? Guns?" Rob was slightly awed.

"I hope so. We need them." Said Olivia, "But it's not our business so just put them down carefully on the table. And thank you so much." 

The boys grinned at her.

"No probs, Liv. Glad to help. Is it dinnertime yet? I'm starving." And they left heading towards the main room, while Liv laughed at what was a constant refrain.

Olivia took one more look at the place, deciding to leave the door and window open to let the bleach smell dissipate, before, being satisfied she had done all she could, setting off towards her room.

Esther showed the men around the base, from the decent-sized kitchen they had already seen, and the two large stores adjacent to it, to the so-called community room where the group dined, met, socialised. Brick-built walls and laid out like a refectory, there was also a blackboard at one end and a serving hatch for mealtimes. They met Gary properly, and Esther explained he had been a chef at one of the hotels. He was in his mid-thirties, short and stocky with a friendly face and an easygoing manner. They also met Annie once again, and it was clear that she and Josh were attracted to each other. Esther pretended not to notice, but they kept looking at each other. Annie was twenty-four, a shapely and attractive young woman with a blonde bob and wide blue eyes; she had worked with Gary at The Alhambra, and had followed him to the resistance group.

Esther showed them the arms store - one of the brick storerooms nearby which had a stout lock on it - and pointed out the lack of resources. There were just a couple of shotguns and a few handguns and a rifle, although they had seen that some guns were in the hands of groups members.

"Not enough for everyone" Esther said. "Although Liv has done her best." 

Which left Mac and Josh wondering what a kid could have done to arm people.

Next she took them to the infirmary and introduced them to Tony, the doctor. Tall, very handsome, his skin colour had meant that he was an easy target for the occupying army, and he had to keep himself hidden from the military. As soon as he could, with help from his new friends, he and his family had gone into hiding. His wife was island-born, but their two-year-old daughter had coffee-coloured skin, courtesy of her doting father, and so she was in danger too. When invited by Liv to join her and Esther, he had been glad to offer his services; as an ER doctor his skills were perfectly suited to the situation they all found themselves in.

"You're well-equipped, doc." Mac commented as he looked at the glass-fronted cupboards housing equipment, medicine and bandages; the examination table and the stainless steel rolling table beside it, and the clean white-walled room which led into a series of small 'wards' with a doctor's office attached. Tony looked around as well,

"Yes. I was surprised when I got here. The infirmary was already here along with the beds and table of course; but the rest of this and the safety of me and my family is all thanks to Liv."

As she led them away, Josh asked Esther,

"How has that girl equipped your hospital?"

"Her name is Olivia, or Liv." Esther's voice was slightly tart, protective of her friend, but then she resumed her normal, sociable attitude. 

"Oh, the way she feeds us. A combination of persuasion and shoplifting." This last said airily. "She and I made a list early after the invasion of what would be needed if we went off-radar, and obviously that has been extrapolated for the increase in numbers, but she went out and got it, and still does." 

Mac wondered aloud how long she had been a thief.

"Only since we found ourselves in this situation." Esther said proudly, "She seems to have quite a flair for it! She's a gifted actress, too. Quite a girl is my Liv; or Agent fifty-four as I call her!" 

Mac thought about the moniker for a moment and then laughed; then returned to an earlier part of the conversation which bothered him:

"What did the doc mean about her saving him?"

They were walking back into the warm evening; the smell of food was stronger now, but so was the heady scent of the flowers and shrubs growing within the compound.

"We met Tony when we were helping ourselves to stuff from the island hospital; he'd just learned he was going to be deported or he would have reported us: instead he was so shocked by what was happening that we took him into our confidence. Liv got him to call his wife to tell her to pack and left me with him to show him how to get here while she went and picked up Megan and little Betsy and brought them up along. She figured it would look less suspicious that way if they were watching him, and it worked. And Tony filled his pockets with drugs we hadn't been able to get; morphine, sedatives and the like. That's when we started using Agent-Five-Four as a code name for the resistance."
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