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In loving memory of my father, Derrick Sheridan, who passed away in December 2006. We all miss you very much, Dad, and 87 years weren’t nearly long enough.




PART ONE


September 1916




1



Violet Gill was walking home with a bag full of spoiled fruit and vegetables that she’d got cheaply from the market. She’d just turned a corner when she saw some lads snatch a loaf from an old lady, who was hobbling painfully along. They’d started running towards Vi before they noticed her and tried to swerve, but she didn’t hesitate for a minute. Dropping her shopping bag, she flung herself sideways at the lad carrying the booty, shoving him so hard he bounced off the wall and let go of the loaf.


She grabbed him by the neck of his ragged shirt and gave him a couple of good clouts about the ears. ‘Don’t you dare steal anything again, Frank Pilling, or I’ll hand you over to Constable Tucker! And you can be sure I’ll tell your mam about this.’


His two companions in crime stopped further along the street to watch.


‘I’ll be telling your mams too!’ she shouted at them, still holding the young thief by his shirt front. ‘I know who you are. Brave, aren’t you, to steal an old woman’s food!’ She gave her captive another thump for good measure and then let go of him. She knew how short of food the lad’s family was, but it was no excuse.


He half-raised one hand to hit her back and for a minute all hung in the balance.


‘Don’t – you – dare!’ she said softly, and although she wasn’t much taller than him, something in her tone made him shrink away. With a yell he ran off down the street towards his companions. Only when the trio had disappeared round the corner did Vi turn to the lads’ victim, who was leaning against the wall looking pale and shocked, and put one arm round her.


‘You all right, love? See, I’ve got your loaf back. It’s a bit dusty, though.’


‘Thank you.’ The old woman patted her chest. ‘Eh, it give me a right old shock, that did. Made my heart pound. Be all right – in a minute.’


Vi waited patiently for her to pull herself together, then gave her back the loaf and watched her walk slowly and painfully away. The town hall clock struck the hour just then and she clicked her tongue in annoyance at the delay before picking up her own bag and retrieving one or two apples which had fallen out. Hurrying up the street, she turned the corner into the Backhill Terraces, twenty or so narrow streets clustered round the town’s two big cotton mills on a slope that led up to the moors. It was here, in the poorest area of Drayforth, that her family’s corner shop was situated.


She always enjoyed her outings to the markets, where the stallholders knew she’d pay them for bruised or overripe pieces and saved them for her. She paused at the door, sighing. She didn’t enjoy being shut up in the shop all day. But what choice did she have? What choice had she ever had from the minute she finished her schooling? Her father left most of the running of the shop to her mother and herself, and her mother had been ill for a few years, though she’d been a lot better in the past year, thank goodness.


Vi had been needed while her mother was ill. Without her the shop would have failed.


The two ladies who had stopped to watch this incident from further down the street began walking again.


‘Well done, young woman!’ Lady Bingram said softly. ‘Who is she? Do you know, Freda?’


‘I think she works in one of the corner shops. I’ve seen her when I’ve been visiting the slums.’


‘Can you find out more about her?’


‘I suppose so. Why?’


Daphne Bingram grinned, an urchin’s grin for all she was in her mid-sixties. ‘I’m looking for more young women to join my Aides. The government finds my little group so helpful in the war effort that it’s asking me to find more of them, and is even giving me some money towards the costs. I certainly couldn’t afford to support a bigger group myself.’


‘Surely you don’t want women of that class in your group?’


‘Snobbery won’t win the war, Freda. There are plucky women in all classes, and that’s the only sort I want working for me.’


Her companion sniffed. ‘Well, rather you than me. Some of those women from the Backhill Terraces have no moral fibre. The things I’ve seen in my charity work!’ She frowned. ‘I’d have thought you’d want younger aides, though. That one must be well over thirty.’


Daphne stopped trying to reason with a woman who had always been a snob and a stick-in-the-mud, and wasn’t likely to change now, war or no war. The trouble was, she needed the money her companion was raising to help buy the necessary cars and motorbikes for those women from her group who were acting as couriers to various offshoots of the War Office. It was so good to be able to contribute to the war effort. It gave a meaning to her life she hadn’t had for a long time. She’d do anything she could to keep her Aides going, even be nice to Freda Gilson.


As they were parting company on the main street, she reminded Freda of her promise. ‘If you can find out about that young woman for me, I’ll be very grateful. I have to get back to London soon.’


‘You’re still coming to lunch tomorrow, though? The Lady Volunteers are looking forward to meeting you and hearing what you do with the money we’ve raised.’


‘Of course I am. That money is being put to very good use, I promise you. You’ve done really well.’ She’d never liked Freda, who was the daughter of a now-dead friend, but war made for strange bedfellows.


Vi arrived home to find a queue in the shop and her mother telling one impatient customer she’d have to wait. Her father was nowhere to be seen. Grimly, wondering what his excuse would be this time, Vi carried her purchases through to the back room, tied on a pinafore and began serving.


When she went to the till for some change, she was surprised at how few coins there were and looked across at her mother, who flicked her a quick glance then avoided her eyes.


During a lull between customers she asked bluntly, ‘Has Dad been at the till again?’


Her mother hesitated then nodded.


‘Why didn’t you stop him?’


‘I tried to. He pushed me away.’


‘Oh, Mum!’ Vi bit off further protests. Her father was a big man and her mother, like herself, was barely five foot tall. ‘How much did he take?’


‘About ten shillings.’


‘Then I’m not providing him with any food at teatime for the rest of the week.’


‘He’ll only take ours.’


‘Just let him try. We’ll eat when he’s not there.’ Lips pressed together grimly, Vi went to sort out a few greengroceries for themselves from the stuff she’d brought home then set up a small box holding the rest on top of a packing case just outside the door. The less provident women would buy these pieces one or two at a time and she’d make a small profit on what she’d paid for them at market. Every penny helped.


And she wouldn’t allow her father to steal any more of her hard-earned money for his drinking.


When the teatime rush had passed, Vi left the shop in her mother’s capable hands again and went to seek out her brother. She wasn’t particularly close to Eric, well, no one was. He kept his thoughts to himself, always had done. He took after their father in looks, but was much cleverer. Though he no longer lived at home, Eric thought the world of their mother. Vi hoped he’d help them in this constant battle to stop their father drinking away the profits she and her mother worked so hard for.


She found her brother standing by the bar in The Drover’s Rest pub. She didn’t like going inside, but needs must. ‘Could I speak to you outside for a minute, Eric? Me and Mum need your help.’


He set his glass of beer down on the bar and looked at the landlord. ‘Keep an eye on that, Den.’


The landlord nodded and placed the half-empty glass on the back shelf.


Outside Eric cocked one eyebrow at her, waiting.


‘Dad’s been at the till again. If he goes on like this, the shop will fail because we won’t be able to pay our suppliers. Could you persuade him to leave the shop money alone? Mum was that upset today.’


Eric nodded. ‘Dad’s a stupid sod. Can’t think beyond the next drink. You were right to come to me. I’m not having our Mum upset. I’ll pop round tomorrow after tea and have a word with him.’


‘Thanks.’


He nodded and went back into the pub without even a goodbye.


He was like that, their Eric was. Didn’t waste his time on chat or politeness, just went straight for whatever he wanted. He worked for Mr Kirby, helping Sully, who was in charge of collecting rents and looking after the many houses Mr Kirby owned. Eric must be earning decent money because he had good lodgings and never seemed short of a bob or two.


If anyone could stop Dad ruining them, it was Eric.


The next evening Vi waited impatiently for her brother, beginning to grow anxious when time passed with no sign of him. He turned up eventually at nine-thirty, waited for the last customer to leave and locked the door behind the woman.


‘We don’t close for another half hour, love,’ his mother said.


‘You do tonight. I’ve got something to say to Dad.’ He studied her face. ‘You’re looking tired, Mum, working too hard.’


‘We can’t lock the door yet. Your father’s not back from the pub.’


‘I’ll go and fetch him. Where’s he drinking these days?’


‘He usually goes to The Drover’s Rest.’


‘Not since I started drinking there, he doesn’t.’ He patted her arm. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll soon hunt him down. And don’t open the shop again. You look tired. If those silly bitches can’t remember to buy their food earlier, let them go without.’


May went into the back room and Vi followed Eric to the shop door. ‘Thanks.’


He shrugged. ‘I’m not letting him do that to her.’


Ten minutes later there was shouting in the street and someone hammered at the door. When Vi opened it, one of the men who worked with Eric shoved their father through and Eric followed him inside.


‘Lock up again,’ he said curtly as he guided the drunken man through into the back room and pushed him down on a chair.


When Vi went to join them, she found Eric going through his father’s pockets and dropping the coins he found on the table.


‘Only four and twopence. No, here’s another penny.’ He slammed his father against the chair back. ‘Damned well stay where you are, you!’


Arnie subsided, scowling at his son.


Eric smacked one hand down on the table so hard everyone jumped. ‘This is the last time you take money out of the till, Dad. The very last time.’


Arnie was pot valiant still. ‘It’s my shop, my money.’


‘It’s Mum and Vi who work in the shop, so I reckon it’s their money. You’re a lazy sod an’ you hardly lift a finger. I don’t know how Mum’s put up with you all these years.’


‘I do my share.’


‘You’ve never done your share.’ Eric leaned forward and poked his father in the chest. ‘I meant what I said.’ He waited a moment and added in a softer voice that was nonetheless chilling, ‘If you do pinch any more money from the shop, I’ll see you get the beating of your life.’


Arnie shrank away. Eric had a weak heart, so he didn’t get into fights himself, but if he said he’d arrange a beating, he’d do it. He never made threats he couldn’t carry out. Arnie glared at his wife and daughter.


‘Even if Mum doesn’t tell me, I’ll find out,’ Eric gathered up the money and looked at his mother. ‘How much did he take?’


‘About ten shillings.’


‘Here.’ He added five shillings out of his own pocket and put all the money into her hand, clasping her fingers round it. Hesitating a moment, he gave her a quick, almost furtive kiss on the cheek and left without another word.


‘You went and told him,’ Arnie threw at his daughter.


Vi stared back defiantly. ‘I certainly did. An’ I’ll do it again if I have to. We need that money. Takings are down because of war shortages.’


He spat into the fire and heaved himself to his feet. ‘I’m going to bed. It’s a fine lookout when a daughter’s as ungrateful as you. It’s me as provides the roof over your head and don’t you forget it. Children! Bite the hand that feeds them, they do . . .’


When he’d gone up the stairs, still grumbling, Vi looked at her mother. ‘He’s getting worse.’


‘Yes. I don’t know what’s got into him lately.’


‘You go up to bed, Mum. I’ll check the shop and bring the takings in.’


It was another half-hour before Vi got to bed, because she liked to leave things tidy. She rubbed her aching forehead and climbed the stairs to the bedroom she now had for her own. It seemed a long time since she’d shared it with her older sister. Beryl had been married for the past eighteen years to a nice fellow who did what Beryl told him and seemed happy with that state of affairs.


Vi sometimes wished she’d found a fellow to marry, because she’d have liked a family of her own. But what would have happened to her mother if she’d left the shop? Her mother had had several years of ill health, though she was much better these days.


Anyway, no one had asked her to marry them, had they? A couple of lads had asked her to walk out with them when she was much younger, but she hadn’t been fussed whether she did or not because they weren’t up to much. Her mother said she read too many magazines and books, real men weren’t like the heroes in those stories, nor was real life. But if it came to a choice between staying a spinster and marrying someone like her father, Vi would rather stay single any day.


They were dead now, those two lads, poor things. Both killed in the first year of the war. A lot of the fellows she’d grown up with were losing their lives in this dreadful fighting and all she could do was serve in the shop. She’d have liked to make a contribution, join the VADs or something, but her mother had needed her. And anyway, the sight of blood turned her queasy, so she didn’t really want to nurse anyone.


But the years of her life were passing so swiftly it shocked her sometimes. What had become of yesterday’s lively girl? She was thirty-five, had done nothing, gone nowhere. She was far too old to marry now, though she didn’t feel old. Why, her hair wasn’t even going grey yet. She had nice hair, her best feature her mother always said, but who was there to notice that now? All the men her age were either away fighting or long married with several children.


The following day Daphne Bingram was driven to Freda Gilson’s house for lunch, her last engagement locally before she returned to London. She pinned a smile to her face as the group of women fluttered and fussed over her because of her title. Silly things! She’d come from a much poorer home than theirs. But they weren’t too silly to raise money.


During a lull in the conversation she turned to Freda. ‘Did you find out about that young woman?’


A sour expression crossed her companion’s face. ‘Not so young. She’s thirty-five.’


‘And . . . ?’


‘Her family runs a corner shop, a mean little place. She and her mother do most of the work and it isn’t thriving because the father is a drunkard. So you see, she’s really not suitable to join your Aides.’


Daphne held back a protest and pulled out her little notebook. ‘What’s her name?’


‘Violet Gill, but they call her Vi. I abominate nicknames, don’t you?’


‘And the address of the shop?’


‘Corner of Reservoir Road and Platts Lane.’


‘Thank you.’ Daphne put the little silver propelling pencil into its holder and slipped the notebook back into her handbag. She endured another half-hour of inane chit-chat, thanked the ladies again for their wonderful contribution to the war effort and took her leave.


‘I need to visit someone in the Backhill Terraces,’ she told her elderly chauffeur.


After stopping to make enquiries, they pulled up outside the shop and Daphne studied it with a grimace. It looked very run-down, though of course paint was in short supply because of the war. But the window was clean and had a neat little display of tins of food in it.


That young woman had stayed in her mind for the past twenty-four hours. Daphne’s instinct about people rarely let her down. ‘Wait for me here.’


She got out of the car and stopped at the entrance to the shop, watching for a moment or two as Vi served an awkward customer, jollying her along. Then they both turned round and gaped at the sight of Daphne, who knew she looked like a creature from another world in her elegant clothes, so moved forward, smiling.


The customer stepped hastily back and Vi looked at the newcomer enquiringly.


‘Do finish serving this lady first,’ Daphne said. ‘Then I wonder if you could shut the shop for a few minutes. I’d like to talk to you.’


‘I’ll come back later,’ the customer said and scuttled out with another nervous glance at the newcomer.


Vi followed her to the door, locked it and hung up a sign saying, ‘Back in ten minutes’. Then she turned to her visitor and waited.


‘Is there somewhere we could sit down for a minute or two? What I’d like to talk to you about is rather important, to do with the war effort.’


‘Come through into the back.’ She led the way and introduced her mother, who was sitting at the table, weighing quarter pounds of sugar on the kitchen scales and pouring it into triangular blue paper bags.


Daphne held out her hand. ‘Pleased to meet you, Mrs Gill. I’m Daphne Bingram.’


‘Pleased to meet you too, Mrs Bingram.’


‘It’s Lady Bingram, actually, but I don’t like to stand on ceremony.’


Vi pulled out a chair for their visitor then sat down herself. ‘How can we help you, your ladyship?’


Daphne explained about her Aides. ‘I saw you in the street yesterday, dealing with those louts and retrieving the old lady’s loaf. I knew at once that you were the sort of woman I want in my group. Would you like to come to London and work for me, help win the war? I pay a pound a week all found, and I provide the uniform.’


It was the mother who spoke. ‘Eh, that sounds wonderful. You should do it, our Vi.’


‘How can I, Mum? I’m needed in the shop.’


May frowned in thought, ‘I think I could manage now. I’m a lot better and this is a good chance for you, love. It’d mean a lot to me to give you a better chance than this place. You deserve it.’


Vi stretched out one hand to her and they smiled at one another. Lady Bingram was moved by their obvious closeness, wishing yet again that she’d been blessed with children.


‘I reckon Tess Donovan would jump at the chance to help in the shop, Vi. She did all right before when you were helping our Beryl after she miscarried. With her husband away in France, Tess is desperate for money. She’s a good worker.’ May waited and when her daughter didn’t speak, added, ‘And now that our Eric’s keeping an eye on your father, I’ll be all right. Eric won’t be going anywhere after failing his medical.’


Daphne nodded approval. ‘Well spoken, Mrs Gill. It is a good chance for your daughter to see a bit of life and help win the war.’


May turned to her. ‘You’ll – look after her properly? She’s never been away from Lancashire before. I wouldn’t want her to be lonely or unhappy.’


‘She’ll live in my house and as there will soon be twenty other Aides, she definitely won’t be lonely.’


They both turned to Vi, who was looking stunned.


‘Well?’ Daphne asked gently. ‘Do you want to come with me?’


Vi opened and shut her mouth then swallowed hard and looked at her mother. ‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes. I’ll miss you, but it’ll make me that happy to see you get a chance like this.’ She reached out for her daughter’s hand again. ‘Do it, love. Don’t let this opportunity slip by.’


Vi turned a face glowing with excitement towards Daphne. ‘Then I accept, Lady Bingram. And thank you.’


Daphne stood up. ‘Can you be ready to leave tomorrow?’


Vi gasped then nodded.


‘I’ll pick you up tomorrow morning about eight o’clock, then. I’m driving down to London and you’ll probably find it easiest to come with me.’ She turned to May Gill. ‘Thank you so much for letting me have your daughter. I can guess what this will cost you.’


The two older women shook hands.


Vi stood there like someone frozen to the spot till her mother nudged her, then she moved forward to show their visitor out.


After her ladyship’s car had driven away, they made no attempt to open the shop. Going back inside they locked the door, then looked at one another.


With a sob, Vi flung her arms round her mother. ‘I don’t know how I’ll ever thank you for this.’


‘It’s your big chance. I couldn’t bear you to turn it down.’ May held her daughter at arm’s length and studied her face for a moment as if memorising it, then gave her a little push. ‘Now, there’s a lot to do. You’d better go and fetch Tess to help out. Her mother will look after the little lasses and the son’s in school. Then you’ll have to do some washing and bring down that old trunk of mine from the attic. It’s still sturdy enough, even if it is scratched. And—’


Someone hammered at the shop door and May moved towards it. ‘I’ll serve in the shop and if there’s a rush, they’ll just have to wait their turn. It’ll take you all your time to get ready.’


For once, Vi let someone else tell her what to do. Bemused, still not believing this could be happening to her, she left the shop and hurried along the street to her friend’s.


Tess opened the door and smiled at Vi. ‘You don’t usually come calling at this time of day, love. I hope nothing’s wrong.’


‘Something’s come up – it’s good news, though – and we need your help.’


Tess held the door open and Vi walked in. Her friend’s little daughter was playing on the rag rug and a baby was crawling nearby. The whole place was immaculately clean, if sparsely furnished.


Vi didn’t waste any time but explained what had happened, ending, ‘I can only do it if we get someone to help Mam in the shop. Do you want the job?’


Tess gaped at her for a minute. ‘You’re going to London?’


‘Yes.’ She gestured to the children. ‘Can your mother look after them for you?’


Her friend beamed. ‘Yes! We could do with the money an’ I like working in the shop.’


‘You couldn’t start today, could you?’


Tess gave her a cracking hug. ‘Give me half an hour to get my mam.’


Vi walked out, feeling as if the world had turned upside down. After a moment’s hesitation, she went to find Eric and share the news with him. He was just as important as Tess in her new plans.


He stared at her, lips pursed, then nodded slowly. ‘It’ll be a good thing for you, that. An’ I’ll keep an eye on Dad for you, don’t worry.’


‘Thanks.’


He nodded and walked away.


She smiled as she watched him go. You’d think words cost money, he was so sparing with them. But it didn’t matter. He’d look after their mother and keep their father in check.


She hurried off to call on her sister Beryl and let her know what was happening. Not that Beryl would be much use to Mam, because she and their father didn’t get on and she refused to have anything to do with him. But still, it was only right to let her know. Vi didn’t see her sister very often because the shop kept her busy till all hours but they’d always been fond of one another.


Joy flooded through her and she stood for a moment beaming at nothing, still unable to believe her luck. She was going to see the world she’d only read about before.
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Sergeant Joss Bentley sat in the dugout shelter in France and frowned at the letter that had just been handed to him. He didn’t recognise the handwriting, but it was from Drayforth, his home town. He tore it open quickly, hoping nothing had happened to his family.


Inside was a short note with no address or signature.


Your wife is messing around with other fellows. You want to get home and give her a good thumping.


He stared at it in shock then screwed it up. Whoever had sent this was lying. Ada wouldn’t . . . couldn’t possibly . . . would she? No, of course she wouldn’t. It was all lies.


But something made him bend and pick up the letter, smoothing it out and shoving it in his pocket.


‘Bad news?’ the man next to him asked.


Joss shrugged. He wasn’t sharing this with his men.


‘You all right, Sarge?’ another asked.


‘Mind your own bloody business.’


He pulled the letter out several times that day and reread it, though he knew it by heart. But still, there was something about seeing the words that made you wonder if they were true.


In the end he forced himself to throw it away, telling himself it was someone trying to stir up trouble.


But in the next few days he received three more such letters, all in different handwriting and on different sorts of paper – though that didn’t prove anything. And each one said the same thing. Not one of them named the man, though.


He couldn’t sleep at night for worrying and when Captain Warburton asked if anything was wrong, he hesitated, then showed him the letters.


‘You’re due some leave, Bentley. Put in for it – I’ll OK things – then go and sort this muck out. It’s probably all lies. We’ll see if we can get you on to a quick course while you’re over there. There’s a new thing for sergeants, preparing them for promotion to officers, which you richly deserve.’


Perry Warburton was a good bloke, Joss thought, not for the first time. He was lucky to be serving under a captain like him.


It wasn’t until a month later that Joss was able to go home and during that time he received several more anonymous letters, all short and all making the same point. He burned them. He wasn’t having anyone else but the captain finding out about this.


Joss didn’t tell anyone he was coming back on leave. When he arrived in the evening, he walked straight home from the station, not pausing to drop in and say a quick hello to his parents, as he would usually have done, but walking straight past the family shoe shop and along to the neat terraced house he rented a few streets away.


He found his mother sitting in the kitchen, toasting her feet at the fire and knitting something khaki.


‘Joss, love! Why didn’t you let us know you were coming?’


He gave her a quick hug. ‘What are you doing here? Where’s Ada?’


‘Out with some friends. The poor lass was getting moped, sitting at home on her own every night.’


He took a deep breath but held back his angry response. What better thing could his wife have to do than stay at home and look after their children? If she was lonely, she could go and visit his parents, or her mother, or his brother and family.


‘How are the kids?’ Roy was only six and Iris three, and he hated the way he was missing their childhood.


‘Fast asleep. Go up and have a peep.’


‘I’d rather wait and— Do you know where Ada is?’


‘At the Crown. They have a ladies’ room now. She’ll be in there with her friends. Why don’t you go and surprise her? I’m not in a hurry to get home. Your dad’s doing some shoe repairs tonight.’


He bent to kiss her. ‘Thanks. I will go and find Ada, if you don’t mind staying a bit longer.’


At the pub he looked into the ladies’ room and saw no sign of his wife, only a group of older women he knew by sight, most of them widows. He didn’t like the way they nudged one another and stared at him.


Turning he went into the main lounge area and saw Ada at once, laughing and happy, sitting at a mixed table. He stood and watched her, furious at the way she was smiling at the fellow next to her.


He threaded his way across the room. One of her friends saw him coming and nudged Ada, who looked up, her mouth falling open in surprise. If he’d ever seen a guilty expression, he was seeing one now, he thought grimly.


Mindful of the people watching them, he tried to force a smile to his face, but couldn’t, just couldn’t manage it.


‘Joss! Why didn’t you say you were coming home on leave?’


‘It all happened suddenly. I thought I’d surprise you.’ He took her arm. ‘Let’s go home, Ada.’


‘Stay and have a drink first,’ one of the other women urged.


‘No, thank you. Ada?’


She got to her feet, dropping her handbag and getting flustered as she tried to pick up the bits and pieces, and nearly fell over. She was tipsy! He pulled her to one side and picked up her things in silence, stuffing them into the handbag anyhow. Nodding to the group, he took her arm and propelled her outside, keeping hold of her when she stumbled. Let alone he didn’t like to see women drinking in the public rooms, to see his own wife the worse for drink sickened him.


Outside, Ada smiled at him and tried to throw her arms round his neck.


He took a step backwards. ‘What the hell are you thinking of, going out drinking with that lot?’


Her smile vanished and a shrewish look replaced it, a look she saved for him alone, he sometimes thought, because she was always smiling and friendly when other folk were around.


‘I’m not sitting in that house every night on my own. I’ve a right to a bit of enjoyment.’


‘What about the kids? Don’t they have a right to someone to look after them?’


‘They’ve got your mother. She understands my feelings and she doesn’t mind coming round every now and then.’


‘No wonder you’ve been asking me for more money, if that’s how you’re spending it.’ He dragged her arm through his and began walking, not letting her pull away.


‘You don’t know what it’s like in Drayforth now, Joss. Boring, dull. No one talks of anything but that stupid war. I’ll go mad if I don’t get out with people who know how to have a bit of fun.’


Before the war, he’d sometimes felt he’d go mad if he had to sit and listen to her silly gossip. Later, her total misunderstanding of the war and the wider world had made matters worse, so that they hardly had anything to talk about. Each time he came home on leave they seemed further apart.


He didn’t know how he was going to face living with her after the war. He’d married one woman, he sometimes felt, and gone home from church with another. She was as selfish as her mother, but without her mother’s ability to manage money and a household.


But he’d stayed faithful to her. He hadn’t gone out drinking with other women, had he? ‘It’s one thing for you to go out with other women, Ada, but you were out with men as well. What will people think of that?’ And how had those men avoided conscription, which had come in earlier in the year? They looked fit enough to Joss.


She wrenched her arm away from his. ‘I was sitting at a table in full view of everyone. What could I be doing to upset you?’


‘You’re a married woman. You shouldn’t be out with other men in the first place.’


‘So are some of my friends married. But our husbands are away so we go out together. We’re not doing anything wrong.’


‘Well, people are noticing. I’ve had letters about you, accusing you of—’ he broke off, hating even to say the words.


She gaped at him, her mouth wide open in shock. ‘And you believed them?’


‘I didn’t know what to believe, did I, stuck out there in a trench?’


She started walking fast and he had to hurry to catch up. ‘Why will you not believe that I’ve done nothing wrong?’ she threw at him.


During the next two days they quarrelled several times. She wouldn’t promise not to go out with her friends and he knew there was no way he could make her stay at home, not when he was in France and she was in Drayforth. He couldn’t ask his mother not to look after the kids, because he wouldn’t put it past Ada to simply leave them alone. At least they were safe with his mother.


When he got back to France after finishing the course, the letters from Ada stopped altogether, though his mother still wrote regularly. Things were serious enough in his sector for him to set his worries about the accusations aside as he struggled to keep himself and his men alive in this mayhem and madness.


At first sight, London terrified Vi, as well as fascinating her. They drove through streets crowded with more people than she’d ever seen in her life before. There were so many vehicles the traffic got into tangles and Lady Bingram’s car had to slow down to walking pace sometimes. Vi was glad of that because it gave her the chance to look round.


Eventually, the big black car pulled up in front of a grand house four storeys high, part of a row of similar residences. She smiled. A bit different from the Backhill Terraces, this. It was late at night now but there were lights showing inside the house still.


‘We’ll get something to eat before we go to bed, shall we? Albert will bring your trunk in.’ Lady Bingram took her silence for agreement and led the way across the big square entrance hall to the rear of the house.


Three women were sitting chatting in a room just off the kitchen. They greeted her ladyship with pleasure, which didn’t surprise Vi, because she’d found for herself today how pleasant and approachable her benefactor was. But she was startled when they all called a titled lady by her first name.


She drank a cup of cocoa and ate a hot, buttered crumpet, listening to the chat. Two of the women were just going on night duty and the other had recently come in. The latter took Vi up to the bedroom she’d share from now on with three others.


She was so weary after the long drive, so sated with new sights and sounds that she could hardly put one foot in front of another.


‘Bewildering at first, London, isn’t it?’ her companion said with a sympathetic smile as they climbed the stairs to the second floor.


‘Yes, very.’


The bedroom was so large it didn’t seem crowded, even with four single beds. The other three were occupied and although one woman roused enough to give her a quick smile before turning over, the others didn’t even stir.


Vi didn’t bother to unpack her trunk, which was waiting at the foot of her bed, just took out her nightdress and visited the bathroom along the corridor. How wonderful to have an indoor lavatory and a bathroom where you could just turn a tap and get hot water running into a fixed bath. Everything was so luxurious and there was even electric light upstairs and down. How easy, just to switch a light on! She couldn’t believe it was real.


Yawning, she walked back to her bedroom and fell quickly asleep.


The next morning someone shook Vi awake and she looked up in shock at a stranger’s smiling face. It took her a few seconds to remember where she was.


‘I had to wake you or you’d have missed breakfast. Of course, you could still have got something to eat, but it’s nice to meet the other women, isn’t it? And soon after, we’ve got an appointment to have a uniform made for you. Can you be ready in ten minutes? Good. I’ll come back for you.’ She paused at the door to say, ‘I’m Livvie, by the way, short for Olivia.’


The other beds were empty. How had she slept through three people getting up? Vi wondered. Livvie had a very posh accent, but she’d been as friendly as her ladyship.


Downstairs Vi ate a hearty breakfast, listening to the others chat. It didn’t take her long to realise that this was a very happy group of women, all proud to be members of Lady Bingram’s Aides and doing their bit for their country. Most of them were wearing brown uniforms and looked very smart. She felt ashamed of her shabby clothes.


‘Are you always so quiet?’ Livvie teased, smiling, as she was buttering another piece of toast.


Vi felt herself blushing as all eyes turned in her direction. ‘It’s all so new to me. I’m just – enjoying listening.’


‘Tell us about yourself,’ another called down the table. ‘How did Daphne find you?’


So Vi told them about chasing the boy with the loaf and then her ladyship coming to her family’s shop. In return she heard about rich girls who’d been living on their family’s estates, other women who were clearly from superior homes to hers and others who, like her, came from poorer backgrounds. They all talked about it cheerfully, no one seeming to look down on another. It was – marvellous. She’d have so much to say when she wrote to her mother.


By the following week, Vi had her uniform, a beautifully cut set of garments tailored to her size. She’d never had anything that fitted so well. The outer clothing was made from wool which was so soft she couldn’t help stroking it from time to time. There was also a set of pretty yet practical underwear, including three lace-trimmed bust bodices – not that her bosoms were all that big, but she’d never had lace-trimmed underwear before either, let alone one of these new bust bodices. All she’d had was a cotton camisole. She was so proud of the uniform she was afraid of seeming vain, but couldn’t resist lingering in front of the mirror in their bedroom when no one was around, to admire her smart new appearance.


She worked in the house all week, cleaning or helping with the cooking and clearing up. This work was organised by a sensible woman of fifty called Esther who managed the house and all its inmates, including her ladyship.


The following week Vi was to start learning office duties, because she’d always kept the accounts at the shop and was good at figures. Lady Bingram had a position in mind for her already and she felt a bit nervous about that, because it would mean working with a group of men under a Major Warren, about whose unit her ladyship was rather vague. Vi still didn’t dare call her Daphne, or even think about her by her first name.


But a permanent posting wouldn’t happen for a few weeks, because the unit was still being formed, apparently, and in the meantime Daphne wanted her to gain as much experience as she could. So she was sent to a bewildering number of offices, spending a week or two in each and trying to learn as much as she could and not make a fool of herself.


Her main form of relaxation was a weekly letter to her mother, and she got one back every week in return. She saved her money, amazed to have a pound a week all to herself, and after the first couple of weeks, opened up a savings bank account. But gradually the other women talked her into spending a little. She went to the cinema, a luxury she’d rarely been able to indulge in before, or out for walks round London. As soon as she’d saved enough, she bought one of the new, shorter, fuller skirts, with a matching jacket and two blouses, simple but flattering. It felt extravagant to buy so many brand-new things, but her friends insisted she couldn’t wear the uniform all the time and her own clothes were so shabby she was ashamed of them.


Daphne had formed a sort of club for rankers on leave who had no family or friends in London and wanted somewhere quiet to meet people, instead of a noisy, smoke-filled pub where they often had to stand up to drink. There were suitable clubs for officers, Daphne said, but not much for the ordinary soldier. So now there was a meeting place on the ground floor and the Aides were asked to go and talk to them sometimes.


Vi had never had much to do with men and was shy at first, but gradually she began to enjoy herself as she realised that what these fellows craved most of all was to spend time with decent women, not street walkers, to have a little fun and above all, forget about the war. They were always very respectful towards the Aides.


In fact, she had never enjoyed life so much, still felt she might wake up from this wonderful dream. And her mother’s letters said everything was going well.


Tess Donovan was enjoying her new life, too. She loved working at the shop and the money made a huge difference to her family, not only herself and her children, but her widowed mother, whom she paid to look after the children. What with the money the Army sent her from Joe’s wages, she’d never been so comfortable.


On market day, Mrs Gill went off to market and left her in charge. Tess was kept busy at first, then during a lull, managed to make herself a cup of tea and tidy up the shop.


Arnie Gill came in and smiled at her. ‘Just need a shilling from the till, Tess.’


She remembered the warning Vi had given her. ‘Mrs Gill didn’t say anything about giving you money.’


He drew himself up, towering over her and making her feel nervous. ‘I’m the owner of this shop. I don’t need to ask the hired help if I can use my own money, thank you very much.’


‘Mrs Gill won’t be long. We can sort it all out when she comes back.’


He cursed and shoved Tess out of the way, holding her at arm’s length while he opened the drawer. Taking two shillings out he slammed the drawer shut. ‘If you try to stop me again, I’ll sack you.’


She watched him walk away, feeling guilty that she hadn’t been able to prevent him, because she knew he shouldn’t have done that.


When Mrs Gill came back, Tess explained what had happened.


‘Oh, no! I didn’t think he’d dare start again. Our Eric will throw a fit.’ She hesitated. ‘Perhaps it’s just this once. I really don’t want to cause trouble between them.’ She began to fiddle with the edge of the counter, biting her lower lip and looking so miserable, Tess couldn’t help giving her a hug.


But Mr Gill did the same thing the next market day, only he took three shillings this time.


His wife sat down and wept when she found out. ‘I can’t manage if he goes on doing this. He has his own money every week. Five shillings. I could make five shillings last a week and still have some left over. I’d not spend it all on booze. I’ll give Arnie a good talking to but he doesn’t listen to me lately.’


Tess put her arm round her, not saying anything. She knew it’d be up to her to do something, as Vi had warned her, but she wasn’t as good as Vi at telling people what to do. Mrs Gill was a lovely person, but since her illness she was a bit too soft for her own good and Arnie never paid any attention to what she said.


After work Tess went down to the Drover’s Arms and looked for Eric Gill. He was there, standing by the counter. She didn’t like to walk through the crowd of men, so gave a lad a penny to ask Eric to come out and see her urgently. She stood waiting in the shadows to one side of the pub, twisting the ends of her shawl round and round her fingers.


When she saw Eric come to the door and look round, she took a deep breath and moved forward. ‘It’s about your mum.’


‘Oh?’ He waited.


Tess couldn’t help her voice wobbling, because she was a bit frightened of Eric Gill, who was gaining a bit of a reputation in the terraces as a man not to be crossed. ‘Your dad’s started taking money out of the till again. Vi said I should tell you if he started doing that.’


Eric seemed to swell and a vein began throbbing in his forehead. She could see it quite clearly by the light of the gas lamps burning brightly outside the pub.


‘I hope I did the right thing, telling you, I mean?’ she faltered, suddenly afraid of him.


He lost the fierce look and gave her a quick smile.


‘You did, Tess. You definitely did. And you’re to tell me if it happens again. Leave it to me now. Wait!’


She swung round.


‘You must have paid that lad to fetch me out of the pub. How much?’


‘Just a penny. It doesn’t matter.’


‘It does.’ He slipped twopence into her hand and turned away.


She walked home worrying about what he’d do, worrying about what Mrs Gill would say when she found out who’d told on her husband, worrying most of all that she might lose her new job. Her husband teased her about being a worrier but she couldn’t help it.


The following night Arnie reeled home from his local pub, helped by his son.


‘I found Dad in an alley next to his pub. Someone had beaten him up.’


‘Who could’ve done that?’ May gasped.


Arnie glanced sideways at Eric. May followed his gaze and saw her son smile slightly. But it was a smile which put the fear of God into you, not one that comforted you and she guessed what had happened. Eric never did anything violent himself, but there was a man called Fred who accompanied him on his rounds and sometimes did the necessary. It upset her that it had been necessary this time.


‘We’ll never know who did it, will we, Mam? Dad didn’t see them, did you?’


May watched Arnie open his mouth and shut it again, then shake his head. ‘It were too dark.’ He let his wife bathe his wounds, avoiding her eyes and his son’s, then said he’d go to bed.


May watched how he winced as he moved. ‘I’ll sleep in Vi’s bed, Arnie. You won’t want anyone bumping into you in the night, you poor thing.’


He grunted.


‘I’ll leave you now, Mum.’ Eric stared at his father. ‘Better be more careful in future, eh?’ Then he walked out.


When May came back from locking the shop door, her husband was already upstairs.


She collapsed on to a chair. Eric had done this, she knew, even though she’d not let on that she’d guessed. He’d done it for her. Tess must have told him and Vi must have warned Tess about Arnie’s thieving from the till.


And the worst of it was, she was glad, because it was hard enough to manage the shop without Vi, however willing Tess was. May was better, of course she was, but she wasn’t her old self. Well, at sixty you didn’t expect to be. Only Eric could stop Arnie stealing from the shop. And she’d let him, whatever it took, because she didn’t want things to go wrong while Vi was away. Her younger daughter had given up so much over the years, but now she was going to get her chance in life, whatever it cost May.


For a long time she sat staring into the fire, feeling sad. When you got married, you promised to love and obey your husband, didn’t you? But she didn’t love Arnie any more, hadn’t for years. And as he’d done nothing worthy of her respect, she wasn’t going to obey him, either.


Sighing, she went up to Vi’s room, glad to be sleeping alone for once. She lay down and closed her eyes tightly but tears still leaked out. This incident wouldn’t cost her Arnie’s love, because he didn’t love her, never had. He’d needed a wife to help him in the shop after his mother died, so had courted her because she was a hard worker. She’d heard him boasting about that to someone once.


But he’d not been nearly as bad then. And he’d given her children, which was the biggest comfort of all.


Of their three children, Beryl was safely married to a nice man with a steady job as a carpenter, Eric was making a good life for himself in spite of his weak heart, and Vi was in London having an exciting time. That thought gave May a lot of pleasure. Three good ’uns, they were, her children.


Next thing she knew, it was morning again and Arnie was cursing the knocker-up, who was rapping at the front bedroom window and would continue to do so until May called out to him.
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Vi felt sick with nerves the day she first went to work for Major Warren, with whom Daphne said she’d be working for the foreseeable future.


She arrived at the address, straightened her broad-brimmed brown felt hat, taking courage from how smart her uniform was, and walked quickly inside. It was a big building and she was told to wait on an uncomfortable bench in the foyer. It was ten minutes before someone arrived, a young fellow with an ugly limp.


He came across smiling and shook her hand vigorously. ‘Glad to have you with us, Miss Gill. I’m John Deavers, Captain. They tell me you’re good with figures. I’ve been doing my best, but accounts aren’t my thing. The Major’s busy at the moment, but he said to make you welcome and show you round.’


His accent was so posh she’d have been even more terrified if his smile hadn’t been so wide and friendly.


‘Our unit hadn’t long been together and they’re going to settle us in a house somewhere. In the meantime we’re camping out in three rooms.’


The three rooms were in chaos. The Captain and Major Warren shared one and the other two were full of desks and people, none of them women, Vi noted at once, feeling a little overwhelmed. There was one office boy, an eager lad who looked at the soldiers with envy. Don’t wish yourself old enough to be killed, she thought. But he would, of course. Most lads his age were dying to be old enough to fight and many lied about their ages in order to enlist.


When Captain Deavers showed her the new account books, she relaxed a lot, because he’d made an absolute mess of setting them up. She began to question him carefully about the unit’s finances and expenditures. It had a huge amount of money at its disposal – well, it seemed huge to her, more than she’d ever handled before in her whole life put together. But it still came down to figures and she was good at them, always had been.


By the time the Major came back from his meeting, she had worked out several headings, subject to his approval of course, and was assigning the expenses roughly to them, starting to go through the piles of receipts. The Captain had collected those conscientiously, at least.


‘We’ve got a house,’ the Major announced, beaming round at the room. ‘We can move in tomorrow, though there’ll still be a lot to do to get it habitable because it’s been unoccupied for a few years.’


The men in the room cheered.


The Major’s eyes fell on Vi and he smiled even more warmly. ‘I see we’ve got our newest recruit. Miss Gill, welcome to the unit. Lady Bingram has told me how efficient you are.’


She could feel herself blushing.


‘Come and have a cup of tea with me, tell me about yourself.’


She followed, surprised at how old the Major was.


He gestured to a seat and sat down behind the desk with a gusty sigh of relief. ‘Not as young as I was. I’m sixty-eight and came out of retirement to help the war effort.’


She found herself telling him about her family, relaxing, realising that he was like Daphne Bingram, easy to talk to with no hint of snobbery or condescension.


‘Think you can sort out our accounts? Poor old Deavers hasn’t a clue.’


‘I think I can, though I may have to go and ask advice about some things.’


‘You do that, and if you need me to grease the wheels for you anywhere, just say.’


‘Well, I worked in an accounting company’s office last week and I think they’d be happy to help me, since it’s for the war, so I can probably manage. I’ll go in my lunch hour and—’


‘You’ll go during working hours, because it’s work. Lunch hours are for resting. I’ll be working you hard, but I’m a firm believer in taking a proper break in the middle of the day. And you don’t need to ask permission to go anywhere. If you have to see someone, just leave a note on your desk saying where you’re going, and go. If you need bus fares, take the money from the petty cash and make a note of it somewhere. It’s one of the things you’ll be setting up, the expenses accounts.’ He saw her surprise and added, ‘I’m a great believer in trusting my staff to get on with things – unless they give me any reason not to.’


‘I’ll never do that, sir.’ She was won over at once, knew she had fallen on her feet.


And nothing, during the next two years ever made her change her mind about that. The work was hard and very hush-hush, sometimes involving long hours of overtime, but the Major knew how to create a team and no one ever said anything to disparage her because she was a woman.


Anyway, they couldn’t have done without her, because she proved her worth with figures and with other jobs, too.


The men in the unit came and went, but Vi and Major Warren stayed on in the tall narrow town house.


In France, Joss was relieved when the anonymous letters about his wife stopped. But they started up again a few months later, two or three of them a week. It was as if the writers knew one another and were working together to keep the pot boiling. His wife was still going to the pub, had been seen out alone after dark. He should come home and give her good thumping. As if he’d ever hit a woman!


Why could they not leave him in peace? He told himself to leave the letters unopened, but couldn’t. It was the only way to find out what was going on . . . if they were telling the truth. It wasn’t something he could mention to his parents. All he could do was worry about it.


He began to dread the post arriving and couldn’t even talk about this latest onslaught to the captain.


One night, when his company was on a week’s rest behind the lines, he got a letter in which the writer described seeing Ada kissing a man down the back alley and then going off with him. Why did they never name the man?


Sickened, suspecting it was true, knowing his wife’s need for someone to lean on, he shoved the letter in his pocket and tried to drown his worries. The next thing he knew, someone had picked up the letter, which had fallen out of his pocket, and was reading it aloud, a chap he’d always hated.


Red rage filled Joss and he went for the fellow, taking huge satisfaction in giving him a good thumping.


He lost his stripes for that and would have been put in prison if Captain Warburton hadn’t found out what caused it and intervened.


As a private, Joss was earning less, so he cut Ada’s allowance and told her why he’d lost his stripes.


She didn’t reply to his letter. In fact, she hadn’t written to him for months.


He had one quick visit home, but he slept on the couch and spent most of his time with his children or his family. He and Ada hardly said a word to each other. He couldn’t accuse her of sleeping with someone without proof. All he really wanted to do was sleep in the blessed quiet of a near-normal world with no guns pounding away night and day.


The only bright spots in his life were when Captain Warburton made time for a quiet chat, not saying anything about the situation back home, but encouraging him to hope for a corporal’s stripes again and simply being with him. If it hadn’t been for the captain’s support, Joss would have gone mad, because the letters had begun again, still telling him things he didn’t want to know, yet had to know.


In the end he put one inside an envelope, addressed it to his wife and sent it off. Let her see what he was receiving.


The anonymous letters stopped. That puzzled him greatly. How had she managed to do that? It couldn’t simply be coincidence.


He didn’t know whether to be glad or sad that no more letters arrived. He still wondered what Ada was doing and who with.


And the war went on . . . and on . . .


It was at one of the meetings with soldiers at Lady Bingram’s club that Vi met Len Schofield, who was recovering from an injury. He was a quiet man but had a straightforward friendliness about him that made her enjoy his company more than that of the other men.


They all went to a Lyons Corner House the next evening to ‘give the boys a little treat’, paid for by Lady Bingram. Vi still wasn’t used to such gigantic eating places, where hundreds of people could have a meal at any time of day. She shuddered at the thought of how much washing up all these customers would be creating. She wouldn’t like to be doing it, that was for sure. But the Nippy waitresses were very cheerful and smart, in their black and white uniforms, and they were always so obliging, nothing too much trouble.


Len had one arm in a sling, so someone had to cut up his food for him and she was sitting next to him, so it fell to her.


At the end of the outing, as the men were walking the Aides back to Lady Bingram’s house, Len pulled her behind the others. ‘Can I see you again, please, Violet? Just you.’


She stared at him, shocked rigid by this. But he looked so anxious as the silence lengthened that she said hastily, ‘I suppose so. If you really want to.’


‘I do. You – haven’t got a fellow back in Lancashire, have you?’


‘No. I’ve never really had a fellow.’ She clapped one hand to her mouth. What had made her tell him that?


‘They must be mad in the north.’ Len looked at her earnestly. ‘I hope you don’t think I’m too forward, but there isn’t time to court lasses properly these days and I really like you.’


‘I don’t mind at all. I like you too.’ She could feel herself blushing hotly.


He made arrangements to see her the following evening.


She went to bed glowing with pleasure at Len’s compliment and looking forward to going to the cinema with him. But she was surprised that someone would want to take a plain Jane like her out.


Len asked her to marry him the following week, the sixth time he took her out. And by then she felt so comfortable with him, she said yes. She knew all the arguments about wartime marriages, but she didn’t care.


‘I don’t know where we’ll live, though,’ he confessed. ‘My mum and dad died when I was a lad and I’ve no brothers or sisters to take us in.’


‘I don’t care where we live, but I wondered . . .’ She hesitated then said, ‘I thought I’d talk to Lady Bingram. They’re letting married women go on working now, because of the war, and when you go back to France,’ she had to take a deep breath here, because the thought of that filled her with dread, ‘well, it’d keep my mind off things if I could go on working. Besides, the Major says he can’t manage without me now.’


‘You talk to her ladyship, then.’


So after she got in, Vi went to tap on Daphne’s door and confess the whole to her.


‘What wonderful news!’ Daphne said cheerfully. ‘And of course you must go on working after you’re married. Let me think.’ She frowned, then looked at Vi. ‘There are a couple of rooms above the old stables in the mews at the back of this house. We could have them whitewashed. They don’t have electricity or any of the amenities we have in the big house, but there’s water and a bathroom of sorts that grooms used. Bring Len round tomorrow night and we’ll inspect them. There wouldn’t be any rent, because the rooms aren’t needed for anything.’


‘You’re so kind to us.’ Vi blinked her eyes which had filled with tears at this generosity.


‘You’re a hard-working woman. You’re serving your country just as much as the fighting men do. How could I not help you?’


‘I know it’s wartime, but I’ve never been as happy in all my life,’ Vi confessed.


When she’d gone, Daphne sat on, staring into the fire, hoping desperately that Len Schofield would survive the war. From the fragments of information Vi had let fall, the poor girl had had a hard life with not many chances of happiness. Please let her keep this man, Daphne prayed.


In a large house on the ridge overlooking Drayforth, Phyllis Warburton read the latest letter from their brother, who was a captain in the Army, serving in France, then went to find her sister Christina. ‘Perry’s coming home on leave for a few days.’


‘Oh, no! He’ll find out. We can’t hide it from him.’


Phyllis nodded and fumbled for a chair. She felt so weary today and her brain seemed dull. ‘What are we going to do, dearest?’


‘What can we do? See if we can find a woman in the town to do some cleaning and open up the drawing room again.’


‘But we’ve so little money. It seems a waste and Perry won’t mind using the little sitting room, I’m sure.’


Christina frowned in thought. ‘Maybe we can make it seem because of the war that we’re without help? If we did that, made it fun to eat with Cook in the kitchen, and didn’t let him know we’d got his bedroom ready ourselves . . . ?’


Maybe it’d work.


And for the first day after Perry returned, it seemed as if he believed them. Then, on the second evening, he put some more wood on the fire and leaned back in his chair, staring at his two elderly sisters. ‘What really happened to the servants?’


Christina sighed and didn’t even try to lie to him. ‘We couldn’t afford to keep them. We’ve got Cook and a woman for the washing, plus a woman to do the rough cleaning every week, so we manage very well and—’


‘What happened to that little diamond drop and gold chain you always used to wear, Phyllis, and those pearl earrings that Father gave you for your twenty-first birthday, Christina?’


They fell silent, each avoiding his eyes.


‘Why didn’t you tell me things were this bad?’ he asked gently. ‘I could have sent you some of my money.’


‘You need that money to keep up your position, Perry dear.’


‘I don’t, actually. There is no such thing as position in the trenches, just mud and blood. I’ll make arrangements the minute I get back. Who sold the things for you? And how much did you get?’


They told him.


‘That fellow cheated you. Don’t go through him any more.’ He sighed and stared into the fire for a few moments. ‘I was extravagant after Father died, wasn’t I? And then I invested unwisely. I’m sorry, my dears, so very sorry to have placed you in this predicament.’ He looked from one to the other. ‘In the meantime, you and I will go into Manchester, Christina – I don’t think you’re well enough for a lot of walking, Phyllis. We’ll find a decent jeweller’s, so that you have some money for the next few months. We’ve a storeroom full of things we’re never going to use again. You must help me choose one or two to sell.’


He and Christina went the following day, taking the train into Manchester and walking arm in arm along Deansgate and Market Street, looking in the shop windows.


They got more for their grandfather’s pocket watch than she’d expected and for an oval silver platter. It was with relief that she put the money away safely when they got back to Drayforth.


‘I won’t be extravagant any more,’ he whispered to Christina as he said goodbye. ‘Look after poor Phyl. She doesn’t seem at all well.’


Christina could have told him that what ailed their sister was as much low spirits as anything physical. They couldn’t afford to return hospitality, so had stopped accepting any, and life was very dull.


When he got back to France, Perry continued to worry about his sisters. One evening when he was on watch with Bentley, they got talking.


‘Had any more of that family trouble?’ he asked. ‘Only I couldn’t help noticing that you started getting extra letters for a while. Tell me not to pry, if you like, but it sometimes helps to unburden yourself.’


Joss shrugged. ‘It was the same old thing, saying she’s been unfaithful. They didn’t say who with, but they made it sound worse than last time. I sent one of them back to her and suddenly the damned letters stopped. I don’t know what to make of that. I can’t ask my family if they’ve noticed anything. My brother’s got enough on his plate keeping the shop going and anyway, he’s too nice to notice such things, always thinks the best of everyone. And my parents are quite elderly, so I don’t want to worry them. All I can do is wait for this damned war to end. Who’d have thought it’d still be going in 1917?’


They stood in silence for a few minutes, both appreciating a more peaceful evening, with no bombardment going on.


‘You’ve been looking a bit worried yourself, sir,’ Joss ventured.


‘Mmm.’ Perry looked sideways at him then said quietly, ‘It’s my sisters. They’re older than me and I’ve mucked things up for them, made some unwise investments and left them short of money. They’ve been selling their jewellery, not telling me. And if anything happens to me, I don’t know what they’ll do, how they’ll manage. I’ve been a fool about money, a bloody fool.’


After another silence, he said abruptly, ‘Bentley, you live in Drayforth. If anything happens to me, will you go and see my sisters and . . . keep an eye on them as much as you can?’
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