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  One




  War is a Tangled Memory Linked to the Present




  Theresa – London 1963




  ‘Hey, let go, you old hag . . .’




  Theresa staggered. The hooded young men in front of her grabbed at her bag. Fear paralysed her. Unreleased screams filled her head . . . My secrets . . . Oh, God!




  Images flashed into her memory, but faded away into a haze of confusion as she tried to decipher the snippets of information that her brain managed to filter. She struggled to make sense of them

  and to separate the now from the past. Her fragile mind had little capacity to give her reality, having never recovered from the mental breakdown she’d suffered after the

  suicide of Terence, her twin brother, in 1958. And now it took her back in time, compounding her fear as she desperately sought for answers: What’s happening? Are they SS?




  Frail, and old beyond her years, every bone in her body hurt. The sockets of her arms burned as she fought valiantly. Stay quiet, she told herself. Name and number only . . .

  Don’t give in.




  A sudden thought trembled a deeper dread through her. The training officer of the Special Operations Executive had warned, ‘If caught, you may be subjected to torture.’ He’d

  listed several possibilities, but one had stuck in her mind: ‘Sometimes they resort to pulling out your fingernails . . .’




  Her terror of this often catapulted her from sleep in the middle of the night. How close she’d come to such a fate! Betrayed and captured, she’d felt the chafing of the irons that

  had held her and had sweated the cold sweat of terror as she’d thought her fate the same as her fellow SOE officers, Eliane, Yolande, Madeleine and Noor. Just saying their names was an

  honour, as they were the bravest women she’d ever known. The Germans had captured and executed them. After forcing the women to kneel in pairs, they had shot them in the head.




  With these thoughts intensifying her fear, the cloying darkness of the cell the Germans had thrown her into enclosed her once more, as did the desperate feeling of being alone. Alone and about

  to die.




  Was it happening again? Were these Nazis? Had they found her? Would she tell them what she knew? Please, God, help me not to . . .




  ‘For fuck’s sake! She’s got some strength for an old ’un.’




  ‘What’s that she said? Did she call us Nazi bastards? The bleedin’ old cow . . .’




  Theresa’s head flew back with the force of the blow. Her fingers felt the cold pavement slab but could not prevent her fall. A boot hovered over her hand.




  ‘Give us yer bag, you stupid old witch. Let go . . .’




  The boot came down. Bones cracked. ‘14609, Theresa Laura Crompton, Officer . . .’




  ‘Christ, she’s bleedin’ mad. She’s saying something about being an officer. Ha, she must be ninety-odd. Fucking officer, my arse. This is 1963, you stupid old bat! Get

  her bag, quick, she’s let go of it. Come on, leg it.’




  Pain seared her. Jumbled questions frustrated her: Is this London? Is the war over? Oh, dear God, what year did he say it was?




  No answers came, only the knowledge that she had lost the fight and that her attackers had gone. So too had the spirit that had powered her efforts. In its place lay a pit of despair.




  The leg she lay on started to throb. She had to shift position to release the pressure on her hip. As she did, an agony beyond endurance brought vomit to her throat. She swallowed it down. Felt

  the choking sting it left in its wake. How could Derwent have thought her capable of doing this job? Yes, she spoke French, and yes, she knew the country well. But she wasn’t brave enough . .

  . She wasn’t brave enough . . .




  And what about the mission? Pierre will be waiting . . . Oh, Pierre, my love. Please, God, keep him safe from capture. And our son, protect our son. For hadn’t she put them in

  grave danger? Those Nazis had her bag, her papers and the secrets she was charged with keeping. ‘Never write anything down!’ they’d told her. She’d disobeyed that golden

  rule. She’d written everything down. She’d told where her baby son and his grandparents were and that they were Jews. The Germans would . . . Oh, God! Why had she done it? Why had she

  compiled a complete record of her life from the day she’d had to give her first child away? Now the Nazis would know everything: the rendezvous point, the codes . . . Millions will

  die . . . But, no, that wasn’t right. It was 1953 when I began to write about it all – long after the war. Oh, why do my thoughts swim away from me?




  A voice with a twang of Cockney to it broke into her thoughts, ‘Blimey, it’s that Miss Crompton. Have you fallen, love? It’s alright, don’t be afraid . . .’




  It sounds like Rita, but no, Rita wouldn’t call me ‘Miss Crompton’. Rita loved her and called her nice names. Rita was a Land Girl on her brother’s farm. They

  were having an affair, a liaison. Exciting, different . . . Oh, God! Stop it, stop this confusion . . . That was then. Rita is old now and smells of drink. She can be cruel and demands money.

  Has Rita sent these people to hurt me?




  ‘Her nose is bleeding, Mum. She’s shaking . . .’




  ‘Okay, Trace, don’t just stand there. Nip across to that phone box and dial 999. Now then, love, help will be here soon. You keep yourself still. Bleedin’ ’ell, this is a

  turn-up, but you’re safe now.’




  Theresa’s trepidation intensified as her yesterdays crowded her brain once more: These people seem to know me. Are they the ones who will be nice to me and try to gain my

  confidence?




  ‘Don’t be scared. We ain’t going to hurt yer, love.’




  Opening her eyes she tried to focus, but the glare of the sun overwhelmed her and she snapped them shut again. Before doing so she’d seen a blue light flashing. She’d never known the

  Germans to use such a warning sign. Would they take her back to Dachau? Would they shoot her? Or – no, dear God, not that . . . Not burned alive in the oven as they’d done to one

  poor girl. Oh God, help me!




  More voices. How many were there? Men’s voices, trying to soothe her and to calm her. I must stay strong. Sing, that’s the thing. Concentrate on a song.

  ‘There’ll be blue birds over . . . Tomorrow, just you wait and see . . .’




  ‘That’s the spirit, love. My old mum used to tell us to sing when we were afraid or in pain. I’m Marcus, and I’m just going to give you an injection to make you more

  comfortable, then we need to put a splint on that leg. We think you may have fractured it. Lie still now.’




  ‘No . . . No . . .’ She tried to push the man’s hand away, but couldn’t. Her thigh stung; her head swam. Oh, God, no! They had warned her about this new method.

  ‘They may inject you,’ they’d said. ‘It’s not lethal, but it relaxes you and you are no longer on your guard. If they do, try to think of something important and

  concentrate on it. Shut everything else out.’




  ‘Don’t like needles, eh? Nearly done. You’ll be better for it, love.’




  Pierre, oh, Pierre, I have let you down. Please, God, don’t let them capture him. He will face certain death! No, I couldn’t bear it . . . I love you, Pierre. The words he

  had said to her came into her mind: ‘Tu es le souffle de mon corps. Le sang qui coule dans mes veines et la vie dans mon coeur.’ That is what I will think of. She

  could hear his voice, and drank his words deep into her as she said them in her mind over and over: ‘You are the breath in my body. The blood that courses through my veins and the life inside

  my heart.’




  





  Two




  A Journey into the Past




  Rita, Lizzie and Ken – London 1963




  ‘’Ere, sis, you said you wanted a new bleedin’ handbag, so I bleedin’ got yer one.’




  The brown, square-shaped bag landed in Lizzie’s lap. She could see it wasn’t new, and this set up a worry in her. Turning it over she noticed, though old-fashioned, it showed hardly

  any sign of wear. The leather, soft and of good quality, was gathered into a brass trim with a tortoiseshell clasp that she had to twist to undo. As she did, a fusty smell clogged her nose. Sifting

  through the contents – some papers, a few exercise books rolled up and secured with an elastic band, and several photos, all yellowing with age – she found the bag didn’t contain

  a purse or anything of value. But then, she hadn’t expected it to. Ken or his cronies would have removed anything of that nature.




  ‘Look at you, ferreting already. I knew it would suit yer. You’re a right old square.’




  ‘I ain’t—’




  ‘Well, what’s with the Perry Como, then?’ A screech set her teeth on edge as Ken shoved the arm of the gramophone, causing the needle to slide across the long-playing record.

  Perry’s ‘Can’t Help Falling in Love’ stretched and distorted on the last line.




  ‘Don’t do that! You know it scratches the record! And I ain’t a square. Rita put that on before she fell asleep. I just didn’t bother to change it, that’s

  all.’




  ‘Huh, in that case yer won’t like rummaging through that crappy old stuff, then. No one who’s with it likes the stuff you like. Who digs history and antiques these

  days? Accept it, me little skin and blister: you’re a square.’




  Ken came towards her. A cold feeling of apprehension clenched her stomach muscles. She turned in her wheelchair, but what she saw gave her no hope of help from Rita. Slumped on the settee, dead

  to the world, Rita’s lips flapped on every exhaled breath, filling the room with alcohol fumes. One slack arm rested on the empty gin bottle lying on the floor.




  ‘What’s up, darling? You look like a bleedin’ caged animal. Don’t yer like the present I got for yer?’




  His voice soothed some of Lizzie’s fear. It didn’t hold a hint of what had fuelled her dread. His mood changes had her treading on eggshells. She didn’t like how he talked at

  times, joking in a way she knew wasn’t a joke about how, even though she was disabled, she shouldn’t be deprived. At these times his body leaned closer than she was comfortable with,

  and his eyes sent messages she didn’t want to read as he made out that one of his mates – the one he nicknamed Loopy Laurence – fancied her.




  She kept her voice steady as she answered him. ‘Course I do, but it’s where you got it from that worries me.’




  ‘Found it.’




  She doubted that – more like half-inched it, as he called pinching stuff. He always used Cockney rhyming slang. It was as if he thought it added to the tough, bully-boy image he

  liked to portray. Snatching bags was a bit below his league, though, so he wouldn’t have done the deed himself; he’d have got it from someone who owed him. It must have seemed strange

  to them, him wanting the bag as well as the valuables it contained.




  Rita stirred and opened one eye. ‘You bleedin’ got it, then? How much were in it? The old cow’s been a bit tight lately with what she’ll give me.’




  ‘Shut your mouth or I’ll shut it for yer, you bleedin’ drunk.’




  ‘Don’t talk to Rita like that, Ken . . .’




  ‘Don’t you bleedin’ start or—’ The shrill tone of the phone cut his threat short. ‘Fuck! That’ll be bloody Rednut. He can’t do pig-shit on his

  own.’




  Relief slowed Lizzie’s breath and released the tension in her as she heard him say he would meet Rednut in ten minutes. From what she picked up of the conversation, something had gone

  wrong with a collection. She didn’t know the extent of Ken’s dealings, but he’d talked about some of the known gangs running protection rackets and that kind of thing, but to what

  extent he was involved and exactly who with she wasn’t sure. She knew he wasn’t big-time, not in the league of the Krays and gangs like that, but she hated to think of what he did get

  up to. If she could get real proof, she would go to the police. But then, would she? Always conflict raged inside her where her brother was concerned, one minute wanting him to get caught, and the

  next praying for his safety.




  ‘Right, I have to go. Will you be alright, love?’ His tone surprised her. She’d thought she would bear the brunt of his anger at Rita and Rednut. Still might, but that

  didn’t stop her retorting, ‘If you would stop doing whatever it is you are up to, I would be.’




  ‘Not that again. Whinge, whinge, whinge. You don’t mind when I get things for you out of the proceeds, do you? Look at that chair. The National Health Service would never have got

  you one like it. You’re such a bleedin’ ungrateful sod!’




  Taking hold of the handlebars and squeezing the lever set her wheelchair into motion. She needed to get out of his presence. He jumped in front of her. ‘Where’re you

  going?’




  ‘To my room.’




  ‘Look, sis, I brought the bag back for you, didn’t I?’




  His pleading look sickened her, but the softening of his attitude towards her gave her courage to take him to task again. ‘Ken, it ain’t right what you do, why can’t yer see

  that? I know yer mean well, and think getting me things will make up for everything, but the way yer get them ain’t right. I’d rather go without. What happened to the lady this belonged

  to? Is she hurt?’




  ‘Lady? She ain’t no bleedin’ lady! I could tell yer tales. Anyway, Ken, where’s me cut, then?’




  This from Rita shocked her. Rita knew the owner! And by the sounds of things she’d helped to set up whatever Ken had done to get the bag.




  ‘You’ll get it when I’m good and bleedin’ ready.’ Ken had moved towards Lizzie’s bedroom, a ground-floor room originally intended as a front room. A beam of

  sunlight shone through the door as he opened it for her. It lit a trail back to the sofa and glinted off the gin bottle. Ken stood still. His face held a look of contempt. ‘That bag was a

  payment. I earned it for you, sis. I hurt no one. What others did, including her,’ he pointed at Rita, ‘ain’t my fault. Christ, you’re a bleedin’ hypocrite, sis. Look

  how you’re clinging to it, afraid I’ll take it back, and yet you’re on your high horse about my morals!’




  As she passed him, tension and fear tightened her throat. Please don’t let him follow me in.




  He didn’t. The door slammed shut behind her, giving her a feeling of safety from the threat of him, but the knowledge of why he did what he did completed the circle of her inner conflict.

  He wanted – no, needed – to get things for her to assuage the constant guilt that nagged at him over her disability, and it was this need that had started him down the road of

  his illegal activities.




  Throwing the bag onto her bed, she let her head drop and screwed up her eyes. The latch to the part of her she kept locked away had shifted, letting in unwanted thoughts. She tried to fight

  them, but her mind ran back down the years. Shudders rippled through her as she saw again the blood – always the blood. Her mum’s blood, spurting from her nose, her lip and her

  forehead. And Ken’s, seeping through his shirt as their dad’s belt lashed his back. The screams and the vile threats assaulted her ears afresh. Her dad’s face, ugly with his

  intent, flashed into her mind, and she saw again his big, muscle-bound body dripping with sweat as he turned and aimed another blow at their mum as she tried to stop the onslaught on Ken. And into

  the memory came the moment when something had snapped inside her and had taken away her fear . . .




  Her teeth clenched, as if they remembered independently of her how they had sunk into her dad’s leg. The taste of the oil and gunk spilt onto his jeans came back to her. Its tang stretched

  her mouth and brought her Aunt Alice to her mind. Her dad had been mending Aunt Alice’s car. Hate welled up in Lizzie. Alice should be the one to shoulder the guilt. She shouldn’t have

  told their dad about Ken pinching from her purse. She’d have known what would happen. Mum would have sorted it on the quiet.




  Lizzie held her ears, trying to block out the memory of her dad’s howl of pain. Like the soundtrack to a horror movie, it had stayed with her down the years, filling her head each time she

  relived the scene. With it came the feeling of her hair being wrenched till she’d been forced to release her bite, and the sensation of hurtling through the air and down the stairwell.

  He’d thrown her! Her own dad had thrown her as if she was nothing. The world encompassing her had changed from the moment she’d hit the bottom step.




  She’d never seen her mum again. A brain haemorrhage that night had taken her. Her dad, wanted for her murder, had been missing ever since.




  Rita, her mum’s youngest sister, had taken her and Ken on, which couldn’t have been an easy thing to do. Rita had come back from Australia after her man had conned her out of

  everything she had. Knowing what had happened to them hadn’t stopped her going, but she’d thought one of the other family members would take care of them. Finding her, a

  fifteen-year-old, in a children’s home and sixteen-year-old Ken in Borstal had enraged her. She’d not given up until she had them both with her, falling out with all of her sisters and

  brothers in the process and never speaking to them again. Five of them, there were – well, five still alive though there had been ten altogether. There’d also been two aunts on her

  dad’s side, and not one of them had stepped in to help her and her brother. They would have let them rot.




  She and Ken hadn’t known Rita very well, and their mum hadn’t spoken much of her. Their dad had referred to her, for as long as she could remember, as ‘that bitch in

  jail’, and as being no better than her mum’s brother Alf, but that hadn’t meant much at the time. Now it didn’t seem possible that Rita coming into their lives was just four

  short years ago. It had been wonderful at the time, but things deteriorated when Rita took to the drink and Ken’s carry-ons caused friction. Ken had no respect for Rita.




  These last thoughts held in them the misery of their lives today, but they still couldn’t hold a candle to what had gone before, nor stop the quiver of her nerves when she wondered about

  the future. But dwelling on it didn’t help. Physically shaking herself free of the terrible recollections, she felt the pain of her nails digging into her palms. Taking her time, she unfurled

  each cramped finger from the tight fist they had curled into, took some deep breaths, and wiped the sweat and tears from her face.




  The bag came into focus. Leaning forward, she pulled it towards her. Maybe she could get a clue as to the owner by going through it. An address, perhaps, though if she did find that she’d

  have to post the bag back to whomever it belonged to, as taking it might implicate Ken.




  A frayed, faded-green, wartime ID card lay on top of the pile of paperwork that had dropped from the upturned bag. Opening it revealed a black-and-white image of a young woman. Her face, though not smiling, was

  beautiful. Her hair – old-fashioned in its style: rolled on the top and falling into soft waves – caught the light in its dark colour. Something about the eyes and the expression told

  of this girl having hidden depths and a strong determination. She read the information: Theresa Laura Crompton, born: 23.3.1911, York, United Kingdom.




  Looking at the date stamped on the card told her Theresa would have been thirty at the time. That would make her fifty-two now. Oh, God, please don’t let her have been hurt . .

  .




  Something had fallen out from inside the ID card: a similar document in French, though smaller and brown in colour and with the same picture inside. And yet, it bore a different name: Olivia

  Danchanté, date de naissance: 24.5.1911, Paris, France. Puzzled and with her interest piqued, Lizzie shuffled through the rest. An envelope tied with ribbon revealed several scribbled

  notes, again written in French. If only she’d paid more attention to languages in school. But, excelling in history, English and maths, she had given little to anything that bored her, and

  her education had been cut short after . . . No, she’d not let those thoughts in again. They had already taken her spirit and shredded it.




  Laying the letters down, she picked up the photos. Some of them were in sepia, while others were in black and white. There was one of Theresa or Olivia – confusing with the identity cards

  showing different names – with a young man of the same height and very similar in looks and age, around twenty to twenty-six-ish at the time. She’d have thought them to be brother and

  sister, as there was another photo of them with an older couple that had Terence and me with Mater and Pater written on the back, but in this picture, their way of leaning close and how he

  looked at her suggested a lover; turning it over, Lizzie read, 1938, Terence and me at Hensal Grange.




  There were others of Theresa/Olivia with young people in uniform, and in a separate envelope there was one of her in a man’s arms. They were holding a baby, one of a few months old, and

  looking into each other’s eyes – clearly lovers. Husband and wife, even? In this one she noted that Theresa/Olivia had pencilled a Margaret Lockwood beauty spot on her cheek, and that

  she had exaggerated the fullness of her lips with her lipstick. This made Lizzie smile. As a young woman, she must have been a romantic and a follower of the latest fashions. A happier thought from

  Lizzie’s past surfaced, bringing the image of her mum all dressed up and ready to go out with her dad and looking similar to the young woman in the photo. Her dad, looking dapper in his dark

  suit and white shirt and with his white silk scarf dangling from his neck, had leaned forward and tickled her with the scarf’s tassels. The memory cheered her as she looked at a photo taken

  in a field. Remnants of a picnic could be seen in the background. Theresa/Olivia was bending forward with her arms outstretched. Her skirt clung to her legs at the front and billowed out at the

  back. It must have been a windy day. A little boy held on to a wooden truck as if he might let go and walk towards her, but he looked only around ten or eleven months old. His face was a picture of

  joy. On the back it said, my son, Jacques, August 1944. And yet another of the man on his own – a foreign-looking man, with floppy hair parted on one side, nice eyes and a handsome

  face, though his smile, tilted to one side, gave him a rakish look. This connected with Lizzie. She loved a sense of humour in a man. On the back of this photo she read, Pierre Rueben, October,

  1943, the father of my son. Then in French, and in a different handwriting, Je t’aime, jamais m’oublier. With the little she remembered from her French lessons, she could

  just make out that this said something along the lines of: I love you, never forget me.




  Putting these to one side, Lizzie picked up the roll of exercise books. The strong elastic band rasped along the cover of the outer book as she forced it to release a bulk that was almost too

  much for it.




  With edges resisting her attempts to straighten them, the books – ten in all – lay curled in front of her. On the top one, written in neat handwriting, she read:




   




  MY WAR – MY LOVE – MY LIFE


  

  Theresa Crompton




  With her imagination fired, Lizzie opened the book. On the first page she read how Theresa had begun the memoir in September 1953, to commemorate the tenth birthday of her lost

  son Jacques, whose whereabouts she did not know. The milestone of his birthday had prompted her to write about her life and her war, as now the world was at peace she felt she could hurt no one by

  doing so.




  Even though she did not know Theresa, it saddened Lizzie to read that as she wrote Theresa was fragile in her mind and body and hoped the writing of everything down would act as a cathartic

  exercise for her.




  The dedication fascinated her and she felt her heart clench with sadness.




  

    

      This work is dedicated to Pierre Rueben, my love and my life. And to our son, Jacques Rueben, and to my first child, my Olivia, who will probably never know who I am but

      whom I have never stopped loving. Not a day passes that I do not think of her and of Pierre and Jacques, and of course Terence, my beloved late twin brother.


    


  




  To Lizzie, these words held a story in themselves. One of a lonely woman, left without everyone she’d ever loved. But why? So many questions she hoped the books would

  answer.




  King’s College Hospital – London 1963




  ‘So, no one has come forward to claim the old girl, then, nurse?’




  ‘No, Officer, and we think her general frailty is giving us the wrong impression of her age. She tells us she is fifty-two, but as you can see, she looks nearer seventy. Who she is, is a

  mystery. One moment she is Theresa Crompton, and the next she says she is Olivia Danchanté. But then, she is obviously suffering some kind of mental illness or dementia. She seems to be

  reliving the war years, talking of the Nazis and someone called Pierre. Sometimes she speaks in English, sometimes in French. Poor thing thinks we are the Germans and have captured her. She’s

  terrified.’




  ‘That would explain her house. The whole place is barricaded with old newspapers and cardboard boxes stacked from floor to ceiling. There’s just a small gap to get in and out

  through, and the smell . . . Well, anyway, as of yet we haven’t found her bag or any private papers, but the woman who found her confirmed she is Miss Crompton.’




  Theresa lay still, her fear compounded. What are they saying? They’ve been in the house? How did they find it? What of Monsieur et Madame de Langlois? Smell . . .? Have they gassed

  them? Please, God, no . . . But they haven’t found my papers. Oh, Pierre, they don’t know of you yet. My darling, please wait. I will get to you. How brave you are, my darling.




  ‘Oh dear, she’s getting agitated again. It’s alright, love. Miss Crompton, come on. You’re safe now. You’re in hospital. No one can hurt you. Look, I’m sorry,

  Officer, you can see how distressed she is. I’ll have to fetch the doctor. She needs a sedative. There’s nothing more I can tell you at the moment anyway, but if she does have a lucid

  moment and gives us some indication of what happened to her, I’ll contact you.’




  ‘I’d like to try to talk to her if I can . . .’




  ‘Sorry, not until the doctor says so. I won’t be a moment.’




  Fear once more gripped Theresa as she listened to this conversation. Oh, God, they want to talk to me. Pierre, take over my thoughts. Help me through this.




  The scent of the meadow on that Sunday afternoon when they’d picnicked filled her nostrils. Was it last week? Her mind gave her the moment she’d said, ‘Look, Jacques is

  sleeping. We have tired him out.’ Laughing, Pierre had picked a buttercup and she saw in her mind’s eye how the sun had reflected the gold of the flower as she’d held it under his

  chin. His giggle at her funny British custom tinkled in her ears. ‘Ma chérie, how can a reflection tell if I like butter or no?’




  Explaining how the myth amused children in England on sunny picnic outings had brought a happiness into her as she’d thought of her and Terence, but, as always, thinking of him had

  prickled her conscience. For hadn’t they tainted such innocent moments?




  Pierre left her no time to let her thoughts drift to those painful parts of her inner self as he’d gently laid her back onto the soft grass and lifted her face to his. ‘Let me show

  you a good French tradition, ma chérie.’ His kisses had reeled her senses. Her body had yielded to his with a passion that released her very soul from the shackles that held

  it. But something gave her the truth of the moment and brought her back to now, and she knew it hadn’t stayed free for long.




  





  Three




  Lizzie Meets the Theresa of the Past




  London 1963




  Flicking through the books and aching to know more about Theresa’s life, Lizzie read a bit here and a bit there. Excitement built in her as the work transported her back

  in time to Theresa’s world . . .




  South-west Scotland – Spring 1941




  Theresa knew her innermost core had undergone a transformation. It seemed the dawning of a new season had unfurled the last resistance in her and made her ready to face the

  challenges ahead. The trees around her burst with buds that swelled with impatience to be allowed to bloom. Daffodils danced in the wind, and the sun, though weak with its warmth, shone down on her

  as she closed the door and looked around the garden and at the view beyond. None of it helped assuage the pain and guilt she held in her. If anything, the beauty of it all compounded the thought

  that she did not deserve to be part of it. Not yet, she didn’t, but her plans might make a difference. She looked up at the windows of the house where she had spent the last few months

  sitting out her pregnancy, before shifting her gaze to the little party about to drive away from her, taking with them a love that had attached to her very soul.




  Her father stood, uncertain, holding her gaze and ready to change everything if she gave the nod. She almost did, but Terence calling out to her stopped what would have been a foolish act:

  ‘Come along, darling. No point in dwelling on it all.’




  She didn’t miss the catch in Terence’s voice, and knew he shared her grief – a grief that gave a physical sensation as if lead weights had been placed where her heart should

  be. The cry of her daughter still reverberated in her mind. Now sleeping and peaceful, she was just a bundle swaddled in a blanket and held by the nurse Pater had brought with him.




  Watching them get into the car and then hearing the sound of the wheels crunching on the pebbled drive as they pulled away crushed her soul. She wanted to cry out, ‘No, no, I

  can’t let her go.’ But she knew she had to. The moment froze. A deep breath released it and steadied her. Her father turned and looked back at her through the car window. He smiled

  and waved in what seemed like a final gesture, closing the part of her life that included her child. She walked in the opposite direction towards Terence and got into his car.




  The driveway sped by tree after tree. A grouse danced into their path. Terence’s hooting of the car horn was a rude intrusion into a moment that should have held silence for a lot longer.

  The stupid grouse scurried towards them. Terence braked hard. The action jolted Theresa forward and brought her out of the daze she’d descended into.




  ‘What did she look like?’




  ‘Darling, we said we wouldn’t go into this and I—’




  ‘I have to know.’




  ‘She resembled Billy Armitage’s mother, Megan Fellam.’




  Hearing Billy’s name jarred her, but she didn’t say so. Instead she continued to probe. ‘Had she the same golden-red hair?’




  ‘She had. Look, old thing, it is best not to talk about it. It won’t do any good.’




  This reluctance on Terence’s part to discuss it all with her, made her realize how deeply her dear brother had been affected by it all.




  ‘I’m glad she looked like her grandmother. Maybe Megan will look down from wherever she is and take care of her.’




  ‘That’s a bit religious for you, isn’t it? I thought you only gave lip service to all of that mumbo-jumbo?’




  His stilted reply cut into her, and yet it marked the change that had taken place between them. My Terence, my love, my sin. All in the past – no longer . . . It didn’t have

  to be said. She knew and she knew that he did too. Their incestuous love affair was over.




  ‘Will you marry Louise?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘I want you to be happy, my love. We have to carry on.’




  ‘But why should carrying on mean you having to go into the bloody Army? For goodness’ sake, Theresa, won’t you give that ridiculous idea up, please,

  darling?’




  ‘No. Try to understand. I have a skill that will help in the war effort. Besides, I need to do it. It is the only way I can cope.’




  ‘Cope? Will any of us ever cope again?’




  The question shuddered through her, bringing to her the reason for it. It wasn’t just the war, which now seemed almost secondary to all that had happened in the last months.




  Rita came to her mind. A niggly feeling had never left her where Rita was concerned. She wondered what it felt like to be incarcerated in prison. Did Rita deserve to be? Or was she really a

  victim of the ambition Terence had ached for and now looked like achieving?




  ‘Has Father consented to you taking the stud farm over?’




  Terence shifted uncomfortably in the driving seat. They were so tuned into one another that he would know what had prompted the question – know she suspected him of setting Rita up and

  that he was guilty of destroying the Fellams’ stables, and for what? So that he could manipulate their father into at last funding him to take over the business that poor Jack Fellam could no

  longer sustain. Not now, he couldn’t. And it wasn’t just the question of finances, but after the murder of his wife he was a broken man. The fire had compounded that.




  ‘Theresa, are you determined to chew over everything that is upsetting to us both? I know you are hurt. God knows I am too, but we can’t do anything about it all. We have to accept

  that life has changed. Our cosy little existence has been torn away at the roots. But barbed accusations won’t help. Rita burned down the stables because she wanted to get into my good books

  . . .’




  ‘She was already in them, wasn’t she? You were fucking her every time you came across her!’




  ‘And you weren’t? For God’s sake! Look, old thing, we have to stop this or we’ll destroy each other.’




  ‘Hitler has already done that. If it wasn’t for his bloody war, none of the Land Girls would have come into our lives. No Rita, no Louise . . .’




  ‘Is that why you want to join up? You can’t fight Hitler alone, you know. And you aren’t the right kind anyway. You’re like me: a good-time sort of person. We don’t

  take up arms and fight in a physical sense. We fight by manipulation to get what we want, and you can’t do that to Hitler, no matter how much you blame him for everything.’




  Of course he was right, but she would feel better hitting back even in a small way. Because what had happened in her life, and in all the lives of those of Breckton, could be laid at

  Hitler’s door. Hadn’t the country’s need for soldiers led to the release of the evil Billy Armitage from the mental institution? Billy Armitage – a murderer who, yes, she

  had to admit, had fascinated her and appealed to her need for different experiences to satisfy her deep sexual hunger.




  Billy, whose actions had been put down to mental illness, had been considered cured when they released him. She’d believed it. They all had. Even Fellam, whose daughter had been

  Billy’s victim, had found forgiveness for Billy and had allowed him to marry his only surviving daughter, Sarah.




  But the evil core of the man had been unchanged. She’d seen for herself the depth of it. Seducing him had been easy and exciting, but she hadn’t been prepared for his lack of sexual

  prowess. Teaching him things had added to her enjoyment, as had his rough ways, but when he’d not even had the common decency to pull out of her at the end and she’d berated him

  angrily, his true colours had shown. Fear still visited her at the memory of how he’d beat her, kicked her and threatened her life.




  Theresa shivered. She’d never known the anger of a man, and had never thought to experience a man being violent to her. And yet she knew it was part of everyday life for most of the wives

  of the pit workers and farm labourers. And, worse, they had to accept their plight, as there was no one to help them escape it. Most even thought of it as a normal part of their lives –

  herself included, though she felt differently about it now. Maybe the war would change things. After all, women were being empowered, taking on work the men normally did and bringing home a wage.

  They were making decisions in the absence of their menfolk and gaining positions in life that before were closed to them. She hoped so, for she hated the thought of them living the fear she’d

  lived after her own experience. The worst of it had been the threats if she’d exposed him. He’d meant every word, and she’d feared for her own and her family’s lives.

  Darling Terence had helped her to cover up the resulting pregnancy, and together they had conjured up a story of her being raped by a stranger whilst out riding. Father had believed it and had

  taken care of the rest.




  Some of her time in Scotland had been spent thinking about her life. She regretted now not staying married to the Hon. Raymond Hawthorn. His confessing his homosexuality to her on their first

  night together had shocked her. But now, what he’d offered her – a life of being able to do as she wanted and have affairs with whom she pleased whilst under his protection, as long as

  she allowed him to do the same – would have suited the person she became after their divorce. Always a flirt, and having had many experiences girls of her age shouldn’t have had, she

  wondered now why she even considered the shame she thought would have come down on her from society. She would even have been able to keep her child . . . Still, that’s as it was. Done and

  dusted.




  The rest of her time she’d spent waiting for Terence’s visits. The servants thought her husband had died suddenly and that she needed to be away from home to come to terms with

  things. They didn’t know Terence was her brother and may have gossiped at how close they were, but it hadn’t affected her or Terence. They had cemented their relationship as lovers as

  often as they could. They’d become inured to the sin of it, and their love was the most passionate she’d ever known.




  Sitting back and relaxing a little as the car whisked her further and further away from all that had gone before, she reflected on how she couldn’t remember the exact moment the idea came

  to her to serve her country. Something had stirred her conscience, and she’d had a time of feeling sick with shame at how she’d behaved in her life so far. It had come to her that she

  had to do something to assuage that, and so she had contacted Derwent, an old friend who worked in the Foreign Office. He had told her about the Special Operations Executive.




  ‘It’s going to be a very big part of our war effort. Winston Churchill and the Economic Warfare Minister, Hugh Dalton . . . you’ve met him, I believe?’ he’d said,

  and she’d told him she had and that she’d also met Mr Churchill on many occasions.




  ‘Cracking Prime Minister. The best man for the job,’ Derwent had said, and she had agreed. ‘Well, they formed the SOE together. It was Dalton’s idea, but Winston took it

  on and is championing it despite some opposition. It will be British-led. Its members will facilitate espionage and sabotage behind enemy lines. We need the best calibre of men and women, and you

  have every qualification except . . .’




  He’d skirted around his reservations, but she’d known what he was getting at: did she have the courage and tenacity? Up to now she hadn’t been called upon to show any of those

  things. Derwent had seen her as a flippant, rich, good-time girl, and who could blame him?




  ‘Look, old thing, if you are serious, then join the Army. Go through the training. I will keep an eye on you and have your progress reported to me. If after that you still want to do

  specific work for the war effort, and you show the guts we are looking for, we’ll see what we can do.’




  Something in his words had fired her determination. She wanted to prove to him, to the world, that she was worth something. And at that moment she’d made up her mind and looked into

  enlisting.




  ‘You’re quiet, darling.’




  ‘There’s a lot to think about.’




  ‘I know.’




  His hand reached out for hers. The touch burned like a hot poker searing the memory of everything they had to leave behind. She snatched hers away.




  ‘Sorry . . .’




  ‘No intimate moments. We agreed!’




  Silence that gave her no comfort fell between them, and her thoughts drifted to Billy Armitage’s final act. How happy she’d felt when she’d heard the news of his death. Her

  immediate reaction had been elation at the release from the fear he’d bound her in. But then she’d given her thoughts to how devastated Jack Fellam and Sarah must have been. Billy had

  brought so much suffering down on them. He had beaten Sarah almost to death and killed Megan, his own mother. In losing Megan, Jack Fellam had lost the love of his life, and Sarah, Jack’s

  daughter, her beloved stepmother, come mother-in-law.




  A funny tangle, the relationship between them all. Jack’s marriage to Megan had made Billy and Sarah stepbrother and sister. At some point along the way that must have turned to something

  deeper. Nothing illegal of course as they were not blood related. But surely, Billy’s mental state and his murder of Sarah’s sister and then his own father, when they were all children,

  should have prevented any such feelings developing? Unless it all happened through fear? This seemed the most likely scenario. From all she knew of Billy Armitage, he should have remained sectioned

  for ever, not released to kill again. It appears his killing himself was the only decent thing he’d ever done in his life.




  Thinking of Sarah, she remembered Terence had told her she’d given birth on the same day as herself. She’d had a girl too. Funny, that. Two girls born on the same day to the same

  father, but to different mothers – not that Sarah or anyone else knew anything about her own little girl. They all thought she’d spent these last few months away doing war work –

  a clever story that even her mother had been told to cover her absence from Breckton and Hensal Grange during her pregnancy.




  She should feel sorry for all Sarah had gone through, but she didn’t. She envied her. Billy’s suicide had released her from the shackles he’d held her in, and she’d been

  able to go to her true love. It appeared she’d only married Billy out of fear of what he might do if she didn’t. Well, that turned out to be a farce – he did it anyway.




  Sarah having a love waiting for her wasn’t the source of her envy. No, it was the fact that she could keep her baby. But then, I have to admit, she deserves to and I

  don’t.




  Guilt overrode all of her emotions once more as she thought about her own actions. She knew she couldn’t always blame her sexuality or the fact that it seemed to drive her back then. Not

  now, though, and she would never allow it to rule her again. She would never return to thinking there were no boundaries, no lines that she shouldn’t cross. How had she ever considered it her

  right to have sex with her own brother, and with Billy Armitage – a married man – and with a woman, their Land Girl, Rita? Her only saving grace was that she hadn’t used any of

  them for anything other than pleasure. She couldn’t say that of Terence. Sex to him was sometimes a means to an end, as it was when he’d had Rita, she was sure of it.




  1963




  Lizzie slammed the book shut. My God, Rita! And . . . and with BOTH of them! And those two together. Brother and sister – twins, even . . .




  A sick feeling took her. She swallowed hard. Her cheeks burned with the embarrassment of it all, and with the feeling she’d delved into something very private. Not the biography, for

  Theresa wanted that to be read by all those concerned in her life or affected by it – her children, the wife of that Billy, and yes, me. As the niece of one of her lovers I qualify as

  someone who should know – but by the intimate nature of everything Theresa had disclosed.




  Was Rita still her lover? It did sound like she was involved in getting the bag, and she’d said she hadn’t got much out of her lately, which suggested she was still seeing

  her. The thought had Lizzie shrinking back onto her pillows. Could she read more? Already she’d found out the reason for Rita spending fifteen years in prison. A fire! Rita had set a fire and

  destroyed someone’s life. Or had she? This Theresa seemed to think she’d been set up by her brother, Terence Crompton . . . Yes, she had to read on. She owed that much to Rita. And this

  woman, this Theresa, she owed her that much too, as reading on would surely unfold the reasons.




  A noise from the lounge had Lizzie grabbing the rest of the books. Her heart raced as she pushed them under the mattress. A crash had her manoeuvring her chair frantically towards her door.




  Shards of glass lay strewn across the floor and a broken bottle neck swivelled like a spinning top in the doorway. She stared at the red-blotched face of Rita, framed by greasy tendrils of

  bleached-blonde hair. ‘What did you throw that for?’




  ‘It’s empty. What’s the use of a bleedin’ empty gin bottle, eh? Go and get me another, love. I have some money in me purse.’




  Anger made her snap, something she rarely did at this woman who’d at first seemed like their saviour and was still, in a way. ‘How come yer have money for drink? Has Ken paid yer out

  for betraying the owner of the bag? That was a foul act, Rita. What if he hurt her?’




  ‘What’s it to you? They don’t call me Resourceful Rita for nothing, yer know.’




  Her toothless mouth opened and the room filled with her cackling laughter. The sound repulsed Lizzie, and yet her repulsion mingled with love. Rita had given her reason beyond measure to hate

  her, but she didn’t. In moments during the dark hours she’d spent soothing the sorrow of this woman, she’d heard the story of how she’d tried to better herself. Taking any

  road to achieve that, she’d seized an opportunity she’d thought might open up a few choices for her and had turned her hand to war work. ‘A Land Girl, I was, Lizzie,’

  she’d said. A bleedin’ Land Girl. I could tell you some tales about them toffs in the country with their acres of land. You wouldn’t credit what they get up to. Manipulative, they

  were. Took someone like me, naive to their ways and trying to make me life better, and framed me, they did.’ She’d gone on to tell of her fifteen years in prison before explaining how

  she’d come to lose everything. ‘I made good when I came out, but I just trusted the wrong one – Vince bleedin’ Yarman. I thought he loved me, but he bleedin’ took

  everything I had, he did. Anyway, I still have a goose who lays the golden egg, and so she should.’




  Lizzie hadn’t taken much notice of this last at the time, but now, even though she knew the answer, she challenged Rita with the question, ‘How do you know the lady that Ken got the

  bag from, Rita? Is she the one you visit?’




  ‘Stop asking bleedin’ questions and get down the pub and get me gin.’




  Afraid to push things further, Lizzie took Rita’s purse from her bag. Once outside she breathed the evening air deep into her lungs. She couldn’t call it fresh, clogged as it was

  with the smog that often hung over London, but just being outside the confines of the home lifted her. It wasn’t far to the pub, but some of it was tricky going as her wheels caught in the

  ruts of the uneven pavement.




  A familiar voice shouted, ‘Evening News, read all about it!’




  The billboard in front of the kiosk caught her eye, and she stared at the headline: POLICE SEEK WITNESSES. WAS 52-YEAR-OLD MISS CROMPTON ATTACKED?




  As she came up to the stand, Ray, the paper-seller said, ‘Evening, Lizzie. Shocking, ain’t it? And in our own back yard, so to speak – or at least not far away. She’s

  from those houses on the edge of Brixton. Most of ’em have been made into flats now, but it used to be a posh area, that did, when I was a boy, but now the gentlefolk still living there have

  found themselves surrounded by all sorts. What’s the world coming to, eh?’




  ‘I know, Ray. Rita says the same. I’ll have a paper, thanks.’




  ‘Here you are, luv. I’ll tuck it next to you. Where you off to? It’ll be dark soon and it ain’t safe to be out.’




  ‘Oh, just going to the pub for Rita’s gin. I’ll be home in no time. See yer.’




  Still reeling from the headline, Lizzie didn’t want to linger. Ray could keep you talking for ages once he got started.




  Back in her room and with Rita content with her bottle, Lizzie laid the paper out on her bed.




  The story sickened her, but the picture wrenched at her heart. Blackened, swollen eyes holding a deep fear looked out at her. This Theresa didn’t seem at all related to the heroine of the

  memoirs, and yet her hair still fell into the same style – rolled at the top – although the smooth wave had gone. It fell down round her ears in wiry strands, and the dark lights were

  now grey streaks. A clip like the one in the ID picture held it in place.




  Lizzie traced her finger over it. Tears of anguish ran like a river down her cheeks. This battered and bruised lady, who looked older than her years, had risked her life as a young woman for the

  liberation of France, and therefore for their own freedom.




  A knock on her door stiffened her body. She closed the newspaper and turned it over so the sports page was face up.




  ‘What’s that you’re reading, darlin’?’ The soft strokes on her head made her cringe. She knocked his hand off. ‘Don’t, Ken. I don’t like you doing

  that.’




  ‘Is that right? So you’re no longer me little sis, then, eh?’ He turned the paper over. ‘Well, well, been doing some detective work, have yer? Where’s the bag? What

  did them papers in it say about her?’




  ‘I . . . It’s over there on me dressing table stool. Is the lady in the newspaper the one it came from? Have you stooped that low? You’re vile, Ken. You sicken me. You’re

  no better than Dad . . . Don’t . . . No!’




  Her head stung, and his grip on her long fair hair brought back the stinging tears she’d managed to hide.




  ‘You bitch! Don’t you ever compare me with him!’ The glare in his eyes chilled her bones. Smoke, alcohol fumes and the sweet scent of marijuana made her retch. His

  fist clenched. He drew it back. It hovered. She waited for it to smash into her face, but after a moment he lowered it and grabbed her arm. Twisting it behind her, he leaned even closer.

  ‘Don’t push it with me, sis, I’m warning yer.’




  With her free hand she clawed at him. ‘Leave me alone, you bastard!’ Her nails dug into his cheek, scraping skin and flesh. The ugly wound seeped blood.




  The injury triggered one of his episodes. His regression showed in his voice and how he cried like a child. For her own safety, she hoped it played out how it often did, with him losing all

  sense of time and place. And then, tired beyond anything normal, falling asleep only to wake hours later and not remember a thing.




  ‘Oh, Lizzie . . . Lizzie, I’m hurt. Look, I’m bleeding . . .’ His tears mixed with his snot, leaving a silvery line on his sleeve as he wiped it across his face.

  Stumbling towards the door, his expression one of a lost child, he left the room.




  Lizzie hugged her slight body, and rocked herself. Sick fear stayed with her. She knew his episodes didn’t always last. In her despair lay questions: why did he think he could treat her

  like he did? When did he lose respect for her, or put her into a different place in his mind to where she belonged? Oh, God, what if one day he really lost it? How would she defend herself? She had

  to speak to someone, but whom?




  ‘Get out of me way!’




  His voice coming from the living room jolted her out of her thoughts. It was no longer child-like. Rita screamed, ‘Lizzie, Lizzie . . . He’s got a needle!’




  The drumming of her heart against her ribs was as if it demanded freedom from her body. She rocked to its rhythm. Trapped by her useless body, she had no escape.




  ‘You leave her alone, you pervert . . . Agh!’




  The sentence swam into a holler of pain that died into a silence. An agony entered Lizzie at the thought of him hitting Rita. The door flew open. Ken stood in front of her like a smiling demon.

  ‘I’ve got a treat for you, sis.’




  A watery-red trail of blood mingled with his sweat and ran down to his neck. It matched the thread veins in the whites of his staring eyes. She could not look away. The evil inside him bored

  into her soul.




  Shrinking back from the phial he held didn’t help. The fluid glistened as he pumped some of it into the air. ‘What is it? What’re you going to do? Ken . . . No!’




  ‘It’s something to make you shut your mouth and do as I say. You’ll like it. You’ll like it so much You’ll beg me for more, just like she does.’




  Her shocked mind wouldn’t give her the enormity of what he intended. She knew Rita used drugs now and again when the gin wasn’t enough, but didn’t know she’d got to the

  stage of begging for it. And she’d heard that more and more young people were becoming addicted to hardened drugs like heroin. No, please don’t let it be that!




  ‘Please . . . Please, Ken, don’t—’




  The jab stung her.




  ‘Little sis is going to be a good girl now.’




  The pink walls of her bedroom wobbled like blancmange. Voices mocked her. Her body seemed to float round the room, passed by her school picture, and up to the light dangling down from the

  ceiling. The lightshade began to dance, the blue dots on it twirling round then jumping off and sticking to the ceiling. She laughed. ‘Naughty dots. Get back where you belong.’




  ‘Now! Go on, get her onto the bed.’




  Arms held her. Lifted her. A chill shivered through her. ‘Don’t take my clothes off. I’m cold.’




  ‘This ain’t right, Ken. You said she was willing.’




  ‘Just do it, Laurence. She needs it. Who’s going to take her on? She needs showing about life and to have experiences. Besides, yer bleedin’ fancy her, don’t

  yer?’




  ‘Not like this . . .’




  ‘Fucking do it! You arsehole, you owe me. Besides, I’m bleedin’ doing it for her.’




  ‘Get lost.’




  A door slammed, making her jump. Ken’s voice, angry, shouting at Laurence, calling him loopy and spineless. But she wasn’t afraid, not like normal. Just confused and . . . and

  light-headed. Nothing mattered. There were no cares, no fears, nothing . . . She could do anything and be anybody. She wanted to close her eyes. Beautiful dreams came when she closed her eyes.

  Colours. Wonderful colours swirled around her, brushing away all hurt. All pain. Making her feel safe.




  





  Four




  Patsy, Theresa Crompton’s Long-lost Daughter




  Breckton, Yorkshire – 1963




  The sun warmed Patsy, and contentment seeped into every part of her as she sat studying papers about the functions of the liver and the diseases it can succumb to –

  something she had studied early on in her course, but needed to refresh her memory on.




  Richard, a doctor and the man she’d called dad for four years now, sat a few feet away reading through some medical notes. His expression was intent.




  Glancing to her left, she saw Harri, her half-sister, lying back in her deck chair, her notes casually held in her hand, her eyes dreamily following anything that moved in the garden. They were

  both studying to be doctors, but Harri never had to give her full attention to any subject. Being Richard’s stepdaughter since birth, she’d been around medicine all her life. A little

  envy entered Patsy at this thought. It wasn’t just the knowledge Harri had picked up over the years, but her having had a stable and settled life surrounded by family and love. It seemed so

  unfair.




  ‘That were a sigh and a half, love. Having problems?’




  The cushion she threw just missed Harri. Harri’s laughter broke the peace, causing an impatient sigh from Richard. ‘Sorry, Dad. It were Patsy’s fault. She threw a cushion at

  me.’




  ‘For two young women who are about to start your final year and enter the hospital to do your internship, you still act like children at times!’ This didn’t come over as a

  reprimand; his accompanying smile belied that. ‘And you, Harri, deserved it from what I heard, as you were being a little smug. You should help your sister rather than tease her. She has done

  remarkably well and deserves your support.’




  ‘Aye, Dad, I know. I were only funning. Eeh, Patsy, sorry, love. Look, I’ll go through it with you. When we do that, you find you have absorbed more than you thought. I’ll do

  it as a question and answer session.’




  ‘No, thanks. I don’t feel ready for that. I need to take a bit more of it in.’ Relief entered her as Harri accepted this and got up, saying as she did so, ‘Okay, anyone

  for a cool drink?’




  Watching Harri walk towards the house was like watching a mirror image of herself. Born on the same day to the same father but to different mothers, it was uncanny how alike they were with their

  golden-red hair, hazel, slanting eyes and petite figures. People often mistook them for one another, but inside they were different. They’d been shaped by the very different hands dealt them

  by life, and they sounded different too: Harri, having been brought up in Yorkshire, spoke with an accent very different to Patsy’s own London one.




  It was said that they took their looks from their granny Megan, a woman everyone had loved who had met a tragic end at the hands of her own son, Billy Armitage – hers and Harri’s

  dad.




  She didn’t let her mind dwell on the rest of it. None of it really touched her, and the bit that did hurt too much to think about. The only way she could cope was to detach herself from

  it. Yes, it was her father and her granny, but it was like a story from a book about other people. The only attachment she had to it was how the likeness they both had to their granny had led her

  to find Harri and her family. A family she was now a member of.




  It wasn’t that she had been looking for them, as until four years ago she’d had no idea who she was or if she even had any relatives.




  Brought up in one orphanage after another in and around London and rejected by possible adoptive parents, she’d ended up living in a hostel in the city. When she turned sixteen and was

  shoved out of care to face life on her own, she had tried desperately to continue the education that she’d been privileged, for someone with her background, to have. An unknown benefactor had

  seen to that for her – the man who had set up a trust for her had stipulated it must provide for her education. This had meant she’d always been given private lessons after school that

  had enabled her to pass a scholarship into grammar school.




  There she had met an excellent tutor who’d drummed into her that she was a somebody and not just one of life’s misfits. He’d urged her to carry on her education by

  going to college, but to do so she’d needed to earn money. An advert for a Girl Friday had seemed the answer. She’d thought it would entail dog-walking or sitting with the elderly,

  maybe reading to them or some such work. It didn’t turn out to be that, and she should have known by the line in the ad that had said, ‘Girls willing to do anything and earn good money,

  please apply.’ As it had turned out, it didn’t matter, as meeting Rita, the woman who had placed the advert, changed her life.




  Rita had been astounded on seeing her to learn that she wasn’t Harriet Armitage from Breckton, a girl and a place Patsy had never heard of. But then, after learning she didn’t know

  who her parents were, Rita had wanted to know her birth-date. She had then come to a conclusion about who Patsy must be and told her about a woman called Theresa Crompton, whom Rita had witnessed

  having an affair with Billy Armitage. It appeared that soon after, Theresa had gone away for some time and everyone had thought it was to do with war work.




  The shock had been tremendous. Bitterness towards this Theresa, who had callously given her away, had taken root inside her. Rita had nurtured this and had used her for her own ends, with

  terrible consequences.




  A shudder passed through her, chilling her bones at the memory as Rita’s voice came back to her. ‘I have a score to settle with them bleedin’ Cromptons,’ she’d told

  Patsy, and had then gone on to stir up and intensify the feelings she’d recognized in her by goading her to exact her own revenge. She’d told her about the Crompton twins and their

  despicable ways, and how they had framed her. ‘Getting rid of you is typical of them. They’d bleedin’ cast you aside and leave you to fend for yerself without giving it a thought.

  Well, me and you can see as they get their comeuppance.’




  Rita hadn’t had to persuade her; she’d wanted to do it. Hate had driven her, but she hadn’t been prepared for what her action caused. What her appearance in his life had meant

  to Terence Crompton, Theresa’s twin brother, she had no idea. He’d promised to meet her in Leeds, but had never turned up. Instead he’d . . . No, she wasn’t to think about

  it. She mustn’t . . . But unbidden, the thought came into her mind that only compounded her pain: It was only a phone call and a mention of Rita’s name. Why would he kill himself

  because of that?




  Tears threatened, but she swallowed hard and dispelled them.




  She’d waited for a long time in the cold and then had seen a headline on a newspaper stand that had told her why Terence Crompton, her uncle, hadn’t turned up and never ever would.

  To escape the icy wind she’d wandered into a shop called Hattie’s Emporium where Hattie, a friend so embedded in Harri’s family that they called her ‘aunt’, had

  spotted her and once more she had been mistaken for Harri. The same error being made by someone so close to Harri meant there could be no question that they were related; amazingly, it turned out

  they’d even been born on the same day!




  Meeting a real half-sister, someone who actually belonged to her, was like a miracle. It was as if all her dreams had come true: Harri’s mam, Sarah, her stepdad, Richard – both of

  whom had insisted she call them Mam and Dad – and Harri’s half-brothers Ian and David had all opened up their hearts and home to her, and she’d lived as one of them ever

  since.




  She and Harri had become inseparable, and she loved her with a feeling that encompassed many emotions. Jealousy was one of these, and it frightened her at times, as it gave her feelings close to

  hate when she dwelt on the injustice of how different their lives had been. But there was another side to her jealousy that made her reluctant to share Harri with anyone. She’d even taken up

  studying to become a doctor on learning that that was Harri’s intention, and now they were in their fourth year.




  Harri’s voice calling out to her dad took her from these thoughts. ‘Dad, Mam’s upset. There’s sommat in the newspaper. She’s crying.’




  ‘What? What is it?’ The love Richard had for Sarah showed in his voice and in the way he jumped up and ran towards the house. Patsy followed on his heels.




  Sarah stood at the table staring down at an open newspaper, tears streaming down her face.




  ‘Darling?’




  ‘Oh, Richard, it’s her! After all this time. Oh, Patsy, I – I . . .’




  Patsy stood frozen by the shock of realization that whatever it was Mam was looking at involved her. She felt Harri’s arm come around her. Fear gripped her. She couldn’t think what

  could be in the paper that could harm her, and yet instinct told her it would.




  As Richard looked down at the paper, Sarah’s plaintive plea of, ‘Please God, don’t let it all begin again,’ deepened the dread in her. What could all begin

  again?




  ‘Darling, don’t upset yourself. We can deal with this and we can help Patsy to do so. It was always—’




  ‘What? What do you have to help me to deal with?’




  Richard left Sarah’s side and came over to her and Harri. ‘There’s an article in the newspaper about your mother, Patsy. It isn’t pleasant.’




  ‘Is sh-she dead?’




  ‘No. She’s hurt. She’s been mugged. The picture is horrific. You need to prepare yourself, dear.’




  Prepare myself! My God, how can I do that! She’d never seen a picture of her mother. She’d even got over wanting to find her – she’d had to, as the bitterness in

  her hadn’t left her and nor had her need for revenge.




  ‘I – I’ll look later.’




  ‘Come back out into the garden, love. Dad’ll see to Mam. Eeh, that such a thing should happen, just when you’re nicely settled. And your poor mam.’




  ‘She ain’t poor. It’s no more than she deserves. She—’




  ‘Patsy! Eeh, come on now. That’s no way to talk. She’s hurt. I know as you’re bitter towards her, but you should think on. I mean, you don’t know why she let you

  go. She might have had good reason.’




  They were back in the garden and had sat down on the wooden bench near to the lawn. A calmer feeling had descended on her. ‘What reason could she have, Harri? She were rich. She could have

  taken care of me.’




  ‘Well, it was said as our dad . . . well . . . that he – he raped her.’




  ‘He didn’t! Rita told me they were having an affair. She saw them!’




  ‘What? You never said . . . Eeh, I don’t believe it. He and Mam had only just married! Your mam were local gentry, and besides, our father . . . well, he were mentally unstable. Dad

  told us. You remember? I don’t think your mam would have given you up had you been born out of a love affair.’




  ‘So I’ve been unwanted from the moment I was conceived.’




  ‘No. You’re wanted now – very much so – but aye, I can see as a lot of women wouldn’t want a daily reminder of such a horrific thing happening to them. By, I know

  we haven’t spoken much about how you came to find me, Patsy, but I never liked the sound of that Rita. I reckon as she would tell you that it were an affair just to get you going. She’d

  think on how it would be harder to take if you thought your mam had done what brought you into this world willingly but then didn’t want the consequences. Don’t forget, Rita’s

  sole aim was to hurt your mam and your uncle.’




  Yes, I can see that. I’ve always seen it, really, so I’ve never denied the assumption Hattie made about it being rape when she met me. Though deep down I don’t think any of

  them believe it, really. I don’t know why. Maybe that’s why Mam’s afraid that something may all start again, whatever that something is.’




  ‘There’s nowt as can start again. She’s just afraid of losing you and of it all raking up the terrible things she and Granddad Jack went through, as a lot of that can be put at

  the door of the Cromptons. She just can’t face any more upset. I mean, your family were . . . well, there was the fire and, well, you know. Oh God! I know what Mam means. It’s all so

  painful to think about even for us, and we weren’t even born!’




  They sat in silence for a moment, holding each other’s hands as though they would never let go. But Patsy’s thoughts weren’t silent. They raged at her. They brought back her

  need for revenge. She didn’t want to feel like this, but then, she supposed it was all part of it – the upset to their lives that no one wanted. She wouldn’t do anything for now.

  She wouldn’t even look at the article about her mother.




  ‘Hi, you two. Why so glum?’




  Oh no, that was all she needed: Ian and David, returning from work. It had surprised her that with their upbringing and education they both preferred to work on their granddad’s farm

  rather than take up a career. Especially Ian, who was exceptionally clever and into anything scientific – besides being a pain, that was. Him and his silly crush on her. It was embarrassing!

  It wasn’t that he wasn’t a nice person – he was, and good-looking too, taking after his granddad Jack in looks and manner, and there wasn’t a nicer man he could take after

  – but he was two years younger than her and had an irritating way of hanging on her every word.




  ‘Patsy’s had a bit of a shock and needs to be quiet for a while. Dad’ll tell you of it.’




  She saw Ian about to respond to this by coming over, but for once he showed maturity and carried on into the house, only saying as he passed them that he was sorry to hear it.




  ‘Thanks, Harri. I’m feeling a lot better now.’




  ‘Well, it came a bit out of the blue, didn’t it? Like someone smacking you round the face for no reason, but it might turn out for the best. You never know.’




  ‘I don’t want our lives to change. I won’t go to her. I—’




  ‘Well, that’s up to you, love. No one’ll try to persuade you one way or the other. How about we go for a walk? We’ve been sat down here all afternoon and I could do with

  stretching me legs. I were thinking of cutting some of them chrysanths and taking them to Granny Bridget’s grave.’

OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
Time Passes Time

Mary Wood

PAN BOOKS





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
MARY WOOD

She found love and
courage in her
darkest hours





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





