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  In loving memory of Maria Sobin




  Maria became my friend after reading my books. We met on Facebook, and our friendship developed and deepened to a mutual love when we met at book launch events that Maria

  attended.




  I miss you very much, Maria, and will miss seeing the pictures you posted of you in the supermarket at midnight buying one of the first copies of each of my books. They were a source of great

  pride to me.




  Rest in peace, dear friend. I hope heaven has a library.
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  Edith




  London, June 1939 – The Past Gives No Peace




  As Edith followed the dour-faced sergeant, a chill caused her to shiver. Even though it was summertime, a bitter cold permeated the draughty corridor of Bow Street Police

  Station. The peeling paint of the exposed-brick walls gave an appearance of dilapidation and added to the feeling of dread that assailed her every time she walked through the huge double doors of

  the station.




  Although she worked part-time as a surgeon at Charing Cross Hospital, Edith also provided a free surgery for the poor of the East End of London. It was in this capacity that she was often called

  upon by the police, to medically assess someone who was being kept in custody.




  ‘She’s in cell number one. We can’t make head nor tail of what she’s saying – and nor will you, if you don’t speak French.’




  Edith’s stomach turned a somersault at the mention of speaking French. Her legs wobbled beneath her. Swallowing hard, she quashed the emotions that had knocked her off-balance for a moment

  and made herself concentrate on the task ahead.




  ‘We managed to get her name, and that’s all. She’s called Leah Bachelet. Otherwise she just keeps saying, “Français, Français.” I’d say

  she was trying to pull one over on us. Probably thinks she can get away with whatever she’s been up to, if she pretends not to understand.’




  ‘And what has she been up to?’




  ‘By the way she’s dressed, she’s a prostitute, if ever I saw one. One of my bobbies found her scrounging in the waste-food container behind a cafe.’




  Edith couldn’t detect any compassion in his voice, but she thought the poor girl must have been starving even to consider delving into a rubbish bin for something to eat. When they reached

  the cell, the clinking of the sergeant’s keys dismayed her.




  ‘You locked her in! Was that really necessary? She must be scared out of her wits.’




  He didn’t answer her.




  As the heavy door swung open, the stuffy atmosphere of the windowless cell and the stench of stale body odour and urine assaulted Edith. These smells always aroused pity in her for the inmate,

  no matter what he or she was accused of doing, but as she saw the tiny, almost childlike figure of Leah, she was overwhelmed with a feeling of compassion. Leah stared back at Edith from huge,

  terror-filled brown eyes that were sunk into darkened sockets. Edith was reminded of a frightened deer standing, unable to move, as the hunters on her family estate in Leicestershire levelled their

  guns at it.




  The girl didn’t move. She lay in a hunched-up position on a thin mattress that barely covered the brick-built bed. Edith had seen so many girls like her over the years, and all of them had

  affected her, but there was something heart-rending about this girl.




  The sergeant spoke roughly to her, gesturing as he did so. ‘Get up.’




  Leah obeyed, cowering away from him.




  Edith felt an anger rise in her as she saw how the girl’s long, thick black hair clung to her head in a damp mass. Water still dripped from the ends of its matted strands. Her ample bosom

  was streaked with dirt, and was fighting against a wet, too-tight blouse. As Edith was about to protest to the sergeant, she noticed the girl’s rounded tummy stretching her straight black

  skirt to its limits and realized that it was possible the girl could be pregnant. Incensed, Edith could hold back her rage no longer. ‘This is barbaric. How could you leave her like this? She

  could go down with pneumonia.’




  The sergeant snapped out his defence. ‘She’s only been in here for half an hour.’




  Not sure if fear or cold was causing Leah’s whole body to tremble, Edith ordered the sergeant to bring towels and blankets at once.




  As he scurried away, she had to concede that she could see how he had reached his conclusion: Leah was dressed the way a prostitute would dress, even down to a slit in the right-hand side of her

  skirt, which reached her knee, giving a peek of a shapely leg.




  But, to Edith, that was no excuse not to meet a person’s basic needs. What if something had delayed her from getting here so quickly? It wasn’t always the case that she could

  immediately answer a call from the many police stations in the area, to give a medical assessment of someone who had been detained in a cell.




  Taking a deep breath, Edith put these concerns to the back of her mind as she tried to face what she knew was going to be an ordeal. French wasn’t a language that posed any difficulty to

  her – at least not in her ability to communicate – but emotionally the cost of doing so was high, because painful memories would be evoked. Somehow she kept this inner turmoil from her

  voice and spoke gently to the girl. ‘Please sit down, Leah. I’m a doctor. I’m here to help you – you don’t need to be afraid.’




  With a whispered ‘Merci’, the girl sat down.




  ‘When they bring a towel, we will get you dry and out of those wet things, and then I will examine you. Is that all right by you?’




  Leah nodded her head.




  ‘Do you think you might be pregnant?’




  Again Leah nodded.




  Before Edith could say any more, a female police officer entered the cell. Edith knew her from previous visits; her attitude was one of disdain and left no room for sympathy.




  ‘So, you speak her language then?’ The officer’s tone was scathing. ‘That’ll be useful. Perhaps now we can get to the bottom of things. Not that we can’t

  guess what her game is. You only have to look at her.’ Throwing a blanket onto the bed, she shoved a towel at Edith. Her action revealed her repulsion at showing any compassion towards

  Leah.




  Leah’s fear was palpable as she cowered once more on the far corner of the bed. Edith offered her the towel and tried to soothe her. ‘Take your wet clothes off, Leah, and dry

  yourself. Everything is all right, I promise you. Wrap yourself in this blanket to keep yourself warm.’ Turning back to the policewoman, Edith asked, ‘Has she had a drink or anything to

  eat?’




  ‘You’re the charity worker, not me.’




  ‘That may be so, but you have human feelings, don’t you?’




  ‘I’m not called upon to do anything other than my duty.’




  ‘Neither am I. So I will give you an order, as the doctor in attendance. This young lady is now my patient, and I am in charge of her until I hand her back to you. I am ordering that she

  is given a drink of hot milk with sugar in it – and a biscuit, if you have one.’




  The woman huffed as she made her exit, making a play of getting her keys from her belt and pulling the door shut behind her.




  Panic gripped Edith, for the action threatened to remind her of the past, which she’d managed to repress a few minutes earlier. She ran to look through the grille in the door.

  ‘Please don’t lock the door. It isn’t necessary, and you have no right to lock me in a cell.’ The officer’s cruel eyes stared back at her. Edith almost started to beg,

  but kept her dignity, even though the feeling of being unable to escape, if the door was locked, was unbearable. This type of situation had long been in her nightmares.




  The officer backed down and walked away. The fixed smile Edith forced onto her face as she turned to Leah helped her to regain control of her emotions. She’d had many years’ practice

  at doing this. Somehow she managed to function normally and keep herself sane, but the smallest thing could prompt renewed agonizing over her long-lost illegitimate twin daughters. It might be

  tending to a young woman such as Leah, who she guessed was about the same age as Elka and Ania. Or speaking in French. Or a key turning in a lock. All these things had the power to send Edith

  reeling.




  Elka and Ania would be twenty-two now. How she wished she could visualize them, but all she saw when she tried were the sleeping faces of two one-month-old babies – the age they were when

  she last saw them. But even that image was hazy, merging into a thousand other memories of babies for whom she’d cared over the years at Jimmy’s Hope House.




  Wherever she went, and whatever she was doing, she asked herself the same questions: What were they doing? What did they look like? What – if anything – did they know about

  her? Was the sun shining on them, or the rain raining on them? Over and over again, her thoughts and her heartache were ceaseless, and had been since that day she’d returned to Petra and

  Aleksi’s farm in France, to pick up her children twenty-two years ago, and had found them gone. The only thing she didn’t question was whether they were loved. She knew Petra had loved

  them.




  But why? Why did Petra take them, when she knew that I would return for them?




  Shaking these thoughts from her head, Edith returned her attention to Leah, who now sat looking lost in the huge blanket that swathed her. ‘Leah, I have to go and telephone a friend of

  mine. She will send some clothes for you. I won’t be long. If they bring you some milk while I’ve gone, sip it very slowly. And if there is a biscuit, dip it into the milk to soften it,

  then suck it before you swallow it. Your stomach can’t take a lot all at once.’ At a nod from Leah, Edith left her.




  To the right of the cell, and past the other two cells adjacent to Leah’s, stood a desk manned by the female police officer. She must be acting as custody officer today – a job she

  obviously relished, by the look of importance that emanated from her as Edith approached and asked for permission to use the telephone.




  ‘She’s not one of your fallen women. She’ll be given a prisoner’s garb soon enough. Your job is to get her well enough for questioning.’




  ‘You don’t yet know that she has done anything criminal. And even if she has, she deserves to be treated humanely. I will check her over, and I may need to take her to hospital or to

  Jimmy’s Hope House, but first we need to give her some dignity. Once all that is done, I will help you to question her.’




  The woman nodded towards the telephone on the wall. Taking the receiver off its cradle, Edith had to smile as she cranked the handle. The police station was a little behind the times with its

  telephone system.




  While she waited for Ada to answer, a picture of her came to mind. Despite her fifty-four years, Ada’s freckled skin looked almost as fresh as it had done when Edith first met her. Her

  figure had rounded, but was just as shapely as ever. She saw Ada as a bundle of love – lovely to look at, and with a generosity of spirit. A woman who took life’s knocks in her

  stride.




  Unlike me. Edith sighed. Her hand went to smooth down the occasional unruly grey hair that seemed to dance away from the rest of her dark mop and refused to stay in her bun. Although, she

  had to admit, she had kept her figure, too. She patted her flat stomach. Not bad for a girl who has had her fiftieth birthday! But it was in the way she coped with the past that she differed

  from Ada. She tended to dwell on things too much.




  At last she heard Ada’s voice answer the operator. ‘Yes, put her through . . . Edith, is that you, love?’




  ‘It is, Ada. We have a sad case on our hands.’ She told Ada how she’d found Leah in such a poor state, and listed the clothing the girl would need. ‘And on top of

  everything else, she is French and cannot speak much English.’




  ‘Poor mite. I’ll get onto it right away.




  ‘Thanks, Ada. Is Joe there?’




  ‘Aye. I’m on the verge of divorcing him. He’s as grumpy as owt. He’d planned on getting on with sommat he wanted to do in the grounds today, but the weather’s

  beaten him. He’s reet under me feet. I’ll send him in the van with this lot. He’ll be with you within the hour.’




  ‘Thank you, Ada.’ Trying not to laugh, Edith wanted to ask her to prepare a bed for Leah in the room with the other young, unmarried pregnant women they housed in their maternity

  wing, but was afraid of further annoying the eavesdropping policewoman. As it was, she was embarrassed to have to answer Ada’s next question. ‘Are you alreet, lass? You don’t

  sound yourself.’




  ‘I’m fine, Ada. It’s just – well, you know.’




  ‘Aye, I knaw. It’s understandable. Didn’t you say this one was French? Well, that’ll have done it. Eeh, lass, I pray every day as sommat like a miracle will happen for

  you, and you will be reunited with your twins. But I know you’ll get on with things as usual, just like you always do. By, it sounds as though this lass needs you to, an’

  all.’




  ‘What would I do without you, Ada? We’ll have a chat when I come back.’




  As she replaced the receiver, Edith’s smile widened. She thanked God for the friendship and comfort that Ada had brought into her life. It didn’t matter how down she felt – Ada

  could always lift her spirits. Even if she didn’t say anything funny, her northern tone and matter-of-fact way made Edith feel everything was all right in the world.




  Needing a moment to herself, she peeped through the barred window of the cell that held Leah. Someone must have brought the hot milk she’d ordered, because a cup stood on the floor and

  Leah lay with her eyes closed.




  Leaning against the wall outside the cell and out of sight of the female officer, Edith composed herself. Ada had been right. Speaking French – something she hadn’t done often, since

  her world had been rocked all those years ago – had plunged her back into the painful past. Flashes of that past assailed her now. She made them go away by concentrating on the positive

  outcomes. Meeting her husband, Laurent, for one. Laurent had been an officer with the French Army. They had met during what Edith termed her ‘wilderness period’, the time when Albert

  – a cockney corporal with the British Army, to whom she’d felt a deep attraction – had gone off the rails and kidnapped her. No, I won’t think of that time, or of the

  ultimate outcome. I can’t cope with it. Not now. Instead, she thought of how she had come back from the war determined to find Ada.




  Devastated when a young boy called Jimmy had been shot at dawn for cowardice, Edith had wanted to find his mother. Jimmy had told her about his mam whilst she tended his injury before the awful

  verdict was passed, and begged her to find her and tell her that he was innocent. He’d told her his mother’s name was Ada O’Flynn. Edith had heard how Jimmy’s brothers had

  been killed at the beginning of the war, and she’d felt a sense of duty to carry out Jimmy’s last wish. Coincidence then brought Ada into her life. It turned out that Ada was one of the

  young women being helped by Edith’s cousin, Lady Eloise, who ran a charity that assisted all those stricken by the events of war.




  Edith and Ada had bonded immediately and had become unlikely friends. Even though they came from different classes, and different parts of the country, their friendship had grown as they helped

  each other come to terms with the horrors of war.




  They became custodians of each other’s secrets, and took comfort in sharing their heartache. Eventually they set up Jimmy’s Hope House, to help women wronged as they themselves had

  been wronged, and later added the facility of Edith’s free surgery. Funded by donations from Edith’s friends who had been born rich, and from self-made businessmen who were her

  acquaintances, as well as from her own fortune and that of her family, the charity honoured Jimmy’s bravery. But Edith knew that none of it could have been done – nor could she have got

  this far – without Ada by her side. Every day for the last twenty-odd years Edith had thanked God for Ada.




  On examining Leah, Edith found that she was approximately five months pregnant, besides being malnourished and badly bruised.




  Once Leah was comfortable, Edith told her about the suspicions the police had about her. Leah shook her head. ‘Non, non. It is not the truth.’




  ‘Leah, you will have to talk to the police. I will help you. As soon as we have the clothes my friend is sending for you, we will tell the police that you will talk to them through me. Is

  that all right with you?’




  Looking afraid once again, Leah agreed, but begged Edith not to leave her, in pitying tones that wrenched Edith’s heart.




  They now sat in another soulless room: Leah and Edith on one side of a huge wooden table, and the sergeant and female police officer on the other side. Leah’s voice shook

  as she related her story.




  It appeared that she had graduated from university in Paris, where she had studied maths and history with the intention of becoming a teacher. But before she could start her teacher training,

  she and her parents and her younger brother, who was at home on holiday from his first year at university, had left France in the family’s motor boat. Leah was very vague about the passing of

  time and couldn’t remember exactly when this was. She only knew that it had happened not long after Christmas.




  They were fleeing from northern France. Leah’s father, a scientist with the French Navy, wanted to move his family to England. He had feared for a long time that Hitler would turn his

  attention to invading France, and the family lived on the border with Belgium, a most likely point of German entry into their country.




  Her father’s eventual destination for the family was America, but he hadn’t been able to secure his release from his job and, therefore, the necessary papers to travel. He’d

  planned to sail to Britain overnight and use his wealth to pay their way, in whatever manner he could, including using false papers.




  The boat had capsized and Leah believed that her family had perished. She had been picked up by another boat and brought to shore somewhere near the cliffs of Dover, where her rescuer had

  alerted the coastguard and then taken Leah to stay in his home. His wife had taken care of her while he brought their doctor to examine her. The doctor had left medication to help Leah sleep, but

  she hadn’t taken it. When her rescuers thought she was asleep, she’d heard the man who had saved her speaking on the telephone. From the little English she knew, she deduced that he was

  calling the police. When the call ended, Leah was able to understand that the police would come to the house the next day.




  Logic told Leah that this was bound to happen. She was a foreign national who had been involved in an accident that must be investigated. The police would want to know who she was, and why she

  and her family had been in British waters. Suspicion would be aroused as to whether they were trying to sneak into England and, if so, why. They would question whether she could legally remain. And

  if her family were found, they would need to know where they could contact her. Panic had set in when Leah realized the police would probably send her back to France.




  The only relative she had there was her spinster aunt, who hadn’t spoken to the family in years. Confused and choked by a painful grief, she’d waited until the couple were asleep.

  Then she’d stolen some money from the wife’s handbag, which was hanging in the kitchen, leaving a note saying that she was sorry and would one day pay them back. She’d made her

  way to London, where she thought she would get a job – any menial job where the language wasn’t a barrier; perhaps as a live-in chambermaid at one of the hotels.




  Leah didn’t go into details about her journey, but Edith suspected she must have slept out in the open, as it would have taken her several days. She marvelled that the girl had survived at

  all.




  ‘I eventually got a train, but I had nothing left when I arrived in London. No money, no food. I was unwashed and I looked bedraggled. I sat on the steps of the station, trying to decide

  what to do. A man approached me. I couldn’t understand him, but he made gestures as if he would feed me. I went with him. He took me to a house where I found myself to be one of many girls.

  There was another French girl there, and she could speak English. All the others were from foreign countries and had come to London by various means – some by arrangement with their families;

  or German girls whose families thought they were being taken to Ireland, to keep them safe. One girl told me that we had to let men do things to us or we would be beaten.’ Leah’s large,

  dark eyes filled with tears, which spilled over and made silvery lines down her cheeks.




  ‘Oh, my dear. How long have you been in that place?’ Edith knew she shouldn’t have interrupted and was meant to leave the questioning to the police officers, but she

  hadn’t been able to help herself.




  ‘I don’t know – months. I have been beaten many times. All of the women in there know about Jimmy’s Hope House, where you say you are from. Some have been to you for

  medical help, and said that you and another lady who assists you were kind. The girls have a way of helping each other to get out; they told me to go to you, but said I shouldn’t tell you

  anything, and that I should go back to them as soon as I can. If the man who runs the brothel finds that I am missing, he will take reprisals on one of them – maybe even kill one of them

  – and then he will find me. But I got lost . . . I’ve been gone for days. Those girls need help. Please help them.’




  Edith was appalled. ‘You are safe now. You are a very brave girl. I will speak to the police sergeant. Hopefully he will let you come with me to Jimmy’s Hope House, where we will

  take care of you.’




  Leah nodded. Another tear plopped onto her cheek.




  Edith wanted to take the girl in her arms and hold her tight. But she knew that was dangerous territory for her, and would result in undoing her resolve not to allow her past to weave its way

  into the present. Her priority now was Leah’s welfare, and to get the police to take action to save the other poor girls, and bring to justice the evil man that she talked about.




  Waiting for a decision from the sergeant, Edith willed herself to take Leah away from this wretched place. ‘I will take on the responsibility for her, and make sure she is available to you

  whenever you need to question her, Sergeant. Can’t you please release her into my care? I will sign anything you want me to.’




  ‘Well, as I haven’t any evidence of any crime to charge her with, I think that is the best option. But I’ll pass on to CID the information she has given me, and they will want

  to speak to her – and with some urgency, if what she is saying is true. They’ll contact the couple who rescued her, through the local police, who should have a record of the girl being

  found. If the couple want to press charges concerning the theft from them, we’ll have to deal with that and she will have to go to court. In the meantime we need her to sign her statement.

  Then you can take her.’




  Edith smiled as she released a deep sigh. The sergeant was human, after all.




  She felt proud of the way she had held herself together and suppressed her own anguish. But then hadn’t she been doing so for the last twenty-two years? Well, she would carry on doing so.

  Continuing to help young women like Leah would sustain her, as it always had done. As did having her beloved Laurent, and dear Ada, by her side. She was blessed in many ways.




  But despite these positive thoughts, the desolate feeling deep within her wouldn’t go away, and she knew she would never feel truly fulfilled until she was reunited with her children.

  Would that ever happen?
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  Elka




  Krakow, Poland, July 1939 – Petra Reveals All




  Though the sun was shining, Elka felt chilled to the bone as the men in black lowered her mother’s coffin into the stony cavity and laid it on top of her

  father’s.




  Made of lead, her father’s coffin was well preserved. Looking at it made Elka feel sad that she had no memories of her father, only recollections that others had given her. She and Ania,

  her twin sister, had been just fifteen months old when he had died in August 1918, a victim – like her maternal grandfather – of the flu pandemic that had broken out towards the end of

  the Great War.




  The sound of a sob drew her attention away from these thoughts. Dear Ania would need her more than ever now. A mirror-image of herself, with her tall elegance and red-gold curly hair, Ania

  looked imploringly at Elka from beautiful hazel eyes that asked her to take her pain away.




  Unable to speak, Elka enclosed Ania in her arms, but as she did so, she sensed movement on her other side and turned her head to look over her shoulder. Babcia Petra’s usually strong

  countenance had crumbled. Elka let go of Ania and caught hold of their grandmother’s sobbing body just in time to save her from falling.




  Babcia Petra’s distress took Ania’s attention away from her own unhappiness. She moved quickly to help Elka and, speaking softly, managed to soothe their grandmother. ‘We are

  still here for you, darling Babcia Petra.’ This helped their grandmother regain her composure and she stood bravely upright. Looking at her, and seeing her frailty, reinforced Elka’s

  decision not to leave Poland.




  Babcia feared that, as Jews, they faced untold horror if the Nazis invaded Poland. She had been urging Elka and Ania to leave the country, even though she would make no plans to leave herself.

  Her only reason was that she had left during the last war and had spent many years in a kind of exile in France. Once she’d returned home, she had vowed she would never leave again.




  The tales of what was happening to Jews in Germany, and now in Austria, since Hitler’s army had been getting stronger, frightened her. It was these tales that were prompting Babcia, and

  all of their community, to fear the future. They’d heard that Jews were not allowed to front their businesses and had to register their wealth and property. All Jews over fifteen had to carry

  an identity card, which must be shown to police on demand. Synagogues were being destroyed, and Jewish doctors were being prohibited from practising. Babcia Petra was right to be afraid. Elka and

  Ania were afraid, too. But how could they leave Babcia now? Or Dziadek Gos and Babcia Miriam, their father’s parents, even though they had never acted as grandparents should towards them?

  They had treated Elka and Ania differently from their cousins, Jhona and Isaac, the sons of their father’s younger brother. Their grandparents had played with the cousins and lavished gifts

  on them and, upon each of them reaching twenty-five, had made them directors in the family jewellery business.




  Not that any of this affected her own and Ania’s relationship with Jhona and Isaac. They all adored one another.




  Lifting her eyes at this thought, Elka caught Jhona’s glance. Neither of them looked away, both compelled to convey to each other something deeply felt within them, something forbidden

  – the kind of love that you shouldn’t feel for a cousin. A love they didn’t acknowledge, but that bound them together.




  The first shovelful of earth hit the coffin, and the pain of realization struck Elka. After feeling nothing other than relief since her mother had sighed her last painful breath at noon

  yesterday, she now wanted to scream, as each mourner pitched more and more soil onto her coffin.




  Tears she’d thought she would never shed tumbled from her eyes and ran down her cheeks in streams. The salty taste of them dried her mouth. The deluge weakened her body, so that when her

  turn came, she found it difficult to dig into the mound of earth and throw some onto her mother’s coffin. But as this was a Jewish custom, she had to do so, to help her mother on her way. The

  thud made her feel as if her heart had shredded into little pieces and would never heal.




  An arm came round her. ‘Elka, my darling.’ Dropping the shovel, she gave in to her need to be held by Jhona and sank into his body. Nothing would look amiss; this was one cousin

  comforting another, that was all. But they both knew it wasn’t all, and that this moment of weakness had undone their unspoken resolve to deny their true feelings. A mixture of grief and

  happiness quivered through her. This was where she belonged.




  ‘Come along, you two – we have to go.’ Isaac’s urgent plea alerted Elka to how long and how intensely she and Jhona had been holding each other. Coming out of his arms,

  she saw that Isaac and Ania were supporting Babcia Petra. Her sister gave her a look of pity and love. Had she guessed the truth?




  Though they were identical twins, she and Ania were very different souls. Ania cared about everything, but in a quiet way: the welfare of the poor, and of animals; and for her work, teaching

  children in their Jewish Community School behind the synagogue.




  Like Elka, Ania had gained certificates in languages, something that came naturally to them both. All of their lives Babcia and their mother had made them speak in French, Polish and Yiddish,

  and they had developed a love of the English language since their first lesson at school – an essential language to have, if they ever wanted to travel abroad. She and Ania had found English

  to be magical and intensely personal, as if it belonged to them, and often conversed in it. For some reason, although she spoke the language very well herself, Babcia would become upset with them

  if she heard them using it.




  Ania had always wanted to work with children, but Elka was looking towards a career in medicine. She had no idea why, as her family on both sides were merchants and jewellers, and there was no

  one at all connected to the medical field. And yet the desire to become a doctor was very strong and she was waiting anxiously for the post each day, hoping it would contain a letter saying that

  her application to medical school had been successful.




  In her heart, though, she doubted the letter would come, given the current situation in Poland.




  Much had changed for her people, since the death of Poland’s ruler, Józef Pilsudski, in 1935. His policies had been inclusive of all Polish people, regardless of their religious

  beliefs, but anti-Semitism had gathered pace soon after he died, with the growing influence of the Endecja party.




  Elka’s worry had increased on hearing about academic harassment, such as the introduction of ghetto benches last year, which forced Jewish students to sit in sections of lecture halls

  reserved exclusively for them; and the semi-official quotas of Jewish students who were allowed to take placements. Now the number of Jews in Polish universities was half what it had been a couple

  of years ago.




  At the same time as the quotas were brought in last year, Catholic trade unions for Polish doctors and lawyers had restricted their membership to Christian Poles only. And then there were the

  anti-Semitism riots at universities, which terrified her because they were growing in size.




  Settling back into the soft leather seats of the horse-driven carriage, Elka put these thoughts out of her mind. Ania sat on one side of her, with her head resting on her shoulder, and Babcia

  Petra sat on the other. Taking Babcia’s hand in hers, Elka stroked it gently. The paper-thin skin revealed thick blue veins. Babcia’s vulnerability was evident today, more than ever.

  Elka felt a new strength enter her as she decided to do all she could to protect Babcia and Ania. But how was she to do that, with Poland under threat of invasion and so many of her fellow

  countrymen turning against her people? Somehow she must find a way.






  From the moment they had returned to their sumptuous top-floor home in their apartment block on Podgorska, opposite the beautiful River Vistula, a strange stillness had

  descended on them. It was as if any noise might shatter the lingering spirit of their mother. After a quiet dinner they had retired early.




  Despite having slept soundly, Elka felt tired and heavy-eyed. The dark rings around Ania’s eyes showed that she, too, was exhausted. Babcia Petra looked frail and drawn and yet, after they

  had breakfasted, she took a deep breath and stood up. Her demeanour was one of determination.




  ‘Are you all right, Babcia dear?’




  Babcia looked over at Elka and then at Ania. ‘No, I am troubled. Come, let’s withdraw to the sitting room. I have something to tell you.’




  As Babcia Petra sat down in her usual high-backed, ruby-red velvet armchair, the strength seemed to leave her and she looked drained. Elka wondered if she was worried about her future. Their

  mother had left Elka and Ania all of her considerable fortune, as well as this apartment block, which she had bought after their father died. The other apartments were rented out to a discerning

  Jewish clientele, bringing in enough revenue to maintain the building and add to their income. Knowing that Ania would feel the same way, Elka had no qualms about reassuring Babcia Petra.

  ‘You have no need to worry, Babcia Petra – we will take care of you forever.’




  ‘I am afraid you may not feel the same, after you hear what I have to say. You see, I – I’m not thinking of my future, but yours. The time has come when I must tell you the

  truth about your birth . . . I – I hope you can forgive me.’




  Elka opened her mouth to speak, but Ania’s reaction forestalled her. Ania had shot out of her seat and stood glaring down at their grandmother. Her body shook. ‘What do you mean by

  “your birth” and “the truth”? What is there to know?’ Elka looked from their grandmother to Ania, feeling unsure and afraid. Was Babcia Petra about to confirm

  something that had niggled at her for a long time? Had Ania ever had the same thoughts, and wondered at times why they both looked so unlike any of their family? And at the cold indifference to

  which they had been subjected by their father’s family? Or how, often, when speaking of their father, their mother had referred to ‘my dear late husband’ instead of ‘your

  father’? Had Ania wondered, too, if their mother had had an affair that resulted in their birth, or if they were even adopted?




  But none of these thoughts prepared her for what their sobbing grandmother told them.




  ‘My God! Babcia Petra, how could you have done such a thing – it is wicked. You stole us? You are not our babcia? Mama was not . . . I can’t believe it!’




  ‘I’m sorry, Elka. Please believe me when I say that I – I did it for the best. Your mother was a high-born English lady, your father a corporal in the British Army. He killed

  himself after he . . . well, he forced himself upon her. But he was not well in his mind. Your mother could not acknowledge you as her children, for she would have been outcast by her society,

  maybe banished to a convent. You would both have been taken from her and put into some orphanage, and then, if adopted, you might have been split up and never known that the other existed. Your

  mother’s plan to have you taken care of, and for her to visit you, may have failed, but I loved you. I did not want anything bad to happen to you.’




  ‘Is our mother still alive? Did she love our father?’




  ‘I don’t know if she is alive, Ania dear. But yes, she did love your father. It was an alliance that would not have been possible in her own society, because he was from a much lower

  class. But this was wartime, and they had been thrown together. Though their union was forced onto your mother, I think that in a strange way she wanted it, too. She couldn’t help falling in

  love with him. And she loved you both very much. It broke her heart to leave you. That hurt me, and made it very hard to do what I did. But my daughter had no children of her own and couldn’t

  have any, and I knew that you would have a good and loving future with her – and with me – and that might not have happened with your real mother.’




  ‘Why are you telling us now?’ Ania asked this in a cold, disrespectful manner that held hatred and anger.




  ‘I – I want you to know that you are not born Jews. And to give you a reason to leave Poland. It is dangerous living in this country right now, for the Jewish community in

  particular. What we are experiencing at the moment is nothing compared to what I fear is to come. I thought that, if you knew the truth, you would leave.’




  ‘But where to? How would we begin to find our real family?’




  ‘I – I have an address, Elka, my dear. It is that of a woman in France whom your mother loved very much: an aunt of Edith’s cousin, called Marianne.’




  ‘Edith? Our mother’s name is Edith? And all of this happened in France?’




  ‘Yes, Ania. Your mother was a doctor. She was working in the Somme area in the midst of the fighting, and your father forced her to leave with him. There were strong feelings between them.

  He was deserting – he’d done something very bad, though I don’t know what. He kidnapped Edith, but he was mentally disturbed as a result of everything he had been through in the

  trenches, and ended up shooting himself. Your grandfather found Edith in a deserted farm about a mile from the farmstead we were running at the time. The poor girl was desperately ill. He brought

  her back to me and we took care of her, day and night, and nursed her through pneumonia. When eventually she was strong enough to re-join her unit and get in touch with her family, she discovered

  she was pregnant. She dared not contact anyone else, for fear of the repercussions – not just of her family abandoning her, but of being prevented from practising medicine ever

  again.’




  ‘Poor Edith.’




  ‘Ania, Edith is our mother – not some woman to whom this tragic tale happened. Our mother. And a very brave woman, whose heart must have broken to lose us.’




  ‘Yes, I know. I just find it difficult to think of her like that. But, Elka, you are just like her. That is the reason you have an inclination to be a doctor! So what about me – how

  do I take after her?’




  ‘You both look very like her, except that she had dark hair and was smallish, but your eyes and your features are hers. Your hair and your height, I think, must have been your

  father’s, but I don’t know for sure. My dear Aleksi would not talk about what your father’s body looked like. You, Ania, have many of Edith’s caring ways and even some of

  her mannerisms, which is strange, as you have never known her. And you, Elka, have her strength of character, as well as wanting to heal the sick, as she did.’ Babcia sat up straight once

  more and faced them both. ‘Now that you know your true roots, I hope you’re convinced that you both have to leave Poland.’




  Elka felt a disgust that was akin to loathing and couldn’t keep the emotion from her voice. ‘How did you get the address of this woman in France? Did our mother give it to you? Were

  you meant to contact her through this woman?’




  ‘Yes, but I never did. I – I wanted to save you, I—’




  ‘Save us! You stole us from the mother who loved us!’




  ‘And now you have done so again: you have stolen from us the woman we thought was our mama. All the years of our loving her and thinking of her as our mama, we were living a lie! Oh, I

  can’t bear it. I want Mama back.’




  Hearing the anguish in Ania’s voice compelled Elka to go to her side. Holding her sister, she said gently, ‘Don’t – don’t torture yourself. Oh, Ania, don’t

  cry . . .’




  ‘But I don’t know who is lying in Mama’s grave now. I don’t know what to call her. I – I thought she was our mama, but she wasn’t. What about our cousins who

  are not our cousins? And Babcia? She is not our grandmother. And Dziadek Gos and Babcia Miriam aren’t our grandparents, either . . . Oh, Elka, how are we to bear it?’




  ‘I don’t know, but we will, darling. Together, we will.’ Elka turned to look at Petra. ‘Do Dziadek Gos and Babcia Miriam know about us?’




  ‘They do, Elka, but – like your mama – they thought Edith had died giving birth to you. They were happy for their son and welcomed you. But after your papa – their son

  – died, they lost interest. But I have loved you from birth and have looked upon you as my grandchildren ever since. And I love you as a babcia should, and I always will. I’m

  sorry.’




  As Petra’s body crumbled, Ania left Elka’s arms and ran to her. Drawing Petra to her, she hugged her, but Elka could only sink back onto the sofa behind her sister and stare at them

  both. A coldness had entered her heart. This woman, whom she had loved and trusted, had betrayed them. She wasn’t the loving grandmother she had portrayed herself to be. Elka didn’t

  believe Petra had thought she was protecting them. Their real mother had loved them, she was sure of it, and she was rich; she would have been able to find a way of keeping them and taking care of

  them, without this ‘society’ that Babcia talked of ever knowing.




  Confusion consumed Elka, but now she knew that Petra wasn’t their grandmother, she would not give her the title of Babcia any longer. She had made them live a lie; had lied to their mama,

  who wasn’t their mama any longer. If Petra loved them, how could she have done this to them all? Dearest Mama, you were deceived, too. You thought our mother and father were both dead and

  that we would be rejected by our real family. Oh, Mama, Mama, how I wish you were here now . . .




  Once more, tears poured from her. Clinging onto the back of the sofa, Elka allowed the racking sobs to take hold of her – somehow they helped to release her pent-up confusion and anger

  that had risen in her and made her want to slap this woman, who had caused such pain.




  ‘Come, Elka, come here. Please forgive me.’




  Petra was back in her chair, one hand holding Ania’s, the other stretched out towards Elka. Her expression betrayed her heartache. But Elka could not go to her, or forgive her. Taking her

  eyes from Petra – the woman she now hated – Elka looked up at Ania. It seemed as if her darling sister had shrunk, as her trembling body bent in a way that made it look too heavy for

  her to hold straight. Her mouth was slack and her eyes looked empty of all life. Ignoring Petra, Elka cried, ‘Ania, Ania, it’s going to be all right.’




  With the new-found strength that the situation gave her, Elka managed to get to Ania before she fainted. She helped her sister to the sofa. Taking no notice of Petra’s pleas, she rang the

  bell cord next to the fireplace to summon their maid to call for the doctor.




  When the doctor had left, and with Ania now sleeping the slumber of the drugged, Elka sat by her bed and thought everything through. Logic would not confirm the scenario that

  Petra wanted them to believe. The only redeeming part of Petra’s abhorrent act was her real motive – her deep sorrow at the knowledge that her daughter hadn’t been able to have

  children. Petra hadn’t been able to bear this, for their mama . . . Mama? Yes, Elka wouldn’t question the status of the woman they had just buried. She had truly been – and would

  always be – their mama. She had done nothing wrong. Neither had Edith, their real mother. All the blame lay with Petra.




  A feeling of shock pulsed through Elka as the hatred that had consumed her earlier intensified. She would never forgive Petra – never!




  She and Ania would leave for France. They would find this Marianne and, through her, find their mother. But what about Jhona? The implications of this thought suddenly registered with

  her. Those she had thought of as family were no longer so. Jhona and I aren’t cousins! Our love isn’t forbidden. Oh, Jhona, my love.




  A small part of her felt joy at this revelation, though she wondered if their path towards being together might still be strewn with difficulties. Dziadek Gos had refused to attend their house

  yesterday after the funeral. Now, as she remembered his words, with the new knowledge that she had of her status, it seemed that he meant to cut all ties with them: ‘I see no reason for us to

  return to your home with you, Petra. Your daughter – our daughter-in-law – is now laid to rest. I think that should be an end to it.’




  Suddenly, clarity concerning the real reason Petra had told them the truth came to Elka. Petra had known that the time had come when she had to tell the truth, or Gos would do so. Or at

  least the truth as he knew it: that she and Ania were not part of his family.




  How little he knew. Now that her own and Jhona’s love for each other was no longer illegal, Gos would never be rid of her! Nor she of him. But this last thought did not deter her. Checking

  that Ania was peaceful, she decided to go and find Jhona as soon as she could.




  This decision made her clutch at her heart. Something good would come from all of this. No, not just good – something wonderful. Her life to date had been turned into a sham, on hearing

  the truth of her birth, but now she realized that she’d been given a gift so great that even her fears for the future faded, in light of the wonder at being able to declare her true love. And

  she knew that love was returned. Jhona’s love for her showed in his every look, and yesterday in the way he had held her. Every cloud has a silver lining, they say. Hers had a lining of

  future happiness. But even as she thought this, she wondered how true it was. There was still the turmoil caused by the invasion of Poland’s neighbouring countries, and the terrible threat

  hanging over her people and her beloved country.




  Pulling herself up straight, Elka decided that – no matter what – she, Ania, Jhona and Isaac would escape. They had to.




  







  3




  Ada




  London, July 1939 – Full Circle




  Ada swallowed hard as she looked over at Brendan. He’d emerged from the door leading to the stairs, with his head bent forward to lower his height, looking immaculate in

  his army uniform.




  ‘Eeh, lad, it’s like me life’s come full circle. I can’t believe we’re facing war all over again. I couldn’t bear it, if owt happened to you.’

  ‘I’ll be fine. It won’t be like last time, Aunty Ada. Don’t worry. All this talk of, and preparations for, another war must be opening the wounds of your loss again, but

  this time soldiers will be much safer. They will have proper training and equipment, and there won’t be trench warfare on the scale there was back then. Anyway, there’s nothing certain

  about there even being a war. So stop worrying, eh?’




  ‘I knaw, but I feel it in me bones that there will be. That Hitler fellow is causing so much unrest, it can only end in war.’




  ‘Ha, those bones of yours are blamed for a lot these days: you not being so quick on your feet; the aches and pains you suffer; and now they’ll be blamed if war breaks

  out.’




  She laughed with him, loving his sense of humour, as always. She knew Brendan got that from Paddy, along with his handsome good looks, dark curly hair and deep-blue, twinkly eyes. But those were

  all he’d inherited from his da, for in nature Paddy could be likened to a hair shirt, whilst Brendan was more of a silk one: kind and caring, intelligent and hard-working – everything

  his da hadn’t been.




  After all these years, the affair of her late first husband, Paddy, and her sister Beryl still hurt, in a small place of her heart. Brushing the thought away, she asked, ‘But why you, lad?

  I know they’re only making preparations, but you work in the War Office – you should be exempt.’




  ‘Very few are exempt, Aunt Ada. We’ll all have a part to play. War Office personnel will have to be as ready as the next man. I expect women will do our jobs, if we have to go and

  fight, just like they did last time.’




  ‘Aye, well, at least it’s officer training you’re going on. You should be safer as an officer. Eeh, lad, me and Joe are reet proud of you. You getting on so well, with a

  high-up position as an interpreter. It’s a real feather in your cap. Eeh, life should be grand, but now it’s shrouded in this cloud of uncertainty.’




  ‘I’ve been lucky that I had you and Joe, and Aunt Edith and Laurent, and Lady Eloise. It is all of your efforts on my behalf that you should be proud of.’




  ‘We’ve both been lucky to have them in our lives. And don’t forget Aunt Rene and Aunt Annie. I had me troubles, but them troubles brought these wonderful people to

  me.’




  ‘Where is Aunt Annie?’




  She’s resting. She’ll be up and about soon. And Joe will be in shortly, an’ all.’




  ‘And what are you doing home so early?’




  ‘I got an afternoon off, as I wasn’t needed after surgery.’




  ‘Good, you could do with a rest, but you foiled me. I wasn’t expecting you to be in. I was just coming down to look in the mirror, as you get a better view in this one. I

  didn’t mean you to find out like this. Seeing me in uniform must be a shock to you.’




  ‘Aye, it is.’




  They both fell silent. Ada’s memories nudged her, making her heart thud against her ribs, but she wouldn’t let them take hold of her.




  ‘I had a letter from Rene. It’s funny she ain’t never married. She was a nurse when I met her, and still is one – well, a matron, but that’s the same thing. Eeh, it

  were a good day and a bad day when I met her. She was the one who introduced me to Lady Eloise. It was—’




  ‘When you were injured in the explosion of Low Moor Munitions Factory.’




  ‘Eeh, sorry, lad – I’ve told you that story afore.’




  ‘Many times, Aunt Ada. You’re getting old. Ouch! That hurt.’




  Ada had playfully thrown an apple from the fruit bowl, thinking Brendan would dodge it, but it hit his arm. ‘By, I’m sorry, lad, but you should mind your cheek!’




  As he turned to admire himself in the mirror, Ada rubbed her ribs on her left side. She’d long since come to know that emotional pain could hurt in a physical way. And now seeing her

  nephew excited and looking forward to ‘doing his bit’ caused her fresh hurt, as her fears for him churned up painful memories from the past that constantly ate away at her. But then,

  Brendan wasn’t a stranger to emotional pain himself.




  He’d suffered it in bucketloads, despite being surrounded by love. She looked around the cosy kitchen. It didn’t look much different from when Annie had first brought her here to

  live with her. A fresh coat of paint every few years and new tablecloths and antimacassars – matching the colours of the pretty curtains, which had stood the test of time –

  couldn’t change the heart of a place that beat with love and a warm welcome.




  Annie, onetime maid of Rene, who had nursed Ada after she’d been injured in a devastating explosion at Low Moor Munitions Factory, had brought Ada down to London to live with her –

  ‘Just till you’re settled, luv,’ she’d said in her cockney accent.




  That was after it came to light that her son Jimmy had been shot for cowardice. Ada had known she needed to get away from the pointing fingers of the lasses of Low Moor, especially from those

  who had lost their sons fighting. They’d have forgotten that she’d already lost two older lads in the first battle of Flanders in ’14, and would have wanted to hold her to

  account.




  Ada shut the oven door on the pie that she’d peeped at, satisfied the crust was browning nicely. She’d have to wake Annie from her slumber, to give her time to rouse herself

  sufficiently to get ready for dinner. Ten years older than Ada, and riddled with arthritis, Annie needed help; and it felt good to give something back to her by taking care of her.




  Her thoughts turned to her sister, Beryl. She had been the one to cause Brendan so much upset. He’d had to contend with having his mother in and out of mental institutions; trying to live

  with her, when she was allowed out, and then coming back to Ada when Beryl was sectioned again. But Brendan had shown his strength of character by never giving up on Beryl, visiting her whenever he

  could, and even more so when she’d been moved to Bethlem Royal Hospital in Bromley, which was close to them.




  Brendan had coped better when he’d reached an age when he could understand – especially as Beryl had gradually taken to him, after her initial rejection of her son. She’d even

  come to love him, which was easy for Ada to do, but something Ada never thought would happen, where her sister was concerned.




  The same couldn’t be said for the feelings Beryl harboured towards her sister, for Ada knew they still held bitterness and blame. That was something Ada could do nothing about. Her own

  conscience was clear. Beryl’s affair with her Paddy had caused her downfall. Aye, and a whole lot more, if the truth be told.




  ‘That was a deep sigh, Aunt Ada. You’re not afraid for me, are you? I’ll be fine.’




  ‘Aye, I’ve heard that enough times, lad. But this time I’m sure it’s reet.’ The words were easily said, but belied her true fears. ‘Anyway, I don’t

  think as you’re telling me everything. I can understand them taking you from your job, if they were short of men, but they’re not. Aye, they have to get ready in case, but your

  job’s important and there’s thousands of others that can go and become militiamen. That’s what they’re calling those conscripted, ain’t it?’




  As he nodded, Brendan’s face took on a look of confusion, sparking a worry that made Ada’s stomach churn.




  ‘Yes, but that doesn’t mean I will be deployed. All War Office staff will be attached to the military. Look, Aunt Ada, you’ve been through one war – you know you

  shouldn’t ask questions.’




  Aye, she knew it alreet, but him saying that must mean that he was doing something secret. Oh God, how am I to go through it all again? And why . . . why is so much asked of me?




  ‘It’ll be alright, Aunt Ada, I promise. Now what’s for tea? It smells good.’




  ‘Steak-and-kidney pudding – Joe’s favourite.’




  ‘Oh, so it’s not mine then? You didn’t cook it for the best man in your life then?’




  Laughing at him, Ada hit him playfully with the oven cloth, which she had been twisting around in her hands, and told him to go and get changed.




  A cough made them both quieten and turn in the direction from which it came. Joe stood in the doorway of the back door. Behind him stood a young lady who looked familiar.




  ‘You’ll never guess who this is, our Ada. Come on in, lass, and let me introduce you. This is Ada, who you’ve come looking for, and this is . . . By, lad, what’re you

  doing dressed like that?’




  Surprised and inquisitive about the young lass Joe had with him, Ada stepped in. ‘There’s nowt for you to worry over, Joe. I’ll tell you all about it later. Lass here looks

  familiar, and I’ve a mind she’s linked to our past, but I can’t think how. So come on, get on with your introductions.’




  ‘Me name’s Ginny, Missus. Me mam were Betsy Smithward, and me dad were Harold Smithward.’




  ‘Eeh, Betsy’s lass. But you said “were”? Has owt happened to them, love?’




  ‘Aye, they’ve both passed on. Me mam died of cancer, and me dad took his own life. He couldn’t live without her. He was having to cope with a lot from his injuries during the

  war, and he’d gone downhill more and more as the years passed. Mam devoted herself to him.’




  ‘By, that’s sad. Come on in, lass, and sit yourself down. I’ve a pot on the go. You’ll be glad of some tea, I shouldn’t wonder.’




  ‘Ta, Missus.’




  ‘Ada. I’m Ada, and this is me nephew, Brendan.’




  Brendan greeted the newcomer warmly, but Ada could see that he was mystified. ‘Betsy and our Jimmy were walking out afore Jimmy went to war,’ Ada told him. ‘Harold was the only

  one of the pals to come home. He and Betsy found love together, but I never knew that they had married or had children.’ Ada turned back towards Ginny. ‘Eeh, lass, it’s nice to

  meet you. Though I’m sad to the heart of me to hear of your mam’s and dad’s passing. Joe said you’d come looking for me?’




  ‘Aye, me ma still had the letter you sent her. She gave it to me and told me to come and find you, if ever I found meself on me own. I – I reckon she knew what me dad would do, after

  she were gone. Anyroad, she said she were sorry she didn’t keep in touch with you, but she thought it best. She said she got snippets of news about you, while me da was working for Lady

  Eloise’s charity, and was happy that you were fine and having a good life.’




  ‘Oh, Betsy, love her heart. She should have kept in touch. Was she happy? Were they both happy?’




  ‘Yes, they adored each other, they . . . I – I have sommat to tell you. It might come as a shock, though Ma said you might have guessed. She said she was sure you had noticed that

  she’d put weight on the last time you saw her, but you were so distraught she kept the truth from you. It’s why she never wanted to bother you.’




  ‘Oh, my God! No! I – I mean . . . Eeh, but please let what I’m thinking be so.’




  ‘You’re talking in riddles, the pair of you. What? What’s going on?’




  ‘Sommat absolutely wonderful, Joe, if I’ve guessed what Ginny came to say. Am I reet, lass? By, that red hair of yours – so like mine – tell me I am reet? Your dad were

  our Jimmy, weren’t it? You’re me granddaughter!’




  ‘I am, Ada.’




  ‘Oh, come here, me little lass, come here.’ Ada enfolded Ginny’s tiny body in her arms. Her heart beat loudly, sending joyous feelings sweeping through her. Jimmy’s child

  – her own Jimmy’s child!




  Neither Brendan nor Joe spoke, and both stood looking aghast at her. Ada held Ginny away from her. ‘Look at her. Joe, Brendan – look at her, she’s so like me at her age. Her

  hair, her freckled face, her build . . . Oh, Ginny, this is a happy day for me. A happy, happy day. Sommat of me Jimmy lives on.’




  Ginny’s face lit up with joy, but tears glinted in her eyes. ‘Me mam asked me to ask you to forgive her. She said that everyone accepted that I were me dad’s –

  Harold’s – child, because Jimmy had fallen out with her a couple of weeks before he left, and Harold had courted her a while then. But when they came on leave a few weeks later, Jimmy

  was sorry, and he and me mam promised themselves to each other. It was then that they went too far. Mam said that when she heard of Jimmy’s death, she were distraught, but she couldn’t

  get near you, as you were suffering so much. Then Harold was injured and came home, and he and his mam took care of her. He’d always loved Mam, you see.’




  ‘Did he know?’




  ‘Aye, she was truthful with him, and she told me he said, “Well, babby is growing in you, and I love you, so I’m bound to love babby. Besides, I loved Jimmy, so it’ll be

  an honour to bring up his child.” They never had any children of their own. But I was theirs – Harold was me dad in everything but name.’




  ‘Of course he was. And you could have none better. Harold Smithward was a grand lad. A grand lad.’




  Joe moved forward and put his arms out towards Ginny. ‘You know, I were astounded when I spotted thee in the street. I thought I’d gone back years, to when me Ada were a young

  ’un, but I didn’t guess your story. Not even when you told me Betsy was your mam. But it’s grand to have you here, lass. How long can you stay?’




  ‘I – I hoped you’d take me in for a while. I won’t be any trouble, but me mam and dad’s cottage was a Mill cottage. Me granny – I mean, Harold’s mam

  – was allowed to keep it on, because her husband had been killed in an accident whilst working in the Mill. After she died, me dad was allowed to take on the rent, on account of him having

  been a Mill worker before the war, and returning wounded. But when he died, they contacted me and said they were sorry, but I had to find other accommodation. I needed a change. I needed to get

  away from folk who’d always pointed a finger at me and speculated about me, and were now condemning me dad for killing himself and leaving me alone. So I followed up on what Mam had told me

  about you being me real granny, and I came here.’




  ‘Oh, lass, you’re so welcome. None more so. Eeh, I can’t take it all in. Me own granddaughter.’ Ada hugged Ginny to her again. Inside, her emotions were churning –

  she had so much to take in, and all in such a short time, but the warming happiness welling up inside her enabled her to cope.




  ‘By, Ada, the lass must be as starving as your husband is, woman. And there’s a powerful, nice smell coming from that oven. Ginny can share Brendan’s dinner here, ’cause

  no one gets a share of my piece of steak-and-kidney pud. I love it too much.’




  ‘Joe! And less of the “woman” – show a bit of respect. Go and wash yourself, and it’ll be on the table when you come back. Eeh, men!’




  Ada didn’t miss Brendan’s wink at Ginny. ‘And you needn’t start with your cheek, lad!’




  ‘Ha, I never said anything.’




  Ginny giggled at this, further endearing herself to them all.




  ‘I’m Brendan. I’m not good at sorting out who is who, in family relationships, but I think I am your half-uncle, because your biological dad was my half-brother. But it is a

  bit more complicated than that, as he was also my cousin; so we’re cousins once removed, too – I think!’




  ‘Aye, I know. Me mam told me . . . and it was still talked of. I – I mean—’




  Ada had turned away and was busy at the stove, but hearing that the scandal of her late husband Paddy having an affair with her sister Beryl was still talked about sent a shiver through her. She

  had to handle this, and handle it now. ‘I’m glad you know. But you’re not to worry about it, or be embarrassed. It’s all history. Me sister’s not a well lass, as

  you’ve probably been told. And despite the circumstances under which Brendan came into the world, none of it were his fault. There’s nowt that comes between our love for each other.

  He’s like a son to me, and has brought me a lot of comfort. Ha! That’s got him blushing.’




  ‘Aunt Ada, you’re naughty. Of course I’m blushing, but it’s with pride at your words, as well as the embarrassment they caused me. Ginny, that’s your granny right

  there: she says it as it is, no matter what. But you’ll never find a kinder or nicer person.’




  The door to the stairs opened and Annie walked in. ‘My, I’ve nearly slept me life away. Weren’t any of you going to call me? I’m gasping for a Rosie Lee.’




  ‘Oh, you have the full set now, Ginny. This is Aunt Annie. Annie’s an honorary aunt. I’ll explain it all later. Aunt Annie, meet Ginny.’




  ‘Crickey-o’-Riley. You ’ave ter be related to Ada – you’re ’er spitting image.’




  ‘She’s our Jimmy’s child, Annie love. Can you believe it?’




  ‘Well, I go to sleep for an ’our, and yer leave me for three, then you present me with a grandchild of yours. Blimey, Ada, ’ow did that ’appen?’




  ‘Sit down, love, and I’ll explain everything. Come on, Joe, park yourself. Let’s get supper out.’




  Ginny couldn’t believe how comfortable she felt among these people. They were a mixture of cockney, like Annie was; northern, like her granny and Joe were; and, well, she

  couldn’t quite place Brendan. He spoke with a posh accent, but occasionally mimicked all of them. Something in her felt very drawn to Brendan, to the point where she wondered if there was

  anything in the law that prevented half-relations marrying each other. But then she shook off the thought. Of course there would be – especially in their case, as the man who was her real

  grandfather had been Brendan’s dad!
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