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This dedication is in three parts, as all were equally resident in my mind as I wrote this novel.


The memory of my grandfather – Arthur Leslie Chadwick – who fought in the Great War as a young man and lived. I wouldn’t be here writing stories for you now if he hadn’t survived and I’m exceedingly grateful for his bravery.


Yet many others did not survive and paid the ultimate price for their sacrifice. This book is dedicated to all of them – the soldiers, the civilians, the refugees, the home front, the children – all who found themselves caught up in a war none of them asked for or wanted, just as today, so many of our fellow human beings are trapped by wars not of their own making. Let us always extend the hand of friendship to all who suffer under the movements of history against their choice.


The brave women who gave up their time, their freedom and even their lives to fight for women’s suffrage. Without them, I dread to think where we’d be now, in a system today that is still rife with misogyny, the women and men who fought for women’s suffrage so long ago were courageous warriors against a brutal system, which threw them in jail and subjected them to torture. Yet the will of the suffragettes was never broken and they pushed onwards until women were given the same voting rights as men in the UK in 1928. I thank them for everything they suffered to give me the freedoms I enjoy today.










Chapter 1



Jo


June 1900 to April 1902


When she was six years old, Jo Darlington secretly watched from the darkened hallway outside her parents’ room as her mother held a pillow over the face of Jo’s father and ended his short brutal life. He’d been lying on their bed in a drunken stupor after he’d beaten his wife in the kitchen. Mrs Darlington never knew that her little girl had seen her murder him. When the morning came, men in black coats and hats arrived at the house and Jo sat on the stairs eavesdropping on them talking with her mother. She didn’t understand what they were saying in their gruff, grown-up voices but it was something to do with the word ‘misadventure’. Her mother didn’t get arrested and didn’t go to prison. Nobody mentioned the pillow and people talked about how much Bob Darlington had had to drink that night, as he could barely walk home across the iron bridge and vomited over the side into the fast-flowing River Severn beneath, a witness had said. A doctor mentioned something about his liver and everyone said he’d lived a bad life. Jo watched her mother talk to Jo’s Aunt Stella and all the neighbours and friends and never shed a tear. Jo wondered if she’d dreamt the whole thing. But deep down she knew she hadn’t. She knew her mother – after years of beatings at the broad fists of her husband – had killed him in his bed. Jo carried the knowledge of it around in her belly like a stone and never told a soul. All she knew for sure was that it was a lot more peaceful at home without her father. And her mother looked peaceful too. Until she got sick.


Two years after her father’s death, her mother was by this time bed-bound and her skin turned yellow. The doctors couldn’t help her. She was looked after by Aunt Stella, who had a job as a nurse in the town, so was good at it. Jo stayed with her aunt’s three daughters, to keep out of the way. Jo’s cousins were all girls, all whiny and troublesome. Jo didn’t like them much, or their father, Jo’s uncle by marriage, who made his children call him ‘sir’. Jo wasn’t allowed to call him Uncle Ned and had to call him Mr Andrews instead. One day, when Mr Andrews came back from factory work, he told Jo, ‘Your mother’s dead. Go on home now.’ Men in black coats came to the house again and Aunt Stella was there. She came down the stairs and hugged Jo tightly. Jo hadn’t cried yet, just like her mother hadn’t cried for her father. Jo hadn’t cried for him either. She never found it easy to show her feelings to others. But now, what she mostly felt was fear.


Jo said to her Aunt Stella, ‘I dunna wanna live in this empty house alone. There are ghosts at night and now there’ll be one more.’


‘Oh, child,’ said her Aunt Stella, and a single tear rolled down her aunt’s cheek. Jo wished she could cry. But the tears just wouldn’t come. ‘Dunna fret. You’re to live with us now, little Jo.’


Jo was smaller than the average, she supposed. In every other way she felt completely average (apart from the fact that her mother had killed her father, but then nobody knew that but her). She had brown hair which she described to herself as being the colour of a rat or, if she were being charitable with herself, perhaps a mouse. They were both vermin, however you looked at it. Aunt Stella helped her pack a few clothes and knick-knacks and that was all she was allowed to bring from her old home to her new one. When she was taken in by Aunt Stella, the first thing her aunt did was cut all of Jo’s hair off to a bob just below her ears, because it was so knotty from the months of neglect when Jo was without her mother or aunt, while Aunt Stella had been nursing her mother half the time and the other half with her patients. The only adult more present in her life at that time had been Mr Andrews, who would rather skin an elephant than brush his niece-by-marriage’s hair. Once Jo’s hair was chopped off, she felt peculiar, the back of her neck suddenly cold and her head lighter than air. She felt like a new person and, she supposed, she was a new person now, in a new life. Everything she’d known before, every comfort of her childhood and her home, was gone, never to return.


And that was how, in the space of two years, Jo Darlington gratefully lost her father and sorrowfully lost her mother, and thus became an orphan at the age of eight and went to live with her aunt, uncle and three troublesome cousins.


Aunt Stella lived in a different neighbourhood and thus Jo started at a new school, the one on Church Hill in Ironbridge, the first day falling on a cloudy and cool spring morning. The night before she had had nightmares about looming dark things in the room she shared with her cousins. The three of them were all cuddled up together in a double bed, while Jo was on a narrow horsehair mattress on the floor in their room, beside a wooden doll’s house whose dark windows seemed to watch Jo as she shuffled to get comfortable, unsuccessfully. The four walls of their bedroom were covered in pictures cut out of magazines pasted to the wallpaper, a curious collection of angels and cherubs, little girls in posh outfits and stars of the stage in the latest fashion. Jo’s cousins fell asleep in seconds in their warm, soft bed, while Jo lay awake for ages, thinking of how her childhood bedroom had no doll’s house and only one doll, which she realised she’d forgotten and left under the bed there. Her aunt had told her all the things left in the house were sold, to pay for her mother’s funeral, or burnt, because the other items there were ‘no good’. Jo scolded herself for forgetting to bring her doll with her; how could she be so careless with her own baby doll? Perhaps it had been burnt up, a ghastly thought. She believed herself then to be a bad mother to her forsaken dolly, to also be ‘no good’.


She tried to sleep that night but ended up staring at the faces on the walls that soon turned ghoulish in her shattered mind. Jo kept waking up clutching at her face as if she couldn’t breathe, so by the morning she was exhausted. She was given a piece of bread with a smear of jam and half a cup of condensed milk by Mr Andrews (his good wife delayed upstairs fashioning elaborate plaits in her eldest girl’s hair), who complained when he was forced to mind his own children and ‘the extra’, as he called Jo. He gruffly went off to work, saying they’d made him late. Once the eldest had come downstairs, Jo was left with her three troublesome cousins. They were Sarah, seven, Sally, six, and Celia, five. It sorely vexed Jo that their three names sounded like they started with the same letter and yet Celia’s didn’t. Jo found it insupportable that her clever Aunt Stella had made such a careless mistake. It meant every time Jo found herself looking at Celia, she drew out an S shape on her palm as if to correct the error. Aunt Stella really was the cleverest person Jo knew, being the town nurse, a kind of unofficial one. Aunt Stella told Jo that she’d never had any proper training but nobody liked the young town doctor, a Mr Hale – especially the women – and so most of them called on Aunt Stella when they needed medical help, particularly if it involved ‘lady parts’, as Aunt Stella said in an undertone with a furtive look.


‘What are lady parts?’ asked Jo, but she never learnt the answer, as Aunt Stella hurried them out to school as she was late to see her first patient.


‘Get a shift on,’ said Aunt Stella, not unkindly. ‘You’re the eldest wench of the house now and all your cousins will do as you say. Get yourselves to school, my beauts, and mind your cousin, little Jo.’


Then her three cousins whooped and hollered at her half the way to school, calling her ‘little Jo’, quite decidedly meant unkindly. Jo shouted at them to shut their gobs and they did, momentarily, then whispered about her behind her back as she strode ahead. She couldn’t pretend to herself that she was not desperately jealous of them, not only because they still had both a mother and a father (although she’d be quite happy if the grumpy Mr Andrews didn’t come home from work one day, perhaps killed in a ghastly accident at the blast furnace at Blesser’s Hill where he worked). But Jo was also extremely envious of their dark hair, almost black, just like their mother’s, and how long their raven hair was and how pretty the hairstyles their loving mother had crafted for them were. Despite liking the lightness of her own new hairdo, Jo knew she looked like a boy compared to her pretty cousins, and a very little boy at that, as the eldest, Sarah, was two years younger and yet taller than her. She heard her cousin Sarah tell the others that Jo was little because she was an orphan and never got fed properly because her parents had been ‘drunken degenerates’. Jo didn’t know what the second word meant but it didn’t sound good.


‘Hush with your chinwagging,’ Jo said.


‘Yes, little Jo,’ replied Sarah, with a fake smile. Troublesome, Jo thought, and not for the first time. She tried to tell herself that her cousins’ hair was boring and traditional, while her new haircut was daring.


She had persuaded herself to be quite delighted with it, until she got to school that first day and the first thing that was said to her when she joined the queue of girls outside, opposite the queue of boys, was one girl shouting: ‘Wrong line, boy-hair!’ And then a significant portion of the rest of them all began to chant ‘Boy-hair! Boy-hair!’ at her, even though some of the girls had quite short hair too – though not as short as hers, it had to be said. Even her cousins joined in, which felt particularly treacherous. Then, one of the boys stepped out of the queue and shouted everyone down.


‘Shut your cakeholes!’ he cried.


And everyone did. The boy didn’t even look at Jo but she stared at him that whole time they waited in the insolent silence of a chastised mob. He had yellow hair and was dressed neatly in his shorts, long socks, waistcoat and jacket. Despite his neat appearance, his hands looked filthy and he picked dirt out of his nails.


Then, at long last, the queues began to move and in they went. Jo had never liked school much and had often succeeded in getting out of it for days on end when Mama was alive, under the pretence of some sort of ill-defined snuffle or helping out around the house, but they both knew it was just her mother being soft. Louise Darlington had been a kind and well-meaning person but was easily swayed by any point of view, always assuming that every other person living had a better argument than she did and, weighing up all the possibilities, she was most likely wrong about everything. Jo knew her letters and could do sums, so she knew she wasn’t an idiot and thus couldn’t see why she needed to learn anything else at school, about what lay beyond the China Sea or why lightning occurred and other mysteries. She was poor and thus destined for a ‘life of toil’, as Mama called it (her mother had taken in laundry and needlework and worked too hard). What good was such fancy knowledge when you were toiling?


However, once inside her new classroom, with the schoolmaster, Mr Woodvine, at the front, and everyone seated according to boys on one side and girls on the other, Jo listened to everything Mr Woodvine told them. He had a kind face, a kind smile, even kind hands, the way he held them before himself and gesticulated expressively during every speech he made about the interesting things of the world. That first day Jo learned about the bears of Canada, which awakened in her a sense of wonder she’d never felt before.


At playtime, they all trooped outside, the boys to the lower playground and the girls to the upper, the playground on a steep terraced slope. Jo’s cousins ran off and played with their friends, who whispered about Jo and pointed at her. Jo stood by the low wall marking the top boundary of the school and pretended to be interested in a snail climbing up it. Before long, the pretence wasn’t real and she did become fascinated by the snail and wondered how it would feel to move so slowly, as if through water, just like she had played in the shallows of the river downstream with her mother on sunny days when she was younger, the weight of the water pressing against her shins as she edged forward. Then, a tap on her shoulder made her look round and there was the kind face of Mr Woodvine looking down at her. He was tall, with brown hair shot through with streaks of grey.


‘Did you know that snails and slugs are also called gastropods?’


Jo shook her head, not really understanding what Mr Woodvine was talking about, something about peas in a pod, but just happy to be spoken to. Nobody really talked to her at her new home, except for Aunt Stella, who was rarely there. Her cousins looked at Jo as if she were a creature, not a person, and though she was used to it, she also knew you could never really get used to such a thing in your life. You could never get used to loneliness.


‘You might imagine that there is a dearth of interesting wildlife in Shropshire, but you’d be wrong,’ Mr Woodvine went on. ‘If one has a keen observant eye, there are animals everywhere one might look. Look up into the sky and you’ll see a plethora of birds and insects winging past you. Turn over a leaf or lift a rock and you’ll find more, scurrying away. And there, over there behind the town, you see?’


The school was up a hill and when you stood in the playground you could see across the town of grey boxes of houses and shops of Ironbridge nestled in the valley, fringed on each side by thick swathes of deeply green trees.


‘Within those copses of trees you’ll find all manner of wildlife, from rabbits to foxes to badgers and more.’


Jo worried about those trees, as they looked dark and brooding that day, the sky overcast. She asked Mr Woodvine, ‘Do those forests have bears in them, like in Canada?’


‘No bears, little Jo,’ said Mr Woodvine, and smiled at her.


And then he left her, striding away to break up a fight between two boys in the lower part of the playground. She watched him go and felt bereft. She looked out for the blond boy from earlier who had saved her from the cruel chanting. She saw him playing at soldiers with his many friends, running around shooting at an invisible enemy. The blond boy was leading them all in the chase, and led them again in a breakout of cheering when they had beaten their foe. Jo wondered why he had been so kind to her, a stranger, a girl with hair like a boy. Or maybe he wasn’t being kind and was somehow responsible for keeping law and order in the school. But why? Why that boy?


She watched as Mr Woodvine suddenly went over to the blond boy and took him aside, away from the other boys, and had a quiet word with him. He wasn’t telling the boy off, Jo could tell. She watched as the boy ran his fingers through his blond hair, looking puffed, with pink cheeks from his recent soldiering exertions. He nodded at Mr Woodvine, then peered around the schoolmaster’s back and pointed at Jo, straight at her. She felt glued to the spot. What was she being accused of? Then, Mr Woodvine nodded too and patted the boy on the shoulder and the boy ran off as the bell rang for the end of playtime. This vignette remained a mystery that Jo pondered until the end of the school day, when they were all dismissed and she was about to leave with her cousins, the three of them running ahead so they didn’t have to be seen with her. And the blond boy came up beside her and tapped her on the shoulder, just as Mr Woodvine had.


Jo turned and gazed at the boy in wonder.


‘My dad said you’re the same age as me and you might need a friend, being so alone in the world as you are.’


‘Your . . . dad?’ said Jo, confused as to why this boy’s father might know anything at all about her, let alone her deepest shame, that of being a blighted orphan.


‘Mr Woodvine, the schoolmaster. He’s my dad.’


‘Oh!’ she replied.


This was news indeed. And now it all made sense, how he shouted at the others and they listened to him with begrudging respect. How he led his platoon of boys in their war games in the playground. And why Mr Woodvine had taken him aside to have a word with him. She imagined that the child of a teacher might’ve taken some stick for that particular parentage, but instead it seemed to lend the blond boy a position of esteem in the school hierarchy.


‘Sorry, I didna mean to draw attention to . . . well, you being alone. Sorry if that hurt your feelings.’


‘It didna,’ she said, amazed that anyone was talking to her so kindly, let alone a boy (who, in her experience from her last school, were usually cruel and mucky things who despised girls mostly, especially one that was not conventionally pretty, like herself).


‘Good,’ he said, and nodded. ‘I’d walk you home for a bit of company but I live here.’


‘You live in the school?’ Jo imagined him and Mr Woodvine, and whoever else was in their family, sleeping all squished up together in a tight cwtch in the stationery cupboard at the back of the classroom.


The boy laughed and it was infectious. Jo actually smiled, the first time she’d done that in weeks, months even.


‘Nay, nay! We live in the cottage there, beside the school, see? My parents have a garden behind it where we grow all sorts of fruit and veg. You should see it. I’m gonna be a gardener one day. Dad wants me to be a teacher like him, but I’d rather die than be cooped up in a classroom all day, wouldna you?’


She nodded ferociously. She agreed with everything he said, whatever it was.


‘I’ll be a gardener in a big fancy garden next to a big fancy house, you’ll see.’


‘I believe you,’ she said, reverently.


‘Anyway, must get off or we’ll miss our tea. See you tomorrow. Tara-a-bit.’


He turned to go, then stopped and added, ‘Oh, and I’m Alfie, by the way. Alfie Woodvine, of course.’


And off he went, with a skip and a hop, back through the school archway for boys. She heard his booted steps recede as he went around the school, then saw the blond top of his head above the school wall as he ran up to the cottage beside the school, his head bobbing out of sight.


She stood absolutely still for a minute, her feet unwilling to move from the spot where he’d stood just moments before.


‘And I’m Jo,’ she said quietly, to herself alone.










Chapter 2



Jo


April 1902 to December 1911


Alfie Woodvine became her champion. As Alfie’s dad was the schoolmaster, nobody gave her any open trouble after that, nothing that Mr Woodvine could see, at any rate. He protected her in a particular manner, as she’d lost her parents, just as his kindly soul protected all orphans in a particular manner, but with Jo being Alfie’s favourite, he seemed to keep a special eye out for the Darlington girl, to the chagrin of the other girls. Outside of school, the girls, including Jo’s cousins, either ignored her obviously, turning their heads dramatically away when she was nearby, or openly bullied her with taunts. There were rumours in town about her parents that never left her throughout her school years.


Walking to and from school became a trial. She noticed that grown-ups often commented on gangs of boys ranging around as trouble. Yet Jo was rarely bothered by boys. It was coteries of girls that gave her the tight sensation of fear in her chest when she heard a group coming up behind her as she walked quickly, alone, always alone. She never understood what it was that girls pinpointed about her that made them hone in on her so accurately. But they did.


‘Drunk,’ one would say, and giggle.


‘Drunk, drunk, drunk!’ another would chime in.


Mostly she would walk faster to try to evade them. Sometimes they’d wander off after that, tired of the pursuit. Other times, they wouldn’t. Instead, they’d speed up and surround her, forcing her to stop.


‘Yer father was a proper bezzler, drunk every day of his life!’ a girl would crow.


‘He drunk himself to death,’ another would add, jabbing Jo in the chest.


‘And yer mother!’


Some days Jo would shove her way free and other days she’d stand her ground.


‘That’s old news,’ she’d say, her voice riven with contempt. ‘Keep up.’


But whether she answered or not, whether she was clever or not, whether she was angry or pleading or silent, nothing worked.


‘They say yer mother was yellow as marsh marigolds when she went! What a sight!’


‘You’re a disgrace. Everyone says so. My mother says the Darlingtons are as bad as crow carrion pecked on the road.’


One time Jo shouted, ‘Nobody gives a stuff what you or yer mother think! Everybody knows yer mother did it under a hedge with the ironmonger!’


But however witty or defiant Jo was, it never earnt her enough kudos for the bullying to stop. She could tell some of her classmates did have a grudging respect for her, but they showed it by giving her a wide berth, or a solemn nod when she passed. Nothing akin to friendship. The others simply hated her with a ferocity that Jo never understood.


Why did they care so much? Why was it Jo’s disgrace to carry, that her father was a bezzler, a heavy drinker who’d drunk himself to death, and her mother had too? Why didn’t it elicit pity from them, instead of scorn? She never found the answer but wondered sometimes if some people on this earth made themselves feel better about their own mean and mediocre lives by stamping down others, forcing others down further, to elevate their rotten selves. But the worst of it was that only Jo knew the terrible truth about her parents was a thousand times worse.


And so, she turned to Alfie, who never teased her, or turned his head away, or ignored her. He’d bring extra food for her from his parents’ garden and talked with her of many disparate things, of the geography of Shropshire and the wars in southern Africa and how to be a goalkeeper at football and the mysteries of prime numbers. He was good at everything and yet people weren’t hateful towards him and no one called him a swot, mostly because his dad was such a fair man and Alfie himself was a good sport and fun to be with. Everyone liked Alfie Woodvine.


But for Jo, it was quite different. She loved Alfie from the top of her head to the soles of her feet. She loved that boy with all the love she’d had to save after her mother had died. Jo poured it all into the new vessel of Alfie Woodvine. Firstly, he was kind to her always, which was like heaven to hell compared with the girls who taunted her and the boys who ignored her. He didn’t care a jot about her parentage. He was interested in the world, in nature and science and the night sky, showing her insects he’d caught, why flowers had a certain number of petals, and the names of constellations. She fretted quite regularly that if, by some dreadful twist of circumstance, Alfie Woodvine died too, she’d throw herself off the iron bridge with a hand-iron roped to her ankle and let it drag her to the riverbed and drown rather than live even a day without him.


Jo grew accustomed to her life with her cousins, though they settled into an ill-tempered truce more than anything akin to friendship, let alone familial love. Once Jo’s hair had grown out, it proved to be lustrous with a long bouncy curl. This made her cousins green with envy, as their raven hair was a lovely colour but straight as a rod and greasy as a bag of chips. They used cotton rags to curl their hair every night, which Jo’s magnificent head of waves never needed. So, Jo flowered as she grew, much to the annoyance of her cousins. Time passed and Jo and Alfie left school at twelve, Alfie apprenticed to the Head Gardener at Rowland Hall, just as he’d told Jo he would be, all those years before. Jo was told by Mr Andrews to make her living doing the same kind of needlework at home as her mother had. The best thing about her post-schooling life was that her cousins were still at school, and so she spent whole days away from them, at last, thank heavens, which almost made up for the fact that her hands hurt from the constant sewing and she grew a little forlorn, alone in the Andrews’ home all day (she never thought of it as her own).


As much as she was happy to have a break from her tiresome cousins, she missed school, and its sense of purpose and the importance it placed on learning for learning’s sake. She missed Mr Woodvine and his fascinating facts. And most of all, she missed seeing Alfie every day. But he still made time out of his long work hours to come and see her, and they went for long walks by the River Severn or they sat in his garden at the schoolmaster’s cottage, playing with the Woodvine family dog, a good-natured black-and-white collie called Snap. The happy hours she spent chatting aimlessly with Alfie, or his father, or his mother too, the beautiful Mrs Woodvine with the white-blonde hair, from where Alfie had clearly inherited his colouring.


Jo got to know Mrs Woodvine in those many visits to the cottage and liked her very much. Aunt Stella loved Jo, she knew that, but she had the brusqueness of a nurse about her, which meant hugs were quick and kisses were sparse. What Jo felt most keenly was how Aunt Stella’s voice was subtly different when she talked to her own daughters compared to when she talked to Jo. Her aunt probably didn’t even notice it, but Jo did. She knew it wasn’t intentional, so she didn’t resent it, but she still felt it viscerally, every time she heard the contrasting tones. There was a warmth in her voice that she used with her own children that cooled ever so slightly when she addressed her niece. But Mrs Woodvine – or Maria, as she insisted Jo call her, though Jo swore to herself she never would, out of respect – spoke to Jo with such fondness that somehow it made up for her aunt’s failings in that quarter. Mrs Woodvine would call Jo simply ‘Jo’, unlike everyone else, who called her ‘little Jo’, even Alfie, and still Mr Woodvine, who Jo now knew was called ‘Charlie’ by his wife. Yet everybody else on earth called him ‘Mr Woodvine’ or ‘Schoolmaster’, except Alfie, who called him ‘Dad’, or sometimes ‘Pa-pah’, when he was teasing him and pretending to be a rich boy. Jo wondered sometimes if Maria Woodvine had wanted a daughter to go with her son. Maybe Jo filled that gap, who knows? Whatever the reason, the love that was shown to Jo by the Woodvine family saved her, in every way an orphan with a terrible, dark secret could be saved.


Mrs Woodvine was unerringly kind to Jo, in a manner in which no other females had been since her mother passed. And Maria was extraordinary in another way: she ran her own business. Alfie told Jo about this early on, that his mother took photographs for folk, at weddings and christenings mostly. Every so often when Jo was there, she’d see Maria go into the shed in the corner of the garden and close the door behind her, staying in there for ages. All she knew was that it had something to do with her photographs.


One day, when Jo was thirteen, she asked, ‘Could I see what’s in that shed you work in, Mrs Woodvine?’


‘Course you can,’ said Maria, ‘but only if you call me Maria. You’re nearly a lady yourself and it’s time we became friends.’


‘Thank’ee . . .’ Jo hesitated. ‘Maria,’ she added, since she’d been asked, in particular.


Maria smiled and beckoned her inside. The walls were lined with black cloth, which made everything feel snug. There were trays on worktops, bottles of liquids and tins of chemicals on shelves, strings strung up across the space with photographs pegged on to dry. It was a treasure trove of a room. And only Maria went in here. It belonged to her.


‘Here’s the red lamp I need to develop the photographs,’ said Maria, showing Jo an oil lamp housed in red glass.


‘Why red?’ asked Jo, fascinated by all of the paraphernalia.


‘Photographs are sensitive to blue and green light, so because red light is the far length of the spectrum, it doesn’t affect the photographic paper.’


Maria lit the oil lamp and pulled the shed door to, so that the room was bathed in the soft, scarlet light.


Jo looked at Alfie’s mother in wonder. How on earth did she become so clever, so accomplished, so independent?


Maria smiled at her. ‘I feel as if you have a thousand questions in your mind, Jo.’


Jo loved the way that Maria seemed to somehow read her mind, even though Jo didn’t know herself precisely what she wanted to ask.


‘I do. I wonder . . . how a woman can become . . .’


She wasn’t even sure what she was asking. She just knew her mind was suffused with an urgent curiosity she’d felt most of her life but had never felt it so strongly until this moment.


‘Can become what?’


‘Become . . . just become. Herself, I mean. Become herself. Oh, I dunna know what I’m saying!’ Jo laughed awkwardly, annoyed that she had not the words to describe what she meant.


Maria looked at Jo very seriously. ‘I think I know what you’re asking. How a woman becomes something other than all the things we’ve been told all our lives that we should become.’


‘Yes!’ cried Jo. ‘That’s it. Like you. You’re a woman of business. Most women I know sew like me, or take on washing, or shop work, or they’re in service or the factories. I dunna wanna do any of those things.’


‘What do you wanna be?’ Maria asked kindly.


Now, there was a question, one she’d asked herself many times and never found an answer.


‘I . . . dunna know yet. I just know what I dunna wanna be, if that makes sense.’


Maria smiled. ‘Makes perfect sense. First, I was a scivvy for my uncle as a girl.’


‘Me too!’


‘I know, Jo. We have more in common than you think. I lost my parents too, at a young age, in a driving accident.’


This was news to Jo. Alfie had never spoken of it to her. To see an orphan becoming something as marvellous as Mrs Woodvine suddenly gave Jo an injection of hope. But, of course, the key difference was that Maria would be a legitimate orphan by a tragic accident, whereas Jo’s parents . . . she didn’t want to think on it at that moment. ‘I’m sorry to hear of it. I didna know that.’


‘I too was brought up by family. I dunna know about you, Jo, but my uncle’s family wasna nice to live with.’


‘Mine neither,’ said Jo, then, feeling guilty about including Aunt Stella in this, she added, ‘Except my Aunt Stella. She’s kind to me, when she has the time for it.’


‘Now, there’s a woman with a career for you. Trained herself in nursing, Stella Andrews.’


Jo had never thought of her aunt that way. She’d only thought of nursing as an extension of the work her aunt already did at home, keeping everyone well and happy.


‘I dunna think I wanna be a nurse,’ said Jo.


‘Then dunna be one. Listen, Jo. It’s not Victorian times any more. It’s 1906 and change is in the air. For years now, there’s been a growing movement, to emancipate women.’


‘To what-i-pate women?’


Maria laughed. ‘Emancipate. Emancipation. It means freedom. For women. From all that’s expected of us.’


‘I like the sound of that,’ said Jo.


‘We’ll talk further on it, Jo. For now, I have darkroom work to do. Run along and see Alfie. He’ll be impatient to talk with you. He loves your company, you know.’


Jo blushed. Alfie was her best friend. But in recent months, Jo began to feel they might be something more. When they’d both turned fourteen, they were walking Snap the dog along the river one day, Alfie telling Jo in great detail about all the things he was learning on the estate, about plants and weeds and pests and disease and other features of gardening. Jo listened but she didn’t really understand much of it. Just the lulling sound of his voice caused her mind to drift off, falling to darker things, her loneliness and shame. Alfie had none of that. He’d grown up without any shadow upon him and she was drawn to him because of that. If her mind grew too gloomy, she’d turn to him and tune into his voice again. She’d turn to the light of him, shining from his eyes. He was always lit up by learning and wonder, which she admired so much it made her heart ache.


‘I dunna know why you hang around with me, Alfie Woodvine. I dunna have your learning or your lightness. You love the world and I . . . well, I suppose I sort of hate the world really.’


As they walked along the river, the light falling through the willow leaves hazy and dappled across their bodies as they went, Alfie looked at her very seriously.


‘I dunna like it when you do that, Jo. Putting yourself down like that.’


‘But it’s true,’ she said. ‘I get much more out of our friendship than you do.’


He stopped walking then and looked at her squarely. ‘Stop doing that. You’re the most . . . You are . . . Urgh, I inna good with words. I never was.’


‘Try again,’ she said, curious now.


‘You’re the most alive person I ever knew. The way you stood up to those stupid girls who had a go at you at school.’


‘That wasna always true. Sometimes I ran away.’


‘That’s the sensible thing to do sometimes. Retreat, withdraw. Why face risk if you can be safe? It’s not a defeat. It’s strategic. Like in battles.’


‘Well, I didna know I was strategic, I mun say,’ replied Jo, laughing. ‘I dunna even know what strategic means! I thought I were just a coward for running away.’ But Alfie’s face was still dead serious.


‘Listen, Jo. I had it easy. All my life. Loving parents, a safe home. I’m the only one, so I get doted on. You never had that. But you’ve never let it stop you. You used to come to school every day, rain or shine. You never had a day off in years, do you remember that?’


‘That’s because it was rotten at the Andrews’. I liked school better. Because your dad was there. And you.’


‘But another girl might run away, might turn to trouble and strife. You’re brave, Jo. When those girls come at you, you never let them make you small.’


Jo stopped walking then. Her eyes had filled with tears. Not one single other person in the whole world made her feel like a person the way this boy did. Everybody else made her feel like a creature, an object, a nothing. ‘Alfie, I dunna . . .’


‘Nay,’ he said firmly. ‘You mun take a nice thing when it’s meant nice, Jo. That’s . . . well, it’s one of the reasons why I hang around with you. Because you’re brave and true. And you listen to me properly and dunna mind me rattling on about nonsense. Nobody listens to me like you do, Jo.’


At that moment, Alfie wrapped Snap’s lead tightly around his left hand, as the dog was impatient to move on. Then he reached out and took Jo’s hand, raising it to his lips, and kissed it. She stared at her hand, then at him. He leaned in, hesitantly, and she did too, then he turned his face and kissed her on the cheek.


Snap tugged hard on the lead and they carried on walking and did not speak of it again. For a month or so, Jo knew their friendship had blossomed into something new but she was too frightened of losing it to pursue that path. She sensed the same in Alfie. So, they were hesitant all through that year and the next, graduating slowly, over time, to hand-holding, to more cheek kisses, to a hug now and again. They kept talking, kept listening to each other’s tales of their days, and now and again Jo would find him watching her intently, or he’d turn to her and see her doing the same. Then they’d use Snap as an excuse – even if he’d had two walks that day – and they’d slip out and walk him in the woods, snatching a kiss and a cuddle curled up beneath a tree as Snap dozed, or he would yank at his lead to stop this tiresome canoodling and get moving again, so he could follow his doggy nose to the next adventure.


By the time she had turned eighteen, in the autumn of 1911, Alfie Woodvine had proposed marriage to Jo Darlington and she gladly accepted, and they planned the wedding for a few months after Alfie turned eighteen at the beginning of December. As well as the delightful thought of living in their own house with the fine, handsome young chap that Alfie had become, Jo was also desperately excited about leaving the Andrews household, where she’d been an unpaid maid-of-all-work since the earliest days she’d lived there at age eight. She’d minded her cousins in the long hours when Aunt Stella and Mr Andrews were out at work, and she’d cooked and cleaned and scrubbed and mended and so on, while the cousins seemed to get away with doing very little around the house. There was a tacit understanding with Aunt Stella that Jo had to earn her keep as niece, in a way that her cousins, as the rightful heirs, never did. With Mr Andrews, there was nothing tacit about it, as he ordered her to do the many jobs that needed doing in their crowded family home, always scowling at her and pushing her aside when he entered the room. Nobody could say he was an overly loving father, but he did hug and kiss his girls from time to time, yet he barely looked at Jo in the nine years she’d spent living in his house. Sometimes she felt like an invisible person, almost a ghost, insubstantial and inconsequential in her own life. At the Woodvine house she was never made to feel that way.


As the day of her wedding approached, she knew that on that very night she would go with Alfie back to a little house on the hill right opposite the school, the house they’d spend their married lives in (helped by the Woodvines with the rent) – this place seemed like it would be heaven to Jo. Away from the cousins, away from the drudgery of the Andrews house, away from being the orphan alone in the world. Her house would be her kingdom. She’d no longer be sleeping on the floor in her cousins’ room and instead she’d have her very own bed, with Alfie in it. What a delicious thought! She’d have dominion over each room in their tiny house. She’d take in sewing and Alfie would go to work at the garden where he was now an Assistant to the Head Gardener, and then he’d come home and she’d have his meals ready for him, and in between she’d fix the house up and it would be the same kind of jobs she’d always had to do around the house but this time it would be her house – her home, in fact – the first home she’d had since she was eight years old and was left all alone in the world. But she would never be lonely again. She’d be living right opposite her dear parents-in-law and maybe she’d even get a cat, though Snap the collie dog might chase it, so perhaps not. But no matter, for she would be her own woman at last. She would be Mrs Woodvine.


By mid-December, she was standing in St Luke’s church on the same hill where the school was, where the Woodvines lived and now where she would be living too. In an unfussy white dress, empire line, with a shirt collar and a short veil that came down to her waist, she held silk flowers and wore the same as her headdress, as the month was mid-December, not a good one for fresh flowers. They had planned to marry the following summer but decided they couldn’t wait; or, in truth, Jo had encouraged Alfie that they should bring the date forward, as her life in the Andrews’ household had become insupportable. It was hard enough to fit into a house where you weren’t wanted when you were a small child, but nowadays, as a grown woman, her feet extended far beyond the end of the mattress she still slept on down on the floor, and her cousins bickered with each other and took out their frustrations on her, the interloper, more than ever. Sometimes she’d hear them whispering that Jo wasn’t good enough for the likes of Alfie Woodvine. The sooner she could escape from that house, the better all round. And so, Jo and Alfie planned a winter wedding instead.


Present at the service were the Woodvines, Aunt Stella, and none of the cousins or Mr Andrews. Thus, as Jo’s side of the church would be so minimal, it was quietly agreed that the Woodvines wouldn’t invite anyone from their extensive local family, so as not to embarrass the bride. Jo was glad of it, as being the centre of attention was a new and unwelcome experience for her. She was relieved once the vows were done and Alfie was asked if he would take her as his wedded wife and he replied with a grin, ‘That I do.’


Afterwards, the buffet lunch having been consumed, the photographs taken by her mother-in-law Maria, and everyone retired for the afternoon, Jo was glad of it. Jo and Alfie quietly left the schoolmaster’s cottage, still done up in their finery. It was already dark, the days short, as they held hands and, without speaking, walked across the road to the little house the Woodvines had found for them. Maria had placed a pretty Christmas wreath upon the door, woven through with white silk roses to signify a seasonal wedding. At that moment, as they paused at the door, nerves suddenly getting the best of both of them, Jo felt the cold kiss of a snowflake upon her cheek and looked up into the sky to see a swirling mass of more snowflakes descending in flurries upon them both.


‘Winter confetti for you, Jo,’ said Alfie, and smiled at her.


She looked at her husband.


‘I do love you, Alfie Woodvine.’


‘And I love you, Mrs Woodvine.’


‘That sounds nice.’


He opened the door and asked her if she wanted carrying over the threshold. He was polite that way, never assuming. She declined, as it felt ridiculous somehow. She walked in, Alfie behind her, and pulled the door to. It was a two-up, two-down house, with the front door opening straight into the parlour. There was a minimal galley kitchen with a coal-fired range, and beyond it, a little square of cobbles in which resided the outdoor privy. Upstairs were two bedrooms, a larger one for the newlyweds and a small room for the hoped-for offspring. Without a word, the house still in darkness, Alfie took Jo’s hand and led her up the stairs to their bedroom. He turned up the gas lamp on the wall and they stood looking at each other.


He asked if he could kiss her and she said yes. He asked at every step after that, and so their wedding night was polite, and sweet, and tender. Afterwards, he opened the curtain for her so she could see the snow. They watched it together in companionable silence. Alfie was asleep within minutes, his head in her lap as she sat propped up against two pillows, watching the snowflakes dance. She knew that, in her eighteen years on this earth, no moment in her life could compare with her complete and pure happiness at that moment. It filled her from top to toe.


And yet, in the very same moment, the old fear returned, that anything she had would be taken from her, like her doll, like her home, like her father and mother. And she stayed awake for an hour or more, gripped by the dread of it.
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