




[image: images]











The Brave Daughters



Mary Wood


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: image]










Contents


PART ONE: Britain and France, 1939 – The Families


CHAPTER ONE: Blackburn – Sibbie and Marjie


CHAPTER TWO: Laurens, Hérault, France – Ella and Flors


CHAPTER THREE: Portpatrick, Scotland – Betsy and Susan


PART TWO: Britain and France, 1941 – Taking Up the Challenge


CHAPTER FOUR: Digby RAF Station, Lincolnshire – Sibbie and Marjie


CHAPTER FIVE: The South of France – Ella and Flors


CHAPTER SIX: Maidstone, Kent, and Portpatrick – Daisy, Florrie and Rosie


PART THREE: Britain, France and Singapore, 1941 – Fear a Constant Companion


CHAPTER SEVEN: Blackburn and London – Sibbie and Marjie


CHAPTER EIGHT: London and Portpatrick – Sibbie and Marjie


CHAPTER NINE: Eastern France – Ella and Flors


CHAPTER TEN: France and Switzerland – Ella and Flors


CHAPTER ELEVEN: The New Forest and London – Sibbie and Marjie


CHAPTER TWELVE: Singapore – Daisy and Florrie


CHAPTER THIRTEEN: London – Sibbie and Marjie


CHAPTER FOURTEEN: London – Sibbie and Marjie


PART FOUR: Britain, France and Singapore, 1942 – The Thin Thread of Life


CHAPTER FIFTEEN: Maidstone – Rosie


CHAPTER SIXTEEN: Narbonne, France – Sibbie and Marjie


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: Singapore – Daisy and Florrie


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: Troyes, France – Sibbie and Marjie


CHAPTER NINETEEN: Portpatrick – Betsy and Rosie


CHAPTER TWENTY: Blackburn and London – Mags, Flors and Ella


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: Narbonne, France – Sibbie and Marjie


PART FIVE: Britain and France, 1942–43 – Heroes and Traitors


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO: Hérault, France – Sibbie and Marjie


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE: London – Flors


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR: The South of France – Marjie


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE: Portpatrick – Mags, Ella, Betsy and Rosie


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX: The South of France – Sibbie and Marjie


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN: The South of France – Marjie


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT: London – Ella, Flors and Sibbie


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE: London and Portpatrick – Flors and Cyrus, Sibbie and Paulo


EPILOGUE: Britain, 1945 – Flowers to the Sea


CHAPTER THIRTY: London and Portpatrick – Ella and Flors


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE: Portpatrick – The Families – the Wedding


Letter to Readers


Acknowledgements









For my late, much-loved eldest brother, Charlie, who showed me that in life you have to strive for what you want to achieve. Love and miss you always, and I know that you would have been so proud of me.









[image: image]









PART ONE


Britain and France,
1939
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The Families









CHAPTER ONE


Blackburn


Sibbie and Marjie


As the car that had fetched her from the station travelled the long drive towards Feniscowles Manor, Sibbie felt the usual excitement grip her, on seeing the lovely house with its many windows gleaming and reflecting the sunlight. The ivy covering its walls seemed to shimmer a welcome in the August heat, and its backdrop of the beautiful hills of Bowland provided the perfect setting for this, her second home.


On arriving outside the house, her anticipation rose so much that she was out of the car and running up the steps before her Aunt Mags’s driver had time to alight and assist her. As she reached the door, it opened.


‘Sibbie! How lovely to see you, darling. Come on in. Marjella, Beth and Belinda are in the garden, taking advantage of this lovely day. They’re all excited to be seeing you again.’


‘Hello, Aunt Mags, how are you? I’ve missed you. It seems ages since I left for the summer holidays. Oh, and Aunt Betsy and Mum said I’m to give you their love.’


Sibbie found herself enclosed in her aunt’s arms, having seen in her lovely, big brown eyes the same underlying concern that marred everyone’s lives right now – an overwhelming fear of what might happen in the near future. This was disconcerting to Sibbie, as Aunt Mags, a close family friend – whom Sibbie loved dearly and had called ‘Aunt’ all her life – was a strong and capable businesswoman who headed the board of the largest mill in the area and rarely indicated that anything unnerved her.


Tall and slender, Mags was the epitome of the lady of the manor. She always wore her light-brown hair, now peppered with grey strands, in a bun at the nape of her neck, which added to her elegant appearance.


Holding Sibbie at arm’s length, Aunt Mags kept her voice light. ‘Dear Betsy and Susan, I’ll ring them later to let them know you’ve arrived safely. Now, let me look at you. Being back in Portpatrick for the summer has done you good. You were looking peaky when you left. Those long hours in the classroom had taken their toll.’


‘I had a lovely time, being spoilt by everyone, but I’m ready to get back to studying.’


‘That’s good. Well, everyone’s fine here, if a little worried about all that’s happening in the world. That aside, the girls are looking forward to their new term at school, and Marjella has arrived safely. She’s very excited to be joining you in your language studies this term.’


‘I can’t wait to see her – it’s going to be wonderful having her here. I just wish this cloud wasn’t hanging over us all. Mum and Aunt Betsy are very nervous.’


‘I can understand that, as we older ones have vivid memories that heighten our fears.’ Aunt Mags sighed. ‘It’s unbelievable to think we’re on the brink of war breaking out again. But let’s not spoil your first day back with what a horrid little man in Germany is doing to the world. I’ve made lemonade for you all, and Cook has baked those shortbread biscuits you love.’


‘Mmm, lovely.’ Although she said this, Sibbie groaned inside. She was full to the brim with shortbread and, much as she liked it, she wouldn’t care if she never saw another biscuit in her life. It seemed everyone wanted to serve them to her: at home in Scotland, her mum and Aunt Betsy thought she would have missed their shortbread biscuits more than anything; and here in Blackburn with Aunt Mags, Cook seemed to think she couldn’t live without them! Sibbie smiled to herself at these thoughts, as they brought home to her how she was surrounded by the love of so many people.


And now her lovely cousin Marjie, as she called Marjella, was here from France to join her on the language course she was taking, which meant they were going to spend a lot of time together. Life couldn’t be better, and she prayed that all the fears of war would come to nothing.


As Sibbie followed her Aunt Mags through the wide hall of Feniscowles Manor she turned towards the kitchen. Opening the door, she called out, ‘Hello, Cook. Aunt Betsy sends her love.’


‘Sybil! You’ve arrived then, lass. I’d give you a hug, but I’m covered in flour. How is Betsy?’


‘Ha, that’s as it should be – I like to see that nothing has changed. Oh, Betsy is fine; they all are. I’ll give you their news later.’


A lovely rounded lady, Cook had been part of this house for as long as Sibbie could remember, and she loved the way Cook always used her proper name. She was the only one who did. Not that it mattered, because being called ‘Sibbie’ reminded her of Montel, who had first shortened her name.


An ever-present ache nudged Sibbie at this thought. Montel had been her proper daddy, if not her real one. What she knew from her mum about how Harold Roford, her blood father, had led his life, she didn’t like, and she had never felt any kinship to him. She would have liked to have met Harold, though. Just so that she could have kicked him in the shins.


As they walked through the withdrawing room towards the French windows that led to the garden, Sibbie took in the graceful furniture and the calming colours of pale blue and cream that adorned this room. The familiarity of it reinforced the fact that she was very much a part of this house, as Aunt Mags was like a second mother to her, so ‘home’ was wherever she was.


Marjie coming into view drew Sibbie’s attention away from her lovely surroundings. ‘Marjie! Oh, Marjie!’


Marjie jumped up and ran towards her. When they collided, they hugged and twirled around together, as if they would never part again.


Mags laughed out loud at them. ‘You two – you would think you were sisters, not cousins. I’ll leave you to it, and go and organize Cook to bring tea and biscuits.’


Although Sibbie and Marjie had been brought up in different countries – Marjie in France, and Sibbie in Scotland – they had bonded the moment they met, when Mags first took Sibbie to France at the age of eight to meet her Aunt Flors, Marjie’s mum and the sister of Harold Roford.


Sibbie had loved France and being part of the Domaine de Florella, the vineyard that her Aunt Flors and Uncle Cyrus owned, along with Aunt Ella and her husband, Arnie.


When they came to a standstill, Sibbie linked arms with Marjie. ‘I can’t believe you’re here. And what do you think of England, and more especially Blackburn?’


‘I know, I can’t believe this time has come at last. It’s so good to see you, Sibbie. I haven’t seen much of England, or Blackburn – only through the windows of trains and cars – but I know I am going to love it here.’


‘You will – I do. This village, the beauty that surrounds it all, the town of Blackburn and Aunt Mags’s mill, and Uncle Jerome’s veterinary practice: it’s all so lovely. And you’ll love the language school. Professor Hillson is adorable – eccentric, but a marvellous teacher. So, how was your journey?’


‘Long, and very boring, but at times rather frightening, as the stations were crowded with soldiers, especially in France. It made me appreciate the reality of what my parents and brothers are talking about all the time.’


‘I saw a lot of soldiers today, too; even women are being recruited here. I’m just too young to be called, although I really feel like offering my services.’


‘But what would you do? And what about your studies?’


‘I don’t know, but the fact that I speak French and am studying German might be of use in some field or other. Anyway, there may not be a war. We are just speculating.’


Beth and Belinda had run across the lawn and were now demanding attention. For half-sisters, they had a lot of similarities, although Beth, at fifteen years old, was looking more like a young woman than a girl. Her shining black hair and beautiful, huge dark-brown eyes reminded Sibbie so much of Beth’s late father, the beloved Montel.


As Sibbie pulled the girls in close, she told them, ‘Look how beautiful and grown-up you are.’ Belinda giggled, but Beth smiled up at her, bringing Montel to mind once more. Although Sibbie had only been four when Montel died, she’d never forget him.


‘I’ve grown an inch taller than I was before you left at Easter, Sibbie, and I’ve turned thirteen now, you know.’


‘You have, Belinda. Oh, it’s good to see you both, and I hadn’t forgotten it was your birthday last week – I have brought you something from Scotland. It’s from Aunt Betsy’s and my mum’s shop. Well, actually you have two presents, as I brought something for everyone.’


‘Ooh, I’m glad it’s not from Uncle Angus’s fishing business – I’m not keen on fish.’


They all burst out laughing. Belinda took after her father, Uncle Jerome; she was witty like him and always made everyone laugh, and she could come out with the funniest lines.


‘Beth, Belinda, come and help with the trays, please.’


As the girls ran to obey their mother, Sibbie felt Marjie grip her hand. ‘Sibbie, if it does come to war and you volunteer, then I will too. My dual nationality will allow me to, and besides, I will be useful as well. I speak English, French and Polish – and now I am going to be learning German too.’


‘You speak Polish? I didn’t know that.’


‘Yes, Aunt Ella has taught us over the years, as she wished to speak her native language from time to time. Even Uncle Arnie speaks Polish with her when they are at home. It seems that once you have mastered two languages, it gets easier to learn more.’


‘Maybe we can do something together. Oh, what fun that would be! We can win the war and then continue our studies. I’m not that keen on being a teacher yet, anyway.’


‘Nor me. Paulo is the one who wants to take up that profession, and Aunt Ella is seriously considering sending him over here to study. She is afraid for him because of her Jewish ancestry, which makes him half-Jewish.’


Sibbie felt both elation and fear: to have Paulo here would be a dream come true. She’d fallen for him the moment she’d met him as a little girl, but he looked upon her as a cousin, even though they weren’t related at all. But then Flors, Ella and Mags had brought up their families to be one unit, and she was part of that unit, being the daughter of Flors’s brother.


The news reports on the treatment of the Jews in Germany made her shudder, and she couldn’t bear to think of such things happening to her beloved Paulo. ‘Oh dear, Marjie, I felt so happy to be coming to see you, and at the prospect of us studying together, but now I feel really downhearted. Suddenly it seems everyone, and everything we love, is in danger.’


‘Yes, it does feel like that, but it is also a wonderful time for us. Let’s not talk of war; instead let’s have a magical time for the next two weeks until we start our lessons. We can picnic at weekends, if this weather holds – I can drive now and—’


‘Me too! We can go into the Bowland Hills and into Clitheroe. I can show you Pendle Hill, where it is said they burned witches long ago.’


‘Ooh, will we see ghosts?’


‘They say you can at Halloween, and that’s only a couple of months away.’


‘Where have I been sent? I thought I would be safe here, but now it seems I am to be near ghouls.’


Sibbie made a face, growled and put her hands up, in a mock attempt to scratch Marjie. ‘Now you know the truth: we are all witches.’


They fell about laughing at this, their cares forgotten.


Marjie’s laughter was a lovely light sound, which lit up her face and made her even more beautiful.


The family resemblance between the two girls was evident in their looks, height and colouring. Both had dark-brown hair and very dark eyes. Sibbie’s face was more rounded than Marjella’s clear-cut features, making her pretty rather than beautiful, whereas Marjella’s beauty and French chic made everyone look twice.


A warm feeling overcame Sibbie. It was so good to be together, despite the ominous reasons that had prompted Aunt Flors and Uncle Cyrus to let Marjie come and study in England. But Sibbie did wonder how their lives were going to pan out over the next couple of years or so, and silently prayed that war wouldn’t happen.









CHAPTER TWO


Laurens, Hérault, France


Ella and Flors


Flors smiled bravely as she stood on her doorstep and waved and waved until her husband Cyrus’s car, carrying their sons, Freddy and Randolph, was out of sight. The agony that she and Cyrus had been through, since the conscription papers had arrived, had almost defeated her. Now the pain set in, as the reality of what Freddy and Randie would face if war broke out took root.


Ella stood by her side. ‘Come on, Flors, let’s do as the British do and put the kettle on.’


‘Oh, Ella, to think of them having gone is unbearable.’


Ella clutched Flors’s hand even tighter and whispered, ‘Hug?’


Painful memories of the past and fears for the uncertain future vied for prominence in Flors’s heart as they hugged tightly. She knew that dear Ella would be feeling these same emotions, too.


As they emerged from the hug, they linked arms and went into the kitchen. A snore made them both jump, and nervous giggles consumed them. Rowena could sleep through anything when she was in her favourite rocking chair by the side of the stove. Even on a hot day like today, she professed that she felt the cold in her old bones. Rowena had known Flors since her childhood in Stepney, and now lived with her.


Flors felt glad of the light-hearted moment. She’d been on the brink of crying, but hadn’t wanted to; she’d save her tears for her own bed at night, when she was snuggled into the arms of her beloved Cyrus. Sighing, she told Ella, ‘It’s as if my nest is emptying all at once.’


‘I know. My darling Arnie is even saying that he will volunteer, if Britain ever comes under threat. And Paulo talks of going too, if necessary. It doesn’t bear thinking about.’


‘Oh no. Oh, Ella, everything we know and have built up, since the terrible things we went through in the last war, is under threat.’


‘They say we should be safe here in the South of France, and it’s the north-east that will bear the brunt, if an invasion does happen. But Hitler is threatening Poland at the moment, and I’m so worried about my sister, Calek.’


‘I don’t know what to say, Ella. We can only pray that the Germans don’t succeed in their quest to invade Poland, or that a miracle happens and they heed Chamberlain’s ultimatum.’


‘They have to. Oh, Flors, it’s Calek’s and Abram’s only chance; I fear they are in grave danger. Look at how Germany is treating its Jewish community, if the rumours of their cruel treatment are to be believed . . . Oh God, I can’t think about it. My dear nephew Zabrim is only fourteen.’


‘And there’s no answer to your last letter yet? Surely they will take up your offer to come here?’


‘I am praying for that, but I haven’t heard from them. At least if they sent Zabrim to me, that would ease my mind a little. I’m thinking of going to Poland to find out how they are. I checked and all the trains are still running. Maybe if I do, I can persuade them to come back with me.’


‘No, Ella, no! It’s too dangerous. Please think again, Ella, please. What does Arnie say about it?’


‘I haven’t discussed it with him.’


‘You haven’t discussed what, darling?’


‘Oh, Arnie, I didn’t see you. I – I . . . well, nothing – nothing really. I’ll tell you later.’


‘There’s no time like now. If you can share whatever it is with Flors, then you can share it with your husband, can’t you? Come on, old thing, what is it?’


As Ella poured out her thoughts, Arnie surprised Flors with his response. ‘I think that unless you do this, you will have an agonizing few years ahead of you, Ella – and I don’t want that. But I also think that you should wait to see if Hitler decides to take heed of Britain and France’s ultimatum – which I don’t think he will. If he doesn’t and invades Poland, it will be too dangerous for you to even think of going.’


Flors couldn’t believe the enormity of what Ella had proposed, and even less so that Arnie was partially agreeing that she should go to Poland. After all, she had the feeling that Hitler would find a way of doing as he had in Czechoslovakia and fully invade Poland. And what if that happened when Ella was there?


‘I know what you’re thinking, Flors, but I understand Ella better than she does herself. Now that she has her family back in her life, it will kill her to think of the unspeakable things that might happen to them under a German regime. That applies to all of Poland, but for the Jewish community there – well, it doesn’t bear thinking about. I have to support her in this or I will be letting her down.’


They were all silent for a moment, unable to comprehend how quickly their ideal world had changed, and what the future might bring.


Their vineyard, Domaine de Florella, was one of the finest in the Languedoc region – not that this was Flors’s major concern. That she reserved for the safety of her dear friends Ella and Arnie and their children, but most of all for her own family – her dear husband, Cyrus, had been a prisoner in the last war. Surely he wouldn’t have to fight again? And Freddy and Randie were facing God-knows-what. Then there was her problem child, Monty. At seventeen, he was becoming more troublesome, showing traits of his despicable late uncle, Harold.


Oh, why am I thinking like this? Monty is just going through a phase, I’m sure.


Flors’s thoughts turned to her beloved and beautiful daughter, Marjella. Her heart cried out with the pain of missing her, but knowing that she, at least, was safe, staying with Mags in the countryside of Blackburn, helped her to accept the separation. Surely nothing could befall Marjella? If war did come, England would be safe from the fallout, wouldn’t it? It would join with France and beat Hitler back to the borders here, she imagined.


The door to Flors’s chateau was flung open as the kettle boiled.


‘Mama, am I too late? Have Freddy and Randie left?’ Ella and Arnie’s six-year-old daughter Lonia stood in the doorway, a distraught look on her face. She was spoilt by everyone, and everyone loved her, but none of the attention they lavished on her had any effect, for she remained a sweet child, caring and always concerned for everyone.


‘Yes, Lonia, they left a few moments ago.’


‘Oh, Mama, why didn’t they wait to see me? Papa has just brought me from school.’


‘They couldn’t chance missing their train, darling. Once they are in the army, they are under its discipline. An order is an order, and they cannot risk breaking one for the sake of little you.’


‘Oh, Mama, I’m going to miss them. But I’m not going to be sad, because Freddy said that I must be very grown-up and think of others – especially you, Aunt Flors: you’re much sadder than me, and that must hurt a lot.’


‘It does, darling. As does missing Marjella. But we must carry on. Look, I have some nice grape juice cooling on the cold slab in the pantry. I’ll pour you some and we can all sit out under the shade and look after each other.’


The high-pitched whistle of the kettle boiling seemed to seal this as a good idea. True to form, Rowena woke – the one thing that never failed to stir her was the thought of a cup of tea. She sat up and her lips smacked together in her podgy face. ‘Is that there the kettle, honey-child?’


‘Ha, it is, Rowena. Are you coming outside for some fresh air?’


‘There’s nothing good in the fresh air for my old bones. It’s no fun being ninety-one, Missie Flors.’


‘Don’t be silly, you’re just getting lazy – Ella and I will help you outside. The sunshine is good for your bones, and what’s all this “Missie” business? I’m your honey-child, nothing can change that. I hate the term “Missie”; it makes me feel that you think you’re a servant.’


‘No, honey-child, it an old Jamaican way of speaking. I’ve been dreaming I was back on the white sand, gazing out at the sea, and the woman I worked for was going to take a branch to beat me with, for being lazy.’


‘Oh, Rowena; and then I go and say you are lazy. I’m sorry, my darling. But I know what you mean and how you feel. We’re all displaced from where our beginnings were. You must long for home.’


‘No, not old Rowena. I know where me bread is buttered, and it ain’t in Jamaica, or in the cold and damp of the East End, where we met, honey-child. It’s right here with you, in sunny France. Or any place you choose to go.’


Touched by this and by the love she felt for Rowena, Flors hugged her. ‘I love you, Rowena darling. But I’m still going to insist that you come outside with us. None of your flattery will change my mind.’


Rowena grinned, showing her one tooth and lighting up her face. A tear plopped onto her withered cheek. It shone against the blackness of her skin.


‘I love you too, Rowena.’ Saying this, Lonia, who had been named after Ella’s late and much-loved nanny, climbed onto Rowena’s knee and put her arms around the old lady’s neck.


Although the gesture was lovely to see, Flors could tell it was causing pain to Rowena and was glad that Ella saw, too, as she gently steered her daughter away. ‘Lonia, go and tell Paulo and Monty to come for their break, there’s a good girl. They should be in the bottom vineyard. Tell them you aren’t bringing their tea to them, as Aunt Flors needs us all around her.’


‘Yes, Mama.’


As the inner fly-door closed with a bang, Flors turned to Rowena. ‘Let us help you, darling. We’ll take you to the bathroom and get you nice and comfortable. You can put that yellow frock on that we all love. You might feel more like sitting in the garden then.’


‘I’ll make the tea while you’re busy, ladies.’


‘Thanks, Arnie. Come on, Rowena.’


‘Huh, men these days. Not like in my day. Them’s never turned their hands to women’s work, and we wouldn’t let them. Get under your feet, they does.’


They all laughed at this, but there were no further objections from Rowena as Flors and Ella lifted her, washed her down and freshened her up. Flors did worry, though, about the weariness Rowena displayed.


With Rowena now settled in her rocking chair outside in the shade, Flors whipped off the blanket that had covered Rowena’s chair and wrinkled her nose.


‘I’ll wash the chair down, Flors. Have you a clean blanket to put over it?’


Once they’d finished, Flors had to smile. ‘That was like old times, Ella. We turned into nurses again.’


Ella smiled, although it wasn’t without pain, and Flors realized that what she’d said must have jarred. Nursing didn’t hold good memories for Ella. In the past she’d had to nurse loved ones as well as having terrifying memories of nursing in the Somme and then in Belgium.


The horror of it all returned to Flors at that moment, but she straightened her back and, as if there hadn’t been a pause, announced, ‘Anyway, a nice cup of tea is waiting for us.’


Ella still didn’t speak as they washed their hands together in the huge pot sink. But she did hold on to Flors as they went outside with the laden tray.


The shade that Cyrus and Arnie had built provided a cool respite for them all from the rays of the blistering afternoon sun. This was a time Flors loved normally, when their cares were few; a time when as many of their families as possible met to drink tea or lemonade, and have a break until the sun cooled enough for them to continue their day’s work.


Paulo, Ella’s son, tall for his eighteen years, stood with the sunlight on his back. He reminded Flors of his father, also called Paulo, the lovely French officer Ella had met towards the end of the war and had married soon after it finished. Badly wounded, to the extent that he couldn’t walk, Paulo had eventually succumbed to the agonizing lung condition that was a consequence of the gas attacks in which he had been caught up. But he lived on in his son: that same clean-cut handsomeness, the rakish hair that flopped over his face and the piercing blue eyes. But for all his French looks, Paulo junior had the features of his mother’s Polish Jewish ancestry, too. And this was of grave concern to them all.


‘Don’t do that, Monty.’ Lonia’s voice broke into the silence. ‘You are so annoying.’


Monty pulled Lonia’s ribbon from her hair, leaving her ringlets to cascade over her face – a normal teasing gesture for his age, but one that seemed to cement Flors’s feelings about how Monty was turning out. He never took life seriously: not his studies or his work in the vineyard. He seemed to have no purpose, and his ‘I want, and I will have’ trait reminded Flors of the worst times from her life with her brother, Harold.


The secret that she and Cyrus held from their children reverberated through her. They had never found the courage to tell them they were half-brother and sister. Even now as the thought shook her, Flors felt the familiar fear of anyone finding out. Rowena knew, and of course Ella and Arnie did, and Mags and her husband Jerome. But all others who had known were no longer on this earth.


After marrying and having children, she and Cyrus had found out that they shared the same father, when it came to light that Flors’s father bore Cyrus with his long-term mistress, whom Flors never knew existed. But despite the sin of their love, that love was too strong for them ever to make the break, so they had carried on together as a loving husband and wife, only they had to do so far from the shores of England – their home.


It was this connection between her and Cyrus that made Flors worry about Monty; well, about all of her children really, but so far none of them but Monty had turned out to be a Roford in character.


Cyrus had told her over and over again not to worry about Monty, that it was a passing phase, but Flors couldn’t help herself. She’d witnessed at first hand the horrors that her brother was capable of. She’d spoken to Mags about it when she had visited, and Mags had told her that the child that Betsy – Mags’s oldest friend – had birthed to Harold was just the same. Billy, his name was. Mags had said that over the years the attention Billy had received from his stepfather, Angus, had helped to temper the trait a bit, but Billy also held a cruel streak from which his half-sister, Sibbie, often suffered. Flors had never met this nephew of hers, as Billy hadn’t wanted to come to France to meet them all, but she didn’t like the sound of him. Her niece, Sibbie, was different, taking more after her mother, Susan, who had worked in Flors’s family home as a maid and whom Flors had always liked. Sibbie had Susan’s gentle nature. Thinking this, she hoped that Sibbie would never be used by a domineering man in the way that Harold had used Susan.


‘Monty, you’ve done it again! I’ve only just fixed it.’


‘Monty, leave her alone. It’s too hot to be teasing her.’


Monty obeyed Paulo and sauntered away. He always hung on Paulo’s every word. This wasn’t the case with his older brothers, or even with Cyrus. Just as often he gave back-chat to them, which resulted in arguments breaking out.


Although cross with her son, Flors hated to see him left out. ‘Monty, come back and finish your juice, darling.’


‘Leave him, Aunt Flors, he’s feeling down, with his brothers having left. I had to stay in the field with him, as he wouldn’t come down to see them off. We said our goodbyes earlier this morning.’


Flors smiled at Paulo, but felt at a loss. Lonia was now in tears. It was obvious that the second yank Monty had given the ribbon had pulled her hair and caused her pain, and yet she was distressed at having upset him. This all reminded Flors so much of how she’d been with Harold. Trying to please him, almost begging for a small amount of kind attention, and feeling cast out and very lonely when nothing was forthcoming.


Arnie held his sobbing daughter close to him. ‘Don’t worry, Flors. Boys will be boys, and Lonia has to learn that. Far better if you had moved away, Lonia, and then Monty wouldn’t have been able to do the same again.’


Flors saw red. Lonia wasn’t to blame. It was a silly thing, but it meant a lot that Monty was made to apologize. ‘Paulo, please go after Monty and ask him to apologize to your sister.’


It was a relief when Monty returned and said he was sorry and that he’d only been teasing. The day was saved, except for Rowena, who slapped her lips once more and nodded knowingly at Flors. For all the world, Flors wanted to defend her son, but knew that she couldn’t. All the same, she praised Monty for doing as she’d asked, and was rewarded with a smile so like her brother’s that the hair stood up on her arms and she felt as if ants were crawling all over her. History couldn’t repeat itself, could it?


Cyrus, returning at that moment, changed the atmosphere. Even though Flors could see that he had shed a tear, on saying goodbye to their sons, Cyrus soon had them all laughing at how the boys had got onto the wrong train, and at the antics they’d all been through to get them settled on the right train.


A week later Flors received a letter from Marjella that further lightened her cares and lifted her fears. Marjella was happy. Her cousin Sibbie and she were enjoying their time together and had made many plans. Marjella didn’t specify what plans, but Flors was sure these would be silly girlie things.


Cyrus and Arnie had taken Paulo and Monty under their wing since the day the older boys had left and had decided to teach them more about making wine, instead of leaving them to do field work. Paulo still spent hours sitting under a tree with his head in a book studying, but accepted that his dreams of becoming a teacher had to be put on hold.


Monty was taking to this side of the business and his mood lifted. Teatime talk was of the graded grapes, of the presses and how they worked, as well as the lovely wine he’d been involved in making and how he thought it would be the best they had ever produced. His enthusiasm was just like his father’s, and this had pleased Cyrus beyond words.


All in all, the bleakness was lifting a little. There was still hope that Hitler wouldn’t invade Poland and that the war they all feared might not happen at all. Flors prayed that it wouldn’t and that soon her boys would be home, and so would Marjella. Then life could get back to normal – her happy, carefree world put back together again. Oh, how she hoped so. Please, God, let it happen.









CHAPTER THREE


Portpatrick, Scotland


Betsy and Susan


‘Betsy, stop your fussing, hen. It is what it is.’


‘Aye, I knaws that, Angus, but it feels as though me world’s tumbling around me and I can’t stop it. All the young ’uns will be in danger – me girls and our Billy. And Roderick’s coming on fourteen – what if it goes on a long time and he has to go? I can’t bear it, I can’t.’


‘I ken what you’re saying, me lassie, but we canna influence the goings-on of the wider world. Och, nothing may happen anyways, and then you’ll have fretted for nothing.’


‘And besides that, Ma, we want to do this.’


‘Eeh, Daisy. It were bad enough for me as each one of you went off to Dumfries to do your training, but I got used to that, and you weren’t in danger or owt. I miss you every day you’re not here, but this is different, lass.’


‘Och, I knaw, Ma. But times change. We all decided together, didn’t we?’ Daisy looked at her two sisters, Florrie and Rosie. They both nodded.


Betsy’s heart felt as though it would break, but even so, she never ceased to find it funny to hear how her daughters spoke a mixture of their native Blackburn dialect inflected with a smattering of how the Scottish folk expressed themselves. But then it wasn’t surprising, as Daisy had only been seven, Florrie six and Rosie four when she’d moved up here with Mags after her Bill, their da, had died. Sighing, she dispelled the memory. Visiting it was just too painful.


‘Was that a resigned sigh, Ma?’


‘Naw, it wasn’t, our Florrie. I’ll never be resigned to you three going off to the army. It’s like cutting me heart out.’


Angus coughed. Looking over towards him, Betsy saw him raise his eyebrows and knew that he was willing her to give her daughters her blessing. Oh God, how can I? How can I let them go? But then she had to admit that they would go anyway, and better they did so with her acceptance. They’d have enough to contend with, as it was.


‘Eeh, me girls. I knaw as you have to do this, and I want you to knaw as I’m proud of you all. When you each took up nursing as your chosen career, I were like a peacock fluffing me feathers and told anyone who’d listen what me girls were doing. And nursing the wounded is sommat as will be needed, if there is a war. But don’t forget: that’s what your Aunt Mags and her mates did in the last war, and from what she told me, there’s a lot for you to contend with out there and it ain’t the glamorous life I knaw you’re all anticipating. It’s blood and gore, and dodging randy men who haven’t their wives to keep them happy.’


All three girls, and Angus, burst out laughing at this. ‘Aw, Ma, you’re a one.’


‘It’s the truth, our Rosie. You mind me words. Aunt Mags has a terrible tale to tell of her time nursing the wounded. But then she made friendships that sustained her and have lasted her lifetime. Still, one thing pleases me – at least you’ll have each other.’


‘It’s not set in stone that we’ll stay together, Ma. Yes, we’ve all been accepted into the Queen Alexandra’s Nursing Corps, but they could send us anywhere.’


This shook Betsy. The thought of them watching out for one another had given her a little comfort. She looked at each of her girls, all beautiful to gaze at; well, Rosie was more pretty than beautiful, with her hair falling in ringlets and her features a little softer that those of the other two. Betsy felt pride in noting that her daughters had all taken after her, with their curly chestnut hair and slim but voluptuous figures. But it was this last aspect that worried her. Eeh, I had to fend off the men who leered at me for one thing, and one thing only. I were strong, and I thought I would allus be a faithful wife . . . Aye, well, there’s no good raking over the past. Not now, not ever. What’s done is done. But even as she tried not to think of it, she knew she could never forget the affair that had led to Billy being born. Oh, why am I thinking like this, and at a time when I should be giving me girls a good send-off. With this, it occurred to Betsy that that was exactly what she would do – throw a party to give her girls a good memory to take with them.


‘Reet, if this is the way of things, then we’d best do it good and proper. We’ll have a do, to see you all on your way and be sommat good for you to remember. By . . . nurses, me three lasses. I’ll never get over that. I thought you’d all end up in factories, or married with a brood of young ’uns, but you’ve made good of yourselves. Eeh, I’m sorry as it’s led to this, though, and I’m going to miss you and worry over you. Come here.’


They were in a giggling huddle when Billy came through the door, followed closely, as always, by Roderick, Betsy’s youngest, and the only child she’d had with Angus.


‘What’s going on, Ma? Why the big hug?’


Florrie answered Billy. ‘We’ve all joined the Royal Army Nursing Corps, Billy.’


‘All of ye? Ye’re lucky beggars. I’d give a wee penny to go. Not to be a nurse, but to do army training to prepare for war.’


Betsy nodded at Billy. ‘Aye, well, thank God you’re too young by a year, our Billy, and it could all be over when your time comes. Anyroad, we’re going to have a party to give our lasses a good send-off, so let everyone in the village knaw, as you go about. It’ll be on Saturday night as seven, in the back room of the inn.’


‘Hold on, hen, ye’ve nay asked the landlord yet.’


‘Aw, they’ll be naw problem, Angus. It isn’t as if they’ll have any other do on or we would have known of it.’


‘Aye, that’s so, but it is high season and the visitors are many – the landlord may ne’er cope, lassie.’


‘He doesn’t have to. We’ll do owt as needs doing. He just needs to sell his ale. It’ll be grand. I’ll start baking this afternoon.’


Betsy saw the look exchanged between Angus and her brood and smiled to herself. They knew when to stop objecting to any of her ideas. She’d won that one, and felt the excitement of all the organizing she would have to do. Grabbing her cardigan, she made for the door.


‘Where is it you’re off to, lassie? Ye change as quick as the tide; I ne’er know where I am wi’ thee.’


‘To see Susan. She opened the shop by herself this morning. I’m to see if she can cope for a couple of days without me.’


‘I could help her out, Ma, unless you need me, that is.’


‘Oh? Have ye no work to go to, Rosie?’


‘Naw, Da. We all finished yesterday. We . . . well, we didn’t want to worry you by telling you too soon.’


‘Och, I ne’er realized it’d all happen that quick, me lasses. A wee hasty for me liking, but still, there’s no undoing what’s done.’


Betsy sighed, as it all became real to her. How was it that the country was preparing to the extent of taking her girls into the army, when war wasn’t yet declared? Eeh, I thought it would be a while yet, but it’s happened – it’s really happened! But this frightening thought didn’t dispel the nice feeling she got, on hearing her girls call Angus ‘Da’. And she knew it pleased him, too. It was something they’d only started to do recently. They’d all been having a laugh with Angus, when he’d chastised them for the way they left their rooms so untidy when they were home, and Rosie had said, ‘You knaw, ever since you married our mam, you’ve been like a da to us, and from now on I’m going to call you that.’ Then Florrie and Daisy chipped in that they had always wanted to, but were waiting for Rosie to be sure she wished to. This had led to a group hug, and Betsy had looked at her brood – and her fine husband – and had felt the love for them all surge through her. Now it was possible that she was going to face seeing her family torn apart by a force she couldn’t stop. How was she going to bear it?


The shop looked lovely, with all the crafts that she and Susan sold on display: knitted items, like the Fair Isle jumpers that were very popular with the sailing crowd who brought their boats into the harbour; and the cable knit pullovers that the fishermen liked. Then there were the tartan items: tammy hats and scarves, and household items in tartan – cushions and lampshades.


Montel’s wonderful paintings of local scenes adorned the walls. Dear Montel, he’d made the shop’s fortune in the beginning, with his portraits. People used to flock to the shop to have a painting done of themselves or their children, or even their pets. But none of his work was for sale now; the paintings all belonged to Mags, and she’d thought their rightful place was here, where she and Montel had been so happy. Betsy had thought that Mags would never be happy again after she lost Montel, but it pleased her that she was – and with the lovely Jerome, whom Betsy adored.


As she looked towards the shop front, Betsy felt pride in the pottery items displayed on the shelves there, as they were made by her and Susan – vases, plant pots and all manner of gaily painted bowls and ornaments took pride of place. The counter was positioned amongst them and Susan was sitting behind it. When she spotted Betsy and Rosie, her face lit up. ‘Betsy – thank goodness, I’ve been rushed off me feet and have had a job to cope.’


‘Aye, well, I’m not stopping, lass. Rosie is, though. She’s going to do the next two days with you, if that’s all right.’


Telling Susan about the party didn’t get the reaction Betsy thought it would, though why she expected Susan to see the fun in having a do, when she’d been full of doom and gloom since the first rumblings of war began, she didn’t know. ‘We’ve to make the best of things, Susan. Half of what we worry over may not happen, anyroad.’


‘I know, but I feel bereft even when Sibbie goes to Mags’s home, so I can’t imagine how you’re feeling, Betsy. All three of your girls going, and to God knows what. What if war does come, and your lads and my Sibbie have to go?’


‘Let’s not meet trouble that might not be travelling our road, Susan. One thing at a time. Me girls are going, and I want to give them a send-off to remember. We’ll deal with owt else as it comes along.’


‘You’re right, of course. I’ll try to lift meself. It’s just that everything seems spoilt, or on the brink of being so.’


Betsy couldn’t deny this. But seeing Susan’s distress nudged her own pain, which she’d tried to suppress. ‘Come here, lass. I reckon as you could do with a hug.’ With this, she took Susan into her arms and held her. She and Susan had built a strong bond over the years, which had grown from having both been duped by the evil Harold Roford, who had fathered both her Billy and Susan’s Sibbie.


Her thoughts turned to Mags, who’d suffered most at Harold’s hands during her marriage to him, when he’d taken all that she had. And how, after her own shameful encounter with Harold, and Susan’s hurt on thinking he loved her, the lovely Mags had helped them both, by making them see that they weren’t to blame but, like herself, were victims of Harold’s evil ways.


Her worry about Billy’s character being similar to his father’s surfaced then, but Betsy wouldn’t let this settle in her as, shaking herself mentally, she thought that any lad was bound to take sommat from his da; but then Billy had many traits that he’d picked up from her Angus, and it was more than likely these that would shape him. Already Billy was showing signs of this good influence in his life, displaying bravery in wanting to go to war and do his bit, while Harold Roford had pulled every trick in the book not to have to fight in the last one.


Feeling comforted, Betsy patted Susan and told her, ‘No matter what happens, we’re in this together, lass. Me and you, like we’ve allus been. And we have two good men to care for us, and a lovely friend in Mags. So, chin up for the younger ones, eh?’


Susan came out of the hug and gave her lovely smile, and Betsy felt that she would cope. She’d find the mettle she’d shown in the past when she’d needed to, and this made Betsy feel confident that, together, they’d get through whatever was thrown at them.


All the same, her heart was in her belly as she walked down the hill to the inn to book the room for her girls’ party. How did we come to this? God in heaven, didn’t we go through enough in the last war? But something told her this one was going to be far worse, as they were saying it was likely it would be fought on the home front, and not just abroad. A deep sigh came from her. Eeh, it’s all doom and gloom, and me heart’s in me boots. But, as always, we’ve to get on with it.









PART TWO


Britain and France,
1941
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Taking Up the Challenge









CHAPTER FOUR


Digby RAF Station, Lincolnshire


Sibbie and Marjie


Sibbie’s heart leapt. ‘Paulo has written to me!’


‘Yes. Here it was, in with my letter from Mama. Aunt Mags had it delivered by courier. But oh, Sibbie, things are not good.’


Sibbie held her breath.


The past two years at the RAF station had flown by. Both Sibbie and Marjie had graduated with a first-class degree in languages and often practised, having a whole day when they spoke only in German or Polish, and at other times in French, so that Sibbie could keep up her excellent accent and Marjie could enjoy speaking her native tongue.


As soon as they could, after leaving school, they had joined the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force – WAAF for short – as by then Marjie was unable to return home and war was raging around the world. Marjie’s dual nationality had meant that she was readily accepted.


And now, after a short training period, they were working as plotters, attached to RAF Digby, a small station in Lincolnshire. Sibbie enjoyed the work. She threw her heart into deciphering the plots that came through to them, and knew the exhilaration of getting the expected raids spot-on, as early warning to the nearest airfields was invaluable. But even though she knew the importance of her work, she didn’t feel challenged.


They were on their break, and Marjie had taken a detour to the postroom before joining Sibbie on the flat roof above the stuffy Ops room – a favourite place of all the staff, no matter the weather, and on this late September day it was showery and the air held a chill.


The general idea, during the ten minutes they took as a break, was for staff to skip or do some rigorous exercise, to relieve the tension of bending over the large plotting table for hours on end, but most simply walked up and down, enjoying the views over the countryside – and a cigarette, if they were smokers. The roof was littered with discarded butt-ends.


Two Canadian squadrons of Hurricanes were stationed on the base, and Sibbie found it exciting to see them taking off and landing. Even the noise they made sent a zing of exhilaration through her. She wanted to be part of that action. Not flying, but actually doing something – taking an active role in fighting this bloody war. Not showing others where that action was likely to be.


‘Oh, Marjie, it’s not terrible news, is it?’


‘It – it’s Randie. He’s missing.’


‘Oh no! Oh, Marjie.’ The silence that fell held all their fears, because in that moment the reality of war hit them. Wanting to comfort Marjie, and needing comfort herself, Sibbie reached out. Marjie almost fell into her arms.


‘It’s unbearable to think about. It’s the not knowing. Is – is he dead? Captured? Oh, Sibbie . . .’


Sibbie couldn’t answer. A picture of Randie, a quiet young man just a few months younger than herself, came to her. To imagine him fighting – wielding a gun and charging – was difficult. He was more at home with his head in a book, sitting under a shady tree once his work was done. She couldn’t bear the thought of never seeing him again.


‘I’m sure he’s been captured, Marjie. Oh, I know that’s bad, but at least he would still be alive, and might escape or outlive the war and come home. There’s always hope – we must never lose that.’


Marjie didn’t answer. Sibbie felt her body trembling. Hardly daring to, but needing to know, she asked, ‘And Freddy? Is there any news of Freddy?’


Like Marjie, both of her brothers, Freddy and Randolph, had dual nationality and had been conscripted into the Allied forces under the command of the British, following the German occupation of France and the dissolving of the French army.


‘Freddy was by Randie’s side when they were ordered forward. Mama says he wrote that there was heavy fire between the German line and theirs, when their officer ordered them to move forward. They had adequate cover from field guns, but despite that, many fell. Some he knew were taken prisoner, and a hundred or more were killed. Mama received an official letter saying that Randie was “missing in action”. She says, like you, that we must hold on to hope, as the night Freddy volunteered to go on burial duty, he and his fellow soldiers searched the bodies, but Randie wasn’t amongst them. Freddy then made enquiries about all the injured, and Randie wasn’t listed there. He told Mama that he was certain, after that, Randie must have been taken prisoner.’


‘There, you see. He’s alive, I’m sure of it.’


They fell into silence again, clinging onto each other. All the while their other, as-yet-unopened letters lay between them . . . It was almost too painful to open them, even though they seemed to live from letter to letter at times, hungry for news of their loved ones.


The news Sibbie had, when she eventually opened one of her letters, was a further blow to her. Her brother Billy had been conscripted, much to his delight, and was soon to be deployed – heaven knew where. The whole world seemed to be on fire, and soldiers could find themselves sent to France, Africa or the Middle East. But Billy, more than any of them, was ready. And this worried Sibbie. His last letter was full of bravado, as if he was going to win this war single-handed.


Aunt Betsy’s girls, Daisy, Florrie and Rosie, whom Sibbie looked on as her sisters, were safe, though. Much to their chagrin, they hadn’t been dispatched to foreign places, but were nursing in various hospitals in and around London and Kent. They loved their work and spoke of the value of taking care of the wounded who were shipped to them day after day, but all secretly harboured a desire to work in field hospitals right at the heart of the action. Sibbie longed to be with them.


Marjie broke into her thoughts. ‘Mama says that they didn’t know where Paulo was until his letter came. Aunt Ella had been going half-mad. It appears that he received a notice that he was to be conscripted into the Service du Travail Obligatoire.’


‘What? Isn’t that the service that is forced to work in Germany?’


‘Yes, Mama says it is terrible, and that young men are never heard of after they go. I am ashamed that my people in the South of France are collaborating with Hitler.’


‘I know, but tell me, where did Paulo go?’ Even as she asked, Sibbie’s desire to read the letter he’d sent her burned into her heart, but she suppressed the longing, wanting to hear out Marjie and to comfort her.


‘He just disappeared into the night, but they now know that he joined the Maquis, a Resistance movement.’


‘Oh, Marjie, no! And Aunt Flors dares to put this in a letter to you?’


‘No. Well, not in so many words. Before I left for England, Mama told me that if war did break out, she would communicate in code. It’s complicated, and something she learned during her war. It involves misspelling, so that you are alerted to a sentence being in code. Here, look.’


Taking the letter, Sibbie read: The eldest of Ella’s pigons has flowen the nest.


‘See: it is the bad spelling of “pigeon” and “flown” that tells me this is code. Ella’s eldest is Paulo – he has gone.’


Next, Sibbie read: He did not like the confines of the enclosure and would not work alongside the other birds. We heard that he has gone to Monsiuer Marqs’s coop. But our youngest bird will do whatever is asked of him and is ready to fly our coop when asked.


‘Code again, and this time it tells me that Paulo has joined the Maquis, the underground movement. See: “would not work” and “gone to Monsieur” – which she spelt wrongly – “Marqs’s coop”, which tells me it’s the Maquis group. And then “our youngest”, meaning my brother Monty, “will do whatever is asked of him” – means that he is willing to go to Germany, if called. Oh God, Sibbie, it just gets worse and worse. Poor Mama cannot express how she feels, but I know that her own heart, and Papa’s, must be breaking. Look, here she has written: “We are well, but often sit with the river flowing from the heart of the villag.” Code again, shown by the misspelling of “village”. So I decipher, this doesn’t mean they sit next to the river, but that through their hearts flows a river of tears.’


‘I’m so sorry, Marjie. It is all so awful for you – and for me, as I love them all dearly. Oh God, Paulo is in such danger!’


They fell silent again and held hands. In the distance they could hear a plane take off, followed by another, and then the sky above them darkened as they were encased in the roaring sound of the engines. Their eyes followed the craft travelling south, indicating that even more bombing was expected in the London and Kent regions. Had she thought her dear Rosie, Daisy and Florrie were safe? Please, God, don’t let any of the hospitals they are working in take a hit. And please take care of all of our families.


When the bombers had passed over, Sibbie realized that she and Marjie were clinging to each other as if their life depended on it.


‘Marjie, I know that letter brought sad news, but the coded messages are so clever. Look what she wrote, before her talk of birds: Life here goes on as normal. The grapes were good this year, though our hobby of keeping pigeons isn’t helping, as when they fly around, they peck the grapes, which annoys your papa. They don’t have pigeons, do they?’


‘No. And that is something that also alerted me there was a coded message to come. But now I fear that Mama will have to be even more careful, because with Paulo not answering the call to work in Germany, they will be looking for him, unless Aunt Ella has a reason for his whereabouts. And I’m thinking that part of their looking might be to intercept any mail.’


‘Yes, I can see that, but the code itself is brilliant. Your mama has even typed it, which makes it more authentic, as the misspelling could be typing mistakes. I think we should practise it. Write notes to each other. It will be fun to see if we always get the message. Then, if ever we need it, we can use it to communicate in secret.’


‘Do you think such a time will come? I can only think we will want to ask each other if we are going to the village “hop”. Ha, I still find that so funny – as if we are going to hop around the village, like this . . .’


Marjie let go of Sibbie’s hand and did a hop, skip and dance around the roof. She looked so funny that Sibbie burst out laughing. ‘One way to keep warm,’ Sibbie said and then joined in; and before they knew it, they were bent double, their laughter soaring into the now-still air.


A flock of birds took off in squawking protest. Marjie stopped laughing and looked heavenwards. ‘They too have flown the nest.’ With this, her tears spilled over.


Sibbie walked over and held her. Her own heart was heavy with unshed tears. She just clung onto Marjie, both giving and taking comfort.


It was hours later that Sibbie got the chance to open her letter. When she did, she was filled with joy and sadness at the same time.


She and Marjie were back in their billeted home, with Mrs Parkinson, a bright little widowed lady of around sixty who, not having any children of her own, was like a granny to all the village and was always busy knitting, or organizing fund-raising events and making sure the village children had all they needed.


Sitting on her bed, placed next to Marjie’s, Sibbie lay back. Marjie had her eyes closed and didn’t open them as Sibbie opened Paulo’s letter, wondering as she did so how it had ever reached her. Her imagination showed her Paulo hiding out in the forests of Hérault, or even in the hills and mountains that surrounded it. Did he have shelter and food?


Her heart ached at the notion that he might not have. The envelope containing the letter seemed to resist being opened, but she knew this was caused by her impatience and not wanting to spoil anything about this precious gift, by tearing it.


Sibbie, this is written very quickly and with a deep hope in my heart that you are well and safe, as I am.


In these terrible times that have disrupted all our lives, I have to speak out and say how I feel about you. I want you to know that I have loved you ever since I met you. At first as a kind of cousin but, as I grew older, my feelings deepened with every visit you made, until now there is an ache in my heart that compels me to tell you.


On your last visit we had no time alone, but I felt that you had feelings for me. Is it possible that you do? It is important for me to know, as the knowledge will sustain me and help me through all that we face.


Please keep safe, my darling, and don’t take up any occupation that will put you in danger. Then I will know that one day we will be together.


I love you, my darling Sibbie. It is the thought of you that keeps me going. Write back soon.


Paulo x


As Sibbie clutched the letter to her breast, she felt the racing of her heart as it pumped a feeling of great happiness through her veins. Paulo, oh Paulo. Paulo loves me!


Without opening her eyes, Marjie asked, ‘Good news or bad?’


‘Good. Oh Marjie, Paulo is in love with me! I can’t believe it, and yet I can, as I knew it was destined to be. But I am so afraid for him.’


Lifting herself onto her elbow, Marjie looked keenly at Sibbie. ‘I’m happy for you, Sibbie; and for Paulo, that at last he has spoken out, as we were all sure of how he felt, but he would never confirm it. But forgive me if, at this moment, I cannot help but ask if he says whether he is safe, or if he mentions Monty or gives any indication of what life is like for them?’


‘No, nothing. Just his declaration of love for me. But it wouldn’t be easy for him to say anything.’


A deep sigh from Marjie spoke of the anguish they both felt for their family.


‘I thought they would all be safe. I thought Marshal Pétain would stand firm against Hitler’s regime and mobilize the French army and swell its numbers to fight back, but he is a traitor!’


Sibbie knew of what Marjie was speaking. At first, when the invasion of France happened, they had both taken comfort from knowing that Hérault was part of Vichy, the declared Free Zone in the South of France. And Marjie had been really happy to know that its government was under the leadership of Marshal Pétain. But now, with Pétain hanging on Hitler’s every word, the Nazi regime was really in charge. Life for their family was unsafe, as they would be looked upon as the enemy. British citizens, and especially Jews, were in a very dangerous position.


‘How can Pétain behave as he is doing? He was a hero in the last war. He fought the Germans! It doesn’t make sense. There is no Free France, because of Pétain and his wretched appeasement and bowing down to Hitler.’


‘I know; he’s imposing some very harsh regimes on his own people. It’s frightening.’


‘Sibbie, I haven’t liked to say, but I’m so worried about Aunt Ella and Paulo and Lonia. I know they aren’t practising Jews, but . . . Oh, Sibbie, what if Aunt Ella’s background is found out? What will happen to her, and to Paulo and Lonia? They say that all Jews are being deported to camps. But no one knows what is happening to them after they have gone.’


The joy that had filled Sibbie turned to ice-cold fear. Yes, she’d pondered this before, but it had never struck her as it did now. ‘It’s terrifying. Oh, Marjie, why didn’t Aunt Ella and Uncle Arnie get Paulo over here? They were thinking of doing so. They should all have come before this happened, as we all knew it was on the cards.’


Marjie left her own bed and climbed onto Sibbie’s. Tears were flowing down her face, and her body trembled. ‘I’m so afraid, Sibbie. Somehow it has dawned on me how dangerous the situation is for our family. Aunt Ella’s because they are British Jews; and Mama and Papa because they are British and it’s possible that they will be looked upon as sheltering Jews, which is against the law. Oh God, we have to do something! I know what we are doing now is vital work, but there must be something more that we can do?’


Putting her arm around Marjie, Sibbie felt a dread in her heart that she’d never felt before, and it forced her to voice what she’d been thinking for a while now. ‘We could apply to be considered for a more active role. We could be doing all sorts of things with our languages. Perhaps undercover work? Surely the government has secret agents working in France. We would be especially useful working in the Vichy area, as we know it so well.’


‘Yes, you’re right, there must be agents gathering intelligence and helping the Resistance. But how do we apply, and to whom? They must know all about us, because when we applied to join the WAAF we filled in forms that gave our backgrounds. And at the time the interviewing officer was really interested in the fact that I had dual nationality and could speak four languages.’


‘I had a similar reaction, too, when I said yes to the question about speaking any foreign languages. So why weren’t we offered something where those skills would be useful?’


‘Maybe they didn’t see the right kind of person in us. I mean, perhaps we didn’t show our true spirit?’


Sibbie thought about this and knew Marjie was right. They must have come across as two young women who were merely capable of working in the background. ‘We need to show them our mettle, Marjie.’


‘But how?’


‘Why don’t we ask permission to volunteer for the local home-defence unit in our time off? Or ask for further training in combat – anything that will show that we are ready to do more.’


Filled with enthusiasm as their ideas began to develop, they chatted long into the night about the possibilities of future roles for them.


By the time they settled down, Sibbie knew that a change had occurred. She and Marjie were no longer just two WAAFs doing an important but mundane job; they were two strong young women ready to take on the world and to right the wrongs. Part of her yearned for it to happen, but another part recognized the danger that their intentions would place them in. But I’m ready. I’m truly ready. I need to do more. I need to be out there. She’d always known this, and now it was time to make it happen.









CHAPTER FIVE


OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Contents



    		Dedication page



    		Family Tree

    

		PART ONE: Britain and France, 1939 – The Families



		CHAPTER ONE. Blackburn – Sibbie and Marjie



		CHAPTER TWO. Laurens, Hérault, France – Ella and Flors



		CHAPTER THREE. Portpatrick, Scotland – Betsy and Susan









		PART TWO: Britain and France, 1941 – Taking Up the Challenge



   		CHAPTER FOUR. Digby RAF Station, Lincolnshire – Sibbie and Marjie



		CHAPTER FIVE. The South of France – Ella and Flors



		CHAPTER SIX. Maidstone, Kent, and Portpatrick – Daisy, Florrie and Rosie









		PART THREE: Britain, France and Singapore, 1941 – Fear a Constant Companion



   		CHAPTER SEVEN. Blackburn and London – Sibbie and Marjie



		CHAPTER EIGHT. London and Portpatrick – Sibbie and Marjie



		CHAPTER NINE. Eastern France – Ella and Flors



		CHAPTER TEN. France and Switzerland – Ella and Flors



		CHAPTER ELEVEN. The New Forest and London – Sibbie and Marjie



		CHAPTER TWELVE. Singapore – Daisy and Florrie



		CHAPTER THIRTEEN. London – Sibbie and Marjie



		CHAPTER FOURTEEN. London – Sibbie and Marjie









		PART FOUR: Britain, France and Singapore, 1942 – The Thin Thread of Life



   		CHAPTER FIFTEEN. Maidstone – Rosie



		CHAPTER SIXTEEN. Narbonne, France – Sibbie and Marjie



		CHAPTER SEVENTEEN. Singapore – Daisy and Florrie



		CHAPTER EIGHTEEN. Troyes, France – Sibbie and Marjie



		CHAPTER NINETEEN. Portpatrick – Betsy and Rosie



		CHAPTER TWENTY. Blackburn and London – Mags, Flors and Ella



		CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE. Narbonne, France – Sibbie and Marjie









		PART FIVE: Britain and France, 1942–43 – Heroes and Traitors



   		CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO. Hérault, France – Sibbie and Marjie



		CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE. London – Flors



		CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR. The South of France – Marjie



		CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE. Portpatrick – Mags, Ella, Betsy and Rosie



		CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX. The South of France – Sibbie and Marjie



		CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN. The South of France – Marjie



		CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT. London – Ella, Flors and Sibbie



		CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE. London and Portpatrick – Flors and Cyrus, Sibbie and Paulo









		EPILOGUE: Britain, 1945 – Flowers to the Sea



   		CHAPTER THIRTY. London and Portpatrick – Ella and Flors



		CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE. Portpatrick – The Families – the Wedding









		Letter to Readers



		Acknowledgements



    		About the Author



    		By Mary Wood



    		Copyright page











Guide





    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Contents



    		Dedication page



    		PART ONE: Britain and France, 1939 – The Families











OEBPS/images/img_0001.jpg
FUOSSEL oAby

ALICE FREDDY ~ RANDIE MARJIE MONTY
(deccased)
ELLA MAGS
Married three times Married twice
PAULO  SHAMUS ARNIE HAROLD JEROME
(deccased) (deceased) [ —
No offpring decnsed)
No offprin
S Love child with
MONTEL
(decened)
CHRISTOPHE PAULO LONIA BELINDA  BETH
(decensd)
BETSY SUSAN
Married twice Masricd twice:
BILL ANGUS MONTEL ~ RORY
(decened) (deccased)  No offpring
N offpring
Love child with Love child with
HAROLD HAROLD
(Flos’sbraer, [ —
decened) decensed)
DAISY | ROSIE RODERICK BILLY SIBBIE

FLORRIE





OEBPS/images/partseen.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
They would fight for their country, at all costs . ..

MARY WOOD





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





