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This book is dedicated to the memory of Arthur Cole Taylor, a brave, beautiful boy who sadly gained his angel wings on 30 November 2022. Dearest Arthur, you captured so many hearts with your beautiful smile. You will never be forgotten. Fly high above the rainbows, sweet boy.

And also to Isabella-Bleu Pioli-White, a beautiful warrior princess who continues to defy all the odds. Precious Isabella, you are such an inspiration. Keep on smiling and thriving, gorgeous girl.

And to all the beautiful children born with that extra special chromosome. You are all amazing.






CHAPTER ONE


1916

The cartwheels creaked rhythmically as the pony plodded down the winding lane, its hooves throwing up clumps of snow. Skeletal trees stood stark against the white landscape, gulls and crows wheeling overhead in a monochrome sky.

‘It’s very kind of you to give us a ride, Mr Turner,’ Dora said, her breath billowing in the cold air.

‘Yes,’ said Leah. ‘Thank you.’

‘Like I said, I’m going into town to pick up Alice,’ Mathew replied. ‘It’s no bother to have you girls riding along. I enjoy the company.’ He sat between the two girls, holding the reins lightly in his gloved hand, his hat pulled low over his eyes, snow dusting the shoulders of his thick coat.

‘It’s going to be freezing in the factory this morning,’ grumbled Daisy from the cart bed where she sat among sacks of turnips, huddled under a blanket, her cheeks pink with cold.

‘Just be grateful you’re not out in the field picking turnips anymore,’ Dora told her, turning to look over her shoulder. Inside her woollen gloves, her rough, cracked fingers tingled painfully.

‘Well, at least you don’t have to do that anymore.’

‘Sorry, Mr Turner.’ She flashed Mathew an apologetic smile.

‘No need to apologize,’ Mathew said. ‘It’s backbreaking work, especially in this weather when the soil’s as hard as rock. You’ve stuck it out for a good eighteen months or more. I don’t blame you girls for wanting to better yourselves. Stephen would be proud of you, Dora.’

‘Do you think so?’ Dora asked, her eyes pricking with tears. It was almost two years since her father’s death at his own hand. Time had eased the rawness of her grief, but there were times, such as now, when it washed over her like a tidal wave.

‘I know things were difficult for you after his illness,’ Mathew said quietly, ‘but deep down, he was still your dad, and I reckon he’ll be looking down on you now and applauding your decision.’

‘I think you’re dead brave, Dora,’ Leah said, as Dora wiped away a tear with the corner of her handkerchief. She squeezed Dora’s hand. ‘I couldn’t do it. I haven’t the stomach for it.’

‘Dora’s used to it, though, aren’t you, Dor?’ Daisy said, adjusting her position as best she could. She was starting to get pins and needles in her legs. ‘I mean, you looked after your dad all by yourself for years. Working in a hospital can’t be much different.’

‘I shall have a lot to learn,’ Dora replied, blowing her nose. ‘I must admit, I am nervous.’

‘You’ll be fine,’ Leah assured her. ‘Alice put in a word for you with the matron, so you’re already on a winner.’

Dora laughed. ‘She also said the matron is a right tartar. She’s not someone I want to get on the wrong side of, I’m sure.’

‘And why should you?’ Mathew said amiably. ‘You’re an intelligent girl, you’re not afraid of hard work and you’ve proved your nursing skills looking after Stephen.’ He gave her an encouraging smile. ‘Just do as you’re told and you’ll be fine.’

They lapsed into silence. It really was too cold to talk. Dora tugged her scarf over her mouth and nose, listening to the dull thud of the pony’s hooves on the frozen mud. She wondered if Nate had received her letter informing him of her decision to enlist as a VAD nurse. She felt the familiar tug at her heart as she thought about him. He’d turned eighteen the previous week, an event that had gone uncelebrated in the trenches around Delville Woods. Dora had made sure to send off his parcel in plenty of time, and he’d written back immediately to tell her how much the lads had enjoyed her homemade biscuits and how grateful he was for the three pairs of thick woollen socks.

‘At least they can’t send me home now,’ he’d concluded jokily, making Dora sigh. Enlisting at the tender age of sixteen was no joking matter as far as she was concerned, and though she’d forgiven him (how could she not?), she couldn’t help the occasional twinge of annoyance when she thought of the months apart when he could have been at home, in Strawbridge, with her.

The front wheel hit a rock, jolting Dora out of her reverie. She gazed ahead to the row of factories lining the bank of the River Itchen. Water lapped against the muddy banks where groups of raggedly dressed children scavenged along the low-tide mark. The ferry was midway across the river, heading towards them, Dora noted thankfully, and Mathew guided the pony and cart to the end of the lengthy queue that had formed along the bank. From her vantage point, Dora could just make out the hulking warships anchored out at sea through the thin mist.

The ferry bumped gently against the jetty, and they boarded. Dora shivered. A cold wind blew off the choppy water, carrying the smell of dank vegetation and rotting fish. Gulls screeched overhead, their plaintive cries mingling with the nerve-jarring clatter of machinery drifting from the opposite bank.



Pale sunlight was breaking through the clouds by the time Mathew brought his cart to a halt in Lower William Street.

‘Thank you, Mr Turner,’ Leah said, clutching her hat as she jumped to the ground. She cursed under her breath as her foot landed in a pile of melting snow, soaking her stocking.

‘It’s a pleasure,’ Mathew said, tipping his hat as Daisy clambered over the side of the cart.

‘I’ll drop you round the corner, Dora,’ he added, as she made to follow Leah.

‘If you’re sure it’s no bother?’

‘Not at all.’

‘Good luck, Dora,’ Leah said, raising her hand in a wave. ‘I’ll see you in the Amble Inn tearoom at dinner time.’

‘Thank you. And, yes, I’ll see you then. Have a good day. You, too, Daisy.’

Raising his hat again, Mathew shook the reins, and the pony pulled away from the kerb, merging with the traffic clogging the street. Dora twisted in her seat, waving until they turned the corner.

‘I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the stink around here,’ Daisy grumbled, wrinkling her nose in distaste as they crossed the street, dodging carts and wagons. The street was lined with factories belching out foul-smelling chemicals and acrid smoke. It was much worse than the dry salters they had both worked at before war broke out.

Swept along the pavement by the tide of women arriving for the day shift, Leah and Daisy clocked in and made their way to their stations. Leah was working on lathes making depth adjusters for submarines, while Daisy was working at the far end of the factory, filling shells.

Both girls had been working at Franklin’s since the winter of 1914. It had taken Leah a long time to get used to the din of the machinery. The hours were long, the work hard, but the pay was good. After paying her mother for her keep, she could afford the odd little treat for herself, as well as putting money aside for her bottom drawer. She and Harry were planning on getting married as soon as he turned twenty-one, later this year.

‘Morning, Mr Butterworth,’ she called out to the foreman as she donned her apron and cap.

‘Good morning, Miss Hopwood. How are you today?’ Brian Butterworth was a quiet, unassuming man who Leah guessed was about forty, with an owl-like face and a receding hairline.

‘I’m well, thank you.’ Leah had to shout to be heard above the grinding machinery. ‘Any news on your Timothy?’

Brian’s face broke into a smile. ‘He’s been given a week’s leave. My boy’s coming home.’ His glasses misted up, and he took them off, wiping the lenses with his handkerchief.

‘That’s wonderful news,’ Leah beamed. She was fond of Brian, and his wife, May, whom she’d met on the odd occasion his wife had popped in to bring Brian his dinner. Timothy was their only child. ‘I’m hoping Harry will be given some leave soon,’ she said wistfully. ‘It’s been almost a year.’

‘Fingers crossed, hey?’ Brian said, replacing his glasses as he moved down the row, pausing here and there to chat to the women. He was a good foreman, and everyone liked him. Which was more than could be said for the factory’s owner, Wright B. Franklin. In his early sixties, he was a dour, rotund little man who cared nothing for his employees or their working conditions.

Leah leaned across her bench and adjusted the width of the lathe. The work was mundane, but at least she had the other women to talk to. They were all good for a laugh, which helped take her mind off Harry. The constant worry was like a ball of lead in her chest, and she dreaded going home each day lest she find the dreaded telegram waiting for her.

The old gypsy woman’s predictions had come back to haunt her many times over the past eighteen months. It was obvious to Leah that the outbreak of war was the nightmarish image Pearl had seen that had upset her so much. But what of herself and Harry? Pearl had seemed adamant that her future wouldn’t be with him, and that terrified her. Dora and Alice kept telling her that whatever happened had nothing to do with Pearl’s ramblings, but Leah remained unconvinced. Pearl had the gift of sight. She’d always known it, deep down, which was why she struggled so much with her nerves. She couldn’t shake off the feeling that something terrible was going to happen to him.

‘You all right, Leah?’ Maud Fielding shouted above the din. ‘You look like you’ve lost a pound and found a shilling.’

Leah smiled. She liked Maud. She was always up for a laugh. And weren’t they all in the same boat? There wasn’t a woman or girl among them who didn’t have someone away fighting.

‘Just thinking,’ replied Leah, equally loudly.

‘That’s where you’re going wrong,’ Maud bellowed back with a grin. She was a big girl, heavily built with wavy chestnut-brown hair and dark eyes fringed by long, curling lashes. ‘Don’t let your mind wander. It’ll take you to all sorts of dark places you’re better off not visiting. Believe me, I know.’

Maud had told Leah just last week that her little brother, whom she adored, had received his call-up papers and was awaiting his posting abroad. Edward was the only boy in a houseful of girls, a much longed for son, and Maud’s close-knit family were beside themselves with worry.

‘It’s hard not to, though, isn’t it?’ Leah argued, biting her lip.

‘Well, this will give you something else to think about,’ Maud said. Lowering her voice slightly, she moved closer to Leah. ‘Our Nellie’s only gone and got herself in the family way. The daft cow.’

‘Oh dear,’ Leah frowned in sympathy. Nellie was nineteen, the same age as Leah. Maud was two years older.

‘Mum and Dad are fuming, obviously,’ Maud continued, as she locked her lathe into position. ‘Nellie’s written to Arnie in the hope he can get compassionate leave to come home and marry her. She’s almost three months gone, so they need to get a shift on. She’ll be starting to show soon.’

Leah pulled off her first depth charger and replaced it with another. There had been several occasions during Harry’s last leave, before he’d left for France, when they’d come dangerously close to throwing caution to the wind. It had always been Harry who pulled back at the last moment.

‘I don’t want to get you in the family way,’ he’d said on that last night as they lay in front of the fire. The rest of the family had gone to bed, leaving them alone. ‘I won’t have my parents saying you forced my hand. I want to do things properly. As soon as I’m of age, I’ll come back and we’ll get married.’

She wondered what it would be like to have Harry’s baby. The thought gave her a funny feeling in the pit of her stomach. Perhaps when they were married, and with a baby on the way, Isaac and Frances Whitworth would come round. After all, if the baby was a boy, he’d be in line to inherit the Whitworth fortune, not that it had ever been about money for Leah. It was Harry she loved, not his name or his money.

Her thoughts were interrupted by Maud shouting to her over the clatter of the machines.

‘I need to spend a penny.’ She switched off her machine and wiped her hands on her apron. ‘If the tea boy comes round, mine’s black with extra sugar.’ She winked and headed off towards the lavatories at the far end of the factory.

Despite the bitterly cold February weather, the factory was uncomfortably warm. Perspiration trickled down Leah’s spine and her armpits were damp, her thick flannel underwear clinging to her sweaty skin. She massaged her aching shoulders, grateful to see the tea boy approaching with his trolley.

‘About time,’ she called, grinning at him. ‘I’m gasping.’

Suddenly an almighty explosion ripped through the air. Leah was knocked off her feet. She landed on her back. Winded, she could do nothing for several seconds except listen to the screams and cries reverberating around her. She could hear the roar of flames and the crash of glass as the windows exploded. Smoke billowed from the far end of the factory, its acrid smell clogging the back of her throat. More screams rang out, mingled with the sound of moaning.

As soon as she could draw breath, Leah dragged herself to her feet. The tea boy was crouched a few inches away from her. The tea trolley had overturned, broken pieces of china scattered on the floor, marooned in a sea of brown. She laid a comforting hand on his shoulder and raised her head. Women were running towards the flames. From far away came the strident clang of the fire bell.

‘Daisy!’ Leah whispered hoarsely. ‘Daisy!’ Her throat hurt and her voice sounded distorted to her ears, which were still ringing with the sound of the explosion. Panic clutched her chest in its vice-like grip. Daisy was somewhere in that inferno.

Pushing her way through the crying, screaming women, Leah fought her way closer. The smell of burnt flesh was nauseating, and she was forced to hold her scarf over her mouth and nose. Something lay at her feet. She glanced down and her stomach clenched at the sight of Mr Butterworth’s charred body. His clothes had been blown right off him. One of the girls picked up a coat, shredded and scorched by the blast, and gently covered him with it.

‘Daisy!’ Leah shouted. The noise was horrendous. From beyond the flames came the screams of the women trapped by fallen debris.

‘Out of the way, miss,’ a voice said at her side. A gloved hand gripped her arm and moved her aside. ‘Let us through,’ the fireman called, his voice muffled by his breathing apparatus. From the far side of the building came the hiss and splash of water. Steam billowed like clouds as the firemen fought to bring the blaze under control.

‘Stand back, ladies,’ the fireman shouted, directing the women away from the flames. ‘Make your way outside, please. Quickly now!’

‘My sister…’ Leah whispered, swallowing painfully.

‘Wait outside, miss,’ he said, not unkindly. ‘Let us do our job.’

‘Maud was in there,’ a timid, blonde-haired girl called Edna whispered to Leah. At the sight of the blackened, smouldering rubble that was all that remained of the toilet block, bile flooded Leah’s throat. She forced it down, her anxious gaze frantically searching the rubble for some sign of her sister.








CHAPTER TWO

The sound of the explosion had rocked the VAD recruitment office in the Methodist church hall. Dora rushed to the window to see plumes of acrid black smoke rising above the rooftops.

‘Good heavens above, whatever was that?’ one of the recruitment officers, Mavis Platt, cried, as the fifteen young women and five staff members glanced at each other in alarm.

‘It sounded like a bomb, miss,’ one of the girls offered, her eyes wide with fear.

‘And quite close, too,’ another added. ‘Should we go to the shelter?’

Dora glanced round at her fellow recruits. During registration, she had learned that they ranged in age between eighteen and twenty-five and came from various walks of life. Now, they were on their feet, heading for the door. Like Dora, they, too, imagined they were about to be blown to Kingdom Come. They had all read the newspaper reports about the Zeppelin raid over Liverpool just three weeks earlier. Sixty-one people had been killed and scores more injured. Was Southampton now to suffer the same terrifying fate?

‘Sit down, girls.’ Mavis chewed her lip in consternation. Would it be safer to keep the girls in the hall or to send them out to seek the nearest shelter? She gazed out at the group of young women before her, all eager to do their bit for King and Country. She shuffled the papers on her desk, aware that fifteen pairs of terrified eyes were looking to her for guidance.

Suddenly the door was flung open and a middle-aged man in clerical robes burst in.

‘There’s been an explosion at Franklin’s,’ he gasped.

‘An explosion?’ Mavis’s shoulders sagged slightly in relief. Not a bomb after all.

Several of the women with Dora had relatives who worked at the factory and they joined Dora at the edge of the crowd that had gathered across the street from Franklin’s. She felt sick as she scanned the charred rubble. Voices shouted, and there was an almighty crash from inside the building, followed by screams from among the onlookers. Dust billowed from the open doorway like a cloud.

‘I only came out to take Penny for a walk while my husband was between deliveries,’ a voice said beside her. Dora turned to see the woman from the butcher’s in Northam Road standing close by, her baby clutched in her arms. The little mite was screaming her head off as her mother looked aghast at a large piece of masonry that had landed on the pavement, narrowly missing the child’s pram.

‘Move along, please,’ a matronly-looking woman in a Red Cross uniform said sternly to the swelling crowd. ‘It’s not safe, and we don’t need any more casualties.’ She turned to the young woman with the baby. ‘You’ve had a shock. Go and get yourself a cup of tea,’ she said in a kinder tone, steering her in the direction of the café across the street, well away from the carnage.

At that moment, movement across the street caused a commotion among the crowd.

‘Leah!’ Dora shouted, feeling a surge of relief at the sight of her dearest friend stumbling through the doorway. She was clutching the arm of a dark-haired woman who looked slightly older. Both of them were covered in a fine layer of white dust.

Dora ran across the street. A police constable had joined the woman from the Red Cross and was doing his best to get the crowds to move further back. Dora slipped past him and ran over to her friend.

‘Leah, are you all right?’

Leah bent forward and coughed, clutching her throat. She held up her free hand and shook her head. Her ears were ringing, and the noise of the street sounded distorted.

‘Daisy,’ she croaked.

‘Daisy’s one of those trapped behind the rubble,’ the girl with Leah told Dora, her brow puckered in a worried frown. ‘We don’t know if she’s hurt or not.’

Leah straightened up, looking at Dora with eyes red-rimmed from the dust. She shook her head.

‘Oh, Leah,’ Dora said, gathering her friend into her arms. ‘I’m sure Daisy will be fine,’ she said, hoping against hope she was right. Women were pouring from the exit, and, gazing over their heads to where the flames still raged at the far end of the building, she wondered how anyone caught in the blaze could possibly have survived.

‘Move along, ladies,’ the police constable said, ushering them further away. ‘There’s a danger the building may collapse, so you need to move across the street.’

Dora nodded. Holding Leah by the arm, she managed to drag her across the street. She kept staring at the building, hollow-eyed. Water ran in rivulets down the road as the firemen battled to contain the fire.

A hush fell upon the crowd as the first body was brought out on a stretcher.

‘Poor Mr Butterworth,’ Leah murmured tearfully. ‘His son’s coming home. He was so excited.’

Both girls kept their gaze on the door. They hardly dared breathe as the bodies were brought out, lest the next one was Daisy.

‘Leah, Dora! Oh, thank God you’re all right, Leah.’ Alice Roberts pushed her way through the crowd, her Red Cross uniform parting the onlookers like the Red Sea. She hugged Leah tight, the relief in her dark eyes immediately giving way to anxiety. ‘Daisy?’

Mute with fear, Leah just shook her head.

‘We don’t know yet,’ Dora said, her anxious gaze scanning the injured patients being loaded into waiting ambulances. The firemen seemed to have brought the fire under control, clouds of steam replacing the smoke drifting into the sky. Gulls screeched from the adjacent rooftops, and Leah winced.

‘We’ve got a tea tent set up around the corner,’ Alice said. ‘Let’s get you something warm to drink. You’re shivering.’

Leah realized she’d left her coat in the factory. Her teeth were chattering but she felt oblivious to the cold. All she could concentrate on was that Daisy was inside the building.

‘Come on, Leah,’ said Alice softly. ‘There’s nothing you can do here.’

‘I need to wait for Daisy,’ replied Leah with a stubborn jut of her chin.

‘They’re searching for those missing now,’ Alice pointed out gently, stifling a yawn. It was only then that Dora noticed how tired her friend looked. The skin beneath her eyes was bruised purple and her face was drawn.

‘Please, Leah. You’ll catch your death if you stay out here much longer.’ Alice took Leah’s arm and tried to lead her away. At first Dora thought Leah was going to resist, but with a sigh of resignation, her shoulders slumped and she allowed Alice to lead her round the corner to the hastily erected tent where members of the Red Cross were dispensing mugs of hot tea.

‘Leah!’ Mathew Turner appeared at their side. ‘Thank God you’re not hurt. Daisy?’

‘Still waiting for news,’ Alice replied wearily. ‘Can I have a blanket for this lady, please,’ she called to a passing volunteer.

Mathew laid a comforting hand on Leah’s arm. ‘Alice, let me take you home,’ he said. ‘You’ve been out all night.’

‘I’m needed here, Grandfather,’ insisted Alice, ushering Leah and Dora towards the tea stand. Women milled about, shell-shocked and whey-faced.

‘You don’t need to do everything yourself,’ Mathew reminded her mildly. ‘Come on, I’ll take all three of you home. Hannah will need to be told.’

Alice and Dora exchanged sombre glances. Leah appeared not to hear. She was staring into space, her frigid fingers circling her mug, a blanket draped across her shoulders.

‘Take Leah and Dora home, Grandfather,’ suggested Alice. ‘I’ll stay here.’

Mathew shook his head in exasperation. He worried that Alice was doing too much. He understood it kept her busy, stopped her fretting over her lost babies and worrying about Samuel, but what was the point in working herself to a nervous breakdown? What use would she be to Samuel then, when he finally came home?

He sighed and took off his hat, running his fingers through his hair. ‘Your grandmother won’t be happy,’ he said in a last-ditch attempt to get his stubborn granddaughter to reconsider.

‘Grandma will be fine,’ Alice smiled tiredly. ‘I must stay as long as I’m needed.’ She leaned forward and kissed Mathew’s whiskered cheek.

‘I’m staying, too,’ Leah retorted. ‘I’m not leaving until I know Daisy’s all right.’

‘I can’t go yet,’ Dora said. ‘I haven’t completed my paperwork and I still need to undergo a medical.’ She shrugged. ‘Perhaps you should return home, Mr Turner. Aunty Hannah will need to be told what’s happened. She’ll want to go to the infirmary.’

‘Very well,’ Mathew said with resignation. ‘I can see I’m outnumbered.’ He patted Leah’s arm. ‘I hope your Daisy is found alive and well,’ he said soberly. Leah nodded.

At that moment, a triumphant shout went up. Leah and Dora exchanged glances. Leah handed Alice her mug and, clutching the blanket around her throat with one hand and picking up her skirts with the other, hurried back the way they had come. Dora followed in her wake.

They rounded the corner, coming to an abrupt halt. Several women were stumbling from the building. Medical staff hurried towards them, quickly assessing their injuries. Those who needed hospital treatment were directed towards the waiting ambulances. Leah held her breath, scanning the walking wounded for a glimpse of her sister.

Two ambulance men emerged carrying a stretcher. Leah stood on tiptoe as they carried the patient towards a waiting ambulance, and shrieked.

‘Daisy!’ She clutched Dora’s arm briefly, her blanket falling to the ground. Letting go of Dora, she pushed her way through the crowd. ‘Daisy!’

Dora snatched up the blanket from the gutter, its edges soaked with melting snow, and hurried after Leah, catching up with her as she reached the ambulance.

‘Daisy, it’s me, Leah!’ she cried, recoiling in horror. Daisy lay with her eyes closed. Her face was covered in blood. Her hair was stiff with it, and it had run down her neck, soaking into her blouse.

‘Out of the way, love,’ one of the ambulance men said brusquely.

‘Please, she’s my sister,’ Leah whispered, glancing up at him. He was middle-aged with a salt and pepper beard. ‘Is she…?’

‘She’s alive,’ he replied, his voice laced with sympathy.

‘We’re taking her to the Royal South,’ his partner added. He was a younger man, not much older than herself, Leah surmised. Masonry dust covered the shoulders of his dark blue uniform.

‘Thank you,’ Leah nodded as they lifted the stretcher into the ambulance, closing the doors firmly after them.

‘Let’s find Mr Turner,’ Dora said, as Leah stared after the departing ambulance. ‘He can take you home. You’ll need to tell your mum.’

‘She’ll be devastated,’ Leah murmured, her own heart feeling heavy in her chest. ‘She looked so still,’ she whispered. She felt close to tears. ‘What if she doesn’t make it?’ Leah looked at Dora, her blue-tinged lips trembling.

‘Don’t think that way,’ Dora said firmly, giving Leah’s cold hand a squeeze. ‘Here.’ She handed Leah the blanket. ‘I managed to rescue it before it got too wet.’

They made their way back to the tea tent, Leah walking in a daze. The street was a bustle of activity as Red Cross volunteers tended to superficial wounds and dished out mugs of sweet tea and blankets to combat shock.

‘Mr Turner!’ Dora called, spotting her neighbour standing beside his pony and cart further up the street. He raised his hand in acknowledgement and ambled towards them, meeting them halfway.

‘Daisy?’ he asked, his brow furrowed in worry.

‘She’s alive,’ Dora replied. ‘They’ve taken her to hospital.’

‘She’ll be in good hands there,’ Mathew assured Leah with a sympathetic smile. ‘You’re frozen, girl. Let’s get you home. Alice is stubbornly refusing to leave, despite having been on duty all night,’ Mathew said. He shook his head, though it was clear to Dora that behind the exasperation lay a deep respect for his granddaughter.

Dora waited until Leah and Mathew had driven away before going to find Alice.

‘Oh, poor Daisy,’ Alice said, her dark eyes filling with tears when Dora told her the news. ‘I do hope she’ll be all right.’ She held two mugs of tea in her hands. ‘Poor Hannah. Has someone gone to tell her?’

‘Leah has gone with your grandfather,’ Dora told her. Her eyes clouded. ‘Poor Aunty Hannah. It’s going to come as a terrible shock.’






CHAPTER THREE

‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ Hannah Hopwood said, as the mantelpiece clock chimed eleven.

‘A cup of tea would be lovely,’ her friend and neighbour, Beatrice Turner, agreed, glancing out of the window. The grey clouds had cleared, leaving a cold blue sky in their wake. ‘I had expected Mathew and Alice home by now,’ she frowned, laying her knitting needles in her lap.

‘Likely they’ve been delayed by the snow,’ Hannah said, as she laid her own knitting aside and got to her feet. ‘It’s melting fast, so the roads are likely to be flooded in parts.’ She paused on her way to the kitchen to throw another log on the fire.

She filled the kettle, gazing across the garden to the fields beyond, patches of snow glistening white under the wintery sky. Crocuses and early daffodils clustered beneath the apple tree. Melting snow dripped from its branches and from the eaves. Thank goodness spring was on its way, she mused, rinsing out the teapot.

It had been a hard winter, the biting cold weather made all the worse by the growing food shortages. When she’d popped into the village shop in Botley just last week, the shelves had been all but bare. By all accounts, they were starving in the towns and cities. They were marginally better off in the countryside. Isaac Whitworth had told his gamekeeper, Cuthbert Ryall, to turn a blind eye to any poaching while the food crisis lasted, and there was talk of him turning the pond into a stew pond. And, God willing, come March next week, the hens would start laying again. She glanced over at the frying pan, where five freshly plucked sparrows lay under a clean tea towel. Muriel from next door had brought them round that morning. She had a surplus, she’d said. Her young lad, Simon, had devised an elaborate trap and was out early every morning to catch them. His dad was away in France, and he was clearly taking his responsibility for his mother seriously.

Hannah had accepted the offer gratefully. There wasn’t much meat on a sparrow, but with some potatoes and turnips, she could turn them into a hearty stew. Fresh meat was hard to come by now that they no longer had Joshua around. She wondered briefly how Pearl was faring in this cold weather, all alone in her caravan. She knew Alice kept an eye on the old woman and often took food over to her, but still, she was very old to be living alone.

The kettle came to the boil just as she heard Beatrice call from the parlour.

‘Mathew’s just pulled up outside,’ Beatrice said, appearing in the doorway, looking puzzled. ‘He’s got your Leah with him.’

‘Leah?’ Hannah exclaimed, her chest tightening anxiously. She lifted the kettle off the heat and, wiping her hands on her apron, hurried into the other room. Leah was just coming in the door, her face ashen. She was wearing Mathew’s coat. Mathew was right behind her, his expression sombre.

‘Mathew, you look frozen to death!’ exclaimed Beatrice, hurrying to her husband.

‘I’m all right,’ Mathew said, brushing her concerns aside. He looked intently at Hannah.

‘What’s happened?’ she said as calmly as she could, all the while fighting the panic clawing at her throat. ‘Where’s Daisy?’

Leah opened her mouth to reply, but words failed her and she burst into tears.

‘There’s been an accident,’ Mathew said, as Hannah took Leah in her arms, her frightened eyes meeting Mathew’s.

‘What sort of accident?’ Beatrice asked quietly.

‘An explosion,’ Mathew replied soberly, his gaze not leaving his neighbour’s face. ‘Hannah, Daisy is in the hospital. You need to go to her now.’

Hannah inhaled sharply as the significance of Mathew’s words registered.

‘Bea, can you…?’

‘Of course. Leah, come here, dear.’ She gently prised Leah’s arms from around Hannah’s waist and helped her shrug out of Mathew’s heavy overcoat, before leading her to the sofa under the window. Shooing away the cat, she sat her down and, fishing a clean handkerchief from her pocket, handed it to her.

‘She’s in shock,’ Mathew said to Beatrice, stoking the fire as Hannah pulled on her coat and hat. ‘She needs some tea, hot and sweet. I think her hearing has been affected, too. She was quite close to the explosion.’ His wife nodded.

‘Alice didn’t come back with you?’ she asked.

Mathew buttoned up his coat, shaking his head. ‘No, she decided to stay and help. I’ll call by again on the way back from the hospital. Dora’s still there, too. I can probably bring both girls back with me later.’

‘I’m ready,’ Hannah said, pulling on her gloves. She bent to kiss the top of Leah’s head. ‘I’ll be back as soon as I can, love.’ Leah nodded. She’d stopped crying and was staring into the fire, her eyes glassy.

‘I’ll get that tea,’ Beatrice said brightly. She laid a hand on Hannah’s arm. ‘Give Daisy our love, won’t you?’

Hannah nodded, her throat tightening. Her eyes glistened with tears. Mathew opened the door, and she followed him out into the cold lane where the pony was pawing the frozen ground impatiently. Across the lane, the women of the hamlet were at work in the field picking potatoes and turnips. Hannah folded her gloved hands in her lap, wishing her girls were doing the same. Factory work paid well, but was the extra money worth the risk? With her younger daughter lying in hospital, she was inclined to think that it wasn’t.

‘How bad is she?’ she found the courage to ask as they started down the lane, the churning of the wheels and the plod of the pony’s hooves accompanied by the incessant drip, drip, drip of melting snow.

‘I didn’t actually see her,’ Mathew replied with a sideways glance. ‘But Leah says there was a lot of blood and she was unconscious.’

Hannah nodded, her stomach churning anxiously.

The journey to the hospital seemed interminably long, and by the time they joined the cavalcade along the road leading up to it, Hannah was an emotional wreck. Dry-eyed, but pale and visibly shaking, she took Mathew’s hand as he helped her down from the cart.

‘I’ll come in with you,’ he said, securing the pony to a post and calling to a young boy standing nearby to keep an eye on her, with the promise of half a penny for his trouble. There had been rumours about ponies going missing, likely stolen for food by families on the brink of starvation.

Feeling her legs were about to give way, Hannah thanked him. She leaned gratefully on his arm as they made their way inside. It was between visiting hours, and the lobby was quiet. Heart thumping painfully, she and Mathew approached the front desk, behind which sat an attractive nurse, tendrils of dark hair peeking from beneath her cap. She looked up, peering at Hannah over her spectacles.

‘Good afternoon,’ she said, her expression neutral. ‘How may I help you?’

‘We’re looking for someone involved in the Franklin’s explosion this morning,’ Mathew said, clearing his throat. ‘She was brought in about half past ten or thereabouts.’

‘Name?’ the nurse said, consulting the list in front of her.

‘Daisy,’ Hannah blurted out before Mathew could speak. ‘Daisy Hopwood.’ She held her breath. The seconds it took for the nurse to check her list seemed to last a lifetime.

‘Ah, yes,’ the nurse said eventually. ‘Hopwood, Miss D.’ She looked up, her brown eyes laced with sympathy. ‘She’s been admitted to Nelson Ward. If you’ll take a seat, I’ll get a doctor to come and see you.’

Hannah’s shoulders sagged as she exhaled in relief. ‘She’s alive.’

Mathew thanked the nurse and led Hannah to one of several rows of wooden benches where a handful of people were sitting. She took off her coat, folded it and placed it on the seat next to her, laying her hat and gloves carefully on top. She sat down heavily, her relief that Daisy was alive tempered by anxiety over the severity of her injuries. Mathew sat down beside her, his coat draped over the bench opposite.

‘Please don’t feel obligated to stay,’ she whispered.

‘I’m in no hurry to go anywhere,’ Mathew grunted.

‘You’re a good man, Mathew Turner,’ she smiled. ‘No wonder my William held you in such high regard.’ She glanced around at the people waiting. They stared ahead, each seemingly lost in thought. A small child sat on the floor at his mother’s feet. His nose was running and his dark eyes looked too big for his face. Catching Hannah watching him, he turned away, shyly burying his face in his mother’s skirts.

Rubber soles squeaked on the grey linoleum and a doctor rounded the corner. Those seated on the benches stirred, eyes drawn towards him in nervous expectation. Hannah held her breath. He was tall and dark-haired, in his mid-fifties, she guessed, and handsome in a cold, austere sort of way.

‘Hopwood?’ He looked up from his sheet of paper, scanning the lobby.

Hannah gave an involuntary whimper and got to her feet. Her throat was so dry she could hardly swallow. The doctor gave her a cursory glance.

‘I’m Dr Vincent. Follow me, please.’ He turned on his heel and stalked back the way he had come. Hastily gathering up her hat and coat, Hannah hurried after him. She was vaguely aware of Mathew behind her as her mind raced, every possible scenario playing in her mind. Her stomach churned wildly, and she could feel the bile burning the back of her throat.

The doctor led the way down a wide corridor. A door swung open, emitting a uniformed orderly, and from somewhere within came the sound of someone screaming as if in horrendous pain. Hannah winced. The door banged shut, abruptly cutting the scream off. On the journey to the hospital, she’d been too numb with shock to pray, but now she kept up a litany of silent prayer as she hurried to keep pace with Dr Vincent.

They rounded a corner and moved down a narrower corridor. Hannah saw the sign for Nelson Ward above a door. She gave a gasp as her heart plummeted. She had to grip Mathew’s arm in order not to keel over. In smaller letters underneath the name of the ward was the word:


NEUROLOGICAL



Dr Vincent pushed open the door and motioned for Hannah to follow. Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to enter the ward. Most of the beds had the curtains drawn. Behind one set of curtains, someone was weeping quietly. At the bed closest to the door, a woman about Hannah’s age sat propped up against her pillows. She was rocking back and forth, her eyes wide and staring. Hannah swallowed, terror for her daughter gripping her throat like a vice.

‘Doctor.’ A nurse seated at a desk got to her feet and came towards them.

‘Sister,’ Dr Vincent nodded. ‘These are Miss Hopwood’s relatives.’

‘Good afternoon, Mr and Mrs Hopwood,’ the nurse said with a sympathetic smile. ‘I’m Sister Porter. I shall be responsible for your daughter’s care during her stay with us.’

‘Oh, no,’ Hannah said. ‘This isn’t Daisy’s father. I’m afraid I’m a widow. This is my neighbour, Mr Turner.’

‘I’m afraid it’s immediate family only on this ward,’ Sister Porter said.

‘Oh, never mind that now,’ Dr Vincent snapped irritably. ‘I have a busy schedule, Sister.’

‘Of course, Doctor,’ the sister replied demurely. ‘This way, please.’ She turned to lead them down the ward. There were ten beds on either side and all but one appeared to be occupied. Halfway down the ward, the sister paused. ‘This is Daisy,’ she said. She held the pretty pink floral curtain aside for Hannah to step inside. As she did so, her hand flew to her mouth and she let out a thin cry.

‘Daisy!’ she wailed, falling into the chair beside her daughter’s bed and reaching blindly for her hand. She looked so still and pale that for a moment Hannah thought she was too late. But the steady rise and fall of Daisy’s chest told her she was alive. Her face was criss-crossed with lacerations and she had the beginnings of a black eye.

‘The facial wounds are superficial,’ Sister Porter said, her voice low as she leaned over to tuck a strand of dark hair behind Daisy’s ear. ‘They will soon heal and they shouldn’t leave a scar.’

‘It’s the brain injury that’s causing us a significant amount of concern,’ Dr Vincent said, picking up the chart hanging at the end of Daisy’s bed. Hannah glanced up at him in terror. Mathew laid a hand on her shoulder, and she gripped it forcefully.

‘Daisy has sustained what is known as a brain contusion,’ the doctor explained in his bland tone. ‘During the explosion, she was hit hard on the head, probably by falling masonry. This has caused the brain tissue to swell.’

‘Is… is there something you can do?’ Hannah asked, tears welling. ‘Some treatment?’

‘Surgery is an option,’ Dr Vincent said, his expression grim. ‘Whereby I would drill into the skull to relieve the pressure…’

Hannah dissolved into tears.

‘Will that be necessary?’ Mathew asked.

‘It depends whether the brain tissue continues to swell,’ the doctor said, speaking directly to Mathew. ‘In that case, surgery will very much be necessary.’

‘Oh, Daisy,’ Hannah sobbed quietly.

‘Even if the swelling recedes over the next few days,’ Dr Vincent said, continuing to address Mathew, ‘Miss Hopwood may suffer permanent damage. There is the risk of blindness, paralysis, memory loss. She may experience difficulties with concentration and co-ordination.’ He shrugged. ‘I’m afraid only time will tell.’ He looked at the nurse. ‘I’m late for my appointment. Sister?’

‘Thank you, Doctor. Mrs Hopwood, your daughter is in the very best hands. I shall see personally that she has the best care possible. Now, may I bring you a cup of tea?’






CHAPTER FOUR

Stifling a yawn, Alice gazed across the bleak landscape. It was the first day of March, yet it seemed winter was reluctant to relinquish its grip. Daffodils flanked the lane, their slender green stems bowed by the wind that howled across the fields. It was growing dark, the watery sun having already slipped below the tree line. The church clock struck a quarter to six and, on cue, she heard the cottage door shut and her grandfather appeared in the lane below. Putting on his hat, he headed for the church.

Alice rolled her aching shoulders. As the vicar’s wife, she really should make the effort to attend evening prayers, but she was so tired. Surely Reverend Aldridge, who was standing in for Samuel while he was away at the front, would understand?

She turned away from the window and sank wearily onto the edge of her bed. She wondered how Leah and Hannah were coping. On the day of the explosion, she’d been kept busy until late in the evening serving tea to the firemen, police and civilian volunteers. During the afternoon, the factory’s owner, Wright Franklin, had turned up. To the disgust of everyone within earshot, he’d shouted and sworn at the council official whose unhappy duty it had been to inform Mr Franklin that his factory would have to remain closed for at least a week until it was deemed safe enough for the employees to return to work, seemingly more concerned with the loss of income than the fact that five of his employees had been killed and another six injured, two seriously. As the covered cart carrying bodies had rumbled up the street, a gust of wind had caught the corner of the tarpaulin and Alice had glimpsed a charred, blackened limb. She’d had to turn away and be sick in the gutter.

In the week since, she’d been rushed off her feet. She cycled all over the countryside collecting donations for the Red Cross parcels to be sent to the boys at the front, and what with her shifts at the Penny Kitchen, she’d had barely any time to pop next door to see her friend and find out how poor Daisy was faring. Thankfully, her grandmother spent a lot of time with Hannah and kept Alice abreast of the news.

To everyone’s immense relief, the swelling in Daisy’s brain had begun to recede after a couple of days. She was awake for intervals, but her speech was slurred and she appeared very confused, at times not even recognizing her own mother. Her vision was another worry, though Dr Vincent had assured Hannah that he was confident her eyesight would improve with time. All they could do was wait and see.

She was jolted back to the present by the sound of voices downstairs.

‘Alice,’ called her grandmother. ‘Leah’s here to see you.’

‘Coming.’ She hastily checked her appearance in her dressing-table mirror and hurried down the stairs.

‘Leah, I was just thinking about you,’ she said, embracing her friend warmly. ‘How are you?’ she asked, as they both settled themselves on the sofa.

‘I’ll make some tea,’ said Beatrice, disappearing off to the kitchen.

‘I’m all right,’ Leah said with a slight shrug of her shoulders. ‘My hearing’s almost back to normal now, thank goodness, and I’m starting back at work on Saturday.’

‘I heard that Franklin’s was reopening. That’s something. Hopefully being busy will take your mind off Daisy.’ Alice nodded sympathetically. ‘How is she?’

Leah pulled a face. ‘Mum just got back from the hospital. Apart from the actual swelling having almost gone, her overall condition remains the same.’

‘I’m so sorry, Leah. I know how difficult this must be for you and your mum. I bet you’re really looking forward to getting back to the factory?’

‘To be honest, I’m half-dreading it. I keep thinking about those who were killed, like poor Maud and Mr Butterworth.’ She met Alice’s gaze. ‘It was his funeral yesterday.’

‘They’re saying the stove exploded.’ Alice took her friend’s hand. ‘Such a terrible tragedy.’

‘I still have nightmares about it,’ Leah said, drawing a deep breath and giving Alice a wry smile. ‘Anyway, while I’ve been stuck at home fretting, I’ve managed to knit a dozen pairs of socks for your boxes.’

‘Thank you. They are very much appreciated by our boys at the front, I can tell you.’

‘I know. Harry’s always telling me how things like new socks are such a luxury.’ Leah’s eyes clouded as she thought of her fiancé so far away. Though he kept his letters to her upbeat, she was astute enough to realize that life in the trenches must be pretty grim.

‘Mum got fed up with me moping, so she insisted I stop feeling sorry for myself and do something worthwhile. I must admit, I did feel a bit ashamed of myself. At least Daisy is alive, which is more than can be said for those poor Merrifield boys.’

The hamlet had been rocked three days earlier by the news that two of publican Reuben Merrifield’s sons had been killed within hours of each other. Now a black wreath hung on the door of the Glyn Arms pub.

‘And of course, Leonard is eighteen next month,’ Alice said as her grandmother reappeared with the tea tray. ‘He’ll get his call-up papers soon.’

‘Poor Mrs Merrifield,’ Beatrice said, pouring the tea and handing Leah a cup. ‘Two sons killed, George and Sidney fighting God knows where and now she’s going to lose her youngest to the war, too. I don’t know how the poor woman sleeps at night.’

‘Likely she doesn’t,’ Leah said, pursing her lips. Had any of them known a decent night’s sleep since war broke out?

‘I’m sure you’re right, Leah, love,’ Beatrice sighed. She straightened up, stirring her tea absently as she stared out over the empty fields. Alice and Leah exchanged knowing glances, both understanding that Beatrice must be thinking about her own son, Ian, who had been taken from her by her common-law husband when he was just three years old. Beatrice had only just discovered his whereabouts when war broke out. She had no idea where he was now, and the knowledge that she would never know if anything happened to him was like a knife to her heart.

‘Grandma?’ Alice said softly.

‘I’m sorry, girls,’ Beatrice said with a slight shake of her head. ‘I was wool-gathering there.’ She smiled brightly as she settled herself in the armchair closest to the fire. Her work basket was on the floor next to her.

‘Will Hannah be round later?’ she asked Leah, picking up her knitting.

‘She just has a few jobs to do and then she’ll be over,’ Leah replied. ‘Oh! I meant to bring the socks with me,’ she added, noticing the brown paper parcels piled on the parlour table. ‘I’ll run and fetch them.’

‘Thank you, Leah,’ Alice said, hiding a yawn behind her hand. ‘I’ll take them to headquarters first thing tomorrow before my shift at the Penny Kitchen.’

‘I’m worried you’re doing too much, Alice,’ her grandmother said as the door swung shut behind Leah, a draught of cold air snaking round her ankles. ‘You’re exhausted. I don’t believe you’re fully recovered after losing the baby.’

‘I’m well enough, Grandma.’ Alice smiled, but her eyes were heavy with sadness. Her first miscarriage had occurred not long after Samuel had left for a training camp in Dorset. She hadn’t told him how she’d slipped on the damp step, landing heavily on her ankle, spraining it badly, nor had she told him how the physical pain had been far outshadowed by the emotional anguish of losing a much-wanted baby a few hours later. Wanting to spare him, she had told him only that she’d been mistaken and that there had been no baby.

A month later, she’d discovered, to her delight, that she was expecting again. Over the late summer months, she had blossomed. Between knitting balaclavas and socks, her grandmother and Hannah had found the softest yarns in their work baskets and knitted tiny cardigans and booties.

The cramps had started one early December night. Alice had woken to find her nightdress soaked with blood. Her grandfather had gone for the doctor, but it had been too late. They had returned to find the tiny, perfectly formed little girl, still and silent, wrapped in a towel in a drawer on the kitchen table and Alice’s sobs echoing from upstairs.

Alice’s grip on her teacup tightened. Tomorrow would have been her baby’s due date, and though she’d tried hard to bury her grief with work, it still reared its ugly head in her unguarded moments.

‘I’m not sure you are,’ her grandmother contradicted, interrupting Alice’s thoughts. ‘I would have thought the clerical work you do for Reverend Aldridge two mornings a week is enough,’ she went on, sighing as she reached for the teapot. ‘But on top of that, you have your shifts at the Penny Kitchen and your Red Cross work. More tea?’ she asked.

‘Thank you.’ Alice held out her cup for a refill. ‘I like keeping busy, Grandma,’ she said. ‘When I think how much our boys are suffering over in France, the least I can do is help send them a few home comforts. It’s easy enough on my bicycle.’

‘That’s another thing,’ Beatrice said, pursing her lips in concern. ‘I’m not happy with you cycling all over the countryside, not with all those German prisoners working in the fields nowadays.’

‘Oh, Grandma,’ Alice smiled. ‘I haven’t even glimpsed a German yet.’

They both turned at the sound of the latch being lifted on the back door and of Hannah’s voice calling, ‘Coo-ee. It’s only us.’

She came into the parlour, followed by Leah and Dora, who were carrying several brown paper packages, which they dumped on the table.

‘That walk back from the hospital fair takes it out of me,’ Hannah puffed, setting her work basket on the table alongside the packages and sinking heavily onto one of the straight-backed dining chairs.

‘I’ll make a fresh pot of tea,’ Beatrice said, getting to her feet.

‘I’ll do it,’ Alice said, taking the teapot from her grandmother. ‘You and Mrs Hopwood can have a natter.’

‘Dora has some news,’ Hannah said, shrugging off her shawl and draping it over the back of her chair.

‘Oh yes?’ Alice and Beatrice tuned to Dora expectantly.

‘I’ve received my call-up papers,’ Dora said, rubbing her arm, which was still smarting from all the injections she’d had to have before going abroad. She swallowed the lump in her throat. Now that her call-up papers had arrived, it all seemed frighteningly real. ‘I am to report to the St John’s Ambulance headquarters on Saturday morning at ten o’clock,’ she said, more confidently than she felt. ‘I sail at four.’

‘So soon?’ Alice frowned.

‘We knew it would be,’ Hannah said, her smile looking forced. ‘They’re so desperate for nurses over there.’

‘I’m back at work on Saturday, so I shan’t even be able to see you off,’ lamented Leah despondently.

‘We wondered if Mathew might take Dora into town on his cart?’ Hannah said, turning to Beatrice. ‘She’ll have her trunk.’

‘I shall ask him as soon as he returns from evensong, but I’m sure he’ll have no objection,’ Beatrice assured her with a smile.

‘I’ll make that tea,’ Alice said, heading into the kitchen. Leah and Dora followed.

‘I can’t believe you’re going away. I shall miss you,’ Leah said, pulling out a chair. She rested her chin on her hand, her expression glum.

‘I envy you, Dora,’ said Alice, spooning tea leaves into the pot. ‘It will be an amazing experience, and you’ll be doing something incredibly worthwhile.’ She leaned against the dresser, her arms folded across her chest. ‘You may borrow my French phrase book, if you’d like?’

‘Oh, yes, please,’ Dora said, grinning in relief. ‘I was wondering how I’d manage with my limited vocabulary.’

‘Do you know whereabouts you’re being posted?’ Alice asked, as she carried the teapot into the parlour.

‘Yes, I’ll be based at a field hospital outside a little village called Cambri,’ replied Dora, following behind.

‘You’ll be pretty close to the fighting, then,’ remarked Beatrice.

‘Yes, I suppose I shall,’ Dora said quietly. Silence fell upon the cosy front parlour as the women contemplated the enormity of the journey Dora was about to embark on. Leah cleared her throat, breaking the stillness.

‘You’d better stay safe,’ she said fiercely, her eyes suspiciously bright. ‘Or you’ll have me to answer to.’

‘Don’t worry about me,’ Dora assured her with a shaky smile. ‘I’ll be fine.’



‘I think you’re awfully brave, Dor,’ Leah said later that night as they snuggled under the covers, their bodies pressed close together for warmth.

‘I’m not brave,’ Dora replied, her voice low. ‘I’m petrified.’

‘Harry says being brave doesn’t mean you’re not frightened,’ Leah whispered back. ‘It means being scared but doing it anyway.’ She put her arm around her dearest friend, Dora’s warm breath fanning her cheek. They’d grown up next door to each other and were as close as sisters. After the death of Dora’s father, it had seemed only natural that she would move in with Leah and her family.

‘I’m ever so proud of you.’

Dora squeezed Leah’s hand and blew out the lamp. The two girls lay staring up into the darkness, the only sounds their quiet breathing, until they finally drifted off to sleep.
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