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Prologue

1916

 

 

‘Will it die, Da?’

George Peckham squatted down so he was on the same level as his little daughter and picked up the injured, terrified blackbird fluttering feebly in Hannah’s cupped hands.

‘I’ve never told you a lie, Hannah, have I?’

The child shook her head while slowly stroking the soft, dark feathers.

‘I reckon you’re old enough for the truth and sometimes the truth can hurt, luv. I’m afraid it will die. Look, its wing is broken and if it can’t fly then it can’t look for food or be with its friends. The ground isn’t a safe place for birds.’

‘But couldn’t we feed it, Da?’ There was a catch in her voice and she gazed at him pleadingly.

George sighed and passed the bird back to her. Hannah was so like her mam. At the age of six she was a beauty, just as Jane had been. Fine-boned and petite, she had Jane’s pale complexion that looked like alabaster in some lights. Her hair was very dark brown,  as were her eyes that were fringed with long thick lashes which cast a half-moon shadow on her cheeks when she was asleep. You could always tell what kind of a mood Hannah was in by her eyes. Sometimes they were full of mischief and laughter, at others hard with determination and stubbornness, but just now her eyes were luminous with tears that threatened to brim over and trickle down her cheeks.

‘There’d be no point, luv. Even I can’t mend broken wings. Best leave it by the wall, we’ve a long way to go.’ He didn’t say it would be kinder to wring the tiny neck and put an end to its misery. Things were bad enough for her without adding to her confusion and unhappiness.

He stood up, brushed the dust from his uniform and looked down Victoria Terrace. It would be the last he’d see of it for a long time, and his spirits plummeted further.

Once the three-storeyed houses had been the very comfortable homes of the well-off. They were smaller than those in Upper Husskinson Street, Upper Frederick Street, Rodney Street or Faulkner Square, but had been well maintained in earlier years. Now, though, they were a sorry sight. The decorative iron railings that led up to the once-impressive front doors were unsteady, twisted and rusting. The glass fanlights above the doors were broken and fly-speckled; the paint was peeling; the steps were worn and broken and now families crowded every room: the cellar, the attic, the bedrooms and the downstairs reception rooms. But  number ten had until today been home for himself and Hannah, and just eighteen months ago it had been home for Jane too. Jane, the pretty, shy, quiet little Welsh girl he’d fallen head over heels in love with. The girl he’d married and who had carried and lost two babies before Hannah had been born and had thrived.

Hannah was still clutching the blackbird. He could see there was no way the determined little girl would simply leave it to its fate. ‘Oh, well, take it if you must,’ he capitulated. ‘Hold it gently but firmly.’ He slung his kit bag over one shoulder and pulled the cap bearing the badge of the 20th Kings Liverpool Regiment – the Liverpool ‘Pals’ – slightly forward to shade his eyes. Then he took her hand. The utter dejection and trepidation he felt at having to leave her weighed heavily on him, as did the fear of what faced him now.

Hannah stared up at her father who was dressed in clothes she’d never seen him wear before. They were stiff and scratchy things too.

‘Why do I have to go and live with Cousin Gwyneth, Da? Why can’t I stay with Mrs Sweeney? Why do you have to go?’

He had already tried to explain these things to her but she didn’t really understand. She knew her mam was in heaven. She remembered her mam and had cried for her to come back, for Mam had never shouted or smacked her. Mam had always seemed to be smiling and she’d sung too, in a language Hannah didn’t understand, until she got sick and the angels had come to take her to heaven.

Da had told her he had to go to a place far away from Liverpool, across the sea, to help with the war, but she didn’t understand about war and battles.

‘Hannah, luv, I’ve told you why. I have to go away and Mrs Sweeney’s got her hands full with all her kids and there’s no room.’

‘But Cousin Gwyneth only has a tiny cottage, you said so.’

George sighed. ‘I know, but it’s not crowded out like Mrs Sweeney’s. It’s family you’re going to. Your mam’s family.’ He squeezed her hand trying to reassure her but he himself needed reassuring that he would come back for her. The war was going badly.

Hannah liked Mrs Sweeney and the young Sweeneys; there were half a dozen of them but the six-year-old twins, Harry and Lily, were her friends, though often they would only play with each other. Hannah held the bird to her and felt its little heart fluttering with fear.

‘I’m going to look after it, Da,’ she said firmly. ‘I’m going to feed it and keep it warm and make it better, then it’ll be my friend.’

George nodded. If that’s what she wanted then he wasn’t going to argue. It would die anyway in a couple of days.

When he’d been conscripted despair had overwhelmed him. He’d folded the papers up, placed them on the overmantel and dropped his head into his hands. How could he leave her? She was just six and her mam had only been dead a year and a half. Of course the  neighbours had been great, as they always were in times of trouble. Between them they’d nursed Jane and kept the home going when he wasn’t there. When he was out at work they’d taken it in turns to look after Hannah. His wage from the small iron foundry down at the docks had been just enough to keep them; now his army pay would all be sent to Cousin Gwyneth for Hannah’s keep, apart from a few shillings for his tobacco and Rizla cigarette papers.

Just whom to leave Hannah with had been a hard decision to make. Everyone in the street was short of money and space, even though all the lads and most of the men were away fighting. Some of the girls and women were now taking the jobs the men had left to put a bit more money into their families’ pockets, but there were many who were still living in dire poverty – people with as many as fourteen children to feed and clothe. After sitting for hours deciding who would be able to care for Hannah, he’d written to Jane’s relations.

He knew Hannah’s choice would be to stay with the Sweeneys, and he knew Ada and Tom and their brood would welcome her, but Ada’s idea of cleanliness was far from his and there were always rows and fights going on, mainly due to the fact that Tom was fond of his ale, though there was never any violence. Anyway, Tom would be following him to France in a few weeks.

When he’d told Ada of his plans for Hannah’s future she’d folded her arms across her bosom and looked concerned. ‘What in God’s name do yer want to send ’er there for?’ she’d asked.

‘They’re family, Ada, and you’ve got your hands more than full with this lot.’ He’d gestured around the room with his hand. The twins were under the table, a favourite refuge, while their older brother Arthur was tormenting them, trying to get them to come out. Sam and Gerald were arguing over who should have the cricket ball they’d had the stroke of fortune to find and Kate was chanting a poem she had to learn at the top of her voice, totally oblivious to everything.

‘Will youse lot shurrup? I can’t ’ear me own voice!’ Tom roared.

‘Gerrout from under that table the pair of youse or yer’ll go ter bed,’ Ada commanded the two youngest of her brood.

George looked around the room. It was untidy. It always was. There were old ashes and cinders in the hearth. The range was rusty in parts and hadn’t seen a blackleading brush for many a month. The top of the table was covered with old, stained newspapers and dirty dishes. There was no curtain of any kind on the back kitchen window and the panes of glass, some of them with cracks across them, were dirty.

‘I know you mean well and I know how much you thought of Jane,’ George went on.

Ada nodded. ‘I loved the bones of that girl, yer know that, George. God ’elp her, dead an’ buried at thirty,’ she sniffed. Then her attention was diverted by young Harry.

‘Harry Sweeney, gerroff that chair before yer fall an’ break yer neck!’ she yelled at her youngest son who  was balancing on a rickety chair and leaning across the top of the range, trying to extricate something from the clutter on the overmantel.

‘I know, Ada,’ George replied dejectedly.

‘While Hannah is alive, poor Jane won’t ever be forgot. Hannah’s the dead spit of ’er.’

‘I know, but she gets her stubbornness from me.’

‘Oh, aye, no one will get the better of ’er without a fight. But she’s as cute as a bag of monkeys too,’ had been Ada’s reply. He prayed his daughter’s toughness would stand her in good stead now.

It was a long journey, he’d explained that to her. First there was the tram to the Pier Head, then the ferry boat and then an omnibus to Denbigh which her da had told her would take a long, long time. Finally Cousin Gwyneth would be waiting for them with a pony and trap to take her to the little cottage she shared with her mother a mile from the village of Henllan. But it would be just the place for her blackbird. It was quiet now, covered by the folds of her heavy knitted shawl.

All the way there George tried to keep her spirits up by pointing things out to her: New Brighton, with its old fort and lighthouse, as they’d crossed the choppy waters of the Mersey on the ferry; then the fields and woods and all the animals she’d never seen in their natural habitat before. These were things he too had never seen and he doubted he ever would again. Finally she fell asleep and he lifted her gently on to his lap, her shawl still covering the bird, and encircled her in his  arms, wishing he could hold her like this for ever.

It was dark as the omnibus came slowly down the hill to Lenten Pool to stop at the Hand pub that stood at the intersection of the roads out to Henllan and to Groes. He was stiff as he got off and looked around, still carrying a sleeping Hannah and his kit bag. With relief he spotted the pony and trap on the other side of the road outside the church.

‘Have you been waiting long, Gwyneth?’ he asked Jane’s second cousin. Already he was feeling apprehensive. Gwyneth Jones’s thin face looked as though it had never been creased in a smile. She was dressed plainly but warmly, for the night air was chilly. Her back was ramrod straight and she looked decidedly annoyed.

‘I suppose it was the fault of that contraption,’ she said, jerking her head in the direction of the bus.

‘I suppose it was, but it’s a very long journey.’

Gwyneth tutted. ‘I had to wait here. No respectable woman would wait outside there.’

She made the pub sound like hell. The whole family had been very religious, he remembered. They’d come to the wedding and had looked thoroughly shocked the entire day.

‘I agree it’s not the best place,’ he said. Hannah had woken up and was looking around in confusion as George set her down. ‘She’s slept for the last bit of the way.’

‘Then I hope she’ll not be awake all night. Mam needs her sleep.’

George passed the small carpet bag, which contained Hannah’s clothes and the rag doll Jane had made, up to the woman. His heart was heavy. He was beginning to feel that he’d made the wrong decision.

‘Well, then, lift her in. I’ve to have the trap back by ten. It belongs to Mr Parry, see.’

Hannah looked up at her father. She was wide awake now and she didn’t like the look of Cousin Gwyneth at all. Everything was suddenly strange.

‘The money is to come regularly?’ the woman asked.

‘It will. I’ve sorted everything out and I know she’ll be in good hands. You’re family.’ He crouched down and drew Hannah into the circle of his arms. He’d do anything not to have to leave her. He just prayed the war would be over soon as he pushed her fringe out of her eyes.

‘You’ll have to go now with Cousin Gwyneth. I have to wait here until I can get a lift from someone going back to Mold. I’ll catch another bus there. You be a good girl, work hard at your lessons and help in the house. I’ll write to you and you can write back to me.’

Gwyneth sniffed disapprovingly.

George kissed his daughter on the forehead and stroked her cheek. ‘Bye, Hannah, remember your da loves you and always will and your mam is looking down on you from heaven.’ He choked but fought to keep his voice steady. ‘I’ll come back for you one day, if I can.’

As Hannah gazed at him mute misery filled her large brown eyes. Then she put her arms around his  neck and buried her face in his tunic. ‘Bye, Da. I’ll say my prayers every night and I’ll be good,’ she promised, her voice muffled.

George buried his own face in her hair. Having to leave her was tearing him apart inside. He felt as desolate and heartbroken as the day Jane had died. He’d promised then he’d take the best care he could of their daughter, but neither of them had known that the war would separate him from Hannah. Slowly he disentangled himself from her embrace, stood up and lifted her into the trap.

‘Thank you, I really do appreciate this. I know Jane would prefer her to be here than in a crowded city while I’m . . . I’m away.’

The hint of a smile lifted the corners of Gwyneth’s mouth. ‘It’s no bother, there’s more than enough to keep her occupied.’

Hannah turned around in her seat, her eyes fixed on her da’s face as Gwyneth flicked the reins and whip and the pony moved forward. She still held the bird in the folds of her shawl but with her other hand she waved to him.

George’s gaze never left the tiny forlorn figure until the trap was swallowed up in the darkness, then he turned and walked towards the pub. He had a long night ahead of him.

 

Awkwardly George made his way down the trench; it was still ankle deep in water. The warmer days had made no difference except to the lice and fleas that  were more active and added to the dire conditions.

War wasn’t ‘glorious’ at all. It was hell on earth. When he’d first arrived at the front he had not been able to believe what he saw. It was like living on another planet – one whose surface was pitted by deep craters full of water. There wasn’t a shrub nor a single flower. There wasn’t even a tree, just twisted, blackened trunks that stood like rotting teeth, and line after line of subterranean trenches, also filled with foul-smelling water contaminated by sewage and by the bloated and rotting bodies. When he’d asked why they hadn’t been given a decent burial he’d been told that there was hardly anyone left to bury them and finding a decent plot of land to lay them to rest was deemed impossible. The heavy artillery was always blasting the shallow graves of both sides, although not on purpose. Skeletons were tossed into the air and disintegrated, falling as a shower of skulls and bones across trenches and dugouts. There was no pity in this war, George soon found. No peace even after burial. No dignity even in death.

Towards the middle of May reinforcements had arrived and the battalion was taken out of the line. It was with relief that he’d made his way down the communication trenches and then on to Albert and a proper billet. He’d been overjoyed to see Tom Sweeney on his way to the front line for the first time.

Tom already looked pale and drawn. ‘God Almighty, George! What the hell have we come to!’

‘Just that, Tom, hell is what it looks like and hell is what it is. You get used to it. You have to. Got any fags?’

Tom had passed a packet of Wills Woodbines to him.

‘What’s the casualty rate?’ he’d asked, drawing deeply on his own cigarette.

‘Well, it’s not what they print in the bloody newspapers.’

‘Christ, that’s bad enough!’

‘We’ll both be lucky to come through in one piece, Tom, and so will all the rest of the lads.’ He’d held out his hand and Tom had shaken it. ‘Good luck, mate,’ he’d added. ‘Maybe you’ll get lucky and catch a bullet in your leg or arm and get invalided home. It’s the best anyone can hope for. I even heard a bloke shot himself in the foot, he just couldn’t take any more.’ And with that he’d slapped Tom on the shoulder and moved away. He hadn’t heard anything more about Tom Sweeney.

Now he stood on the fire step, then it would be the scaling ladder, the parapet and then no man’s land. The bombardment by the eight-inch Howitzers and six-inch Mark VIIs had gone on for a week, day and night; his ears were ringing, his nerves almost ready to snap. It was something big, they all knew that. The ‘big push’, and the enemy must know it too. Out there were – he hoped – demolished German trenches and artillery and wide swathes cut in the wire. The dreaded bloody wire. Whenever he managed to get some sleep his dreams were always punctuated by the screams, the sobbing, the pleading that came from wounded men strung out on the wire, unable to help themselves,  bleeding to a slow, agonising death. He’d seen Lieutenant Marsden take a rifle one night and slowly and deliberately shoot four men. In all their eyes, it wasn’t murder, it was mercy killing, but Marsden had been court martialled and executed. There had been a lot of anger in the battalion about it. The bloody generals didn’t have to tolerate the appalling conditions or have their sleep disturbed by pitiful screams.

At last the dawn light filtered through the clouds of smoke and the whistle blew. There was no time now for thinking or even praying. Their objective was the Glatz Redoubt south of the German-held village of Montauban and today was the first of a new month, July. With red-hot shrapnel bursting all around him and the cries of men who had been hit, he began to run. They’d been ordered to walk but he for one didn’t obey that order. He managed to get through a gap in the first line of wire and then he felt a burning sensation in his leg and he fell forward as a hail of shrapnel embedded itself in his chest. Splayed out on the wire that the artillery hadn’t managed to cut, he fought for his breath but it was hard, so hard and the sounds of battle were fading and it was growing dark. With his last breath and shred of awareness he managed to gasp out one word before the blood that filled his lungs gushed from his mouth. Hannah!

 

Hannah turned on her back and looked up at the ceiling. It wasn’t even dark yet. The days were very long in summer. Hannah had a little narrow bed of her  own, tucked in the corner of the cottage’s single bedroom where the eaves of the roof sloped down. She lay listening to the muffled voices that drifted up the stairwell. She couldn’t understand what they were saying as they spoke in Welsh, but over the weeks she’d picked up a few words of her mother’s native tongue and she always knew when she was being talked about.

She didn’t like either of them. Great-Aunt Margaret, as she’d been told to call her, sat in a rocking chair by the open fire with shawls wrapped around her even when the weather was warm. She frightened Hannah with her wizened face, her white hair pulled back in a knot and her small black beady eyes. She hardly spoke to Hannah but had Cousin Gwyneth dancing attendance on her day and night. Her cousin was always sharp with Hannah and often cross, scolding her for things she knew nothing about. She was a child of the city, not the country, and she found it hard to get used to their strange ways and to the silence and darkness. She’d cried the day her little blackbird had died and she’d wanted to bury it in a small box, but she’d been told not to be so nonsensical. It had only been a bird. She’d felt even more lonely then.

The cottage stood on its own at the far end of a field from which the square bell tower, strangely detached from the church, could be seen above the trees. They never went to church, instead they attended the Chapel, Capel Seion, in the village. Three times on a Sunday she and Cousin Gwyneth walked there and back while Mr Parry took Great-Aunt Margaret in the trap.

When she’d first arrived here there’d been nothing to see, it had been so dark and she’d been so tired that she’d slept until morning. Then when she’d woken she’d remembered that she wasn’t in Victoria Terrace any more and her da had gone away. The tiny place, she’d discovered, only had one main room downstairs and a small, dark scullery. The stone walls were thick and a big fireplace took up almost the whole of one wall. There was a sofa, the rocking chair, a stool, a folding table and four straight-backed chairs. There was no gaslight, they relied on oil lamps and candles and the firelight. Whenever she could she would sit on the floor by the fire nursing her doll and looking into the fire, seeing clouds, and castles, and houses, and patterns in the flames. Her daily routine was strict and she was never allowed to play. She rose at sunrise, washed in the bowl on the washstand with water she’d fetched from a nearby stream the previous evening. She made her bed and helped to make the big brass one that Cousin Gwyneth and Great-Aunt Margaret shared after the old lady had gone downstairs. Then it was breakfast, usually an egg and a piece of bread. Then she walked the mile and a half to school. She hated school. Because she couldn’t speak their language, and the lessons were mainly in Welsh, the other children mocked and jeered at her. She would tell her da all about it when she wrote to him, which she’d only done once. Cousin Gwyneth said it was extravagant to use more paper, envelopes and stamps. Saturdays were spent in helping to clean the whole house and weeding  and hoeing the lines of vegetables that were growing in the plot of land behind the cottage.

She hated Sundays. Apart from going to Chapel she was allowed only to sit still without speaking unless spoken to and read the Bible. There was only one meal, before they went to Chapel for the last time. Oh, how she wished her da would come back soon.

She was startled to see her cousin come into the room in her nightdress with her long hair falling in a plait down her back.

‘Is there something wrong?’ she asked, timidly sitting up.

‘There is. Get up and get dressed, Hannah.’

‘Now? It’s . . . it’s not morning.’

‘Of course it’s not morning. Do as you’re told.’

Hannah got up and hastily dragged on her clothes. Gwyneth looked very cross indeed, her pale face unusually flushed.

When she got downstairs she avoided looking at the old woman and sat down on the edge of the sofa. Something was very wrong, she could tell that from the way the two women looked at each other and then at her.

‘Tell her,’ the old woman said.

‘What . . . what have you got to tell me?’ she asked quietly.

Her cousin took a small folded piece of paper from the shelf over the fireplace and bit her lip.

‘Tell her, Gwyneth,’ the old lady demanded.

‘It’s from a big office. A place in London, Hannah.  Your da was killed two days ago in a big battle. Mr Roberts from the Post Office brought this telegram.’

Hannah stared at her in disbelief. No! No! He was going to come back for her. He’d said he’d come back. Then she remembered that he’d added ‘if he could’. Now they were saying that he’d never come back for her. That she’d never see him again! The tears welled up and brimmed over and she threw herself at Gwyneth, clutching her nightdress, burying her face in the folds of cotton.

‘Hush now, hush.’ Gwyneth tried to soothe her. The child had been a burden from the time she’d arrived. She had made life even more difficult and she’d had no patience with her at all. Gwyneth had only seen Hannah’s father twice. She barely remembered her only meeting with Jane, who with her parents – long dead now – had gone to the city to find work, and Mr Roberts had said that hundreds and hundreds of men – maybe even thousands – had been killed fighting near a river called the Somme. He’d said it was a terrible, terrible tragedy and it would affect every city, town and village in the land. This wasn’t the first telegram he’d had to deliver, there had been three more and in a village so small it just showed how bad things were. The child would have to realise she wasn’t the only one suffering.

Gwyneth disentangled Hannah’s hands from her nightdress. ‘Stop that now, Hannah! Dry your eyes and go up and wash your face.’

In a numbed trance Hannah did as she was told and  soon her cousin came up to her and began to get herself dressed. When she’d finished she took Hannah’s clothes from the drawer in the chest and put them all in the carpet bag. Hannah was even more confused.

‘Come on, Hannah!’ Gwyneth said sharply.

‘Where . . . where are we going?’

‘Into town.’

‘To town, now?’

‘You can’t stay here. I’ve enough on my hands looking after Mam and this place and besides there’ll be no more money.’

‘We . . . we’re going to . . . to Denbigh?’ Everything in her world was topsy-turvy now.

‘I just said so. Mr Parry will take us. You’ll live in the big place they have there for boys and girls who have no Mam or Da.’

Hannah just stared at her in disbelief. She had no Mam and Da. She wouldn’t have a home, except the place they were going to take her to.

‘Don’t sit there looking like that, Hannah Peckham. It’s not my fault you’ve to go there. I have to do what’s best for Mam.’

Slowly Hannah got to her feet. She was frightened to leave this room. Frightened of the world outside, for out there now there was no one who loved her.
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