

  [image: cover]


  


  


  Also by Julia Bryant


  


  


  Borne on the Tide

  
  


  
 Written on the Tide

	
 


	
 The Restless Tide

	  
 


	  
 The Spirit of Nelson Street

		
 


		
 The Water is Wide


  
  
  


  


  About the author


  Julia Bryant was born in Portsmouth: her step-father and husband both served in the Navy.  She trained as a nurse, then after her three children grew up, earned an honours B.A. in English and history.  She and her husband now live in Portsmouth once more.


  




  [image: ]

  
  
  www.hodder.co.uk

  




First published in Great Britain in 1999 by

Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company


Copyright  Julia Bryant 1999


The right of Julia Bryant to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


eBook ISBN 978 1 444 77900 4

Paperback ISBN 978 0 340 75106 0


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH


www.hodder.co.uk


  



  


  For


  


  JOHN OSULLIVAN


  


  My husband and best friend


  


  with love


  



  


  The extract from Portsmouth and the Great War by W. G. Gates is reprinted by courtesy of the News, Portsmouth.


  



  Contents

  
  About the author

 
  Title page

  
  Copyright page

  
  Dedication page

  
  


  Part One


  Chapter One


  Chapter Two


  Chapter Three


  Chapter Four


  Chapter Five


  Chapter Six


  Chapter Seven


  Chapter Eight


  Chapter Nine


  


  Part Two


  Chapter Ten


  Chapter Eleven


  Chapter Twelve


  Chapter Thirteen


  Chapter Fourteen


  Chapter Fifteen


  Chapter Sixteen


  Chapter Seventeen


  Chapter Eighteen


  Chapter Nineteen


  Chapter Twenty


  Chapter Twenty-One


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  Chapter Thirty


  Chapter Thirty-One


  Chapter Thirty-Two


  Chapter Thirty-Three


  Chapter Thirty-Four


  Chapter Thirty-Five


  Chapter Thirty-Six


  Chapter Thirty-Seven


  Chapter Thirty-Eight


  Chapter Thirty-Nine


  Chapter Forty


  Chapter Forty-One


  Chapter Forty-Two

  
  

  
  Acknowledgements


  



  Part One


  JUTLAND, MAY 31 1916


  When the Jutland fog lifted and the smoke of the guns cleared, all that remained was a black, oily sea, its surface broken by a flotsam of dead fish, dead men and
  charred, empty hulks.


  Some mothers received several telegrams at once, with sons and fathers serving and dying together on the same ship. All that remained were photographs on the
  mantelpiece. And memories.


  


  Keep the Home Fires Burning by John Sadden


  



  Chapter One
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  June 5 1916


  The telegram boy stole her birthday. He cycled past Lily Forrest taking all her thoughts of presents and tea-time pancakes, leaving her white-faced and shaken. She had refused
  to think about Jutland and her brother Andrew on the Black Prince. But now she could think of nothing else.


  Everyone dreaded the telegram boy with his bag of yellow envelopes, Lily knew that. The path of that bicycle through the streets of Portsea was marked by tears and darkened windows. News of the
  Great Battle in the North Sea  of the vast ironclad ships sliding in minutes to the bottom had stunned the dockland community. From this close-knit warren of streets came the
  men who had manned and built those ships. In those straight-onto-pavement houses, women washed and scrubbed, sewed and swept with one ear alert to the sound of the doorbell or the rap of the
  knocker.


  Twelve-year-old Lily searched for some prayer or spell to keep him away from 27 Lemon Street. Eternal Father Strong to save, she gabbled as she turned into Queen Street. It looked
  a typical tea-time scene. The four oclock bell had sounded and the dockyard maties cycled, like a colony of ants, past the pubs and pie-shops; women pushed their prams full of outwork from
  the naval tailors, and sailors on shore leave, thirsty and lustful, cruised the pavements. She wrinkled her nose at the unmistakable reek of wet fish, cooked meat and Brickwoods Beer.


  For a few moments her breathing steadied, then the bicycle passed her again. Frantically she continued the hymn. Who bids the mighty ocean deep Its own appointed . . . What was the
  next word? She couldnt remember. Oh hear us when we cry to Thee. The words hurtled along in her head and the lump in her chest grew larger. She turned into Lemon Street and
  approached her home. Outside number twenty-three Mrs Vine was turning a rope with her daughter Mary, while the five-year-old twins took turns to skip.


  Come on Lil, give us a turn, called Mary.


  The three Vine girls sang a rhyme as Lily started to turn the rope. Charlie Chaplin went to France, To teach the nurses how to dance. The Vines dog tried to join in and
  everyone laughed at his antics. Salute to the King and bow to the Queen, And turn your back on the Kaiserine.


  Out of the corner of her eye, Lily saw the telegraph boy cycling up the street towards them, and ostrich-like she turned away. She bit her lip, drawing blood. Not just Andrew, but the
  twins father Fred, serving on HMS Fortune, was in her mind. She shut her eyes and turned the rope faster. Faith and Mercy giggled and their dog barked.


  The boy slowed his bicycle by putting out his foot and squeezing the brakes. The sight of him snuffed out the streets fragile happiness. Mrs Vine gathered her children and ran into the
  house, slamming the door. Towser took the abandoned skipping-rope and ran down the street with it hanging from his mouth.


  Gran opened the door and her smile vanished.


  Are you Mrs Beatrice Forrest? asked the boy.


  Yes, I am, she said. Holding out her hand for the telegram, she said to Lily, Fetch my readers, theres a good girl. Hurry, now.


  Lily tripped over the doorstep, her eyes dazzled by the sunshine. She hurtled down the passage to the kitchen. Let him be safe. Please let him be safe. She repeated the words like a spell.


  Quickly she grabbed a cloth and took the frying-pan off the hob, then searched around for the reading-glasses. Her eyes flickered over the sewing-machine, the dresser and the mantelpiece, while
  her brain kept up a ceaseless petition for her brothers safety. Then she found the glasses on the table, and rushed back to Gran who snatched them from her hands.


  Gran tore open the envelope, then put her arm around Lily before reading the form inside.


  I regret to inform you that HMS Black Prince was sunk 31st May 1916 and that the name of your grandson, Rating Andrew Forrest, does not appear on the list of
  survivors.


  Lily couldnt stop screaming. Gran pushed her down the passage to the kitchen and gave her face a stinging slap. Almost simultaneously she drew her into her arms. Lily
  clung to her. Heedless of the pins and needles fastened to Grans apron, she pressed her face into the pillowy bosom and then the tears came.


  Her brother couldnt be dead. As if in the pages of a photo album, pictures of him impressed themselves on her mind. Andrew taking her mudlarking. Hiding their clothes under the railway
  bridge, sliding over the harbour mud in their vests and drawers, calling out to the passengers making their way over the bridge above them to the waiting ferries and trains. Spare a penny,
  guvnor. Lets dive in the mud for your penny, lady.


  She could see the commander with his armful of gold braid tossing that sixpence down. Go for it, Ginger, hed laughed. Afterwards sitting in the caf eating bread
  pudding bought with their takings.


  Grans rage had been unforgettable. Begging in the street, shed stormed. Get up those stairs the pair of you, and dont think of sneaking down for any
  food. And, she held out her hand to Andrew, Ill take those coppers jingling in your pocket, young man. They can go in the Poor Box.


  Andrew perched in the tree in Captain Seymours garden, throwing apples down into Lilys outstretched apron. Andrew in the Sea Cadet band, his freckled cheeks puffed out, the sun
  shining on his brass bugle. Andrew leaning out of the carriage window at the station as she and Gran waved to him. Each image set up a fresh storm of weeping. When she finally turned her head away
  from the prickling needles, she became aware of another sound, dry racking sobs.


  Grans face was twisted in pain. Lily was terrified. She had never seen Gran cry. Still whimpering herself, she helped the old woman into the armchair by the range. She took Grans
  hands in hers and frantically chafed some warmth into them. The figure in the chair was almost a stranger. The physical presence remained, yet the essence of Gran, her strength and humour, had
  evaporated. Lilys own grief was set aside in her anxiety. She would give up all her birthdays, all her books and ribbons, even her free place at the South Portsmouth Secondary School to have
  Gran back as she was used to seeing her, cheery and bustling. Moving surely from one task to the next. Gran was her rock. If she foundered, all was chaos. Lily paced about trying to remember what
  the lady in the bandaging class had said about the treatment of shock. Warmth and hot sweet tea was the thing. While the kettle was boiling, she raced up the stairs and dragged down a blanket from
  Grans bed, and swathed it around her shoulders.


  Please Gran, oh Gran, please say something. The cup of tea trembled in Lilys hands as she held it towards her grandmothers lips. You all right, Gran? Have some
  tea. Tell me youre all right.


  Slowly the colour came back into Grans cheeks. My poor lad, she sobbed, reaching into her apron pocket and drawing out her handkerchief. The cruelty, the
  waste. A fresh storm of weeping overcame her.


  Lily hovered, the tea going cold in the cup. She pulled the blanket up around Grans shoulders and put the cup back in its saucer. If Gran didnt stop crying soon she would scream
  again. Panic fluttered in her throat. She clenched her teeth against the sound that was threatening to break loose. The clock chimed five and Gran seemed to gather herself.


  My stars, Lily! No tea laid and your father due at any minute. She burst into fresh tears. Poor soul to come home to this. Again she tried to rally herself.
  Ill go to the safe and get some milk and that plate of brawn I bought for your birthday tea. She gave Lily a pale imitation smile. You set the table.


  Sick with relief, Lily laid the cloth on the table and set three plates. Gran came in from the yard with the milk jug and the plate of meat. Lily, youre going to have to get the
  tea yourself. I shall have to go along to the Vines.


  Gran? You cant, Dadll be here in a minute. Lily clutched at her grandmothers skirt. I cant tell him about Andrew. You must stay, you
  must.


  My duck, its the last thing I want to do, Gran sighed. That telegram has knocked the stuffing out of me. But Lily, when I went out to the yard I could see those
  little girls crying. Mrs Vines locked herself in the lavatory, and theyre outside not knowing what to do.


  But Gran. I cant.


  Lily, youre twelve years old and Im relying on you. Gran set down the milk jug and plate of brawn. Im afraid life doesnt always take account of
  birthdays, she said as she walked towards the front door.


  Lily tore the orange ribbon from her hair and threw it into the fire. She wanted to smash things, to punish the room and make it as disordered and broken as she felt. How could it all remain
  unchanged? By the window sat Grans treadle machine. Along the opposite wall the dresser displayed its usual odd assortment of souvenirs and everyday china: the whales tooth
  scrimshawed with the story of Noah and the flood; an ivory fan from Spain; a blue jug from Weymouth and the willow pattern plates. Beside the table was the sixpenny piano stool, still waiting for
  its piano. Only the telegram sat treacherously between her birthday cards, marking the changing circumstances of the day.


  Lily felt like the Princess and the Pea, minutely aware of everything. As she passed her hand over her hair, every strand ached. Her eyelashes felt sore and gritty and the ticking of the clock
  set up painful vibrations in her ears.


  The sound of the key on its chain being pulled through the letter-box startled her. It was followed by the slamming of the door, and Dads voice singing to her, Happy Birthday to
  you, Happy Birthday to you, Happy Birthday, dear Princess . . . The kitchen door opened and Dad stood smiling at her, holding a parcel in his hand.


  Lily tried to smile back at him as he put the parcel on the table and opened his arms to her. As she hugged him, drawing in the familiar scents of tobacco and engine oil, she fought for control.
  She wanted to open her present, to have at least a sliver of a birthday.


  Dad took off his cap and ran his hand through his hair. Did you have any cards, Lily? Did they sing to you at school? He laughed loudly. I cant believe youre
  twelve now, almost a young lady.


  She bent over the brown paper and string and tried to busy herself with the knots. Was it her fancy or was her father nervous?


  I see youve got a couple of cards, he said, moving towards the mantelpiece and then moving away again. Had he noticed the telegram?


  Help me undo it, Dad.


  Again he laughed loudly as he came towards her. A sailors daughter and she cant find her way around a reef-knot. I dont know. Together they unwrapped the
  parcel to reveal a book and a wooden pencil case. Look, Ive painted your initials on the lid. L.B.F. for Lily Beatrice Forrest.


  For a moment she forgot. Dad, its lovely. The woods like satin and the lid slides in so smoothly. Oh I like it. She laughed up at him. And a book as
  well! She turned the blue cover and read the title out loud. Palgraves Golden Treasury of Verse. Thank you, thank you, thank you. She hugged him without
  restraint.


  I think the princess should make her old Dad a cup of tea, he said, settling himself at the table.


  Lily took the teapot into the scullery and emptied the leaves down the sink. Dad seemed strange to her. He was loud and excitable, avoiding her eyes and almost gabbling. As she filled the kettle
  she heard him get up from the table and move towards the mantelpiece.


  When she went back into the kitchen he was about to put the telegram back on the mantelpiece, unopened.


  Lily couldnt bear it. They couldnt pretend it hadnt happened.


  Andrews dead. She put down the teapot and rushed into his arms. He stood unmoving.


  Lily began to cry. Dad, say something. I was going to tell you. I just wanted . . .


  He looked at her as if he didnt know her. She tried to get him to sit down but he brushed her hand aside. I must go.


  You cant, Dad, I havent made your tea. Please, Dad. Dont go.


  He ran his hand distractedly through his hair. Tell Gran Ill be back later. He picked up his cap and went towards the passage. She clung to him but he tore himself loose and
  almost flung her away from him. Later, he said. Tell Gran Ill be back later.


  As the front door slammed behind him, Lily took the jug of pancake batter and poured it down the sink.


  



  Chapter Two
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  Miriam Slattery crossed her fingers behind her back. Can I have the night off, Aunt Florne? My friends not well and she needs me to stay with her.


  Florrie raised an eyebrow, taking in Miriams new sateen blouse. Looking like that, my girl, youll be a real tonic, she chuckled, her chins wobbling in amusement.


  Standing behind the bar in the Captain Hardy, Miriam had the grace to blush. There was no sick friend. Tonight she was going to meet Alec. Tonight she would give him her answer.


  Although she had known him for only a few months it seemed a lifetime. Alec was different from her other customers, their words stale and beer-laden as if passed on at the pub door from one
  mouth to another. Alec had a quiet sureness about him. From his first visit Miriam had been aware of the dark-haired, bearded man at the table near the door. When he met her glance he smiled at
  her. The smile transformed him, softening the sharpness of his cheekbones and making the lines crinkle around his eyes.


  She couldnt remember when he first began to stand at the bar and talk to her. Miriam looked forward to the quiet times, when there were few customers, and she and Alec could get to know
  each other. Slowly she began to trust him, to tell him about herself. How her sailor father had jumped ship in Australia and disappeared into the cane fields. How her mother had given up hope and
  taken to gin. How Aunt Florrie had offered her a job and a home at the Captain Hardy.


  Alec listened to her with total attention. As she spoke, his dark eyes smiled into hers. She was drawn to his full soft mouth, watching how he shaped each word, how he licked the beer froth from
  his lips.


  It was the night of Aunt Florries sixtieth birthday that drew them even closer together. After several port-and-lemons and some rousing choruses on the piano Auntie was decidedly the
  worse for wear. She sat slumped at the bottom of the stairs, her chins sunk on to her chest, snoring loudly.


  Miriam had to enlist Alecs help in carrying her upstairs to her bedroom. She had had quite a tussle freeing obstreperous Auntie from her corsets, all the while wondering if Alec would
  still be waiting for her.


  Shes going to have some headache tomorrow, he said, smiling at Miriam as she re-entered the bar.


  And some temper, Miriam laughed as she took his glass to refill it.


  He shook his head. Any more drink and I shant be responsible for my actions.


  Miriam came around from the back of the bar and stood beside him. Perhaps I dont want you to be responsible, she whispered.


  Miriam, he said, resting his hands on her shoulders, Im out of the way of flirtation. Im an old sailor, old enough to be your father.


  Dont you find me attractive? she asked, afraid to look at him.


  Alec sighed. Im too drunk to be cautious and not drunk enough to be careless.


  You havent answered my question, she persisted.


  Do you want me as a friend or as a lover?


  Miriam flushed at the directness of his question. There was a moment when she could have turned away with a light remark, but the moment passed. I know what I want, Alec, she
  said.


  He moved his hands from her shoulders down to her wrists and turned them over, pressing his lips to where the pulse beat beneath the skin. He kissed her on the lips. Sipping and tentative, their
  kisses slowly became breathless and open-mouthed.


  Miriam clung to him. As he stroked her face and neck she felt every part of her responding to him. Alec, Alec, she breathed.


  He drew away from her. Listen to me, Miriam. No, dont come any closer.


  She was confused by him. Alec, why have you . . .


  He shook his head. I want to make love with you. He ran his hand distractedly through his hair. But in the right place, with both of us knowing what were
  doing.


  What do you mean, knowing what were doing?


  Miriam, he pleaded. One thing leads to another. I cant paddle in the shallows all the time. I shall want to venture deeper. Do you want your aunt to find us on the
  bar-room floor?


  She was glad the room was dimly lit, so that Alec could not see her blushes.


  Her kissed her on the cheek. Ill see you. Well talk about what comes next.


  Miriam was confused. She had wanted to be swept along by her passion and felt disappointed when Alec had drawn away from her. His last words about what comes next, left her with
  some vestige of hope. She had to wait a whole week before he visited the pub again.


  Im sorry I havent been in, he said, but Ive found a place for us to meet.


  Where? Miriam begged.


  My German friend, Eric Manheim, hes got a grocery shop in Myrtle Lane. Hes been interned. I remembered he sent me the key. Asked me to look after the place.


  On the following Thursday afternoon they visited Myrtle Lane. The shop was dusty and smelt of bacon and mouse-droppings. Giggling like schoolchildren they crept up the staircase, their footsteps
  loud on the bare floorboards. Alec brought some matches and lit the candles in the glass holders on the dressing-table, then he closed the curtains. They lay together on the high brass bed
  whispering and kissing. Alec stroked her neck, his fingers flirting with the button on her collar. Smiling, he held her away from him. Yes? he asked her.


  She nodded.


  He touched her breasts, circling them with his thumbs over the outside of her blouse. It was she who undid the buttons and drew down the shoulder straps of her camisole. He stroked her breasts
  with such tenderness she cried out to him.


  Youre so beautiful, he breathed against her neck. I want you, all of you.


  I want you too, she said, interlacing her fingers behind his head and pressing her body against him.


  They began to undress. Alec held out his arms to her to help him off with his tight naval jersey and to untie the ribbons of his collar, his lanyard and silk scarf. Soon they were both naked.
  Miriam lay on her back and Alec straddled her body, leaning back on his heels watching her as she looked up at him in the flickering candlelight. His body was lean and hard. She touched the black
  hair on his chest and followed its path as it narrowed like a crucifix down the centre of his belly and then withdrew her hand.


  She was suddenly afraid. She had been so eager to follow his lead. She had thought she was ready. What if she said no? There was a word for women who led men on. Miriam began to cry.


  Alec turned her face towards him. Here, let me hold you. Sh, sh, he whispered. Weve rushed our fences. Thats all.


  Im sorry, she gasped. I thought I was ready.


  Are you afraid Im going to hurt you?


  She burrowed her face into his neck.


  Alec held her until her sobbing ceased. Miriam, I love you, he said. I wouldnt have frightened you for the world.


  Im sorry, she said again, her voice trembling.


  Alec slid off the bed and with his back to her drew on his trousers. Ill make us a cup of tea, he said, smiling gently. I even brought some biscuits.


  When Alec went downstairs, Miriams thoughts seesawed between fear and desire. Images chased themselves through her mind. Shadowy figures of naked men seen through the curtains of her
  mothers room. The rhythmic creaking of the bed, the grunts and sniggers. Their leering faces and pawing attentions. They alternated with pictures of Alec smiling at her, holding her hand,
  kissing her face. She thought about Alecs kindness and patience. It was something she had not expected. From the talk among the women when shed worked at the corset factory, men were
  impatient, thrusting creatures, flattering when drunk and sulky and brutish when denied their rights.


  Are we still friends? he asked as he passed her a chipped cup on a biscuit-tin lid.


  Miriam nodded.


  Dyou remember I said it had to be something we both wanted? Alec asked her.


  Yes, said Miriam, and I did want to, Alec, truly I did.


  I know. He put down his cup and took hold of her hand. And I wanted you and still do. But, he shook his head, if that were all, I could find a woman any day of
  the week. I want you, Miriam, not just your body. I want to be with you, to talk with you and listen and laugh and just do ordinary things together.


  Like drinking tea? she asked, smiling at him.


  Yes, like drinking tea, he said, smiling back at her.


  She held out her arms to him. They lay together some moments without speaking. When she thought he had drifted into sleep Alec turned and kissed her. Miriam felt her breath quicken as he stroked
  her neck. She pressed his hands against her breasts. One by one he kissed her ribs and then her belly. Slowly she felt her body responding to him. Every nerve-ending of her skin was alive to him
  and he sensed her need with infinite skill. She gasped as he unfolded her with his fingers and with languorous open-mouthed kisses he brought her to a quivering release. There was a sharp stabbing
  pain the first time he entered her but afterwards he was tender and solicitous.


  Miriam laughed out loud with the joyful remembrance.


  My stars, gal, exclaimed Florrie, jolting Miriam back to the present. Youve been polishing that same tankard for the last half hour. You better go
  and meet your friend or youll wear a hole in my glass-cloths.


  As she walked down Queen Street towards Myrtle Lane, Miriam caught her reflection in a shop window and smiled. A slim blonde girl in a Breton straw smiled back, her hair loose about her
  shoulders, just as Alec liked it.


  As she passed by the naval barracks in Queen Street she noticed the Union Jack flying at half mast. It reminded her guiltily of all the talk in the pub about Jutland. Ill think about
  Jutland tomorrow, Miriam promised. Ill wear black and cry my eyes out. Just give me tonight with Alec.


  She wondered if he was there already waiting for her. Had he gone upstairs and seen the clean sheets shed put on the bed, the lilac blossoms in the vase on the dressing-table?


  Hed be waiting for her answer. Yes, yes, yes! she almost shouted her response. Her thoughts had carried her to the corner of Myrtle Lane. Looking quickly to either side she turned into
  the back alley and searched in the recess for the key. Miriam laughed  he must be there ahead of her, as shed imagined.


  She pushed open the front door and walked down the passage. Alec, its me, she called. Where are you?


  Something wasnt right. There was a smell  what was it? Rum and sweat. Miriam was afraid. As she turned around to leave, the front door slammed. A man stood in front of it blocking
  her path.


  



  Chapter Three
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  Beattie Forrest stood in the back yard of number 23 while Dolly Vine screamed from behind the bolted door of the lavatory.


  Faith and Mercy took turns to squat behind the privet hedge and Mary jigged nervously from one foot to the other.


  Nip over the wall and use Mrs Pragnells lavatory, Mary. Quick sharp now, urged Beattie. Then come and tell me what this is all about. Reaching into her apron
  pocket, Beattie found a halfpenny. You two girls go over to the shop and get yourselves a farthing bag of dusties.


  Mary returned and mumbled something about a telegram and Dad on the Fortune. Poor mite, thought Beattie, her father killed and her mother gone to pieces. Thank God her
  brother Harry was safe in the naval hospital in Plymouth. Appendicitis, wasnt it? She couldnt remember. She took Marys hand in hers. Go round to Hawke Street and get
  your Gran. Fetch her back with you, Beattie insisted. Ill talk to your Mum.


  Once the child had gone Beatrice changed tack. She banged on the lavatory door. Dolly! Come out of there at once.


  Oh Fred, Fred! shrieked Dolly.


  Stop that nonsense, Beattie roared, or Ill get Constable Wilkes to take the door off its hinges.


  After what seemed an interminable time, Dolly drew back the bolt. She stood pale and tearful in the doorway.


  Beattie put her arm around her and helped her into the house. After settling Dolly on a chair she looked around for a handkerchief or piece of clean rag. There was nothing. The range was cold,
  the sink was full of dishes and on the table were three bowls of stale bread afloat in cold tea. Pulling her handkerchief from her sleeve, Beattie ran it under the tap and handed it to Dolly then
  took off her apron to use as a towel.


  She looked at the young woman and sighed. Everything about her was drab and hopeless. Her hair was scraped off her face and tied with a bootlace. Her frock was faded and dragged across her
  pregnant belly and her bare feet were thrust into ill-fitting boots. She needed to be sent back to the womb and restarted!


  The twins came back with their bags of sweet-jar ends and their mother burst into fresh tears. They stood close together, their eyes large with fear.


  Would you two like to go and see Lily for a little while?


  They nodded.


  Can you give her a message from me?


  They nodded.


  Who will give it?


  Bof of us, they said in unison.


  Tell Lily, Gran says to bring along a pot of tea and some bread and butter. Now Faith, you can say that, cant you?


  Faith nodded.


  Mercy, youre to say that Gran wants her to give you something to eat and youre to stay there til I come and fetch you.


  Mercy grabbed her sister and they raced out of the house.


  Ignoring the weeping Dolly, Beattie raked out the range and relaid it with the few sticks of wood and knobs of coke she found in the coal-box. Come on Dolly, dry your eyes. Youll
  make yourself ill carrying on like that. Lilyll be along in a minute with a cup of tea. Beattie drew up a chair beside her and took her in her arms. My dear, she said
  softly, troubles never come singly, do they?


  Dolly lay with her head on her neighbours shoulder. How in Gods name would she survive? thought Beattie. The navy would pay some sort of pension and perhaps old Mrs Pragnell, the
  landlady, would knock a couple of shillings off the rent. Mary could scrub doorsteps for a few coppers and there were the farthing breakfasts for poor children at the Sally Army in Queen Street.
  Beatties heart sank. She couldnt see Dolly Vine as a survivor. Well get through this, Dolly, she said, with more optimism than she felt. Minute by minute, well
  get there.


  Wheres Mary? Dolly asked listlessly.


  Shes gone round to Hawke Street to get your mother.


  The thought of her mother struck terror into Dolly. Oh Lor, shell carry on top ropes when she sees the state of the place. Oh Lor, whatll we do?


  The best we can in the time given to us, said Beattie. Ill roll up the washing and nip it along to my place and then get started on the pots.


  There was a knock on the door and Beattie opened it to Lily carrying the tray of tea. Theres a good girl, said Beattie, thankfully. Is your Dad back yet?


  Been and gone, said Lily shortly.


  Beattie was astonished. What dyou mean, gone? Has he seen the telegram?


  He took it with him.


  Beattie shook her head. Shed sort her son out later. Lily youve been a jewel. Look my duck, if you could just keep the twins amused for a bit longer, I would be grateful.
  Dollys Mum will be here in a minute, then Ill be back to sort things.


  Poor Lily, it had been a rotten birthday, thought Beattie. Still, the twins would keep her occupied. What her Dad was up to she couldnt imagine, but by Christ shed have words with
  him when he came back.


  She turned to Dolly. Looks straighter now, she said encouragingly as Dolly stood dazedly at the sink, dragging a dishcloth through the water. Sit down and have a
  cuppa.


  The young woman fell on the bread and butter as if she hadnt eaten for weeks. Her hand trembled as she lifted the cup and hot tea spilled down her arm.


  Beattie wrung out her apron in cold water and wrapped it around Dollys arm.


  It must have hurt her. There was a pink patch where the hot liquid had touched but Dolly was intent on eating. She licked the tips of her fingers and ran them across the plate to garner the last
  of the crumbs. Only when it was clean did she look at her arm. But she was distracted by the sound of the key-chain being drawn through the letter-box and someone hurrying down the passage.


  At the sight of Mary and her mother, Dolly burst out crying.


  Now, Dorothy, said her mother briskly, gather up your things. Youre coming home with me. The little bird-like woman cast a withering look at the dishevelled
  kitchen. Mary, help your mother, she commanded.


  Giving Beattie a wintry glance, she said, Mrs Forrest, thank you for sending for me. I can see things have gone to rack and ruin. Ill take Dorothy and Mary back with me. Perhaps
  the twins could stay with you until tomorrow? I only have two bedrooms.


  Yes, well, Beattie hesitated. That was more than she had bargained for. She was dog-tired with problems of her own to attend to.


  Then they can stay here with Mary. Shes a big girl.


  Mary stood with her arms wrapped across her thin little body, as if it would break. The very idea of leaving the ten-year-old to cope on her own was monstrous to Beattie. A child who had just
  lost her father and brother, it didnt bear thinking about. She put her arm around her. You go with your Mum and Gran, my duck. Ill take the little ones. She smiled
  resolutely.


  Thats settled then, snapped Dollys mother dismissively.


  All the while as her family was parcelled out, Dolly sat rocking and crying. She made no attempt to dry her tears. They trickled down her face and onto her dress.


  Dorothy, pull yourself together, nagged Mrs Scovell. Go and get your nightdress.


  Ill get our stuff, said Mary, if you stop shouting at our Mum.


  Ada Scovell raised her hand but Beattie forestalled her.


  I dont think hitting the child will help anyone, she said. Its all been a terrible shock. They need to be taken care of, not punished.


  Ill thank you not to interfere.


  Beattie itched to give the old tartar a good shaking. But she contented herself with drawing herself up to her full height and glaring down at her. Least said soonest mended, she
  remarked.


  Thats as may be, bridled Mrs Scovell.


  Beattie went over to Dolly and took her hand. Ill look after the little ones and well see what we can do when you get back. Dolly nodded.


  Mary. Beattie smiled as the young girl re-entered the room with a crumpled nightdress on her arm. Come and see your sisters tomorrow. Have a bit of tea with us.


  Mary gave her a beseeching look. Yes, Mrs Forrest, she said.


  I should have taken her as well, Beattie thought. Shell have a thin time round at Hawke Street.


  Mary went to her mother and helped her to her feet.


  Beattie put her cups and plates back on the tray and nodded to Mrs Scovell, not trusting herself to speak. Thankfully she let herself back into her own home.


  Lily had done marvels. Faith was dressed in one of Lilys old petticoats and Mercy was sitting on the draining-board having her feet washed.


  I gave them the rest of the rice pudding youd left in the safe, with a bit of jam, Lily said, lifting Mercy down on to the rug.


  Lily, youve been a wonder. Beattie hugged her granddaughter. Run them up to your bed and well sort out anything else tomorrow.


  Beattie looked at the clock. Half-past eight. What a long weary day it had been. She ached with the effort of it all. How she longed for her husband Joseph not to be dead, but here beside her.
  She was overwhelmed with the waste of it all. Gradually her weeping gave way to weariness and she sank into the armchair and drifted, fully dressed, into sleep.


  It must have been the cold that wakened her. She opened her eyes to see her son sitting at the table with the telegram in his hand. Her resolve to berate him for leaving Lily earlier in the
  evening died on her lips. He was crying.


  Hello, son, she said.


  On hearing her he knuckled the tears away and said, Why did I sign the papers, Ma? He could have been safe here with you. He crossed the room and knelt beside her chair.


  Silently Beattie drew him into her arms. She remembered pleading with him against sending her grandson to Greenwich at eleven. What was the hurry? He could join the navy when he was eighteen as
  a man. But what would be the value in reminding him? Whys will break your heart, son, she said. He was a fine lad, he wanted to go.


  She held him close for the first time since hed been a child. Rarely did he share his feelings. She thought about his impetuous marriage at eighteen and then the mystery of his young
  wifes disappearance, leaving Beattie to take on two grandchildren as a widow in her forties. Not that she ever regretted it. Shed been desperate for someone to fill her life. They had
  turned out a real credit to her.


  Young Andrew was the living image of her husband Joseph with his golden hair and eyes like cornflowers. Hed tested her to the limit with his devilry. But when he stood in uniform playing
  his bugle shed have forgiven him anything. That she would never see him again didnt bear thinking about.


  In contrast, Lily was dark and passionate. Never the same two days together. One minute singing and the next sulking at some imagined slight. She was a bright child, the apple of her
  fathers eye. He had encouraged her with the reading and sums and now shed won a place at the South Portsmouth Secondary School. The Lord knew how they would afford the uniform and bus
  fares. In return for all his attentions Lily had made a god of her father and hed gloried in it; writing her long letters, buying her books and taking her places. Thered be fireworks
  if ever he took up with a woman again.


  Im sailing tomorrow, he said, breaking into her thoughts.


  All the more reason for you to have stayed at home with Lily, Beattie scolded. What in Gods name were you thinking of, rushing out like that?


  He looked away from her and brushed his hand distractedly through his hair. Ill write to her and explain.


  Beattie shook her head, By Christ, son. Its a good thing Lily has got me to rely on. Meaning well and sorry later are poor materials to cling to.
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