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  For my much-loved and much-missed sister, Rosemary, who loved the stories I sent in for her when she was in hospital. To remember is to feel your presence. Rest in peace,

  forever locked in your youth, forever locked in my heart.
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  Alice




  DUNKIRK, MAY 1940




  A MISSION IMPOSSIBLE




  They’d pulled it off. No one had noticed she wasn’t a man. But now, with the shrill whistle of Luftwaffe aircraft diving towards them in wave after unrelenting

  wave, she questioned her sanity in persuading Bren to let her come with him to Dunkirk.




  ‘Come on, hold my hand . . .’




  The desperate soldiers, neck-high in freezing water, didn’t care that the voice urging them to make one last effort to climb into the boat belonged to a woman. Exhausted, terrified and

  near to death, they found the strength from somewhere to clamber over the side.




  The glow of a thousand fires lit the face of the next in line. She looked into his eyes and saw them glaze over. They were young eyes and fearful in the knowledge that he wasn’t going to

  make it. ‘Just take my hand. Come on, you can do it . . . Please – no, no, don’t give up. You’re safe now . . . Help me, someone help me!’ No one heard her as the

  crashing explosions all around them drowned out her voice. His grasp loosened. The blood-filled water washed over his face.




  Tears ran down her cheeks. They mingled with the stinging sea spray. She’d failed him . . . Oh God!




  ‘’Ere, give me a hand, mate. ’Elp me . . .’




  The plea jolted her back from her desperation. She had to keep going. Taking the outstretched hand with both of hers and putting her foot against the side of the boat, she hauled with every

  ounce of strength she had, until the soldier could grasp the side and slither into the boat.




  Leaving him, she turned back to the water. Another hand reached for her, and behind him yet another. The line of men had an end. It trailed back to the beach, where thousands of battle-worn

  soldiers waited – sitting targets for the machine-gun fire ripping through them, making their bodies dance even after they had fallen.




  The futility of it all sapped her strength until she felt herself folding with despair, but a voice stopped her desolation. ‘I’ll take over, lass. Move over, get below for a bit.

  I’ll get them in. I’m Corporal Moisley, Yorkshire Regiment. Some of me muckers are in the line. How many can you take on board?’




  ‘Fifteen.’ Such an inadequate number. ‘Thanks. I’m Alice . . . Alice D’Olivier.’




  His face held a look of astonishment, before changing to one of disgust. She was used to that. Her name often provoked such a reaction.




  But then, just as if she hadn’t spoken, he turned from her and carried on where he’d left off, discussing the business in hand. ‘Well, I reckon as this one’ll do it,

  then. Come on, Barrowclough, hitch yourself up. Good lad. You made it.’ To the others, in a voice that might have been turning them away from a football-stadium turnstile instead of a chance

  to survive, he shouted, ‘Sorry, lads. But there’s more boats coming. A reet Armada of them. You’ll catch the next one. Keep encouraging those behind you – good lads! Tell

  them I’ll be back with the skipper on his next trip, as this young lass here is a toff and out of her depth.’




  The way he said ‘toff’ stung Alice and confirmed her suspicions that the disgust she’d seen in his look meant he must have heard of her father. Would she ever live down the

  shame?




  She didn’t want to berate him for the insult – she’d allowed so many jibes over the years, unable to challenge them. So what did one more matter? Instead she went to thank him,

  but the words were subsumed into a blast that blocked her ears, leaving high-pitched sounds zinging around her trembling body. The violent motion of the boat flung her onto her back. Others landed

  near her; one fell onto her feet. As the motion steadied they lifted themselves up. In the distance behind them flames engulfed a huge ship. A gaping hole showed where its guts had been ripped out,

  by what could only have been a mine. Wood and steel screeched as the water devoured it. Men screamed the agony of a burning hell. At that moment the thought came to her that the world was coming to

  an end. Oh, God, help them, help them . . . help us all . . .




  A hand shoved her. ‘Get yourself to the skipper. Tell him we’re ready for the off. Go on, there’s nowt as we can do for them.’




  Pushing through the men slumped on the deck, Alice made it to Bren’s side. ‘We’re full. We need to go.’




  ‘Oh, my darling, you shouldn’t have come. I shouldn’t have given in.’




  The endearment grated on her. She didn’t want it. Nor did she want to see his hurt as she rejected his outstretched arm wanting to pull her to him. The edge of her irritation showed in her

  voice as she shouted, ‘This isn’t the time, Bren! Just get us out of here. Please.’




  ‘There never will be a time, will there?’




  She didn’t answer this.




  Bren reacted by taking on a professional stance. Handing her a torch and compass, he said, ‘Right, I know my way along the coast to where the naval officer said we should head for, but

  once we get to buoy six, you’ll have to take over the navigation from there. He said we were to turn nor’west on a direct course for Dover.’




  ‘How far is it, Skip?’ Moisley’s voice came from behind her.




  ‘It’s thirty-nine nautical miles, according to my information.’




  ‘Reet. Have you any refreshments on board, or fags maybe?’




  ‘We have both. Though whether there’s enough or not is another matter. Alice will show you where they are, Corporal . . . ?’




  ‘Moisley. We met up on deck. He helped me to get the last of the men in the boat. Follow me, Corporal. The galley is down here.’ Holding the rail and swinging her body downwards,

  Alice found the steps with her feet. ‘I can make tea,’ she told him, ‘but we only have four mugs, so the men will have to pass them round. We have sandwiches, and . . . and smoked

  salmon, a salad, cold potatoes . . .’




  ‘Toff’s grub, eh?’




  ‘I take it you know who my father was?’




  ‘Aye, and more of your family. But it’s a long story, and I ain’t for telling it now.’




  ‘I can’t imagine how you can possibly know any other members of my family! I accept that you have heard of my father – everyone has – but I am not my father, Corporal. He

  . . . he died the year I was born. I have no memory of him.’ And the memories I tried to make up were tainted and destroyed when I found out what he had done. Will I ever come to terms

  with it all? Shaking this thought away, she was determined not to lose her dignity in front of this man, who already held her in disdain. Instead she set about gathering what they would need

  for the tea. ‘There’s some tobacco in that drawer. We took a minute to buy plenty before we left, guessing it would be the first thing the men would want.’




  He ignored her attempt at a smile. His insolence made her angry, and she found anger a better companion than the thoughts of her father or the fear of their situation.




  Trying to make tea with the boat rocking precariously from side to side took all her attention. Water ran around her feet. Looking down, she saw about an inch swirling around, but it

  wasn’t enough to worry about. The lamp she’d lit after pulling the blinds down creaked as it swayed, but thankfully the noise of the battle raging behind them was lessening, though it

  didn’t wipe itself from her mind.




  Moisley left her, his hands filled with packets of tobacco and papers. Picking up the matches, she caught up with him and shoved them into his pocket.




  ‘You may not be your da, but you’re still of him – and that’s enough for me to hate the guts of you,’ he said.




  A sob racked her throat. The tears followed. Tears of stupid, bloody hurt pride. Wiping them away, she was determined not to give in. If she did, she’d be lost.




  The day had started out with the excitement of being with Bren. He’d asked her to accompany him on a trip on his boat to Henley. ‘We’ll take a picnic, and I

  have a surprise for you,’ he’d said. His voice had held an expectation that told her he meant to propose. She had thought if it was that, she could handle it – even hoped that she

  would have a spark in her that would enable her to accept. But with the scuppering of their plans, none of it had mattered.




  The order had come whilst they were filling the cupboards in the galley with food. The owner of the local boat-building yard had called out to Bren, ‘Not a good day for messing about on a

  boat, sir. I’ve bad news, I’m afraid.’




  Explaining further, he’d told them he’d been charged with letting the owners know that the Navy was commandeering all shallow-draught boats. The Allied forces in France were

  retreating and were trapped on the beaches of Dunkirk. ‘Everything and anything that can float is needed to get them off,’ he’d said, and then told them, ‘There are upwards

  of three hundred thousand of them, sir. A disaster.’




  Fear had dried her throat. If the forces had failed to keep back the Germans in France, then the invasion of their shores must be imminent!




  Bren saying he would go and help with the evacuation had overridden her fear and given her a way to try and wipe out the stigma of her father’s name. She would go too; she’d show

  that not all D’Oliviers were cowards.




  None of Bren’s arguments had dissuaded her. Running to the boatyard owner’s office, she’d telephoned home, leaving a message with her mother’s maid to say that she would

  be staying at Bren’s overnight. There had been no need to say more, as her mother wouldn’t care one way or the other. Bren had phoned his own mother. Telling her the truth, he’d

  begged her to keep up the charade of the overnight stay.




  When they reached Ramsgate a naval engineer had met them and told them they were to leave the boat and allow Navy personnel to take it from there. Bren had stood firm, telling them,

  ‘I’m Brendon Wellingham – Officer Wellingham. Completed my training at the Royal Naval College, Dartmouth last week. On leave for three weeks awaiting deployment. This is my

  yacht, and I am taking her over myself. I have an experienced mate with me.’




  The engineer had looked over at her. She’d prayed that her huge sou’wester and the height of a man hid the fact that she was a woman.




  Saluting and clipping his heels in respect for Bren’s rank, the naval engineer told them they would be given their orders when they reached Dover. But before they were allowed to set sail,

  their boat had to be checked over by him and his team and passed as seaworthy.




  As he’d left them, Bren had turned to her and asked, ‘Alice, do you think you can march?’




  ‘I should be able to,’ she’d told him. ‘You drilled me enough when we played military games as children.’




  The lightness of this statement hadn’t moved him from his anger at her. He just said, ‘Well, do so as we walk over to the mess-hut, otherwise the men will cotton on that you’re

  not a man. I’ll be in all sorts of trouble if they do!’




  This had been the longest sentence Bren had uttered to her since they had left his mooring on the Thames. But she knew that he dealt with his feelings by remaining silent, so she had accepted

  it.




  His anger with her hadn’t just been because of her stubbornness in asserting her right to come with him on this mission, but encompassed his need to change their lifelong friendship into

  something deeper. She wanted that to happen too, and had been determined to try, but it wasn’t easy for her to accept love, or to give it, not even to Bren. And yet Bren was her life. For

  most of it he’d been the only normal presence she’d known, and his weekly visits when they were children had been the one good thing she’d had to look forward to.




  Those visits were something Mother couldn’t stop happening, though she often threatened to. Threats, Alice knew, along with all the other cruelty she’d suffered at her mother’s

  hand, were Mother’s way of punishing her for being who she was – her father’s daughter!




  But in all this Alice had an ally. Lady Elizabeth, Bren’s mother and the only friend Mother had left – and didn’t want to lose – had insisted on Alice and Bren spending

  time together.




  Although reverting to her pre-marriage title of Lady Louise Fuller, Mother had never been fully accepted back into the society from which she’d been ostracized when her husband’s

  wrongdoing to his king and country had been made public. The only real contact with society that she’d had, and the only chance of getting the occasional invitation, had lain with Lady

  Elizabeth.




  Alice often wondered if Lady Elizabeth had realized what was going on. If she had, surely she would have intervened and stopped the cruelty? She had to believe that Lady Elizabeth hadn’t

  known, and remained grateful to her for accepting that a child should have at least one friend, and for making sure her son was allowed to visit each and every Saturday afternoon.




  Bren and his mother had been her sole contact with the outside world in those days. Never leaving her house and garden, she had been brought up by her nanny and schooled by her governess, and

  rarely even had a chat with the servants scurrying around her large home, which stood on the border of Bexley’s Danson Park in south-east London.




  When that wonderful day had come for her to leave home and go to boarding school, parting from Bren had broken Alice’s heart and marred her joy. But she had found her school in Belgium to

  be both a release from the horrors of her home life and a bringer of new experiences – not least the language used, which alternated between French and German, with very little English being

  spoken. It had taken her a surprisingly short time to adapt to that aspect, but a little longer to adjust to life in what had been to her a strange environment.




  At first afraid of everybody and everything – and in particular the noise made by hundreds of children – she had grown in confidence over time. She’d become a leader, and had

  been popular with the other girls. Holidays had been spent in France with her father’s kin, her Uncle Philippe and his family, and her ancient grandmother – a woman who had taught Alice

  that she had a backbone and that she had to strengthen it in order to deal with life’s knock-backs. It had worked: she’d found a way of dealing with everything. At least she’d

  thought she had, until at eighteen she’d returned and met up with Bren again. Oh, they’d picked up the threads of their bond easily enough, and had found them woven just as tightly as

  if they’d never been apart, but there had soon been challenges to the foundations of that friendship as other feelings started to develop. But she wouldn’t think about them now. They

  spoiled what had always been so simple, and made it all complicated.




  Bren had grown from the shy, gangly ginger-haired boy she’d known into a tall, handsome man. They’d always been the same height as children, but he now stood a couple of inches

  taller than her, at six feet. His hair had darkened to a rust shade and suited the short-back-and-sides that the Navy had given him, making his strong features, square chin and freckled complexion

  all the more defined.




  He’d chosen to take up a career as a doctor and was in his fourth year when war was declared last September, and he’d been called up. He’d omitted to tell the naval officer at

  Dover that his training in sea warfare had been limited to a few weeks for fear of them refusing him permission to go.




  He was to continue his training in the medical field with the Navy working in the naval hospital in England at first and then later wherever he was needed.




  Alice had gone on to work in the War Office as a secretary and driver to General Stuart Westlin, a key figure in the talks leading up to that fateful day last September when Britain had declared

  war on Germany. But although Westlin had played a significant role in the planning of the Allied forces’ cooperation in this initial defence of France, she wasn’t sure of his role at

  present. It seemed less defined, as greater responsibility had been given to a team of coordinators of which he was a part. The generals made decisions together, and all decisions had to be passed

  by the PM; only an elite few had a specialized area. The secrecy was such that leading up to the outbreak of war all personnel at the War Office were conscripted into the Army and had to swear an

  oath of allegiance. Most, like herself, held the rank of officer.




  As if tuning into her thoughts, Bren took the mug of tea she offered him now and asked, ‘What is Westlin’s view of this retreat, Alice? Did you know the scale of the rescue operation

  that would be needed?’




  ‘No, there was no talk of an evacuation. I knew, like everyone, that the Germans were pushing us back and we were struggling to stop them, but this is a disaster!’




  ‘That’s an understatement. God, those poor chaps! I’ll have to go back for more, once we get these unloaded. But, Alice, no matter what you say, you’re not going back

  with me. Moisley has offered, and I think that best.’




  ‘I agree. I haven’t the strength to give it another go. It wouldn’t be fair. Has Moisley said anything to you?’




  ‘About what?’




  ‘Oh, you know . . . about me and about my father.’




  ‘No, why should he? How can he possibly know anything? Let it go, Alice. For God’s sake, let it go.’




  Turning from him, she wished it was that easy, but what her father had done had driven her whole life from the age of ten, when she had first been told. The trembling started at this thought,

  and she fought against the memories that were surfacing, but that never helped. As she sat down on a bench next to the helm, they possessed her once more, filling her with loathing and disgust as

  she relived how her mother had disclosed the truth.




  ‘You are your father personified. That disgusting, disgraceful man lives in you and makes you as evil as he was!’




  She’d stood, bewildered and stinging from the constant assault of slaps that her mother metered out as she said this, taking her punishment for whatever imagined misdemeanour she was

  thought to have committed and telling herself, Mother isn’t well in her head. I have to remember that. And she had also to remember that her own birth had been the cause of Mother

  becoming unbalanced.




  She’d learned this from their doctor. In an effort to help her to understand, he’d told her, ‘The difficult pregnancy and birth, and all she endured during it, has left your

  mother mentally sick. She cannot help her outbursts, Alice.’ It was as if this made it all right that her mother knocked her about until she was almost senseless.




  This talk had come after the doctor had been fetched, following a violent attack that had left Alice unconscious. She’d learned afterwards that he’d told the household and garden

  staff that they should look for the signs of Mother becoming agitated and keep Alice out of her sight until the bout passed – and that was it, that was all the protection she had been

  offered. There was to be no other help for her. And worse was to come.




  Being hit and abused became a normal everyday occurrence in her life. Nanny had done it too. Huh! There was never a more inappropriate title for the woman whose graveside she’d stood

  beside only weeks after the most shocking revelation of her life.




  Although Alice had stood with dignity and made herself look as if she was sorry, inside she’d been cheering. She’d even imagined dancing on the woman’s grave, scattering the

  flowers with their kind endearments written on little cards. And the thought of doing so had lifted her, for never again would that evil woman be able to vent her cruel streak on her, or do those

  vile things to her body.




  Nanny starting to abuse her and Mother spitting out the truth of her hatred for Father, during a particularly violent and vitriolic attack, had both happened on the same day. ‘Your father

  was a traitor! A filthy rotten traitor to his country. And he was shot! Shot by his own regiment for giving information to the Germans – information that led to the death of thousands in the

  Great War. The dirty womanizing coward!’




  For a ten-year-old this had been hard to take in, but she had understood what was meant by the word ‘traitor’, and the information had shaken her world. In her room she’d taken

  the framed photograph of her father from the dressing table and thrown it against the wall. It had smashed into a thousand pieces.




  As she’d curled her stinging, bruised body into a ball on her bed, it felt as if she’d lost everything. The only good thing she thought she’d had in her life – the

  picture of her smiling father standing proudly in his officer’s uniform – had now gone. As had the world she’d made up about him and herself, and the things they would have done

  together; the protection he would have given her; the hugs she’d imagined and was almost able to feel . . . All gone. Thinking him a victim of the Great War, she’d put her father on a

  pedestal and he’d not deserved it. The shame of it had crucified her, and she’d never felt more alone.




  The noise she’d made had woken Nanny from her afternoon nap. The sound of her heavy footsteps coming across the landing lived inside Alice and still filled her with terror. Going to the

  window, she’d been frantic to catch someone’s attention, but had known that it was fruitless. Her bedroom overlooked the back garden, and the only person who’d ever shown her any

  kindness – Bill, their gardener – had been away on a week’s break. Sometimes he’d been able to save her. Sometimes, when she’d opened her window and screamed,

  he’d come into the kitchen and send one of the maids to tell Nanny that he’d have her guts for garters if she touched Miss Alice again. This had stopped the evil woman on occasions, but

  she’d always had her revenge.




  The thought of how Nanny took her revenge that day, and many times afterwards, had Alice wrapping her arms around her waist. Bile rose to her throat. Jumping up, she climbed the few steps to the

  boat’s deck, only just making it to the rail before vomit billowed from her. Weary eyes behind curls of smoke looked over at her, but none of the men commented or moved towards her. Moisley

  spat into the wind, before looking away from her. She wanted to go up to him and shake him and scream at him, ‘Yes, I am his daughter, but can’t you see I’m not him? Hasn’t

  what I did today told you that?’ And to tell him that she’d paid – she’d paid dearly and was still paying. God, she was still paying.




  The child she’d been took over and blocked this thought with her own screams. They were silent to the outside world, but scorched the inside of her as she slumped down on the deck and

  released them in sobs that did nothing to let free the voices of the past – Nanny’s voice as she’d helped her out of her clothes, a strange voice not like Nanny’s usual one.

  This voice didn’t tell of the expected beating: ‘There, there, Nanny will make it better.’ And then, ‘Nice. Good girl. Nanny loves you’, each word spoken to a caress,

  a stroke of little Alice’s naked body. Frozen with the shock of it, she’d been unable to move. ‘Pretty little Alice. Look at your lovely golden curls, angelic, innocent, fresh . .

  .’




  With these words entering her memory, there also came a picture of the distorted light of the lamp. The pain assailed her afresh as she remembered that it seemed to have happened in time to the

  elongated streams of light, as Nanny moved in and out of the beams that shone across the room.




  ‘Put your hand in there, that’s right.’ Taking her hand, Nanny had forced it inside her blouse, holding it on her fleshy breast, then moving it over the hard nipple. ‘You

  should have been Nanny’s good girl before, then Nanny wouldn’t have punished you. There, you like that, don’t you?’




  ‘Stop it! No . . . No, it hurts. Please stop . . .’ Lifting her head now, Alice wondered if she’d said the words out loud, but the soldiers were no longer looking at her, not

  even Moisley.




  Unclenching the muscles of her vagina, she sighed away the horror. They were nearing the point where Bren would need her help. As she rose, the warm dampness of her body told of her sweating.

  Opening her sou’wester, she climbed back down the steps.




  ‘Are you all right, Alice? Has this been too much for you?’




  Making an extreme effort, she made a joke with her reply, ‘Well, it isn’t like my usual working day, I’ll give you that.’




  His smile relaxed the moment. ‘And your usual day’s work is all the excitement you are going to get for a long time, old thing, if I have anything to do with it.’




  ‘Huh, and who says?’ It wasn’t the best time to tell him, but the lead-in was perfect and he would have to concentrate rather than argue with her. ‘Bren, I’m taking

  a new job. I’m to move to being an interpreter.’




  ‘What? Good God, you kept that quiet! What will it entail?’




  ‘I had to, in a way. Anyway I will still be working at the War Office, but moving to one of the basement offices. Everything I deal with will be top secret. I am hoping my skills will be

  needed in the field, too . . .’




  ‘No. Not active service. Not that – oh, Alice, I couldn’t bear that.’




  ‘It might happen that I am sent to where the action is. Interpreters will be needed as the Allied forces work closer together. That is, if this lot doesn’t bring a swift end with an

  invasion. Don’t . . . I – I’m sorry.’




  His arm reached for her and pulled her close – too close. She wasn’t ready. She’d moved herself away from him.




  ‘Alice, it has been four years since I first told you how I feel about you. I cannot go on any longer. I understand, I do, but this is me, Alice. Your Bren. I would never hurt you, you

  know that. Today I planned . . .’




  ‘Please, Bren, not now.’




  The tense moment was broken by Moisley shouting down at them. ‘Need a hand with navigation? I’m trained in that field.’




  ‘Thanks, I was going to do it, but as you’re making the next trip it would be a good idea for you to show that you can cope.’




  Moisley’s look didn’t mar her relief. Back on deck, she watched the clouds drifting, some of them thick and increasing the gloom that had descended on her, others fluffy and dancing

  away as quickly as they came, throwing shadows that matched those covering her heavy heart as it visited the turmoil it was in over Bren. Please God, keep him safe. And help me. Help me to be

  able to unlock the feelings I have for him, and to give myself to him as I am meant to do. And please help me to let go of the past.
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  Lil




  RAWSTON, YORKSHIRE, JULY 1940




  DISILLUSIONED




  Lil Moisley stood by the window and watched as her husband turned into the street. Her heart leapt. He was safe. The note saying he was on his way had arrived five days ago,

  and every day she had looked out for him.




  In the distance behind him stood Croughton Mill, grey and bleak against the blue sky. Its chimney belched smoke that soared high today, but often choked the atmosphere as it travelled on the

  wind towards them. Not that folk ever complained. If it stopped, it would mean the livelihood of the town would be at an end.




  The imposing building had misery etched into its walls by its history of child-labour and below-the-bread-line wages for the folk who had peopled the workhouses and were used as forced labour.

  Lil had been born in one of the workhouses nearby and had come to learn the wrongdoings of the mill’s previous owners. She had seen how the mill had flourished and then almost closed as

  demand had wavered, but the war had once more breathed new life into it and work was plentiful again.




  The need for all things military – uniforms, parachutes, tents, everything and anything that required the basic cloths they spun there – meant the mill’s looms never stopped

  working. But although the townsfolk all depended on the work the mill gave, its legacy held many a heartbreak, and part of it lay at the root of her husband’s discontent and, she knew, was

  the source of his surliness.




  She looked behind her at Mildred, her ma-in-law, sitting proudly in an armchair next to the fire, and went to tell her that her son was on his way, but stopped herself. For a moment she watched

  this woman, the bearer of the sin from which Alfie was born. For the umpteenth time she wondered how Mildred had stood resolute that Philippe D’Olivier, the owner of the mill at the time, had

  raped her and that Alfie had been the product of that rape, when all the gossip maintained that she went willingly with him.




  Alfie had allowed bitterness to possess him when, as a child, he’d seen the riches the D’Olivier family had as they’d driven past him in the first cars ever invented, whilst he

  and his ma hadn’t two pennies to rub together. He’d suffered the indignity of having a lackey shove him into the ditch many a time, when all he’d wanted to do was to gaze at his

  da as he rode his horse down the lane. One lackey even took a whip to him once, as he’d jumped out in front of his da to confront him; he was only a lad of twelve at the time. But, he’d

  told Lil, the incident had settled in his mind once and for all that he was Philippe D’Olivier’s son, as the man had gasped at the sight of him – not just because Alfie had

  startled him, but because he’d seen the likeness between them: Alfie had been the elder man’s double. Even down to the large brown mole on his left cheek.




  Then as rumours circulated about his uncle – his da’s brother Ralph – being shot as a traitor, Alfie had suffered further, as folk had taunted him. He’d followed the

  story as best he could, finding out more after the Great War by visiting the office of the Bradford Tribune and asking questions. He’d been disgusted by the facts. Not long after that

  the mill had been sold and, with nothing coming to him or his ma, his anger took root. He vented a lot of it on his ma.




  In some ways the war had brought a relief from all of that for Alfie, and for Lil. Loving him as she did, she’d hated the thought of him suffering over all that he’d found out. And

  both of them had thought the war would be over in a few days. It had seemed like a chance for him to escape for a while. Nothing had happened here on British soil, and word had it that the

  French-fortified Maginot Line was a solid defence that Hitler wouldn’t be able to get through. When the news changed, she’d feared for Alfie. Sleepless night after sleepless night

  she’d prayed for him, and now here he was, safe and sound.




  Checking her appearance for the umpteenth time in the mirror that was set into the coat stand that stood by the door, Lil felt pleased with her appearance. Her chestnut-coloured hair cut in a

  bobbed style fell in soft waves to just below her ears. Her skin glowed, helped by the rosiness her excited anticipation had given to her cheeks. Her large hazel eyes twinkled – always folk

  remarked on her eyes. Some called them kind-looking, others said they held happiness and still others called them smiling eyes.




  She loved the frock she was wearing and knew Alfie liked it too. Yellow with tiny roses dotted all over it, it had a fitted bodice and a soft flared calf-length skirt. Its belted waistline gave

  shape to her slight figure. Feeling pleased with the effect she opened the front door, turning as she did and asking, ‘You coming, Mildred?’




  ‘Naw, I’ll leave you to greet him, lass. I’ll see him when he gets here.’




  Poor Mildred. Lil knew she was just savouring the last moments without the look of recrimination that Alfie held in his eyes whenever he looked at her.




  Running towards him, Lil began to giggle, such was the joy inside her. Dropping his kit bag, he held out his arms to her. ‘Eeh, me little lass.’ Tears brimmed in his eyes, but she

  didn’t give any heed to them. To do so would embarrass him.




  ‘Alfie, Alfie, my Alfie. Oh God, I can’t believe you’re home.’




  ‘Aye, but for how long no one knows. It was like visiting Hell. And we ain’t done yet.’




  ‘I know, Alfie, but we have now to savour.’




  ‘Aye, we do. And I can’t wait to bed you, lass . . .’




  ‘Alfie Moisley!’




  ‘Ha, don’t say as you’ve not missed it. How you love it – you’re bound to have.’




  She laughed, but inside she didn’t like him talking like this. It seemed to cheapen what they shared. Aye, and what they shared had a tale to tell, for she was with a babby. Five months,

  but he’d not noticed, not that anyone would as the small roundness the pregnancy had caused to her stomach was hidden by the folds of her frock and her belt hid the thickening of her waist.

  ‘Your ma’s waiting. Alfie, be gentle with her. She’s suffered with you being away and not knowing how you were.’




  His grunt at this put a lead weight in her heart. She loved her ma-in-law and hated to see her pay for summat that wasn’t her fault. Gentry had power over folk in those days – they

  still did, if it came to it. In Mildred’s day you did as they said, even if it was to open your legs for them when you didn’t want to. You lost your position or suffered terrible

  consequences if you didn’t comply. But Alfie, being a man who thought there was no such thing as rape, wouldn’t have it.




  ‘Please, Alfie. She’s your ma and has done her best by you.’




  ‘Her best! First she lays with that scum of a bastard toff, then she has me and lives hand-to-mouth, starving me to feed herself and all them so-called “uncles”. She’s

  responsible for it all. I’ve told you. See that? That massive mill and all it stands for? As me da’s eldest, I should have come into all of that. Not doff me cap to him and his younger

  son . . .’




  Oh God, he’s off already, and he’s not stepped inside as yet.




  ‘Can you imagine how that makes me feel? Cheated – cheated of what’s rightfully mine, that’s how. And all because of Ma. If she’d have had me in wedlock, like other

  women round here had their young ’uns, then at least I could have held me head up high, even if me da had been a drunken no-good! But I’m a bastard, an unrecognized bastard. And

  that’s the lowest of the low! She did that to me, and you want me to greet her like a good son? It ain’t going to happen, lass. I’ll take care of her, but that’s all.

  Anyroad, on the subject of me family, I have news. I’ve met a lass who’s me cousin: the daughter of that bloody coward who was me da’s brother. She’s another bloody toff,

  and stuck right up her own arse, just like me da and the rest of them were.’




  ‘Your cousin? Eeh, Alfie.’




  ‘Aye, but let’s get in first, then I’ll tell you of it.’




  During Alfie’s telling Lil began to wonder if this D’Olivier lass was as bad as he wanted to paint her. Aye, it sounded as though she was a bit pompous, but Alfie was probably to

  blame for that; he’d have been surly with her and put her back up, no doubt. Besides, the lass had been born a silver-spoon-fed bitch, so would naturally have a side to her. But her risking

  her life for all those men . . . That said something about her, didn’t it? She couldn’t be all bad. It was funny how she had similarities to Alfie: fair curly hair, blue eyes,

  olive-coloured skin, tall, good-looking, and with a tongue on her that wasn’t afraid to say what she thought. Come to think of it, he’d noticed a lot, considering that he hated her!




  She knew better than to say all of this, though, so when he finished his tale she just said, ‘Well, what did you expect of one of them lot? Forget her now, and say hello to your ma. I told

  you, she’s been waiting for you, Alfie.’




  ‘Aye, I can see. And I see as you’re still sitting on your fat arse, Ma.’




  Lil’s heart went out to Mildred. ‘Don’t, Alfie . . .’




  ‘Our Lil said you were back. Well, glad to see you, son.’




  ‘Huh, I’ll bet. Bane of your life, ain’t I, Ma, eh? Well, your sins shall haunt you, as they say.’




  Trying to distract them, Lil said, ‘Well, there’s news waiting for you, Alfie. You’re going to be a dad.’




  ‘By, Lil, lass, that’s good news! You kept that quiet. Never said a word in your letter.’




  ‘I weren’t sure, but I am now. And only four months to go. Aw, Alfie, how long will you be home? Will you be here for the birth?’




  ‘Naw, lass. It ain’t on the cards. We don’t know what’ll happen next, but we know as Churchill’s not one for giving in. Did you hear his speech on the wireless? Me

  and the lads loved the last bit, we were saying it to each other for hours. It went summat like “We shall fight on the beaches and on the landing grounds, in the fields and in the streets,

  and we shall never surrender.”’




  ‘Eeh, Alfie, you sounded just like him. You’re a proper mimic.’




  ‘Aye, well, it were a moving moment, listening to it with the men who had made it back from France. We felt defeated. We were of a mind that our country would be conquered by Hitler,

  because of us. But Churchill made us see it all in a different light. We all cheered till our throats burned. And all of us agreed: we’ll do as our king asks of us and follow

  Churchill’s direction, to the last man.’




  This had brightened his mood a bit, and it was good to see a smile on his face.




  ‘But what do yer reckon will happen next? Surely they won’t send the lads anywhere, after what you’ve been through – not yet awhile, anyroad?’




  ‘I reckon they will. When they said we could go home for a bit, they said it wouldn’t be for long. The fight has to continue, but we’re on our own at the mo. All the rest of

  Europe is conquered, so we’ve a long way to go. It’s down to the RAF, as I see it. They have to keep them Germans back from invading us. But us Army blokes will have our bit to do. We

  were told there’d be extra training in desert warfare, so I think we’ll be going to Africa.’




  ‘No! Oh, Alfie, I can’t bear it . . .’




  ‘Come on, lass. Let’s not talk of it now. Come and say a proper hello to your man.’




  Taking her hand, he guided her towards the stairs. A glance at Mildred told her that this turn of events didn’t bother her. She just nodded and turned her gaze back to the fireplace.




  Embarrassed, but excited at the prospect of having her man back with her and making love to her, Lil put Mildred out of her mind and went with Alfie.




  In his haste he seemed to have forgotten to take care. More than once he hurt her when he tried to enter her whilst she still had her knickers on. They were tight with the extra weight she had

  around her middle, and it meant the elasticated legs cut into her. Not having the success he craved, he tore them off her and shoved himself at her but missed, bruising the delicate area around the

  entrance to her vagina and making her cry out.




  ‘Come on – give me a hand. I have to have you. I’ll come in a minute, and then you’ll have nowt.’




  ‘Slow down, Alfie, love, you’re going at me as if you’re an animal. It’s been a long time. We need to love each other a bit first.’




  ‘I ain’t got no time for that malarkey. What’s up with you? Get it in you! I want it, and I want it now!’




  Disappointed, she guided him in and lay back, hoping for that special sensation as he thrust in and out of her, but the moment had been spoilt and there was nothing for her, other than a feeling

  of being used as he gasped his pleasure and slumped down on her. His sweat wet her face and the taste of his tobacco and a faint wisp of alcohol wafted over her from his heavy breathing. Her

  stomach heaved. Pushing him off, she grabbed the pot from under the bed and emptied the contents of her stomach into it.




  ‘Christ! Carrying a babby’s done nowt for you, lass. That weren’t a bit like it used to be. Oh aye, I came, and that were good, but that’s all. But I could have done that

  with me hand. I’ve never been so disappointed in me life.’




  ‘I need a drink of water. Sorry, love, maybe later, eh?’




  ‘I ain’t bothering with later, if that’s all you have to offer, you stupid cow. A man comes home from war, having tasted the fires of Hell, and all he gets is a struggle, a few

  groans and a chance to pump his load. It ain’t good enough, I’m telling you. Aye, and I’ll tell you summat else while I’m on: I stopped for a pint earlier, and that Joan

  Parfitt gave me the eye. Lads have allus reckoned she were worth a poke, so you’d better buck up your ideas.’




  A sob escaped her. This was the side of her Alfie that she didn’t like. It didn’t always show itself, but if things didn’t go his way, then it would appear in a flash.

  She’d not tell him it was his own fault for hurrying too much and not giving her a chance to show her love for him. Instead she’d leave him to cool off a bit – go and make him a

  nice cuppa and bring that up to him, and then he’d have a sleep. It’d be better next time, she was sure of it.




  ‘You been crying, our Lil? Has that sod hurt you?’




  She’d emptied and cleaned the pot and was passing by Mildred to put it on the bottom step, ready for taking back upstairs, when Mildred said this. Making herself sound cheerful, Lil smiled

  as she said, ‘Naw, it’s all right, Mildred. I’m fine. I’m making a cuppa. Do you want one?’




  ‘Aye, I will, ta. Sounds like that were no more than a rape of you. It’s to be expected, with him being away so long and what he’s been through, so don’t hold it against

  him. It’ll be reet.’




  ‘Aye, happen.’ Mildred was never one to let things go. Well, she had some things she didn’t want to let go of herself, and suddenly the moment seemed right. ‘Mildred?

  You’ve never told me what happened to you. You know, what led you to have Alfie? Oh, I know as you’ve said it was rape, but talk . . .’




  ‘Aye, I know what is said. And, naw, I’ve never told anyone what really happened. But I don’t mind talking of it to you. I’d like you to know the truth of it. It was

  partly me own fault. I had a crush on Philippe D’Olivier. I worked at mill, and he was the boss’s son. Handsome, he was. He’d had to learn the business from the bottom up, and so

  was on the factory floor a lot of the time. He had an eye for me, or so I thought. I was naive. Me, from the workhouse, attracting the likes of him? I was mad to think it. He’d talk to me a

  lot and then one day he asked me to walk out with him. I don’t mind telling you, lass, I thought all me Christmases had come at once. Mrs Skeldon was the supervisor of us lasses and was reet

  put out, as I didn’t need her permission to go, with him being who he was. But she warned me. She told me as he were only after one thing. I didn’t believe her. Anyroad, when we got out

  of sight he attacked me straight away. I tried to fight him off, but he hurt me bad. And so it happened. I thought when I went with a man it would be good, as all the girls sniggered about it, and

  in a way as if to say it were something to look forward to, but it weren’t. It was the worst thing that ever happened to me.’




  As she fell into a silence Lil thought, Aye, it can be. I’ve had experience of the worst of it, but then I’ve had the good an’ all. It just depends on Alfie’s

  mood. ‘I’ll get that pot on the go.’




  ‘Well, I should tell it all now. You’ve took something from him too, because of it.’ Her head nodded towards the stairs. ‘You see, that weren’t it all, and though I

  think I caught that first time, he used me a lot after that. Most nights after work he’d take me into the woods and have me. It weren’t so bad as time went on. I began to enjoy it, and

  he said I were good, so I had thoughts that something might come of it as, even though he were married, he didn’t care for his wife. But when I told him as I’d missed me monthly, he

  dropped me like I were a hot poker. Not long after that he went up to London for a while. I was given this cottage, well, in a sort of way. It’s mine for the rest of me days, or until I

  don’t want it any longer, and then it reverts back to the estate. After that I were left to fend for meself, so I took in lodgers.’




  Dashing into the scullery, Lil drew some water from the pump next to the sink. The noise would drown out anything else Mildred said. She was sorry she’d asked her in the first place, as

  now there was doubt in her mind that the initial rape of Mildred had spawned Alfie. It could have happened on one of the occasions when she had begun to enjoy giving herself to Philippe

  D’Olivier, and that changed things. But one thing she didn’t want to hear was the confirming of what she’d heard about her ma-in-law taking in men as lodgers. She didn’t

  like to think of Mildred being more than a landlady to them, to earn extra to keep bread on the table. What she’d told her so far was enough. And it confirmed what Alfie had said about who

  his father was, for she’d had her misgivings about that, given Mildred’s reputation. Alfie never had. He believed himself a D’Olivier through and through.




  But then she should feel pity for Mildred. Oh aye, she’d become willing. All sins of the flesh are weakening, they say. Mind, that was a revelation: her being given this cottage, for as

  long as she needed it. Alfie had never said this. She’d always assumed it was rented.




  Alfie’s mood had lifted by the time she handed him his tea. ‘Eeh, I’m sorry, lass. I shouldn’t have reacted like that. It was my fault.’




  ‘Aye, it was. You never gave me a chance to give you the enjoyment of it, and there was none for me. And while I’m on it, Alfie Moisley, you just think about going with the likes of

  Joan Parfitt – or anyone else – and you’ll feel the wrath of me. I’ll hit you with your ma’s heavy iron frying pan, and that’s a promise!’




  ‘Eeh, that’s me lass! There’s a line I shouldn’t cross, I knows that. And I won’t. I have no desire to. Come here, let’s give you a proper one. I’m

  calmer now and I’ll take care of loving you.’




  This time, in his taking of her, he gave pleasure as well as enjoying it himself. He patiently used all the old skills that she knew him to have, caressing her body with his hands and his

  tongue, finding all the spots that drove a wave of thrills through her. Turning her, he entered her and gave himself to her in the position she loved, until she cried out her joy as the sensations

  splintered the very fibre of her. Then, laying her on her back, he had his own pleasure, until their moans of completeness joined in a sound that all in the neighbourhood must have heard.




  Giggling as they uncoupled, Alfie said, ‘By, me little lass, that’s what I come home for.’




  Slapping him playfully, she went into his arms and knew that the memory of the last time had been wiped away. She should have expected it. It didn’t matter, as everything was right between

  them again.




  Sipping his tea, Alfie went back to the subject of his cousin. ‘You know, it were a shock to discover her. I didn’t know she existed. And though I hate her for who she is, I have to

  hand it to her, she showed courage like I’ve never seen a woman show before. Oh aye, she gave way to tears after she knew we were safe, but before that she was like a rock – a shining

  light in all the horror. Talking to the men, encouraging them, and even pulling great big blokes out of the water. I’m proud of her, thou knows. Reet proud of her.’




  ‘Well, it’s nice to hear you say summat good about one of them, for a change. I couldn’t have done what she did. And it couldn’t have been easy for her to live with what

  her da did, either. By, I’d be so ashamed, I’d hide meself away from the world.’




  ‘Perhaps that’s what she’s done. I went back, thou knows – me and me posh cousin’s boyfriend, he were a good sort – and we rescued another two loads of

  men.’




  ‘Alfie, you didn’t!’




  Listening to him, she felt proud of him, though it put a fear in her for what could have happened and she wished he’d just accepted the fact that he was safe and left it to others to save

  the rest of them. ‘Well, I reckon your family did good that day, Alfie. Cos I’m proud of you, too – proud of the both of you. I wish things could be different and you could know

  one another. I reckon you’d get on well together. You seem to show the same courage, anyroad.’




  ‘Aye, you’re reet, we do. Well, you never know. Though I know one thing: I already hate her a little less.’




  This settled a peace in Lil: for Alfie to say what he had about someone from that side of his family suggested that some reconciliation had taken place inside him. She hoped so, for bitterness

  could corrupt the fibre of a man, and she’d seen signs of that in her Alfie. It wasn’t too late for him, though. It was never too late.
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  Alice




  LONDON, SEPTEMBER 1940




  A LOVE FOUND – A LOVE LOST




  ‘Mother, don’t fuss. I will get ready later.’




  ‘But I am so excited! A party! We are throwing a party!’




  Watching her mother skipping around the room like a little girl tightened the muscles in Alice’s stomach and set up an alarm inside her that she didn’t want to feel. Maybe Mother was

  too joyous? Was this a different kind of warning sign? Was she on the point of having one of her attacks? Often a deep low in her mood began with an over-the-top high.




  ‘Mother, please calm down. There’s hours to go until the party, and look at you: you are already dressed in your finery. You look very beautiful and it is going to be wonderful, but

  I want you to be well for it. This is an important occasion for me.’




  Her mother stopped dancing and for a moment looked delicate and sweet. Her dark hair was swept back off her face and rolled at the front, shining in the shaft of sunlight coming through the

  window. Her gown clung to her wonderful figure and billowed out at the bottom, giving her the shape of a mermaid. It was a vivid red, with a large mock-collar sweeping down from the neck to the

  waist, leaving a peep of cleavage where it bordered her breasts. The colour showed off her creamy skin. The whole effect made her appear much younger than her forty-eight years. Smoke curled from

  the end of her long cigarette holder. Alice smiled at the picture she made, but that smile turned to anguish as her mother’s face creased in an ugly rage and a familiar screeching tone

  entered her voice. ‘I am calm. Stop being so selfish! You know I have not held a party here for years and years, not since before . . . Oh, that’s it. It’s HIM

  talking. Your bastard of a father! God help Brendon, that’s all I can say, because taking YOU – you bitch! – to be his wife, he’s going to need it!’




  ‘Don’t, Mother. Stop it. Stop it, now! I won’t stand for it. Calm yourself. You know you can. You can use the techniques Mr Chou-Wong has been teaching you. Sit down and start

  your breathing exercises. Do it, Mother!’




  The moment held tension as they stared at each other. The flash of loathing in her mother’s eyes sliced pain through Alice. Would she ever get used to these outbursts? Adulthood had

  brought understanding, but it didn’t stop the agony of being on the receiving end of her mother’s hate-filled illness.




  An easing of the strain came with her mother’s slow acceptance. Her body folded. Her demeanour changed as she gave in and sat down. Trying to help the process of bringing her to a calmer

  place, Alice spoke gently, ‘Breath slowly, that’s right. Now, think good thoughts. How lovely it is going to be to have guests in our home. How we have enjoyed planning the occasion,

  and in the future, when the war is over, we’ll plan the wedding together.’




  Though all of this had the desired effect on her mother and she relaxed her body back onto the couch, for Alice there was no calm. She battled the turmoil of emotions set up inside her. At times

  she felt happy about her forthcoming wedding to Bren; at other times, forced by their situation into making the commitment.




  The papers instructing Bren to join HMS Arklantis on 8th September had brought things to a head. Taking her to dinner, he’d told her of his deployment. He’d explained that the

  Arklantis, a hospital ship used to ferry home and treat the wounded from the battlefields abroad, was an excellent posting for him, but he could be away for very long periods of time. He

  begged her not to let him leave without knowing there was some hope for them both in the future.




  Alice had seen him becoming more and more frustrated with her over the last couple of weeks. With his posting delayed after Dunkirk for extra training, they had seen each other reasonably often

  and everything had been amicable between them, even though Bren had been unable to accept her loving him, but not wanting anything further.




  Suddenly, as he neared the end of his course, it was as if they had their own battleground. Bren had insisted he could make everything right for her, if she would only let him, but she’d

  feared letting go and allowing yet another person to have control over her. And, for her, his saying that he loved her didn’t allay her reservations. Her own mother couldn’t love her

  – not enough not to stop hurting her. Her father hadn’t been able to love her enough to want to protect her, his unborn child, from the horrors of the Kaiser, or from the consequences

  of his actions. And the love that her nanny had eventually shown her had only damaged her.




  Pinning her hopes on time making things right for them, she had plumped for peace and agreed to the engagement. In doing so she had found some happiness in Bren’s delight and in his

  unselfish approach to her. He hadn’t minded when she’d stopped things from going too far, at times when his kisses held more than she wanted them to. It had been hard on him, she knew

  that, and she wished things could be different. She wished she could unravel the part of her that held her feelings in what seemed like an unbreakable iron grip.




  Everything had moved at a fast pace after that, and now here they were, a few days later, making it all official.




  She hadn’t minded the party being arranged. It had given Mother and Lady Elizabeth something to concentrate on, and at times it had been quite fun, as Lady Elizabeth had insisted that

  Alice should be involved, when Mother would have excluded her.




  Contrary to her usual nature, she had enjoyed shopping for an outfit for the occasion, and had chosen a satin gown in a soft gold colour. The skirt flowed in a simple line to the floor, moulding

  itself to her figure rather than clinging to it. But its beauty lay in the tiny pleats of the bodice, which hung in a graceful swirl from the peekaboo neckline and the batwing sleeves. With her

  arms stretched out, it formed a perfect half-round shape. She adored it and felt elegant and beautiful in it.




  Her mother sitting up and squealing, ‘You are not to wear that gold gown – I forbid it!’ startled her. For a moment it was as if she had been lost in her thoughts.




  ‘Why, Mother? We bought it together, and you loved it on me. What possible reason can you have for me not wearing it?’




  ‘You will make me look gaudy, and I am not having that. I am the hostess, and I should outshine everyone!’




  ‘Oh, Mother, don’t be ridiculous. This is my engagement party. Besides, I could never outshine you. I want to wear the gown. I have no other – nothing else I have is

  suitable.’




  ‘You can wear one of mine. I have wardrobes of them, some of them never worn. Oh, I was meant to be feted by society, and to attend all the best society do’s. But no, that was

  curtailed by your father’s disgraceful and despicable betrayal, for how could I hold my position after what he did?’




  ‘Mother, please. Why don’t I get your maid to take you up to rest? You shouldn’t have your gown on yet anyway. There are hours to go till the guests arrive . . .’




  ‘No . . . No . . . !’




  Fear from her childhood clutched Alice in a spasm that she couldn’t move from, as her mother leapt at her, clawing at her face. The pain of the deep gouges brought tears to her eyes.

  Pushing her away, she stared aghast at the demented woman that her mother had become. Framed against the window, her hair loosened and hanging in strands around her face, she sprayed spittle into

  the air with every gasp of breath she took. Her head swivelled from side to side as if in search of something. Terrified of what she would do next, Alice could only wonder at what her mother was

  looking for, until she saw her eyes, wide and manic, resting on a heavy silver candlestick.




  ‘No, Mother! No!’




  Resembling a wild animal, her mother lunged forward, the candlestick raised like a bayonet fixed for charging . . .




  There was nowhere to go. The wall behind her didn’t have a window or a door. Alice’s instinct told her to hit out, but she couldn’t – not at her own mother. Instead she

  put her hands out to ward off the stinging blow. The agony of it had her pulling her hands away, then reeling back as the candlestick smashed onto her head.




  The impact trembled through her, her body crumpled into a heap on the floor. Unable to focus properly, and with vomit choking her, she allowed the blackness to take her.




  ‘Alice, come on, darling. Fight. Don’t give up. I love you. Oh, Alice . . .’




  The distorted voice came to her from a long way off, and sounded the way her records did when the gramophone needed winding up. She knew it was Bren’s voice, but couldn’t reach it.

  It came again, pleading, telling her of his love. Part of her wanted to laugh, as he sounded so funny in slow motion, but a desperate part of her wanted to catch his voice and stop it from going

  away from her.




  As she tried to reach out to him, she felt a net of close-knit fibre holding her back. Entangled in it, she saw her mother’s head, thrashing from side to side. When her face turned towards

  Alice, her eyes were pleading. She needs me . . . ‘Mother. Mother?’




  ‘What are you trying to say, darling?’




  Another voice answered, ‘I think she said “Mother”.’




  ‘Your mother’s all right. She is in—’




  ‘No!’ This was an urgent whisper from the person she didn’t recognize.




  But Bren didn’t take any heed, and with his voice clearer now she heard him say, ‘I have to tell her. She would expect it of me. She needs to know her mother is safe. Alice, darling,

  don’t worry about your mother. She is in a sanatorium, where they are looking after her. My mother is visiting and is seeing to her needs. Your mother doesn’t know what she has done,

  but keeps asking for you. She keeps saying she needs you. And, darling, she has said more than once that she loves you . . . Truly, she has said that.’




  She loves me? My mother loves me? Never have I felt that love, although I have wanted to. Oh God, I have wanted to . . .




  The net that had prevented her from reaching Bren, and that had entangled her mother in her anguish, thinned and then left her. Now she could see Bren clearly, and in his eyes she saw his love

  for her. A moment of clarity gave her the knowledge that this was a love that was real – what she had been searching for, but had been blind to. It soothed her. She wanted to return it,

  wanted to tell Bren that she did love him.




  ‘Don’t try to talk, darling. You’ve had a tube in your throat to help you breathe, and it will have made your voice hoarse and your throat sore. I can read your message in your

  eyes. I know you love me. I know you always have, but couldn’t let yourself show it. It makes me happy that you can now.’




  Her attempt at a nod caused her pain, but the physical pain was nothing to her heartache at Bren’s next words.




  ‘I have to start my journey to join my ship tomorrow, darling. My—’




  ‘No!’ The word came out as a hoarse whisper, and tears washed it away from her.




  ‘Oh, Alice, I’m sorry. I didn’t expect you to take on, old thing. Don’t cry, my darling . . . don’t.’




  His tears matched hers. Taking her hand, he laid it in his, not holding it, but allowing it to rest there. She had so many questions she wanted to ask. Tomorrow? Was he sure? She had thought he

  had a week before he had to leave. Then realization hit her: God, have I been here that long?




  ‘Be strong, darling. I will stay with you tonight, but I have no choice other than to leave then, as my ship sails tomorrow evening and I have to get down to Portsmouth. I’m

  thankful, though, that you came round before I had to go. And . . . and – well, that I know you love me.’




  There was so much she wanted to say. She tried to speak again, but nothing would come.




  The voice she’d heard earlier and now knew belonged to a nurse interjected, ‘She’s getting too distressed. I will have to fetch the doctor. He will give her something to put

  her under again.’




  No . . . No . . . Let me stay awake as long as my Bren is here.




  A man in a white coat appeared. Finding her voice, she pleaded, ‘Bren . . . No . . .’ This time he heard her, and thank God he stood firm for her. ‘Doctor, she’ll be all

  right. She is calmer now. It was the news I gave her. Please let her stay awake a little longer. We have to part tomorrow. We need these few hours together. I . . . we need time to say things to

  each other.’




  An agonizing moment passed while checks were made of her pulse and temperature. She tried to keep calm during it, praying that the doctor would listen to Bren.




  ‘Very well. I will leave the sedative for a while, as she is stable, but let me know if that changes.’




  ‘I promise I will call someone. I am a doctor myself – well, in my fourth year in Civvy Street, but have further qualified with the Navy. I’ll be staying all night with

  her.’




  ‘Oh, I see. Well, then I can’t see that there is a problem. I will ask for as much privacy for you as we can manage, given the checks we need to do to monitor Miss

  D’Olivier.’




  Thank God, thank God! As best as she could she smiled at Bren. It surprised her how her heart hurt at the thought of him leaving tomorrow.




  ‘You won’t smile when I tell you what my further qualifications are: I have had to learn the skill of amputating limbs!’




  She knew they shouldn’t laugh at this, as the implications of it were horrible, but at this moment it did seem funny. Though it hurt to do so, she giggled with him, and the laughing healed

  her just a little more.




  Within a few minutes it stopped abruptly for them both, and an uncomfortable silence fell. A kind of ‘what next?’ feeling descended. Bren broke it first. ‘Darling, I know

  you’ve suffered at your mother’s hands in the past, and that your father’s betrayal has made you close yourself to any kind of love, but we can find happiness together. It

  doesn’t all have to rely on the past. Some things cannot heal, so we have to find a way of living with them without punishing ourselves.’




  ‘I – I know. I will try. And, Bren, if . . . If I were well at this moment, I would be able to give love to you in the way you . . . you want me to, as I – I love you. I know

  that now.’




  He didn’t reply. She knew he couldn’t. He just laid his other hand on top of hers and she could see all he wanted to say written in the depths of his eyes.




  At some point they must have both fallen asleep without realizing it. Waking suddenly, Alice found Bren leaning back with his eyes closed and his mouth slightly open. Watching him held pleasure

  for her, but a slow wailing in the distance broke the moment. A chill shivered through her and pebbled her arms with goosebumps – oh God, an air-raid!




  ‘Bren . . . Bren!’ Her cry merged with the wailing noise. Bren woke, but with the siren now blocking out all other sound, his shocked expression didn’t give way to words.

  Instead he catapulted into action. His strong arms gathered her up out of the bed. Someone opened the door and motioned for them to follow.




  Ear-splitting explosions rocked the building. Dust sprinkled onto them and clouded in front of them. A disembodied voice urged them to keep moving. Other figures brushed by, running and

  screaming, in a surge that had Bren losing his balance and letting her go. She landed heavily against a wall, just as another crushing blast took the light into darkness.




  Debris clogged her mouth and throat, making it impossible to call out. Something fell across her, trapping her. Feeling around, she tried desperately to find Bren. At last she managed enough

  spittle to clear her mouth, but more falling rubble drowned out her cry of Bren’s name.




  An eerie silence descended, into which came a whistling sound. Then terror gripped her in a vice, as cold air swept around her body and another explosion lit up the space around her. And that

  was all it was: space! Everything to one side of her had gone.




  Fires turned the night sky into a kaleidoscope of reds and golds, and wails of agony competed with the drone of retreating aircraft. Only the beam that lay across her, wedged between two jagged

  walls that jutted out into the nothingness, had prevented her from falling into the vast hole beneath her. A hole of Hell. Inside it, vicious flames licked at everything before devouring it, and

  from its bowels came the screams and hollers of death. But none of it penetrated her as her body numbed with the shock of realization: Bren, her Bren, had fallen into that hole . . .
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  Lil & Alice




  YORKSHIRE & LONDON, NOVEMBER 1940




  CHANGES AFOOT, CHANGES EMBRACED




  Lil trudged up the steep slope from her home to the mill. The factory bell tolled. ‘All right, we know,’ she told it. Weary, and in her eighth month of pregnancy,

  she wished she didn’t need to answer the demand of the bell calling them all to work. A stream of women of all ages walked the same path, their boots clunking on the stone slabs of the

  pavement, their hair tied up in scarves knotted at the front of their heads. Fags hung from the lips of most of them. Some were chatting, some coughing – all were reluctant.




  The chat held the news of the nightly raids on London. ‘Poor buggers!’ Enid, her next-door neighbour, put in. ‘We allus say if there’s owt going, them down south gets it.

  Well, this is summat I don’t envy them. Must be like living in Hell.’




  ‘Aye, Gracie’s started a collection for them,’ a woman walking behind chipped in. ‘She wants sixpence off each of us on payday. She has family down there and wants to

  help. She says the money’s going to them Red Cross folk.’




  ‘Well, they can have mine willingly, though I wish there was some way as I could help other than just giving a handout.’ As she said this, Lil knew she meant it. If it hadn’t

  been for this babby she was carrying, she’d apply to the Red Cross to become a volunteer. She could do it after the birth, though, as Mildred would take care of the babby. It was planned that

  she would anyway, so that Lil could carry on working. But then the Red Cross might send her anywhere, and she didn’t know if she could cope with being away from her babby. This thought put a

  dread in her that she couldn’t explain, but didn’t stay with her long, as the talk changed to gossip over a new lass in their midst and took her attention.




  ‘That lass over there is the one that was evacuated from London. Gillian, she’s called. By, she’s going to set some hearts fluttering! Our Mick stands staring through the

  window when she comes up the road – aye, and he has his hands in his pockets fiddling an’ all. I clouted his ears last time and he took it without a murmur, as he daren’t shout

  out, in case Gillian looked over and saw him catching it from his ma.’




  ‘Ha, Enid! Poor lad, you should’ve ignored it. It’s part of growing up.’




  This came from the woman behind Lil and incensed her. ‘No, it’s not. Enid did right. The lad should learn respect for women, and for himself.’




  ‘Eeh, ’ark at you . . .’




  ‘Well, ain’t all of you sick of the way men treat us at times? I know I am.’ The minute Lil said this she regretted it, as the woman jumped on it.




  ‘Well, that’s a revelation. We thought your Alfie were the bee’s knees and treated you like a queen. Seems as there’s more to you, lass.’




  ‘Leave it, Brenda. You know Lil didn’t mean that. I’m with her, anyroad, and no lad of mine’s going to think it’s normal to stand and gawp at a lass whilst he plays

  with what he has in his trousers.’ This came from another lass walking just in front of them and put a stop to the conversation, as they’d reached the gates. Lil wished she could take

  her words back; it wasn’t the time to put down their menfolk, with most of them away fighting.




  She’d not heard from Alfie since he’d left for Africa. Huh, some training he’d had! He was only gone six weeks before he was home for a forty-eight-hour leave, and that was

  that. He’d told her they’d trained on a beach. He couldn’t say where, but said that most of the time they’d been laying mines and erecting wire-mesh fences to keep the

  civilians off the sand and hinder any invaders who got past the mines. All of this meant he didn’t really feel ready for Africa. And, he’d told her, he dreaded the heat in the deserts

  there, and didn’t know how he would cope.




  It hadn’t been a happy few hours. Alfie had drunk more than he usually did and, though he wouldn’t admit it, held a fear in him, which she’d supposed had contributed to his

  mood. Twice he’d taken her in a rough way, hurting her and not having a care for her needs – rape she’d call it; even though she was his wife and he was entitled, the way

  he’d gone about it wasn’t right. She’d seen bleeding after both times and had feared she’d lose her babby, but the bleeding had stopped. Funny, though: she hadn’t felt

  the babby move since then, and this worried her as she was near the end of her pregnancy. She’d felt off-colour these last few days with it all.




  Attending to the loom took away these thoughts, though the noise grated on her nerves, and her back ached with standing. Clutching her side, trying to relieve the dull ache there, Lil wiped the

  sweat from her face with her other hand, using the corner of her pinny. The room began to sway. A voice next to her steadied her.




  ‘Boss says I’ve to give you an ’and today. Me name’s Gillian. I’m—’




  ‘Aye, I knows who you are, Gillian, and I’ll be glad of your help.’




  ‘Are you all right, missus? You don’t look well . . . Hey, ’old on! Gawd help us, give us an ’and, someone. Lil’s fainted!’




  ‘Naw, I’ll be reet, I’m just feeling giddy. I – I . . .’




  ‘Oh, Lil, what’s to do? By, lass, it’s a good job you fell onto Gillian and not onto the loom. Eeh, love, has it started?’




  ‘I don’t know, Enid. I’ve a pain, here, in me side and round to me back, and I don’t feel reet.’




  ‘Well, that’s a sign, lass, you should be at home by rights.’




  ‘Enid’s reet there. Get yourself home, Lil. Young Gillian’ll go with you.’




  This from Mrs Oldham, the supervisor, surprised Lil, but then it was known that she had some sympathetic feelings where childbirth was concerned, having been through a few herself.




  ‘Ta, Mrs Oldham. I’ll make me time up.’




  The supervisor clucked at this and pushed Lil towards the door. The fresh air helped. Taking a deep breath, she felt better and able to cope without Gillian’s help. ‘I’ll be

  all right, lass. You stay and get your hours done. It’s all downhill to me home.’




  ‘If you’re sure, missus?’




  ‘Aye, I am.’




  How she got home she didn’t know, but by the time she did, things had worsened and she could do no more than make it upstairs to her bed.




  It seemed to Lil that a week had passed, but she knew it was just a few hours. Exhausted, and with her throat sore from her screams of agony, she begged Mildred and the midwife

  to help her. The reaction from the midwife put fear into her. ‘Summat’s wrong, lass.’




  Lil’s heart dropped as if tied to a lead weight. She looked at Mildred, but found no comfort in her expression. Turning back to the midwife, she could hardly speak the words she wanted to

  ask, as she dreaded the answer. ‘Wrong? You mean me babby’s in danger? Naw, it can’t—’ Pain ripped through her and flung her back onto the bed, the intensity of it

  reducing her to pleading, ‘Help me . . . Help me . . . Aaargh!’




  ‘Eeh, Mildred, we’ve a job on. Fetch doctor, and be quick. She’s haemorrhaging. Come on, lass, push . . . Push with the pain. Come on now.’




  ‘I can’t . . . I can’t. Help me, Nurse, help me.’




  ‘The doctor will be here in a mo. He’ll have to use forceps if we can’t get babby here soon.’




  Horror at this had Lil trembling with fear. She’d heard of this contraption and how it was like a big pair of scissors with spoon ends, which they clamped onto the babby’s head.

  ‘Naw . . . Naw, I don’t want that. Not that.’




  ‘You’ll have no choice, lass.’




  Another pain scrunched through her. Her scream split the air, and her insides bore down, leaving her cry tailing off into a growl that rasped her throat.




  ‘Good, lass. I can see the head. Another like that and the babby will be here . . . That’s it, it’s here, you have a – a boy!




  Slumping back, Lil waited. Nothing . . . nothing. Cry, cry, my babby. The sound of her own blood drummed in her ears. Anxiety clenched her throat muscles and dried her mouth. She

  couldn’t move; all life had drained from her.




  ‘Right, Nurse, how long has she been bleeding? Mildred, open my case while I wash my hands.’




  Not moving her body, just her eyes, Lil saw the doctor plunge his hands into the bucket of hot water that Mildred had brought up earlier. She tried to ask about her babby, but her lips

  wouldn’t form the words. Looking over at the nurse, she saw her shake her head at Mildred. Mildred gasped. The truth seeped into Lil. Fingers knotted around her heart – fingers of grief

  that she had to release before her life’s blood was strangled from her. ‘Naw . . . Oh God, naaa . . . aaw!’ The holler came from her bowel and ripped her in two, fragmenting who

  she was and leaving her an empty shell.




  ‘Don’t take on, lass. Don’t! You have to think on. You need your strength. There’ll be others.’




  ‘I don’t want others. I want this one. I want me babby!’




  ‘Your son has been dead for some time, Mrs Moisley. I’m sorry.’




  The doctor’s words seared her. The pain they gave unleashed in her a burning hatred. ‘Alfie killed him! Him wanting his way – any way he could, whenever he had the urge,

  and without heed of the cost to me or our unborn . . . His actions killed our son!’ The words found their own way out of her mouth. They chafed her throat and filled her with loathing

  for the man she’d loved since she was a youngster.




  No one spoke. Mildred held her hands together and let her tears plop onto her frock. Nurse Riley looked shocked, and the doctor carried on with whatever he was doing to the part of her that she

  would let no man touch ever again.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
MARY WOOD

Three women’s struggle
against hardship
and heartache






OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
Proud of You

Mary Wood

PAN BOOKS





