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  Dedicated to the memory of the women who inspired this book:




  Elsie Inglis, a doctor who travelled to France at the beginning of the First World War, despite opposition from the government of the day, and set up a hospital to tend to the

  wounded.




  To the women who worked in the Barnbow and Low Moor Munition Factories, especially those killed in the line of duty.




  And to all women who took up the challenge set them during the 1914–1918 war, either on the front line or on the home front.




  All of these women left a legacy of inspiration in the courage they showed and the sacrifices they made. They did not falter. We will remember them.
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  Ada




  Low Moor, Bradford, Yorkshire, January 1916


  A torn heart




  ‘You’re not going, our Jimmy. I’m telling you, lad. Get all idea of it out of your head. I couldn’t bear it. I’ve given our Bobby and our Jack to

  this bloody war. That letter from the King himself said they would ask no more of me. And that me youngest would be exempt.’




  Ada clung onto the pot-sink for support and closed her eyes, as the pain of her loss seared through her. She was a woman whose thirty-six years had dealt her many a hard blow, none of which had

  broken her yet. As she looked out of the window, the view of the cobbled street with its rows of terraced houses blurred through her tears. Fear caused her stomach to clench tightly.




  It had seemed as though her world had come to an end when the telegram saying that both her lads had been killed in action had arrived fifteen months ago. But then she’d felt safe in still

  having her Jimmy. She wouldn’t lose him. The King’s letter, saying that he and the country thanked her for her sacrifice, had assured her they would not ask her third son to enlist.




  ‘I have to go, Ma. All the lads have joined up. I’d have looked like I was a coward or sommat if I hadn’t done the same. Besides, I have to go for our Bobby and our Jack. I

  have to honour their memory. I have to kill some of them bastard Germans as killed me brothers.’




  She couldn’t find the words to answer him. As she turned towards him, it seemed to her that Jimmy had grown in stature. Whilst he’d always been a small lad – smaller than his

  brothers had been, something she’d put down to the difficult time she’d had birthing and raising him – he now stood to his full height, his pride in himself evident.




  As her third child, Jimmy had also been her last, as the damage his breech-birth had caused her had stopped everything working as it should, and she’d never seen a period since. Though

  perhaps that was as well in some ways, as her Paddy never left her be and would have knocked a dozen out of her by now, if he could.




  Given to swilling the drink down, Paddy spent most of what he earned through one scam or another, or through the odd job that came his way, on drink. And he gave a good bit of what was left to

  the bookie’s runner. He’d never kept a permanent job. The gasworks, where most men in the area worked, sacked him for poor attendance, and his stint down the mine hadn’t lasted

  long, either. With his record, he couldn’t even get taken on in the munitions factory, at a time when they were crying out for workers. By, they’d have been made, if he had, for them

  workers were earning a fortune.




  If it hadn’t been for her Beryl helping out, they’d have starved by now, as Paddy wouldn’t hear of letting Ada go out to work. It was against his principles, he’d

  say.




  Beryl was her elder sister, and she’d never had any children. It was said that Bill, her husband, didn’t have it in him. He’d been married before and his first wife,

  who’d died of the typhus, had been childless.




  Beryl and Bill had doted on Ada’s three. Bobby’s and Jack’s passing had broken their hearts. How they would take this news, Ada didn’t know.




  ‘Eric’s going, and so is Arthur.’ Jimmy’s voice held a quiver, a nervousness, and she didn’t think this was just because of telling her this news. Perhaps the

  possible consequences of what he’d done were dawning on him.




  ‘Oh God, naw! Not them as well. What are their mams going to think? Mabel dotes on her Eric, and Agatha’s only got the one lad.’




  ‘They were shocked, but also proud of them, and told all the neighbours. I thought you would be proud an’ all, our Mam.’




  ‘Well, you thought wrong, Jimmy. You’re not going, and that’s an end to the matter!’




  ‘It’s too late, Ma, I signed . . .’




  ‘You haven’t, lad! Naw! But how?’




  A bloke came into the mill. He said he wanted volunteers and would be at the social club all afternoon. He told us that pals like us three – and a few more from around here who’d

  joined us – were all going together, to support each other and keep each other safe. Aye, and he said that lads like us were dying because there aren’t enough of us, and they need our

  help and we should stand shoulder-to-shoulder with them, to fight for freedom.’




  ‘And you signed up? Well, you can just un-sign, Jimmy; for God’s sake, you’re not yet turned seventeen! Did you tell him your age?’




  ‘I lied, Mam.’




  ‘Oh, Jimmy, Jimmy . . .’




  The weight of her grief, and the unbearable truth that she could do nothing to stop him going, set Ada’s body trembling. Reaching for the fireside chair, she slumped into it. Taking a deep

  breath, she lifted her head. Her son needed her to be strong for him. ‘Reet, lad, what’s done is done. I’ll see as your stuff’s all sorted. You go round the street and tell

  them we’re having a send-off party tonight. We’ll see that all the lads that volunteered with you have a good time before they go. Tell everyone to bring what they have in the way of

  food, and say as I’ll be playing me mam’s piano, so there will be a sing-song.’




  ‘Aw, Mam, naw . . .’




  ‘Never mind about “Naw”, our Jimmy. You’re off to war, and you’re not going without a send-off. Bobby and Jack went amidst a lot of tears, and that’s not

  going to happen for you. I want you to remember your send-off and how proud we were of you. Go on, lad, I’ve got cakes to bake.’




  His grin tugged at her heart strings as he ran out of the door. Swallowing hard, Ada took her bag down from the hook on the back of the door where it always hung and rummaged through it for her

  purse. Her hands touched the soft felt wallet that she’d made, which was blue, with a neat blanket-stich around the edges; she had embroidered her sons’ names, Jack and Bobby, in

  scroll-like writing on the front of it. Tom Garrinton, the grocer along the road, had written it out for her. She’d always admired the lovely signs he’d made for his shop and had asked

  him to make the names look special. Using what he’d written as a template, she’d lovingly stitched each name in a golden silk thread and then set them in entwining hearts. Pulling it

  out, she opened the wallet and looked on the smiling faces of Jack and Bobby: both in uniform, both with a likeness to Jimmy. Holding their pictures to her breast, she prayed to them: Look

  after Jimmy for me, me lads.




  Wiping her tears with her pinny, she tucked the wallet back into her bag and took out her purse. It felt lighter than it should and the clasp was open. As she emptied it onto the table, the few

  coppers that rolled out spun with an empty, rattling sound before settling. Staring at them brought a feeling of anger and frustration to her. Paddy had been at her bag again – she’d

  swing for him yet! She’d had five bob in there, money built up over time from the odd copper here and there that she’d squirrelled away for a rainy day. She’d thought to use it to

  buy a few jugs of beer to help things along tonight, but now she’d be lucky to get a quarter of a jug, and that wouldn’t be any use.




  Weary of it all, she hung the bag back on the hook, catching sight of herself in the mirror that hung next to it. The curls she’d never been able to tame had dampened into ringlets. A deep

  auburn colour, her hair had been what had attracted Paddy to her in the first place. He’d said it reminded him of a flaming fire. And he’d loved her freckled face and huge brown eyes.

  It surprised her to see that same young girl looking back at her now. She’d aged well. Not that she was a grand age, but she’d had a lot to cope with over the years, and that should

  have taken more of a toll on her than it had. But then her mam had been youthful-looking, too, right up until her death three years ago: at fifty-five, she’d only looked forty.




  The suddenness of the door swinging open catapulted Ada out of her reminiscing. She stepped back just in time to save herself from being knocked off her pins, and landed with her back to the

  table.




  Paddy stood in the open doorway with a face like thunder. Still handsome and, aye, still sought-after by many a lass, he glared at her. The door framed his tall, strong body. Her husband of

  twenty years, she’d met him when she’d been just a lass of fifteen. His Irish charm, coupled with his dark good looks and twinkling blue eyes, had taken her heart. It hadn’t been

  long, though, before he’d taken much more, and she’d found herself pregnant with their Bobby.




  ‘Is it right, what I hear? Have they signed up me young Jimmy?’




  ‘Aye, it’s reet, Paddy. Come on in – I’ve a pot on the go.’




  ‘It’s not tea I’m after wanting. How can you stand there and offer such a thing, when our son has signed his own death-warrant? There’s something cold about you, Ada.

  Something that makes you hard against these things and stops them affecting you. I put this all down to you and your ways.’




  His movement towards her wasn’t one of a loving husband about to comfort his wife. His hand was raised. Cringing away from him, Ada twisted her body and managed to dodge the blow he would

  have landed across her face. Skipping over to the fireplace, she picked up the poker. ‘Just you try it, Paddy, and I’ll beat the life out of you with this!’




  ‘Ha, me red-headed devil, you would an’ all. Come here!’




  His tone and stance had changed in a flash. Now his eyes smouldered with a burning desire. That was her Paddy. He only had two reactions to bad situations: anger and lust. And either emotion

  could trigger the other. Well, she preferred his lust. Putting the poker down, she went into his arms.




  There was a comfort in his holding her, and she could sense his need to find some for himself. Pulling his head away from her neck, he motioned towards the steps that led to the shelf-like

  loft.




  This tiny house stood in a row of back-to-back cottages, all with one large scullery-cum-living room downstairs and a loft space under the roof that was reached by a ladder. This was where she

  and Paddy had their bed. A large trunk, holding their own and their sons’ clothes and what linen they had, was the only other piece of furniture up there. Jimmy slept on a shake-me-down

  – a soft, horsehair mattress that could be rolled up in the daytime. He put this on the floor and, with a blanket to cover him, was kept warm by the embers glowing in the fire grate.




  The sound of the lock clicking into place as she went towards the ladder increased the feeling of anticipation in her belly. The muscles that had tightened with Paddy’s kissing and nipping

  of her neck clenched even harder, causing her to feel sensations that needed sating. So much so that she shunned the self-disgust that niggled at her, making her ask herself how she could give in

  to such feelings at such a time?




  She knew how: it was all they had – emotions; all they could tap into, to help them cope. Aye, it could mean feeling anger, or cause tears and wails because of the sadness of her

  situation, but more often than not, for her and Paddy, it meant satisfying the need they both had in them.




  Willingly giving herself to Paddy’s skilful love-making blotted out all that she had to face. His caressing of every part of her made her feel beautiful. The sensation of his lips brushing

  her nipples, before taking them gently – one at a time – into his mouth, and at the same time stroking the heart of her womanhood left her begging him to enter her. When he did, she

  felt every part of her clench onto him, as spasm after spasm rippled through her.




  With this release, her body betrayed her, wrenching deep sobs from her that left her limp beneath him. Paddy connected to this unburdening of her soul by coming deep into her, then slumping

  beside her.




  His sobs gave her strength. His need created in her a place that could give him comfort and so soothe her own pain. Taking him in her arms, she whispered, ‘It’ll be reet, Paddy,

  love. The King promised us. I’ll go and see the authorities and explain. They’ll have to release our Jimmy. I’ll take the letter with me. They can’t deny what our own King

  has said.’




  ‘No.’ His hand found her discarded pinny. Using it to wipe his face, he lifted himself on his elbow and gently wiped hers, too. “Tis as Jimmy is his own man. He’s made

  his decision. We have to stand by him on that, so we do.’




  ‘You’re reet, Paddy. We do. Come on, we’ve a “do” to arrange. We have to give our lad a good send-off.’ Grabbing her clothes, Ada began to dress, but she felt

  a trickle of worry at Paddy’s protest, as the sound of his voice showed that his anger was returning.




  ‘That’s taking things too far for me. I see it as a mockery, and it’s what makes me angry more than anything. How is it that you, his mammy, could rejoice at Jimmy’s

  going? It makes me sick to me stomach.’




  Ada hadn’t meant to make him angry again. She’d wanted to hold on to the love they had just shared. ‘It’s not a celebration, Paddy. It’s to say we are proud of him.

  Aye, and to help our Beryl, and them lasses in the street that are sending their lads off, too. And Betsy – young Betsy is in love with our Jimmy, and she will miss him more than anyone. Us

  having a bit of a do will help them all take their minds off the fear of it, at least for a couple of hours. Mind, it’ll be a dry do, because you’ve had me nest-egg again, Paddy. Eeh,

  how you can take from your own wife, like you do, beggars belief. You can be a pig at times, Paddy O’Flynn!’




  ‘A pig, is it? And haven’t I just given you the loving of your life, bringing you more joy than is known to man, and you call me a pig!’




  He’d risen and was pulling on his trousers. Normally such talk would put a fear into her. Paddy lived a fine balance between being the man every woman desired and a monster who would knock

  nine bells out of her. But his tone didn’t hold anger. He spoke with a curious insinuation that he knew something she didn’t.




  ‘If it is a party you want, and the spirit of it is as you say, then take a look at this. Won’t some of that get you a party to tell of, eh?’ Paddy produced ten one-pound notes

  from the pocket of his trousers.




  ‘Oh my God, Paddy, what have you done? Have you robbed a bank?’




  ‘Ha, no. It is the horses that came in for me. I bet a double and a treble, and they came romping in. This is what I did with the four bob I took from your purse. I went forth and

  multiplied, just as the good Lord said we should.’




  ‘Oh, Paddy!’




  ‘Ha! Is it a pig you think I am now?’




  She laughed at him, hitting him with the pinny she’d picked up, then snatched the three one-pound notes that he held out towards her. ‘A generous pig, but a pig all the

  same!’




  As he went to grab her, she wriggled out of his reach and clambered for the ladder. She needed to busy herself because, party or no party, she had to face the reality of their Jimmy going to

  war.
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  Edith




  Nice, southern France and the Somme,


  May–July 1916


  In the footsteps of her heroine




  From her window seat in Marianne’s apartment overlooking the Promenade des Anglais in Nice, Edith found it hard to believe there was a war on, let alone that she had left

  the family home in London’s Holland Park to do her bit.




  It was strange, she thought, that she was sitting here, watching the world go by, when soon she would be using her skills to tend the wounded and help the dying to pass over with dignity.




  Her plans had been met with opposition from her mother. She understood, of course. Poor Mama. Born Lady Muriel Daverly, Mama had lost a lot of the status that went with her birth by marrying a

  second son, and not a lord. She did, however, hold a special place in social standing as she had inherited her family’s country estate in Leicestershire, along with a considerable fortune

  – something that rarely happened to a woman, but there had been no male member left in her entire family line.




  A socialite at heart, Mama had tried hard not to acknowledge that there was a war on at all, and had carried on, business as usual. The business in question had been several desperate attempts

  to marry Edith off to a suitable beau. But she didn’t want to be married off, suitable or otherwise! Her first love was her career. Something she realized was quite a shocking thing for a

  young lady to pursue.




  How much better for Mama if she’d had a daughter of the ilk of Lady Eloise, or Lady Andrina. Daughters of her uncle, Lord Mellor, and his French wife, Lady Felicity, they were a lovable

  but frivolous pair of girls. It was through them that Edith knew and had become close to Marianne, as Marianne was their aunt – sister to Lady Felicity.




  Edith had to admit, though, that wanting her married off wasn’t the only reason behind her mama’s objections. Mama had already seen her two sons off to war: Douglas, who loved

  nothing more than managing their mother’s Leicestershire estate, but whose innate patriotism and sense of duty had driven him to volunteer; and Christian, a student of medical science, driven

  by the same values as Douglas. They were now both commissioned officers fighting in the Somme area, the same region that Edith planned to go to.




  It had been Christian’s letter that had alerted Edith to the desperate need for doctors. He’d told her how much he admired a Scottish woman doctor, Elsie Inglis, who, at twenty-eight

  – the same age as Edith – had gone to the Somme and set up a hospital, despite opposition from the War Office.




  Edith’s own accomplishment in becoming a surgeon had been an easier path than the one Elsie had taken. Elsie had been driven to set up her own medical school in order to study, but

  Edith’s father being a top surgeon himself meant that doors had opened that wouldn’t normally have done so for a woman. It was strange, she thought, how she had been the one to take up

  the profession and not her two brothers, though of course Christian’s calling was in another very important medical field, so some of their father’s genes must be in him, too.




  But for all her qualifications, the same fate befell her as had happened to Elsie – the War Office refused Edith’s application for a post in the war zone, in the same condescending

  way that Elsie had encountered. Edith was indignant at the manner of the refusal. How dare they say her place was at home? They seemed to be ignoring the fact that hundreds of women were already in

  war zones, all over the world: nurses, voluntary aid workers and First Aid Nursing Yeomanry, given the ridiculous acronym of FANYs! And all of them were doing a sterling job.




  She’d had no joy with the British Red Cross, either. They’d said they would contact her if they found they needed more personnel, but at present they felt they had enough medical

  staff. With attempts to provide her services thwarted, Edith had taken a leaf out of Elsie Inglis’s book and had gone it alone. She’d arranged to come and stay with Marianne in the

  South of France, so that she could also apply to the French Red Cross, as Elsie had done in the first instance. Edith’s thinking had been that, being in France, her application would have a

  little more weight, besides which, Marianne had influence in some very useful quarters.




  Bringing her attention back to the view she had from her window seat, Edith gazed down on the people wandering along the Promenade des Anglais. She loved the story of how the promenade got its

  name, and imagined the poor beggars of the 1820s sweating away at their labour – put to work by the wealthy English to make a walkway for them along the beach. A humble beginning had expanded

  to become the beautiful promenade she now looked down on.




  None of the folk ambling along or popping in and out of the couture, art and jewellery shops, or those taking a leisurely coffee or glass of wine in the pavement cafes below the apartment block,

  looked as though they had a care in the world. But Marianne had told her of her many friends who had sons in the French Army, fighting in the raging battle of Verdun. Many of them had been injured

  or killed, and their families lived in fear of hearing sad news. So she imagined that some of the men and women she could see from her vantage point had worries that didn’t show in their

  demeanour. Yet war hadn’t touched Nice in any other way. Food was plentiful, and even the socializing continued.




  The scene altered as she gazed beyond the ever-changing kaleidoscope of the promenade to the turquoise sea, gently lapping onto the sands. On the horizon, boats – some with fishermen in,

  others with graceful sails – bobbed about, in and out of the line of jewels thrown onto the water by the glistening sun.




  Edith’s thoughts were startled by the door opening. Marianne entered the sitting room. The fixed, pretend smile on her face ran counter to the usual air of wealth and happiness that she

  emanated, and sparked a feeling of trepidation in Edith.




  ‘Edith, darling, it is here. The letter you have been waiting for. It has arrived. I hope it has the news you want to hear, but only because you want it so much. For me, ma

  chérie, I would prefer it to be a “no”.’ Marianne floated towards her, holding not one, but two letters. ‘And there is another letter, and a more welcome one, I

  hope. It is from your mother. I know her handwriting well. Maybe in it we will hear some good news.’




  Floating was the only way you could describe the way Marianne walked. She reminded Edith of the mechanical doll she’d had as a child, which, when wound up, moved on little wheels hidden

  under its long skirt. Marianne’s blue silk skirt hid her shoes and brushed along the thick carpet in much the same way. Held in at the waist with a cummerbund, where the skirt joined her

  cream, frilly blouse, her attire showed off her very slight figure. She wore her gleaming black hair piled high on her head and coiled in a chignon at the back, which saved her from looking as tiny

  as she was as the style gave her some perceived height. Tendrils of hair fell around her pretty face – a face with chiselled features set off by her huge eyes, the colour of which were

  difficult to describe, as sometimes they looked the deepest blue and at other times more of a misty grey.




  Taking the letters, Edith stared at the brown one for a moment. It was what she had been waiting for: the insignia of the French Red Cross was unmistakable. Her heart thudded.

  Please don’t let the answer be ‘no’.




  Translating the French and simplifying it, Edith read just the opposite. The Red Cross would be very pleased to have her. At last!




  ‘Good news?’




  ‘I think so. I am to be in Boulogne at the beginning of June, and will be taken to the front from there.’




  ‘Oh no, ma chérie – the fighting there is so intense! With the battle in Ypres failing, the Germans are advancing on France, and the news is that the hold at Verdun

  is failing, too!’




  ‘But where else would I be needed than where the fighting is? Please don’t worry, dear Marianne. Medical staff are safe; they are covered by a treaty that allows Red Cross workers to

  carry out their duty without being attacked.’




  Reading on, Edith realized that changes were afoot. ‘It says I am initially to go to Verdun, but that the hospital may be on the move. There must be a new offensive. Perhaps I will

  eventually go somewhere near Christian and Douglas. Oh, I’m so excited to be going at last!’




  Opening the second letter, she read that her mother was missing her and hoped that Edith had changed her mind. But, if she hadn’t, then would she contact the British Red Cross, as they now

  needed her urgently!




  ‘Good gracious! First of all nobody wants me, and now everyone does!’ Reading Marianne the contents of the letter, she had no doubt which offer she would take up. ‘I will

  contact both, and let them know that I will attach myself to the British Red Cross. I want to help my fellow countrymen more than anything.’




  ‘I admire you so much, Edith, but I . . .’ Marianne paused for a moment. ‘Promise me you will visit me as often as you can?’




  ‘I promise. And thank you. To have your admiration means a lot to me. Now, I must write to Mama. She won’t like it that I am carrying on with my plans, and I cannot blame her, but

  before I left she gave me her blessing and told me she was proud of me. And in her letter she says her love goes with me, so I think she has resigned herself to it.’




  ‘Poor Muriel, it must be very difficult for her: first the boys, and now you.’ Before Edith could answer this, Marianne changed her tone, and the subject. ‘But we all have to

  deal with the situation as it is, and there are things to arrange. Your train ticket for one, and clothes . . .’




  ‘Now you are being frivolous, Marianne! I do not need any more clothes. I will be in uniform most of the time, and I have some practical pieces with me that will do, when I’m not

  working.’




  Being frivolous was so unlike Marianne. She was a political animal who spoke up for the rights of women. Even in her calling as an author, her books – though categorized as ‘romance

  novels’ – held a message. It was very subtle, but still there, in the hope of rallying women to the cause, as her heroines often did.




  It was funny that she should write romances, thought Edith, when she’d never known Marianne to be courted by a man. She had many male friends, but that is all they were: friends. When she

  hosted dinner parties, she would debate with her friends for hours on the war, politics and women’s rights, but no one ever flirted with her. Her closest friend was a woman – a handsome

  woman, in a manly way – who used the male form of her name, shortening Georgette to George. Edith wondered about the implications of this, especially as Marianne often stayed over at

  George’s apartment, but it didn’t worry her. Marianne was her own woman, a passionate person who cared deeply about everything. The way in which her sexuality lay was her own

  business.




  The weeks of waiting for her deployment dragged by for Edith. Occasional communications came through by letter briefing her of the plans for the tent hospital that was to be

  erected in Abbeville, a town on the mouth of the Somme, in northern France. This would be her base. And though nothing was said as to why, she was informed that she would need to be there by

  mid-June, to organize the hospital.




  This seemed a daunting task for her, especially as there was no indication of whether there would be other doctors there or not. Nurses were mentioned. A contingent of very experienced nurses

  pulled back from Belgium were being sent to Abbeville, as well as many Voluntary Ad Detachment personnel with various skills that she would find useful.




  When at last the day came for her to leave, Edith felt a mixture of excitement and trepidation. The day of her departure had been delayed from the original plan as it was already the 25th of

  June and she was to set off the next day. A confusing number of communications had arrived in the last few days, but the last one by courier spoke of the urgency of her getting to Abbeville and

  asked whether she could set off immediately for Boulogne.




  Marianne accompanied her to the station to begin her journey. They found it was crammed with soldiers. Some Edith wanted to comfort and tend to as their bandaged wounds showed signs of seeping

  blood and weren’t too clean. Others were freshly uniformed and excited, saying their goodbyes to weeping wives and girlfriends. There was a strange mix of emotions, which gave a sense that

  something big was going to happen. She supposed the wounded had returned from Verdun and that the new young soldiers were to replace them.




  When her train pulled in amidst a screeching of steel and clouds of smoke, Edith found it difficult to say her goodbyes to Marianne. The atmosphere had frightened her, but pulling her shoulders

  back she tried not to look as vulnerable as she felt.




  Arriving in Boulogne enforced the feeling that the South of France had given Edith. Nothing about it spoke of a war going on, making her situation feel impossibly unreal and had her questioning

  how it could be that so many were losing their lives just a few hundred miles from here.




  A flustered man of around fifty met her. His armband identified him as a Red Cross official. Not stopping to introduce himself, but only confirming who she was, he gave her hurried instructions.

  ‘The ambulances are ready to take you on to Abbeville, but prepare yourself, as an offensive on a massive scale is starting. We are hardly ready, but we will get you there as quickly as we

  can.’




  As she turned a corner to follow the route he’d given her to the beach front, with its grassed area and hotels and shops, seagulls swooped above her and people taking a leisurely stroll

  walked past her. Was she really going to the front, where she had been warned in her briefing that casualties could be very high? It didn’t seem possible, when here, as in Nice, life carried

  on as normal all around her.




  This feeling of disbelief left her as, two hours later, her body bumped and jolted against the sides of the ambulance. The journey of fifty or so miles seemed to be mostly over

  rough terrain: farmers’ lanes, for the most part, and make-do roads that had sprung up in preparation of the need to transport supplies and ammunition. Feeling that her bones would rattle out

  of her skin, it was a relief when one of her fellow travellers spoke to her. ‘Cheer up, love. It ain’t ’alf as bad as yer think.’ A hand came out to her. ‘Me

  name’s Connie. I’m a trained nurse. Been working in Belgium. Not that I’m saying it’s a picnic working in a war ’ospital – it certainly ain’t that –

  but there’s plenty of fun to be ’ad, besides all the work and sadness. You’ll get used to it.’




  Connie’s words gave a small amount of hope to Edith. She took the outstretched hand. ‘Pleased to meet you. I’m Doctor Edith Mellor. And, yes, I am nervous. This is my first

  time, and I don’t know quite what to expect.’




  ‘Blood and gore by the bucketload – and more buckets of tears, love. But there’s also another side. The blokes we save, the pranks some of them get up to, the courage, and . .

  . Oh, it’s all ’ard to explain, but it’s something you come to love – the way of life, that is, not the suffering. So you’re a doctor? I had you down as a voluntary

  aid worker.’




  Edith didn’t miss Connie’s tone of admiration when she found out that she was a doctor, or the note of disdain given to the words ‘voluntary aid worker’. But she just

  smiled, not sure that she wanted to engage in conversation and feeling totally out of control of her movements, sensing that she would throw up any minute. But then the sounds coming to her now

  told her they were nearing the front, as blast after blast of distant explosions assaulted her ears, setting up a fear in her that she wanted to block out. Holding her hands in tight fists, she

  answered Connie. ‘Yes, a doctor – a qualified surgeon, like my father. They say the hospital tents are up, and all the equipment we’ll need is there. We’ll just have to put

  it together and fit it where we want it. Jolly glad about the tents being up, though. Gosh, I have no idea how to pitch a tent!’




  Connie looked amused. ‘As long as yer can fix a wounded man – and it sounds as though yer can – then you’ll be fine. I’ll stay close to yer and ’elp yer

  settle. Where yer from? I’m from Stepney in the East End.’




  Chatting about ordinary things helped and, as the other girls joined in, the explosions took a back seat to their laughter, as Nancy, another experienced nurse, and Connie related stories of

  their time in Belgium, and here in France. It seemed that most of them had been together throughout the war, moving with the action to wherever they were needed.




  After telling a tale about a Voluntary Ad Detachment worker who had fainted at the sight of blood, Connie said, ‘You’ll fit in with the VADs, Doctor – posh lot they are, and

  mostly very willing, though some of them are as much use as a chocolate Yule log on a fire!’




  A girl who had sat quietly throughout the conversation, and who seemed just as new to this as Edith, looked down at her hands, clasped tightly in her lap. A blush spread up from her neck and

  beads of sweat trickled down her face. No doubt a VAD, thought Edith. But saying anything would only increase her discomfort.




  The differences between trained nurses and Voluntary Ad Detachment workers was something that Edith had heard of, but it seemed it wasn’t as bad as it had been painted. Connie and Nancy

  sounded quite accepting of them, if a little derisive. For herself, she didn’t think it mattered whether those around her were a posh lot or not, trained or not, as long as they all pitched

  in and did their best. And she’d be just as happy being friends with the Connies and Nancys of this world as with her own class. They were salt-of-the-earth types, and funny with it –

  just what she needed at the moment.




  Both were good-looking girls and sported the same hairstyle, scraped up into a bun on top of their heads. Although this was practical, and would fit under the veil-like hats that all nurses wore

  on duty, it also looked very pretty.




  Connie had a strong-looking figure and was tall and buxom, with features that were more handsome than pretty, but her lovely blue eyes softened her looks and made you feel relaxed with her

  – and safe that she would have your back and would know the answer to anything.




  Nancy, on the other hand, was about Edith’s own height, at around five-foot-two. She had a dainty figure and was fairer-looking than the olive-skinned Connie. Her blonde hair was given to

  curls, one or two of which had escaped the many pins that she had pushed into it to keep it neat, and now hung around her face. She, too, had blue eyes, but hers were more piercing.




  Although Edith had detected from Nancy’s accent that she came from Leicestershire, it was a surprise to learn that she actually lived quite near Lutterworth, Edith’s country home. It

  seemed they had even been at the same church functions, though in different capacities: Edith as local ‘royalty’, accompanying the dignitaries and cutting ribbons to open events, and

  Nancy running one of the stalls, or just enjoying the visiting fair or circus with her family.




  As the stories came to an end, Nancy asked, ‘Have you left a fellow behind then, Doctor?’




  ‘Good gracious, no. No time for such nonsense when you have had to study as hard as I have – but not for the want of my mother trying.’




  ‘Ha, I heard how it was for you high-born girls. Mother invites eligible men around, and daughter dutifully marries the pick of the bunch. Not like that for us, is it, Connie?’




  At that moment gunshots and blasts bombarded their ears, taking their focus back to the terrifying reality of where they were. Debris catapulted into the air, landing on the roof of the

  ambulance with a sound of a million hailstones – a storm holding a fear that stiffened Edith’s body.




  ‘We’re ’ere. Bloody Kaiser ’ad a gun salute ready to welcome us. Look, you can see the tents . . . Bleedin’ ’ell, look at that convoy coming the other way! I

  reckon we should ’urry and stake our claim on the best beds. But wait a minute . . .’




  Edith saw what had dawned on Connie. These were not more medical staff arriving, but casualties – the convoy of six comprised of ambulances. Dust puffed into the air as they came to a

  halt, just feet away from where Edith alighted.




  Doors flew open and stretchers emerged as if vomited from the truck. Shouts of ‘Have the medics arrived?’ and ‘We need a doctor over here!’ vied with the screams of pain

  and the hollers of death. God! How had it come about that casualties arrived before the hospital was even ready?




  With no time to ponder this, Edith bent her head against the onslaught of rain that was now bucketing from the rolling sky. Forgetting all her fears, she hurried as fast as she could through mud

  that sucked her feet into its squelchy ruts, as she desperately made her way towards the largest of the tents.




  Getting there before the stretcher-bearers, she was appalled to see an empty space, with stacks of beds to one side, and boxes and boxes of supplies piled high next to them. Realizing that she

  was the most senior person present, she began to shout orders.




  Trying to do what she could for the men lying on the damp floor wherever the stretcher-bearers could lay them, she shouted, ‘Make a line of beds here and here. Then put those tables along

  here. Oh God, we need lights!’




  ‘I can fix the lights up, Ma’am. Me job before this lot was . . .’




  Edith turned towards the soldier who had said this and, like him, had a moment’s hesitation. It seemed to her that for a second or so the noise of the war, and the clatter of beds being

  assembled, faded into the distance as her heart jolted and she found herself looking into the most beautiful face she had ever seen. Can a man be beautiful? As her mind asked this

  question, she felt a blush sweep her face, but still she didn’t look away. In such a short space of time she registered his golden hair and how it waved back from his forehead, his freckled

  skin and his green-grey eyes, which held a look of astonishment as he stared back at her. A look that told her he had felt the same connection to her as she had to him. But then his words jarred

  her and didn’t fit their situation. ‘Corporal Albert Price, Ma’am. I was a mechanic before the war. I’ve seen a generator outside. I’ll have it going in no

  time.’




  Dragged back to reality, she lowered her gaze to compose herself, before answering him, ‘Thank you. That would be spiffing.’ Spiffing! Bother – did I really say that! When

  what I wanted to say had nothing to do with the war, or generators, or the sick or dying . . . Oh God, what is the matter with me?




  As he turned from her, he winked. Rather than offend her, it made her feel as if someone had brushed her skin with a feather. It was the kind of wink that said he knew how she felt, and this

  made her even more flustered, giving her the sense that she was a young girl instead of an adult woman – and a doctor at that.




  Cross with herself, Edith shook the thoughts from her. How could she have allowed her focus to shift from the important job at hand for even one second? The answer was simple. She’d not

  been given a choice, for the impact had happened without her bidding it to.




  Albert’s ‘no time’ took half an hour, during which time a minor miracle occurred, as the first signs of a hospital ward began to take shape, speeded up by another soldier who

  had come up to Edith. ‘I’m Private Walter Hermon, Ma’am. Over the last few days me and others assigned to get things shipshape have managed to get a wooden floor down in the next

  tent, but we were told the medical staff were to put the beds up and unpack the equipment, so we didn’t touch it. I can get the men to help, if you like?’




  ‘Good. Yes, set to. Thank you. I’ll utilize the wooden-floored tent as an operating theatre. And I have been informed there is an Australian hospital nearby that has been coping on

  its own. Would you send someone over there and ask them if they can take some of our cases? Tell them we are not fully up and running yet, and only have one surgeon at the moment, but more are

  expected any day.’




  ‘I’ll try, Ma’am, but those we have here are an overflow from that hospital, as it is. I think they thought we were ready.’




  ‘Well, tell them we are not; and if they cannot take any patients back, ask them to at least spare us a surgeon, as we are desperate!’




  Assessing patient after patient, Edith methodically labelled each according to what they would need, mentally working out an order of priority. The nurses working alongside her

  were putting her requests into action as best they could.




  ‘Connie, have you come across an operating table yet?’




  ‘Yes, and much more for a theatre, Doc, and I have them all sorted.’




  Edith set Connie the task of grabbing one of the helpers to get the wooden-floored tent ready for that purpose, while shouting, ‘Nurses, get all the patients onto beds now, quickly! And

  has anyone located drugs and dressings?’




  ‘I have. They’re all in this case here, Doctor Edith. And may I say, listening to you on the drive here, I worried that you were as green as me. But, hey-ho, you’re top-hole!

  What shall I do with this stuff? Oh, by the way, I’m Jennifer Roxley, of London. I think you guessed that I am with the Voluntary Aid Detachment. Pleased to meet you.’




  ‘I know of the Roxleys: you must be a younger sister of Allen, who is in my social set. I’m pleased to meet you, too. Locate either Nurse Connie or Nurse Nancy – they will know

  where to put everything. Just follow their direction to the letter. You heard what they said about VADs: prove them wrong, for all the posh-girl brigade. And, Jennifer – thank you, and well

  done.’




  Darkness had fallen before Edith’s lips touched a drop of liquid. Sipping on the delicious hot tea, which the strange feel of a tin mug didn’t diminish, she leant

  back on the tent post. Thank goodness another team of doctors and nurses was expected soon, to work alongside her team, as she doubted any of them could keep up the pace that had been set

  today.




  An eerie silence clothed the site and the surrounding area with an atmosphere of delicate peace. Some of the tension left her body, if not her mind, as she reflected on what this first day had

  brought. Men with horrific wounds, some so badly hurt that it had been beyond her power to save them. She’d had to cut out bullets and shrapnel and stitching and . . . and saw off a leg of a

  young man not much older than twenty! Then, amidst all this, there was the effect that Albert had had on her. Throughout all she’d done, his presence had lingered with her, and his wink and

  his smile had revisited her mind at the most unexpected moments. What is the matter with me? Have I fallen in love? No, that couldn’t be right, for Albert was far below her in

  standing. It was ridiculous – they would have nothing in common. It must be the situation we are all in, playing with our emotions. I have to put him out of my mind! Somehow, though,

  she knew she couldn’t do that. With these thoughts confusing her, weariness crept into each limb, and tears plopped unbidden onto her cheeks.




  “Ere, love, you have a good cry – we all do it. Shows we’re ’uman. You did a fantastic job or, as you would probably say, “an absolutely spiffing

  job”!’




  Edith had an urge to giggle at Connie’s mimicking of her but, instead, deep rasping sobs racked her body. Connie stood by, waiting, not speaking. At last the deluge calmed. As Edith wiped

  her face on the apron she’d not yet discarded, the blood of a dozen men mingled with her tears, bringing home to her the pity of it all. Connie’s cheery cockney voice saved her from

  descending once more into a pit of despair.




  ‘Now you’ve made a right mess of yerself Come on, there’s a shower tent with hot water. Gawd knows yer could do with one. Go and ’ave a quick swill. But hurry back, as

  we’ll need yer in a mo.’




  As Edith washed the muck of the day from her face and arms and donned the clean overall that Connie had brought to her, she wondered why she would be needed. Yes, there were one or two cases

  that the nurses might have to call her to, but Connie had hinted that there was a greater reason for why she was required – a reason Edith hadn’t yet been made aware of.




  It didn’t take long before the rumble of vehicles made the ground shudder, and grated on her ears. Leaving the tent and turning in the direction of the noise, she found Connie already

  outside. ‘Okay, Doctor, ready for the final task of the day? These will be the dead. They collect them at night. They’ll need identifying and certifying. Then the men will bury them.

  Nancy will help you.’




  ‘Oh God!’




  ‘Don’t worry, me duck.’ Nancy’s flat Leicestershire tones soothed her. How often she’d heard the gardeners and stable hands of their country home use that

  expression. Not to herself of course, but still it gave her comfort, as Nancy continued, ‘It’s been a hard day – the first of many – but you’ve coped. And when we get

  ourselves sorted, we’ll find ways of dealing with the horror. In the meantime I’ll help you with this lot. I had one of the men fix up that tent over there to use as a morgue. And

  there’ll be an officer with them, to do the paperwork. All must be done with the dignity that the boys deserve, and I know you’ll do that.’




  These last words from Nancy pulled her up. Yes, she would do this last thing for the soldiers, and she would do it keeping their pride and dignity in mind. But the sadness of it wrenched her

  heart, as for the umpteenth time she wrote ‘Killed in Action’ and watched the little pile of belongings, with an identifying tag resting on top, being packed away. Another life reduced

  to the size of a brown paper bag.




  ‘Well, that’s all done. When I emptied the last bucket, I saw Connie. She’s done the rounds, and everyone is as best they can be. She was laughing, as one of them posh lot has

  set to and made us all some cocoa. Bet you could do with some, although I don’t think it’ll taste much better than ditch-water. Bloody hopeless, the VADs are.’




  ‘Oh, I don’t know – she may surprise you. Our nannies were very good at teaching us to fend for ourselves . . . Oh, I’m sorry, I sounded a bit off. Didn’t mean to,

  I . . .’




  ‘No, I’ve been around your class of people long enough now to take what you say as the way you mean it. You’re used to different ways, that’s all. I’m for a shower

  first. How about you?’




  ‘Thanks, Nancy. It’s nice to know I won’t have to be on my guard all the time and that we’ll get along. You’re a jolly nice sort. And, yes, I’ll take another

  quick shower before I tackle that cocoa.’




  Lying on a camp-bed for the first time surprised Edith. It felt very similar to lying on a hammock and gave relief to her aching bones. For a moment she thought of her home in

  London, and of lazy days spent resting in the garden. Hammocks would be slung between the trees, and she and her cousins would lie for hours chatting about their future. Well, she

  wouldn’t chat exactly, but she would listen to Eloise and Andrina talking about how they would marry amazing men and throw wonderful parties. Why their heads were full of such stuff, she

  couldn’t imagine.




  For all their frivolity, they were intelligent young women; especially Eloise, whom Edith knew would secretly love a career. If only she had the courage to pursue her dream, rather than thinking

  it was hopeless to do so. Well, it wasn’t, as she herself had proved. Women were fighting all the time for the right to live their lives as they chose, and to have a say in the politics of

  their country. She would do the same, once this was over, but not in the way Emmeline Pankhurst advocated. Becoming an arsonist, smashing windows and serving time in prison just wasn’t her

  style. No, her way would be more along the lines that Elsie Inglis, her newfound hero, had taken.




  Edith had found out more about this Scottish lady after the arrival of her brother Christian’s letter, and had liked what she’d learned. A supporter of women’s suffrage, before

  her hospital war work Elsie had given talks and had shown by example what women could achieve. But Edith did agree with Mrs Pankhurst on one thing: change could only come about if women were given

  the right to vote. Everything had to start with that.




  However, her thoughts didn’t stay long with the part of her that would campaign. Instead, the image of Albert came into her mind. She hadn’t seen him again, and when she’d

  asked where he’d gone, one of the ambulance men had said that Albert would be back in the trenches. It appeared that whenever he had a break, he’d offer to help the crew who had been

  assigned to erect the tents for the medical camp.




  Her body shuddered at the thought of Albert in the trenches; and maybe even, at first light, going over the top to attack. Curling herself into a ball as she thought of this, she prayed:

  Dear God, please keep him safe.
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  Ada




  Low Moor, July 1916


  Decisions and retributions




  Pacing up and down tired her and the cold slabs made her feet ache, but the restlessness didn’t leave Ada, no matter what she did. Shaking her head in an effort to clear

  the heavy fog that clouded her mind, she felt as if she was sinking into madness.




  It had been like this since the day Jimmy had left for France. He’d been home after a short leave in March, once his training was over – if you could call it training: six weeks

  is all he’d had; six bloody weeks! It seems they had shown him how to fire a rifle and not much else, by the sound of what Jimmy had told her. Then he’d been shipped out to fight.

  The poor lad hardly knows one end of a gun from the other! This thought made her blood run cold. How will he cope? How will he keep from getting killed?




  Pulling herself up, Ada stopped her pacing and leant heavily on the wooden table. As she stared down at the many impressions crayons and pencils had made on it over the years, tears began to

  well up in her eyes. Running her finger over the indentations brought back memories of rainy days when her three lads had sat at this table, scribbling away. Oh God! I can’t go on like

  this! Folding her arms around herself as if to ward off the unbearable pain, she turned away from the table and stamped her foot in frustration. I need a distraction. I have to do

  something with my time. I have to!




  Never a curtain-twitcher in the past, Ada now often found herself lifting the net from the window above her pot-sink and staring out. She did that now, and saw Mabel and Agatha, arms linked,

  making their way from the station. Mabel, the mother of Eric, and Agatha, the mother of Arthur – the two lads who had gone with Jimmy – hadn’t stayed at home moping about;

  they’d got themselves a job. That’s it!




  Her cardigan resisted her tug as she dashed out of the door, so she left it hanging on the hook. Though she’d found it a chilly day when she’d hung a few bits out on her line

  earlier, she’d risk getting cold, rather than miss catching up with Mabel and Agatha. Seeing them had given her a solution, and she wanted to sort things before she lost her nerve.




  ‘Hey! Mabel, Agatha, hold on a mo!’




  ‘Eeh, Ada, you gave me a reet fright. What’s wrong, lass?’




  ‘Everything, Mabel. Where do I start? But it ain’t me troubles I want to talk to you and Agatha about – it’s a job. I’ve heard Low Moor hasn’t got owt going.

  Not that I have enquired for meself, but my Paddy hears stuff, and he was saying that Low Moor was fully staffed. D’you know if there’s any jobs going at that munitions factory you work

  at in Leeds?’




  ‘It’s called Barnbow. And, aye, there’s a few. But it ain’t no cushy number . . .’




  ‘Since when have I ever shied away from hard work, eh? The bloody cheek of you, Agatha Arkwright!’




  ‘Eeh, Ada, don’t take on – I didn’t mean that. I were just going to say as it’s hard work, and I reckon you could find sommat a bit easier, if you were serious

  about it.’




  ‘I’m sorry, lass, I shouldn’t have taken offence. But, look, I don’t want easy. I want sommat as’ll take all me energy and keep me mind occupied in the day, and

  drain me so that I fall asleep at night.’




  ‘By, working in the munitions will do that alreet, lass. Me and Mabel can hardly keep awake on the train going to, or coming home from, the factory. I’m dead on me feet now.

  We’ve been on early shift and started at five this morning, and that meant catching the train at four.’




  ‘Aye, I can see as you’re tired. Look, come in and have a cuppa. I’ve a pot on. I want to ask you more about it, and whether you think I stand a chance of getting set

  on.’




  ‘I’ll pass on the cuppa, if you don’t mind . . .’




  ‘Aye, and me too. Look, Ada, all me and Agatha want to do is get home. But, aye, you’d get set on. Crying out for workers, they are. I’ll put a word in for you tomorrow and

  stop by tomorrow afternoon and let you know. But I reckon as you’ll be on that train with us the next morning, so prepare yourself.’




  Some of her despair lifted with this and made her step lighter. Closing the door once she was inside, Ada leant heavily on it. What have I done? But then, Paddy will have to lump it.

  It’s Barnbow Munitions Factory for me, no matter what he says!




  A proud man, Paddy maintained that he was the breadwinner in the family. Huh, I’ve yet to see the day! She’d never known a time without worry over money, though it

  had eased a little when her lads had found work . . . No, she mustn’t think of that time. They were gone, and that was that.




  Even to her own mind that sounded harsh, but it was the only way she could cope.




  Taking her cardigan and coat down from the peg behind the door, she pulled them on. It might be a bit chilly down here, but up the hill where her sister Beryl lived, it could fair cut you in two

  at times. But she needed to go there to talk about her plans.




  The houses at the top of the hill were superior to the rows where Ada lived. The folk up there had jobs – or, rather, positions. Beryl’s Bill was a bank clerk, and he was

  forward-thinking, in that he allowed Beryl to work. She managed the local grocery store for the owner, who had retired.




  This meant they could have holidays each year and go to places like Llandudno. Beryl said that was in Wales, so it was like going abroad. Eeh, what does it feel like to have a holiday and to

  see such places? Nevertheless, Ada would not have swapped her life with Beryl’s. Never to have had young ’uns? Naw, that was sommat as she wouldn’t have wanted to miss out

  on.




  As she neared Beryl’s house, Ada saw her sister just going into her front gate. Looking at Beryl was like looking at herself, except that Beryl’s figure was slighter and almost

  boyish-looking and she wore her hair short, whilst Paddy made Ada keep hers long. Not that Beryl’s bob tamed her curls; if anything, they were worse than Ada’s long ringlet ones,

  especially now, when the wind caught and ruffled them. A smile formed around Ada’s lips at the thought of Beryl’s hair looking like a dozen coiled red springs, stuck on her head.

  Eeh, it must be the new hope in me, as that’s the first time I’ve spread me face in a smile for a long time!




  Calling out to Beryl made her sister wave and beckon Ada over. When she reached the door Beryl said, ‘Come in, love. Eeh, our Ada, I feel your sorrow every time I see you, lass, and it

  wakens up me own. Have you heard from Jimmy? Has he got there yet?’




  ‘Naw. Lad won’t write for a while, I shouldn’t think. And if he did, it would take weeks to reach me.’




  ‘I wonder how he is – if he’s scared, bless him. I mean, he’s bound to be really, when you think . . .’




  ‘That’s enough of that talk, Beryl. I can’t take it. We have to keep thinking of him having the time of his life with his mates, and of them keeping each other safe. Now, open

  your door and let me in, and let’s get a cuppa. There’s sommat as I want to talk to you about.’




  Shaking her head, Beryl looked incredulous at this, but Ada ignored her. They say that talking of doom and gloom brings it down on you, and she had only managed to lift that feeling an inch high

  off her with the thought of her new plans, so she wasn’t about to tempt fate and invite it back in.




  Beryl’s kitchen gleamed, as if a dozen women had set to and given it a spring-clean, but Ada knew that her sister kept it like that on her own. She went over-the-top with her cleanliness,

  and scrubbed her house from floor to ceiling for most of the hours she was at home. Everywhere Beryl had control of was the same: pristine and in order.




  ‘Sit yourself down, lass. Let me take your coat, and then I’ll get you that pot of tea.’




  ‘Naw, I’ll see to the tea. You can take me coat, though, and then get yourself changed. You don’t want to sit around in that overall.’




  Making tea in Beryl’s kitchen wasn’t a chore. The sound of the water hitting the bottom of the gleaming copper kettle was like no other, and it was much easier from a brass-knobbed

  tap than ladled from a bucket filled from the communal water pump, as Ada and the lasses who lived around her had to do.




  Once she’d put the kettle on the stand over the gas ring, she sat at the table, careful not to disturb the whiter-than-white lace cloth. It was one of a set of two that their mam had

  crocheted. She had the other, though hers was packed away and only came out on high days and holidays. She couldn’t risk it being spoiled. It was all she had of her mam’s. Oh, Mam,

  if only you were here. Tears stung her eyes at this thought.




  A noise pulled her up and made her blink the tears away. She knew what it was, but it still sounded unfamiliar: Beryl had flushed her inside lav. Eeh, I never thought I would see the like. A

  lav inside the house! There was no going out to the bog in the yard and sharing it with a neighbour at the back, when you lived on the hill. No, Beryl only had to cross the hall. And her lav

  didn’t have to be emptied by the cart at night, either, because you could flush the contents away by pulling a chain with a fancy pot-handle on the end of it. Eeh, whatever next?




  But then everything around her was a marvel to Ada. This kitchen of Beryl’s was like something from another world, compared to her own scullery-cum-living room. The red-tiled floor was

  polished till it gleamed, and yet it wasn’t slippery. That was in contrast to her own brick-stone floor, with dirt so ground into the grooves that even taking a wire brush to them never

  shifted it. Here, the blue-painted cupboards stretched along under the window and butted up to the pot-sink, with its checked blue-and-white curtain looking fresh and pretty. They were nothing like

  the wooden bench-table she had, with its shelf underneath for storage. And then there was the dresser made of dark oak. Its deep polish gave it a rich texture that provided a lovely backdrop to the

  beautiful blue china plates displayed on it. She had just four of her own plates, as Paddy had broken his and now used the one their Bobby had used; they were stacked on a shelf next to the stove,

  along with the few other bits of china she possessed. But then these are only possessions and, much as I’d like to own them, I’d still not trade places with Beryl.




  The whistle of the kettle brought Ada out of her thoughts and coincided with Beryl’s return to the kitchen, giving her no time to look busy. Her sister had a jibe at her, as was her way,

  laughing as she did. ‘Eeh, our Ada, you haven’t the pot ready, nor the cups. By, lass, I can’t trust you to do owt right.’ With this, Beryl took the tea towel from its hook

  and hit out at her with it. Ada ducked and giggled, and the last of the sad feelings that had taken her earlier disappeared.
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