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and came close to my heart. 
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PART ONE


A Friendship is Born











Chapter One


Olivia


January 1936


‘Well, my dear, that’s another year gone. And what a year! The Silver Jubilee of King George was wonderful – though many thought he wouldn’t make it, such a sickly man.’


Olivia looked up from her embroidery, an occupation she hated, but it pleased her Aunt Rosina to have her sit with her sewing and chatting for an hour in the afternoons.


The saving grace was that during the times her aunt didn’t chat but concentrated on her own creation, Olivia could gaze out of the window of this rambling house on the cliffs of the Cornish coast and dream of what the coming year would bring for her.


She, her father and her beloved fiancé, Hendrick, had spent a wonderful Christmas here with her aunt and uncle, but now her father and Hendrick had left and Olivia felt daunted and yet excited about staying behind to take up the study of languages in London.


She would so miss them, Hendrick in particular, and would live for his visits once or twice a month.


‘Mind, he’s better the devil you know, as Prince Edward, well . . . Such scandal surrounding him and his flirtatious ways. Always married women, which makes it worse, but this latest one . . . Oh, my dear, she’s an American!’


‘Well, our dear king isn’t dead yet, Aunt, and hopefully he won’t be for a long time. I’m sure our handsome prince is just sowing his wild oats and will settle down with a suitable bride.’


A humph that spoke of Aunt Rosina believing it when she saw it brought the conversation to an end.


Feeling bored beyond endurance, Olivia stretched out her long slender legs and sighed. She seemed to spend her life with older people – her father, a widower and the owner of a bank in St Peter Port, Guernsey, had been forty when he’d suddenly married, and she was born.


He’d never married again and always said that Sylvanna, her mother, had been the love of his life, and no one could match her or replace her.


They’d met in France, fallen in love, and had lived with Father’s mother – Olivia’s adored Granny Lynne, who had sadly passed away last year. Now, Granny Lynne’s house was still their family home: a beautiful, three-storey white house overlooking the sea in St Peter Port – a busy shipping port, with an ever-changing scene of yachts, ships, fishermen, either on the horizon or coming into dock.


A pang of sadness clutched Olivia’s heart at not returning to Guernsey for so long but she couldn’t dispel the excitement she felt at what the future held for her.


Her hand went to her hair, and she made a pretence of patting it into place, though the roll that Annie, Aunt Rosina’s maid, had put into it this morning was perfectly fine and kept her shoulder-length locks neat and tidy. She loved the style.


She’d told Annie that she wanted to make sure that she didn’t stand out like some alien being when she began her studies in London – such a fashionable city. But having browsed through a popular magazine that Annie had, she now felt confident that this was one of the latest styles, and a lot of the other students would be sporting it.


‘So, my dear, changing the subject, how do you feel about your new life ahead?’


‘I’m excited, and yet afraid. I’m looking forward to my studies but find the thought of living alone in London a bit daunting. And I’m missing Hendrick and my beloved Guernsey already.’


‘Well, Hendrick and your father should be back home by now, and that’s where you should be . . . Oh, I do wish you weren’t going to London. Besides, there are rumblings of unrest in the world, dear. Ireland, New York, both had riots, and I don’t like that Hitler fellow. He’s making Germany into a dictatorship. It could all spell trouble.’


‘Ha, Aunt, you’ve been reading Uncle Cyril’s newspapers again. You know he doesn’t like you to. I can hear him now: “Such things are not for the ears of you womenfolk, my dear.”’


‘Poppycock! Men make a mess of everything. They should leave it to us. I’m jolly glad that you’re being allowed a proper education. It’s right, too, that you should speak French as that was your mother’s tongue and it’s still widely used in Guernsey so it’s useful to you. But why you want to speak German and Russian, I do not know! Urgh, such ugly languages. And what use will they be to you?’


‘I just love languages, Aunt, and as you know, Hendrick is a linguist. We want to one day open a language school of our own. In the meantime, I need to gain qualifications to teaching standards.’


‘Work, you mean? Good gracious!’


Olivia laughed. ‘Haven’t you just been saying that women should play more of a role? Well, we have to start somewhere. We need to be as clever as the men to achieve that. And that comes through equal education. You are a clever lady, but you are only able to find out about the world by sneaking a peek at Uncle Cyril’s paper!’


For some reason this made Aunt Rosina burst out laughing. Though she didn’t know what was funny, Olivia laughed with her. She loved her aunt. Father’s older sister, Aunt Rosina had married a Cornish landowner and never returned to Guernsey. She had a broad view of the world and its affairs and, yes, though boring at times, was very interesting at others, which made staying with her a joy.


Here, in Wallington Manor, Olivia felt at home and everything about the house and the village nearby was familiar. Even the view from the bedroom that was always kept especially for her was very similar to the one she had from her bedroom in Guernsey – a vast expanse of blue sea and sky with hills either side.


‘I’ve been thinking, Olivia. I don’t want you travelling alone to London, and Annie is due her annual leave. She always goes home for a week after Christmas. She’s a very trustworthy young woman and knows her way around. I’ll buy her a ticket on the same train to accompany you.’


‘That would be lovely, thank you, Aunt. I feel better already.’


‘And you will have Mrs Cockley to take care of you when you get there. She’s a northern woman, came down to London as a maid in 1920 and never went back. She now works for your father and looks after us very well when we stay in his apartment. She’s a jolly good cook too – lovely home cooking with a northern flavour, stews with dumplings and meat pies, but she can also turn her hand to more fancy food if need be. She’s a salt of the earth sort. Uncle Cyril fancies he takes her off very well, as he says, “Eeh, it’s hot today, lass!”’


This made Olivia giggle. She had never heard anyone speak like that and thought her aunt was making it up.


‘Anyway, I’m glad she’s there to take care of you and to mother you, but I think you’ll soon get used to London life and make friends. And you’re right, of course, you should go to that college. Far better than finishing school. You don’t need to learn to carry a pile of books on your head as I had to endure. Better to broaden your mind than straighten your shoulders, dear.’


‘Thank you, and I really appreciate you giving me Annie to travel with me. My excitement is beating my fear now.’


‘That’s good.’


They were sat in Aunt Rosina’s sitting room and as she said this she leaned forward and rang the bell on the table next to her – a carved occasional table in walnut, which matched the walnut bureau in the corner. 


Always cosy, the room housed a large pink sofa and two dark green chairs. A French door led out onto the garden – a sloping, lawned area bordered by flowers in the summer, but with a dusting of frost tinging the blades of grass right now.


The floor of the room was a highly polished oak, with a large pink rug patterned with dark green feathery leaves covering the centre. The white marble fireplace was the centre point and it now crackled and spat its protest at Aunt having put a huge log on it.


Annie appeared at the door carrying a tray of tea.


‘Thank you, dear. Now, Annie, I have something to tell you.’


Annie looked surprised, but said nothing. She just bobbed and then walked into the room and laid the tray on the table next to the bell.


‘I want you to prepare Miss Olivia’s things for her departure to London, and your own too. You are to accompany Miss Olivia on the express train from Penzance to Paddington on the fifteenth of the month. The train leaves at nine a.m. I will make all the arrangements. When you arrive, you are to see Miss Olivia safely to her address in Westminster, and then you may go home and spend a week with your family. Your yearly salary will be ready for you to take with you.’


Annie bobbed again. ‘Ta, madam. It’ll be me pleasure to take care of Miss Olivia. I’ll see she gets there safe and sound, I promise. And I’m grateful for me week off too.’


‘Very well, Annie, you are dismissed now.’


Olivia caught an excited glance from Annie and knew she could have skipped out of the room if she dared. Olivia thought how she would have happily joined her. She’d dance all the way along the hall outside the room and do a little twirl at the end of it, such was her pleasure at this turn of events.


It all seemed hustle and bustle from then on as Annie’s work piled up and she was in and out of rooms carrying bed linen and brushes and pans. All the guest rooms had to be spick and span before she left and three of them had been occupied over Christmas.


Besides this, there was the packing and umpteen jobs that Aunt Rosina seemed to find for her, as if the poor girl was going to be away for months.


But Olivia did manage to get a chat with her one evening.


It was a particularly cold night and Annie had lit all the fires to warm the bedrooms. Olivia was getting ready for an early night when Annie knocked on the door and came in lugging a bucket of coal.


‘For during the night, miss. Now, use them tongs or you’ll end up with hands as black as the coalman’s.’


‘Ha, Annie, you sound like my father. I can put coal on a fire, you know.’


Annie ran her hand over her brow. ‘I’m sorry, miss. I let me tongue run away with me. Me mum always says, “You’ve enough rattle on yer, Annie, to rival the bells of the fire engine. Me ears are ringing with your chatter, girl.”’


Olivia giggled. ‘Well, I wouldn’t say that, but you do sometimes make me feel like I’m years younger than you. How old are you?’


‘Coming up for twenty-one, miss.’


‘Well then, I’m older as I’m already twenty-one.’


‘Really! Well, that’s something I got wrong. I suppose it’s with you still going to school. It threw me.’


‘Not school, but a college for languages. It’s very different.’


‘Oh, I see, but it’s still learning, ain’t it, miss? Mind, it weren’t that I thought you younger, as you have a fiancé, just inexperienced in the ways of the world and I wanted to protect yer.’


‘That’s very kind, Annie. And I do need your protection. I missed out not having a mother to guide me. Sadly, she died giving birth to me.’


‘That is sad. I’m sorry to hear that. Have you a picture of her?’


‘Yes, it’s in my bedroom at home. The resemblance between us is uncanny. She had the same dark eyes and dark hair, and father said that hers had a natural tendency to fall into waves, just like mine does. It seems my personality is very much the same too.’


‘Well, that’s something to hang on to, miss.’


‘Yes. But if only she’d lived, I feel that I wouldn’t have been such a novice in the big wide world. That maybe she would have taken me to places and encouraged Daddy to travel too. But as it is, I have only known life on an island . . . Oh, Annie, I feel so much better that you’re going to be with me on my journey to London.’


Olivia liked Annie, but often felt sorry for her, as this rambling house had so few staff that each had to turn their hand to many tasks and work long hours.


For Annie, that meant laying fires, making beds and overseeing the cleaning of all the rooms, but also acting as a lady’s maid to Aunt Rosina – seeing to the laundering of her clothes, and carrying out any mending needed, besides dressing her hair and anything else that Aunt asked of her.


‘Do you enjoy working here, Annie?’


‘It’s needs must, miss. I need to provide for me mum, and me sister Janey. Life ain’t no picnic growing up in the East End of London.’


This hit home with Olivia, as she realized that though near in age, she and Annie had lived such different lives. Her own, privileged with every comfort, but for Annie, nothing but toil.


‘But here, I’m well fed and warm, and I can give every penny of me wage to keeping me mum and me sister going. You see, miss, me mum can’t work – she’s crippled with arthritis and needs a lot of help from me sister. This means that poor Janey can only work a few odd hours a week at the local grocery shop.’


‘I am sorry. It seems an awful situation. Maybe when I’m in London, I can help out. Is where you live near to where my father’s apartment is in St James’s Street?’


Annie let out a loud laugh. ‘Nah, crikey, miss, that’s near one of the palaces, ain’t it? Ha, yer may as well ask me if me house is like Buckingham Palace as compare me to that end of London. Up west? Blimey, I’d think meself someone if I did live up there, luv . . . I mean, miss.’


Olivia couldn’t help laughing with her. ‘Oh dear, I’m showing my ignorance. It’s a good job you are taking me, or God knows where I’d land!’


‘We’ll be fine, miss. I’ll say goodnight now. And I hope you sleep tight.’


‘Goodnight, Annie.’


When the door closed, Olivia had an urge to call Annie back and ask her to stay a while longer. Suddenly, loneliness and the thought of living in a strange place and not seeing her home for a year crowded in on her and she felt near to tears.


Shaking the feeling off, she sat a moment by the fire and allowed its warmth to seep into her.


Putting her head back, she forced herself to think of the exciting things about her coming adventure, and she began to feel better. What lay ahead was a step towards brightening her future. A future she couldn’t wait for – to be Hendrick’s wife and to help him achieve his dream.


She hoped that she would find the skills she needed to improve her grasp of languages, especially Russian which she found the most challenging. German she felt she could hold her own with, but to learn more skills in putting the words into their correct context would make her fluent.


It seemed no time at all before Olivia found herself in a first-class carriage with Annie, speeding along at what seemed like a tremendous pace towards London.


The scenery flashed by. Fields, houses, factories, churches, all blurred into one. But looking out of the window didn’t take much of their time as Annie amused her with tales of the East End of London and wanted to know all about Guernsey.


Olivia found she liked Annie more and more. And though she was the most unlikely person, she wanted to be on different terms than maid and mistress.


Annie was what you would call lovely to look at – not pretty and not beautiful, but with a pleasant dimply smile and honest blue eyes that twinkled when she smiled. She wore her hair clipped back into a bun at the nape of her neck, and had a slim, neat figure.


It was her ready humour and the kindness that shone from her that endeared her so much to Olivia. It was easy to sit with her on this long journey. She had the comfortable feeling of being with a friend.


This thought had hardly entered her head when the space around them was filled with the screaming, screeching sound of the wheels on the track as the brakes of the train jammed on.


Olivia shot forward; her breath left her body. Pain shot through her – unbearable, crushing pain – then all went black as she welcomed the veil that descended over her and took her into oblivion.









Chapter Two


Annie


Pain seared Annie’s arm. She tried to move but couldn’t. Something was holding her down. Her lungs were clogged with smoke, making it hard to breathe. Her nostrils stung with the tang of burning cloth and leather. She couldn’t see. Opening her sore, gritty eyes hurt. Screams pierced her ears, and worse, the sound of children crying and calling for their mothers, with distress and fear in their voices.


Men shouted instructions, but she heard nothing from Miss Olivia.


Her throat rasped as she tried to call out. ‘M – miss . . . are you hurt? Miss!’


Nothing.


Annie’s heart beat wildly in her chest. Her mind screamed at her that Miss Olivia was dead, but she wouldn’t accept this. Such a beautiful girl couldn’t die! She wasn’t going to let her!


Making a massive effort, Annie put her hands out. The agony of the movement made her cry out.


Feeling around her, she touched something warm. After moving her hand over it she knew it was Miss Olivia’s leg. Relief filled her as it dawned on her that the warmth meant Miss Olivia was still alive!


‘Miss, miss!’


When there was no response, Annie wriggled her body, trying to free herself. She groaned with pain as something scraped her shin, but undeterred, she found a solid hold.


Ignoring the discomfort that she was in, she grasped what felt like an iron bar and pulled on it for all she was worth.


Inch by inch she freed herself.


Sweat poured from her. Her breaths came in gasps, each one giving her a feeling of suffocating and tasting of sulphur. Panic gripped her. She couldn’t let Miss Olivia die!


Now she was free she could see a beam of light and feel a draught of cold air. Looking up, she saw the window that had been to her side was now the roof – a gaping jagged hole as shards of glass remained in its twisted frame.


‘Miss? Miss?’ There was no response. Her groping hands touched the soft material of Olivia’s coat. Following the shape of her body with her hands, gently patting as she went, Annie found that something lay across Olivia’s legs, trapping her.


A voice shouted, ‘Fire! It’s on fire!’


Fear trembled through Annie. ‘We’re here! Help! Help!’


No one responded. She had to get Miss Olivia out! But the light was fading. Looking up gave her the sight of black, swirling smoke covering the gap, some of it seeping into the cabin. ‘No! No-o-o!’


Taking as deep a breath as she could, Annie made one more massive effort to shift whatever was holding Miss Olivia. It moved in an upward direction, creaking as it bent. Not heeding it, she grabbed Olivia and heaved for all she was worth, inching her along the floor and away from the object.


Just as she got her clear, a crashing made her heart stop. The carriage rocked. Annie clung on to Olivia with one hand whilst her other found something solid to grasp.


The strength drained from her as she held on with all her might. But then the rocking became a movement that dislodged her and sent her flying over the top of Olivia. She flung her arms around her and held on tightly but felt herself rolling.


Olivia was on top of her now, but soon by her side and then in front of her. Still, Annie held on to her with her agonizingly painful arms, trying to shield her all she could till the carriage came to a halt. The window was now in front of her. The shards of glass had gone. Catching her breath, little by little Annie pushed and pulled Olivia towards it, praying, crying, calling out as she did. Tears wet her face. Snot ran from her nose and dribble ran down her chin as she found a hold for her feet and pushed for all she was worth against it.


Reaching the window, she lay a moment, sweating, panting and coughing the smoke from her lungs, rasping her sore throat as she did, and then, as she slumped down, felt herself drifting away.


Wanting to go into the blackness that threatened to engulf her and to embrace the peace it offered, Annie lay still for a moment and allowed the stillness to take her.


A cough and a moan brought her back to reality. She had to get them out of there!


As she crawled through the window, her body shivered as an ice-cold wind stung her exposed skin. Looking this way and that, she saw the flames. Felt the heat instantly warm her as flames devoured the next carriage.


Once more the screams and shouting penetrated her ears. The sound seemed to give her strength. She was out! Alive! Now, she had to save Miss Olivia.


Where she found the strength to drag Olivia from the carriage, she didn’t know. But they lay side by side. Her gasping for breath, taking in the smoke-tinged air, Olivia unmoving. Silent.


‘Miss, miss! Wake up. Help me to help you, luv.’


There was no response.


Looking around, Annie saw a figure through the swirling smoke. ‘Help! Help me!’


Strong arms came around her. ‘All right, miss, I’ve got yer.’


Annie slumped back into him. Saw another man bend over Olivia, felt released from fear for her mistress and allowed the darkness to take her.


‘Open your eyes, dear. My, you’ve been lucky. That’s if you can call huge gashes on your legs and arms and nasty burns lucky. But you got out. And they tell me you got your friend out too. Well done, you . . . Now, let’s sit you up. There’s a nice cup of tea here for you.’


Annie looked up into a kindly face swathed by a white veil that had fallen forward as she bent over, tending gently to her and helping her all she could.


‘I’m Nurse Robbins, dear. You’re all right. Nothing that won’t heal or feel better in days. Your wounds are stitched and dressed.’


‘H – how’s Miss Olivia?’


‘Oh, “Miss”, is it? So, you’re the maid. We did wonder how you afforded first class . . . Oh, I mean nothing offensive, dear, but you aren’t wearing the usual expensive clothes.’


‘Yes, I’m the maid, but I think a lot of me charge. How is she?’


‘Very badly injured and in surgery as we speak. It’s touch and go if her legs can be saved.’


‘No!’


‘Now, don’t fret. Mr Godson is Oxford Hospital’s top surgeon and has been mending limbs for ever. He worked in a field hospital in France as a young man, carrying out operations before he was trained to do so. He’s saved thousands of limbs and lives. He won’t let anything happen if he can possibly avoid it, but the young lady is going to take a while to recover.’


Annie looked away as the tears pricked her eyes. She couldn’t bear the thought of Olivia being crippled in such a way.


‘Now, dear, I need to ask details of your mistress’s family. They must be contacted.’


‘I only have her aunt’s address and phone number. I’m her maid really but was given the job of taking care of Miss Olivia as she were travelling to London. I don’t even know her surname. She lives in Guernsey, you see. I know that she’s twenty-one and due to start some college or other to learn languages, but not much else.’


‘That will help. And do you know if she is normally fit and healthy?’


‘Oh yes. Fit as a fiddle. I’d know if she were on any tablets or anything, but she ain’t.’


‘That’s good. The fit and healthy recover much sooner. Now, let me have those contact details that you do have.’


As Annie spelled out the address, the nurse scribbled it down with the telephone number. ‘And what about your own family? Did they know you were on that train?’


‘No. They knew I was coming home as I wrote to them as soon as I knew, but not which train I’d be on as I didn’t know then. You can ring the local grocer who me sister works for; he’d get a message to me mum for me.’ Annie recited Mr Sutherland’s phone number.


‘Well now, leave everything to me and you try to rest.’


As she closed her eyes, Annie felt she could relax a little as she trusted Nurse Robbins, and though she hadn’t met him, she felt she could trust the surgeon to do all he could for Miss Olivia.


Smarting pains woke Annie. She didn’t know how much later, but guessed it was around four or five as it was getting dark outside.


At first, she felt disorientated, but then the horror of what had happened came back to her and she remembered her burns and gashes. It was a few moments before she remembered Olivia. When she did, she shot upright.


‘Ah, you’re awake. I’ll just check all your dressings and make sure you haven’t any infection. My, you’ve got a shiner of a black eye coming. Can you remember banging your face?’


‘No . . . Is Miss Olivia all right?’


‘Yes, Mr Godson has managed to wire the fragments of her broken bones together and is very pleased with the result. She’s still unconscious and has other injuries, so she’s very poorly.’


‘She won’t die, will she?’


‘No. She’s a strong girl. And I am happy to say that I managed to contact her family from the details you gave me. Her aunt and uncle are expected to arrive tonight. And I understand that her father and fiancé are chartering a boat and will arrive from Guernsey tomorrow. We don’t know anything about your family yet, dear.’


‘I don’t think they will come. They’d want to, but wouldn’t have the money, Nurse.’


‘That’s sad. I’m sorry. But we’re here for you. And I’ll let the night staff know you’re on your own, so they’ll watch out for you as well.’


‘Ta. I’m all right. I just want Miss Olivia to be.’


‘She means a lot to you, doesn’t she? I don’t know much about maids and their bosses – we only had a daily at home – but I didn’t think the two became close.’


‘Miss Olivia is special. She ain’t got no airs and graces. She treats me like I’m her friend, not a lackey. Her aunt’s nice too. But very formal with everything. The staff can’t get close to her, but we all like and respect her.’


‘That’s good. So, you’re not unhappy in your work? Mind, I’m surprised you work so far away from home.’


‘I worked for a friend of Mrs Wallington’s first, up in the West End, till she had to cut staff down. Then she recommended me to Mrs Wallington. Cornwall is a long way and I miss being able to get home for me days off, but the money’s better and besides, work’s short as there ain’t that many toffs who can afford to keep a full house of staff on now, so I had to take it.’


‘Never fancied working in the factories then?’


‘No, them places ain’t for me. I like me job.’


‘That’s good. Now, I must get on. Dinner will be around shortly. Just keep resting, but don’t suffer pain. Let us know as we can give you something for it.’


‘Ta, Nurse.’


It seemed to Annie that it was the middle of the night when she felt her bed being moved.


‘Where you taking me to, mate?’


The young porter grinned at her. ‘You’re going up in the world, love. You’re being shifted to one of our private suites to keep your charge company. Her family have ordered it.’


‘Is she all right?’


‘I reckon so. She ain’t woken up yet, but I ain’t heard anything that suggests she ain’t doing all right.’


Annie relaxed a little. She was desperate for a pee but couldn’t tell this bloke that.


When they arrived, it was like a different world. Instead of rows of beds there was just Olivia’s and hers was put next to it. A nurse came over to her.


‘Can I be doing anything for you, me lovely?’


‘You’re Irish, aren’t you? I worked with a girl from Ireland once.’


‘It is that I am. Now, let’s be making you comfortable, eh?’


‘I need to pee.’


‘Ah, it is that we were hoping you would. It is a long time you have been here today, and you aren’t for having passed any water. It’s been a worry, so it has, for we can’t always be seeing the internal damage everyone has suffered. I’ll help you out of bed as we need for you to be moving about a little now.’


Annie cried out against the pain that gripped her stomach and legs as her feet touched the floor.


‘Sure, it is that you’re badly bruised, me wee darling. But that will pass.’


The bathroom was on the other side of Olivia. The sight of her filled Annie with worry. Olivia was deathly pale and had one leg hung from an iron bar.


‘Now, don’t be getting alarmed. That’s called traction, so it is, and it’s to keep the leg in a position to be helping it to heal, and she is still feeling the effects of the heavy sedation she was under.’


Once in the bathroom, the nurse stayed with Annie and told her, ‘Don’t be worrying about me, you do what it is you have to do. I’ll busy meself in the cupboard getting you a clean gown and a bowl of hot water for giving you a wash down. Sure, you will feel a lot better as you’ve only been having your wounds cleaned and the rest of you is for looking like the coalman, so it is.’


Annie went to laugh but it hurt so she just grinned.


Everything hurt. Going for a pee, the washing down of her, and the fitting her into a clean gown, but she did feel better once it was all done and soothing cream rubbed gently into her bruises.


‘There, it is that you are fit for your bosses to be arriving.’


Annie’s face reddened at the thought of this. She’d forgotten they were expected and hadn’t thought that she would have to see them when they were here. But when a few minutes later Mr and Mrs Wallington came into the ward, they were kindness itself to her.


‘Oh, Annie, dear. We cannot thank you enough for saving our precious Olivia. We’ve been told that but for your actions we could have lost her. We’ll never forget your bravery, dear.’


Annie just nodded. She hadn’t thought of herself as being brave.


Mr Wallington gazed down at her. ‘You’re a good girl, Annie. Thank you very much. I’ve already done something for you. I’ve spoken to the shopkeeper, Mr Sutherland, and arranged for him to collect some money from the bank to take to your family. I know you have lost your year’s salary among your other possessions, but we will make that up to you.’


‘Ta, sir. That’s kind of you, sir. Ain’t me bags been saved then?’


‘No. I’m sorry, my dear, but they’ve gone, along with Olivia’s.’


He turned then and went to Olivia’s side where Mrs Wallington was sitting crying.


‘Now, now, Rosina, try to be brave. The doctor has said that he is expecting Olivia to make a good recovery.’


‘But she doesn’t even know we are here!’


‘I’m sure she does. Just chat to her and hold her hand.’


For all his brave words, Mr Wallington blew his nose loudly and Annie saw him dab his eyes. She so longed to comfort them both, but it was unheard of for her to speak unless spoken to and to go near to them and to put her arm around them would be a cardinal sin.


It was during the night that Annie heard her name being called. She woke with a start to hear Olivia thrashing her arms and her croaky voice calling, ‘Annie . . . A – Annie.’


Feeling the pain of sudden movement as she flung the covers back and went to jump out of bed, Annie gasped.


‘Annie . . . Annie, are y – you all right?’


‘I am, miss. I’m coming.’


‘We’ve got to get out, Annie!’


‘It’s all right, miss. We’re in the hospital . . . Miss Olivia, it’s Annie, we’re all right, luv.’ Annie didn’t correct the endearment but put out her hand to stroke Olivia’s hair back off her face. ‘Oh, luv, you’re sweating. Are you in pain?’


Olivia nodded. ‘Are . . . are you?’


‘A bit. But we’re safe now.’


Olivia’s hand found hers. ‘Don’t leave me, Annie.’


‘I won’t, mate, don’t you worry. I’ll stay by your side for as long as you want me to. But we need the nurse . . . Here, wait a mo. I think this cord will summon her.’


As soon as Annie pulled the cord the door opened and the lights went on, making her squint and Olivia turn her head away from the glare.


‘What is it? Are you all right? Is Miss Riverstone all right?’


‘She’s in pain and a bit distressed, Nurse.’


‘Ah, it is that she will be. But it’s not ten minutes since I came in and you were both fast asleep . . . Here, me wee darling, let me be making you comfortable and getting you something for your pain.’


Annie moved away from the bed, but had the strange feeling of sadness at doing so. She just wanted to stay close to Olivia.


As soon as the nurse left, Annie returned to be by Olivia’s side.


‘I’m here, luv. And I ain’t moving. I’ll sit on this comfy chair and hold your hand. Try to sleep, eh?’


‘Thank you, Annie. I feel safer when you’re near to me. Don’t leave me.’


The next time Annie woke up, she had a blanket around her and guessed that Nurse Riley, as she’d told them she was called, had been in and covered her up. It felt to her that every part of her body ached, but she didn’t care. Just to see Olivia sleeping soundly was enough.


When Mr and Mrs Wallington arrived the next day, she was still sitting there. She and Olivia had held hands for most of the time, only resting her own occasionally as it began to ache.


‘Oh, my dear Olivia, how are you, dear?’


Olivia managed a smile for her aunt.


‘You look so much better. More colour.’ She bent and kissed Olivia and then greeted Annie. ‘I’ve been shopping. I’ve bought you some essentials, Olivia, dear, and a couple of nice nighties for you and Annie. You can’t be in those gowns when Hendrick and your father arrive. I’ll ask the nurse to help you both get more respectably dressed and presentable. You both look like scarecrows!’


Annie managed a giggle, but Mr Wallington looked crossly at his wife. ‘Rosina! Really!’


Unperturbed, Mrs Wallington said, ‘Well, they do! And Olivia would be mortified for Hendrick to see her like that.’


Mr Wallington gave up with a meaningful sigh and went to look out of the window.


‘Now, Annie. Here’s yours. I chose lilac for you. Off you go to the bathroom and get washed and into it. And here, I have a bag with a hairbrush and some soap, a toothbrush and tooth powder. I want to see you respectable when you come out.’


Annie fought back a giggle. When she’d managed to sort herself out, she felt a million times better and even wanted to do a twirl as she thought she was dressed more for a ball than for going to bed.


She’d seen such finery – lovely soft, long silk nightgowns – but never thought she would one day own one. She loved it and the feel of it against her skin. And it felt so good to brush her hair and use the clips in the bag to secure the bun she made by twisting her ponytail and coiling it into the nape of her neck. A little bit of what it must feel like to be rich settled on her and she liked the feeling. Sighing, she told herself, Don’t be daft, girl. You’re an Eastender born and bred, and’ll always be. And it ain’t a bad thing to be either!


Still, she thought, a girl can dream. And she had every right to, having been close to death and knowing the panic of what one’s last moments can feel like.


When she went back into the ward, Mr Wallington had left. It appeared he hadn’t wanted to embarrass her and so was sitting outside the room until she was safely back in bed.


‘You look lovely, dear. You could go to a ball in that.’


Mrs Wallington giggled and without thinking Annie said, ‘I thought that. Ta for thinking of me.’


Mrs Wallington just smiled. To Annie, it all felt strange as she was seeing a different side to her boss – a lovely, fun-loving side – and she felt privileged to be doing so.


‘Though we’ll have to put plenty of powder on that black eye. Does it hurt a lot, dear?’


Annie nodded. This kindness and personal side of her boss was hard to deal with. She didn’t want to say the wrong thing and felt she’d been too outspoken already.


‘Anyway, dear, Olivia and I have had a little chat, and she doesn’t want you to leave her side. So, from now on you will be her maid companion. I will of course speak to her father about your salary, but we hope you will accept and go wherever Olivia goes as you seem to give her confidence and, as she puts it, you make her feel safe. I hope you will accept.’


Annie wanted to jump for joy. She looked over at Olivia and felt a love for her surge through her. It was almost as strong as what she felt for her sister Janey, and at that moment, she felt she’d been given another sister to love.


‘I’d be glad to. And I’ll always take care of her. Ta for having me, Miss Olivia.’


‘No. It is I who should thank you, Annie. You saved my life. And I don’t want you to call me miss now, just Olivia . . . Come here, I want to hold your hand.’


Annie felt honoured. And she understood the feeling of wanting to hold on to one another. They’d been to hell and back together and needed each other and she had a feeling they always would.









Chapter Three


Janey


Janey stared at her boss. She’d been shocked to open her door to him; he’d never before visited her at home.


‘I’ve bad news, Janey.’


As she sat on the sofa and listened to what he told her, her world seemed to collapse around her.


‘Annie ain’t hurt bad, love . . . I mean, they say she’s got some burns, and deep cuts to her arms and legs and bruising all over, but she ain’t gonna die. Her mistress is in a bad way, though, and her uncle said that, but for Annie, she’d be dead.’


‘Annie saved her mistress? And they’re in hospital together in Oxford? Where’s that and who phoned you to tell you?’


A sob took her attention as Mr Sutherland explained.


‘Mum! Oh, Mum, our Annie . . . in a train crash!’


Janey hugged her mum as best she could.


Mr Sutherland tried to reassure them. ‘She’s all right, love. I promise you both. The gentleman who rang stressed that Annie will heal in a matter of weeks. Here, he’s given me an address to the hospital. We can look up the telephone number if you like, though I ain’t sure where Oxford is. I think it’s a good way from here . . . I could get you a train ticket if you like, Janey.’


Mum tightened her grip on Janey’s arm. ‘Don’t leave me, Janey.’


‘I won’t, Mum.’ She was kneeling beside her mum now and had her head on her lap. ‘Annie’ll find a way of keeping in touch with us.’


‘Yes, the gentleman said he’d ring with updates when he has them. I told him anytime, anytime at all and I’ll see that you get them.’


‘Ta, Mr Sutherland.’


‘Is there anything you need, Janey, girl? Anything? What’ve you got for your tea?’


‘I’ve cooked some spuds, and I’m going to make a gravy to go with them. But . . .’


‘Hey, don’t cry now.’


‘Well, Annie usually brings us some money . . . I don’t know how I’m going to manage.’


‘Blooming ’ell, how could I forget that! This Wallington fella, he’s sent a draft to his bank for me to pick up for you. He didn’t say how much, but here . . .’ Mr Sutherland dug deep into his trouser pocket. ‘This is enough to run along to the pie shop and get a couple of hot pies. Then if you can come earlier in the morning, I’ll go around to the bank and collect that money for you. How would that be, eh?’


‘Ta, Mr Sutherland. I’ll pay you back out of Annie’s wages, as I expect that’s what he’s putting in. I should think Annie managed to arrange it with him, bless her. She’s always thinking of us.’


‘Yes, she’s a good girl, though I never thought she should have left you like she did. You have too much on your plate for a girl of your age.’


Janey didn’t comment. She loved Annie so much and missed her every day. And, she had to admit, what she brought home on her leave days kept them going throughout most of the year. What she’d earned up at the big house in the West End hadn’t done that.


When Mr Sutherland had gone, Janey grabbed her coat. An old one of Annie’s, it was tatty now and didn’t do anything to keep her warm, but it was all she’d got.


‘It’s cold out there, luv. We’ll manage with the spuds and gravy.’


‘No, Mum, I can taste that pie now, and I’ve got to have it.’ She grinned as she said this and was rewarded with a weary, but lovely smile from her mum.


‘See if you can run to some liquor as well, me darlin’. We had a halfpenny left in the pot, didn’t we?’


‘I will. We won’t need that if the money comes in tomorrow . . . I tell you something, the first thing I’ll do is go and pay the electric bill, so we don’t have to manage with the oil lamps all the time.’


‘Oh, I don’t know. They give a nice light and give off a bit of heat too. I like them, though it would be good to have the landing lit a bit better . . . That’s if I can get up there. It’s getting harder, Janey, luv.’


‘I know, Mum. We’ll see what we can do. We might afford a bed for down here, eh? We can take out the sofa and I can sit on the cushions on the floor.’ She gave a laugh she didn’t feel and then fibbed as she said, ‘I’d like that, I like to sit on the floor. It puts me a little nearer to the fire.’


With her mum smiling, Janey made for the door. When she got there, she looked back at the pathetic fire trying its best to get a spark out of the green log she’d placed on it as she’d been unable to afford a bag of dried-out logs.


As she stepped out of her door, she was met with, ‘Where you off to, Janey?’


‘What business is it of yours, Harry Tyler?’


Living next door to Harry was like having a pest on your doorstep. At thirteen years old, he was into everything.


‘Well, I just wondered if you wanted a share of the coal I’ve got? It’s best kitchen grade.’


‘What? You’ve got best kitchen coal?’


‘A bag fell off the lorry, didn’t it? I were just there when it did, and bucket loaded it back to our coal house.’


‘Really? You’ve got a whole bag of coal?’


She didn’t know why she was surprised. Harry was a wide boy, even at this young age.


‘I have, and don’t your Annie come home around this time of year with a wad of money for you? Well, you can have a half-hundredweight for tuppence, if you want it. Normal price is nearer ten bob. I’d bring it around for you too.’


‘What, now?’


‘Yes, now.’


‘Right, if that’s in me coal house by the time I get back, you’ll have your tuppence!’


‘I didn’t see Annie come home . . . Have you got tuppence then? Mind, I trust you, so I’ll take it round anyway.’


‘Ta, luv. I’ll have the money in the morning for you, but only if it’s in me coal house tonight.’


‘Show me your knickers and I’ll make it a penny.’


‘You cheeky beggar, I’ll tell your mum what you said!’


‘Ha, I were only joking. I’ve seen them anyway when you hung them on the line!’


‘Get off with you, you little bleeder. But make sure I’ve got that coal. I’ve got some kindling. I bring wooden boxes home from the shop now and again. It’ll be nice to have a fire to warm me mum up.’


‘I won’t let you down, Janey. You wouldn’t buy from me again if I did. But if you can get me mum some of that kindling, I’d be grateful.’


‘Help yourself. There’s three boxes in the coal house, but mind you only take one. I’ll bring you another when I can. Some of the fruit and the tinned stuff come packed in them.’


‘Ta, Janey. And I’m sorry I asked to look at your knickers, I won’t ask that again.’


Janey laughed as she walked on. Harry was all right really.


Though it was one of the saddest evenings they’d had, with wondering how Annie really was and not knowing if they could get to see her until she was discharged and came home, it was also one of the cosiest they’d known for a while and the first time they both felt full for as long as Janey could remember.


The pie and the liquor were the best ever from Jones’s Pie Shop.


Mum had a smile on her face as she gazed at the flames. ‘One thing, Janey, when we have electric, we’ll be able to listen to the wireless. We might have known about the train crash then.’


‘I did know, Mum. It were in the headlines of the papers at the shop, but I didn’t read any of the stories. I just didn’t think our Annie would be on it . . . Oh, Mum, I can’t bear to think of her in a strange hospital on her own.’


They both cried as they held hands. ‘She’ll be all right, Janey, luv. The family she works for are seeing to that, and no doubt she’s in the same ward as the young lady she was in charge of so she will have company . . . But a heroine! Annie! Though I’m not surprised. I can’t see her saving her own skin and leaving someone to die, nor you. You’re both good girls, and caring girls . . . I just wish you hadn’t to waste your life looking after me, though, luv.’


‘It ain’t wasted, Mum. I’d have it no different, and if Annie hadn’t got to earn money, she wouldn’t either. She’s doing her bit in keeping us.’


Mum sighed. ‘Anyway, it’s nice to have a fire, ain’t it?’


‘It is. And I can sing for you. That’ll give you something to listen to. We can have a sort of concert. Just me and you.’


‘Oh, Janey, luv, it’ll be lovely to hear you. I forget me pain when you sing, girl.’


As Janey cleared the plates she sang.


‘Just whistle while you work


And cheerfully together we can tidy up the place


So hum a merry tune


It won’t take long when there’s a song to help you set the pace . . .’


Mum joined in the last line with her: ‘So, just whistle while you work!’


Janey wiped away the tears that had trickled down her cheeks as she’d started to sing and as they’d laughed together. She hugged her mum. It had been a shock, but Annie was going to be all right. She just longed for the day when she saw her and could hug her too.


The next day the living room was still warm but helping her mum down the stairs was wearing Janey out. Her arms ached and shook with the effort as her mum leaned heavily on her. As had happened before, Janey feared she would fall and Mum would land on top of her, but she clung on to the rail and used all her strength to support her.


At last, they made it – both sweating, both exhausted.


Janey made her mind up that she just had to get a bed downstairs. The ones they had were no good as they both had a double bed.


When she was little, she’d shared her mum’s bed, but had moved into Annie’s when she’d reached four years old. Mum had already been showing signs of arthritis and couldn’t bear her little child leaning against her or kicking her even, as she wriggled about during the night.


‘I’ll give you your wash, Mum, then I’ll get you some porridge before I go to work. I’ll ask Mrs Tyler to look in on you as I’ll be away a bit longer with having to go in earlier.’


‘All right, luv . . . I tell you, I hate being such a burden to you.’


‘You ain’t, Mum, and don’t think like that . . . Look, you’ll feel better once I rub that oil into you that the doctor gave you. It always soothes the pains a little.’


‘I think I might need those painkillers, luv. Have I many left?’


‘Just the one, but I’ll get to the chemist and get yer some more, eh?’


‘They take a lot of our money up, though.’


‘That don’t matter. We get by, don’t we?’


As she said this, Janey knew it would be the bed for downstairs or the painkillers, but then she knew Mum would rather have the pain relief.


‘We’ll start giving you one before you have to climb the stairs and before you come down them, it might help.’


‘That might be an idea as they do make it easier for me to move meself, luv.’


The next day when Janey managed to get the painkillers from the money that Annie’s boss had sent over, they spoke no more about getting a bed, as they’d never manage to survive if they laid out the amount of money it would take to buy one. The medicine had taken a good chunk of the amazing amount that came through for them, as Janey had made her mind up to get enough to last a while. She’d rather starve than have her mum in pain.


She’d also stocked up with tinned meats and bought a bag of spuds. Mr Sutherland had told her to keep them cool and in the dark to preserve them. And another precious buy was yeast and strong flour. Making her own bread saved them quite a bit, and for a treat, a box of Typhoo tea leaves. She gave the football card inside to Harry as she knew he collected them. Lastly, she paid the electric bill and a few weeks’ rent, some off the back of the book that she owed, and some to take them forward.


The only thing she hadn’t managed to do was to contact the hospital. But she just had to hope that no news was good news until Mr Sutherland located Annie.


Everyone who had come into the shop asked after Annie. News had travelled fast. But the one person she’d expected to contact her, Jimmy Blaine, who’d always held a torch for Annie and had even asked for her address once, didn’t show up. But then, he’d gone up in the world.


With this thought, she told herself that she must remember to tell Annie that. Annie knew he’d moved away and that his fortunes had changed, but not by how much.


Why she was thinking about him even, Janey didn’t know. From what she’d heard he’d become a womanizer. So, maybe it was best not to mention him to Annie.


‘Well, what are we having for tea tonight then, luv?’


‘I thought we’d open a tin of corned beef and I’d make a hash. You like that, don’t you, Mum?’


‘Ooh, I do, luv . . . But I wish you had news on Annie, I’ve been worrying all morning.’


‘No news is good news. I know it’s a worry, but we can’t do anything but wait. Annie will write or something, you’ll see. She’ll sort something. We just have to hang on to the fact that she ain’t in danger. No doubt she ain’t feeling good, but we’re not going to lose her and that’s the important thing.’


‘You’re right, luv. Like you say, there’s nothing we can do . . . Oh, I forgot to tell you that Mrs Tyler had some tales to tell today . . .’


Janey smiled. Mum loved a bit of gossip, but then, it was all she had in the world as hers was a humdrum existence of pain and more pain and either being in bed or downstairs on the sofa. She relied on folk calling in for a natter in the winter as she couldn’t go out. Her trips to the lav in the yard were her only fresh air – if you could call the smog that lay almost constantly above them fresh air. She did manage to sit outside in the summer, though, and Janey loved to see that as then Mum would come alive, calling out to and having a laugh with the neighbours.


As for her own life, Janey couldn’t see it ever changing, nor would she want it to as that would mean something had happened to her mum. But she did have her dreams. Like any young girl of her own age, she dreamed of meeting a handsome man who would sweep her off her feet and be able to support her and her mum – take her way from this drab street and think of her as beautiful. She couldn’t ever see that coming true, but she loved to lie in bed at night imagining it.









Chapter Four


Olivia


After saying her goodbyes to her aunt and uncle, who’d had to return to their estate in Cornwall, Olivia didn’t know why she cried when Hendrick arrived, but for the first time she shed tears and couldn’t stop as he held her gently and kissed her cheeks, and her swollen black eyes, and whispered over and over how much he loved her and how he thanked God that she had survived.


It was as if they were the only two in the room as she drank in his presence – the tallness of him, his wide shoulders, his fair hair that tended to the unruly if he didn’t tame it with Brylcreem; the feel of which she hated, so she was glad that he hadn’t done that today.


They gazed for a long moment into each other’s eyes – his blue and beautiful, set in his strong features.


How she wished with all her heart that they were alone.


But her father’s meaningful cough showed he was embarrassed. Hendrick straightened and uttered an apology – one she knew he didn’t feel. He would never apologize for his love of her.


‘That’s all right, my dear boy. I’m happy to know that the feeling between you both matches what my darling Sylvanna and I had.’ He grinned. ‘But it is somewhat embarrassing for me and Annie to witness it.’


Annie giggled.


Olivia felt a little sorry for her. She’d only ever waited on them and tended to their needs and now she was in the situation where she was treated as an equal. She could see her discomfort. Only her head showed from above the covers, and she’d been looking the other way until her name had been mentioned.


After Olivia’s father had kissed both of Olivia’s cheeks, his worry for her showed in his face as he turned to Annie. ‘It seems, my dear, that we owe our darling Olivia’s life to you. Thank you for your bravery. The rescue workers told the staff here that but for your actions my Olivia wouldn’t be here. We are so grateful and will always look after you.’


‘Ta, sir, but anyone would have done what I did.’


‘No, no. You could have saved yourself and not been so badly burned, but you didn’t. And I understand you are to care for Olivia from now on? Once you recover, that is. Well, I want you to know that we are both very pleased to hear that and will make you very welcome in our home.’


Olivia wasn’t sure about this last bit. ‘Daddy, I want to carry on with my studies. I was thinking that I could still go to your apartment in London and continue with that.’


‘Good gracious, that’s impossible now, my dear.’


‘Why? Surely I can continue with my studies even if I can’t walk? I need to be able to . . . Hendrick, you understand, don’t you? I will walk again and when I do, I want to continue with our plans.’


‘And I will support you in that, darling. It was a huge sacrifice for us to have to be apart for weeks on end until I could visit you or you could visit me, but it was one we were prepared to make for our future. I think that with Annie caring for you, you could still work towards our dream of having a language school.’


‘But surely Olivia needs to get well first! And this dream you speak of, I hope you realize that it will leave me without an international financial investment manager if you leave my employment, Hendrick?’


‘Oh, Daddy. You will soon find another. Besides, it will be a long time before we achieve our dream of opening our language school. I just don’t want to make that even further in the future by not taking up my studies. As it is I will need at least two months before I can actually attend classes.’


‘How do you know that you will be well enough then? I think the whole idea preposterous. You are a young woman, for goodness’ sake! And you, Hendrick, should never expect your future wife to prepare for work.’


‘Oh, Daddy, don’t be so old-fashioned!’ Though she laughed so that this was a teasing way of quietening her father, Olivia didn’t feel like laughing. She felt more like weeping her heart out as the weakness that had taken her made her wonder if she really could once more be the woman that Hendrick needed: a strong woman, willing to work by his side to help build the future he would love – not just a language school, but one that took boarders. One where young men and women could come to the island of Guernsey, be cared for, and learn the language skills that would help their future career.


‘That was a big sigh, my dear. We are being so unfair to you. Here you are in pain and your father and I are showing our disagreement over your future. I’m sorry . . . I want you to know that you can give up the idea of your studies. I will take care of you, no matter what you decide.’


Olivia looked at the two men who loved her most in the world and wanted to please them both. But she couldn’t do that. She had to think of the man she loved and would spend the rest of her life with.


‘I do want to study, darling. And I want us to have the future we have talked so much about. And it is good to think that even if I never walk again, I won’t be stopping us from achieving that. I can teach from a wheelchair just as well as on two legs.’


Saying this brought the reality to her of what her own life might be and once more the tears flowed. She couldn’t understand why she felt weepy today when she’d been so strong.


Annie surprised her then as she spoke up – something she had never done without being spoken to first.


‘Excuse me. I ain’t one for speaking out of turn, but as the one who is to care for Miss Olivia, I’m not liking all of this, it’s upsetting her.’


‘My dear, it is admirable that you are ready to take up Olivia’s cause and I am grateful for that. But with us living so far away, her immediate future must be decided. If she is to be residing in my London apartment block, I will need to make a few adjustments to the penthouse which I keep for our family’s use. Luckily, the ground-floor entrance is on the flat and there is a lift installed.’


‘Sorry, sir, I just didn’t like to see Miss Olivia crying.’


‘There is no need to apologize. I want you to feel that you can speak freely with me.’


‘Daddy, please go ahead with any adjustments. I’ve no idea what, as I’ve never visited the apartment. But I think I should go there and initially put into place arrangements for a tutor from the language school to visit me. I have waited so long to do these courses. This is a setback, but I don’t want it to end my plans.’


‘My, my, how did you become such a modern-thinking young woman? Just like your dear mother. She was all for women asserting themselves. They do so much more in France, you know.’


Olivia relaxed. She could so easily have just said, Take me home, Daddy, but she knew that if she wasn’t strong when she felt at her weakest, she wouldn’t be the woman that Hendrick needed. And she loved him with all her heart.


Two days later, it was announced over the wireless that King George V had died.


Father was most put out.


‘Jolly inconvenient of him. Now the work needed to make the step that divides the sitting room from the dining room into a gentle slope for the wheelchair can’t begin for at least a fortnight and we must return home!’


Though she giggled at her father’s words, the feel of Hendrick’s hand squeezing hers told her he didn’t want to leave her. Her heart dropped as she felt she couldn’t face saying goodbye to him.


‘I will come over every weekend, my darling. It will mean we won’t have many hours together, but it will be worth it to see you and to satisfy myself on the progress you’re making. I’ll charter a boat, so we won’t be relying on the ferry.’


‘That will be wonderful. It will keep me going knowing that will happen.’


‘Well, now.’ Father interrupted. ‘I have other news too.’


Used to her father’s ways, Olivia waited, but knew she wouldn’t be surprised at anything he came up with as at times it seemed he could move mountains.
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