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PART ONE

TORN APART

1916–17




ONE

Babs

A week to go till Christmas. Such a different Christmas to the one Babs had thought she would have. She pulled her shawl around her and, despite her bulk, quickened her steps. She was on a mission. They needed some holly branches with lots of berries on to decorate the house with.

Getting as far as the barn, she stopped and rubbed the ache in her side. Her body seemed full of aches and pains that had come with being pregnant. The child in her womb kicked as if in protest at Babs standing still. ‘Eeh, lad, behave for once.’ Patting her stomach, she smiled, but the smile didn’t reach her inner self. ‘Well, your da said you were a lad,’ she told the bulk as she rubbed the place where her baby’s foot seemed stuck, causing her discomfort. Somehow, though, physical pain was a relief to her as it bled some of the pain from her soul. Oh, Rupert, I miss you so much.

Putting her hand out to steady herself, Babs reeled at the memory of the awful day when she and Rupert, her doctor husband, were working on the ambulance train in France and came under an attack. A direct hit destroyed many carriages. None of the brave wounded and dying soldiers on board made it and neither did many of her colleagues, including her lovely friend Cath. But worst of all was finding that her darling Rupert had been killed.

Theirs had been an unlikely love. She, a lost soul, had been brought up with her twin sister Beth by the gypsy couple Jasmine and Roman, who’d stolen them from their lovely ma, and Rupert was a man of high birth – the son of an earl.

But then, war was a great leveller and love could conquer any social divide. Not that it had conquered Rupert’s parents, as they’d disowned him once they’d heard about his marriage to her.

The sound of the door to the farmhouse opening cut into Babs’s thoughts. She looked up to see Eliza, her half-sister – the second child Ma had had during the time she and Beth were missing – coming out of the house. Eliza waved. A tentative wave that made Babs realise how unsure Eliza was of her.

Ma had told Eliza from birth about the twin sisters she had and what had happened to them, and had brought her up to love them even though she didn’t know if she would ever get to meet them. Now, suddenly they were here, and yet the happiness Eliza thought they would bring hadn’t arrived with them. Poor girl didn’t know how to be when around them.

‘Eeh, Eliza, lass, you look bonny in that coat. It’s a lovely red, and suits you. Have you come to give me a hand?’

Babs quickly wiped her eyes where tears had brimmed as Eliza came up to her, her stride surer now. ‘Aye, Ma said I was to help you as I knaw where the best places are to find the holly.’

Similar to her and Beth, in that she had the same curly, raven-coloured hair and dark eyes, Eliza’s face was more the rounded shape of her da Tommy, who Ma had married and found happiness with. ‘Well, I’ll be glad to have you along, and you can keep me going by telling me tales about Ma Perkins. You allus cheer me up.’

Eliza’s smile widened. A born teller of funny tales that made you laugh, she was almost fifteen years old and training to be a baker, though Babs thought when she tasted the cakes Eliza baked that they didn’t tell of anyone who needed training – they were the best she’d ever eaten.

Babs felt her mood lighten as they crossed the bottom field of the farm that Ma and Tommy owned and she listened to Eliza telling of how Ma Perkins wiped the tops of the iced buns. ‘Eeh, never buy one of them. You knaw how they show the dust in the icing if you leave them out? Well, Ma Perkins had some on a stand and they’d been there all morning. I were in the back getting a batch of tarts out of the oven when I heard her say, “Eeh, look at them buns.” I went in to see what was making her cross and caught her licking her finger and wiping the tops of them.’

‘Ugh!’

‘I knaw, Babs. I were that angry I stamped me foot and gave her what for.’

Babs was astonished at this and let out a giggle. From what she’d already been told about Ma Perkins, she thought her a tyrant that you would never challenge.

‘I told her that were a filthy thing to do, and she should throw them away as she’d tainted them. But then I realised what I’d done and trembled with fear. But do you knaw, she promptly put them in the bin and said, “There, does that suit you, Miss Prim and Proper? Well, see if this does: get mixing and make some more!” And here I were about to come home an’ all. Eeh, she’s a one that one.’

Babs burst out laughing. And with the feeling this gave her, her heart lifted. Putting her arm around Eliza, she pulled her to her. ‘Eeh, lass, you’re a card.’

The conversation between them flowed easily after this as they gathered the holly. Eliza was a little chatterbox. ‘Ma Perkins says that the holly being laden with berries shows that we’re to have a hard winter.’

‘Aye, I’ve heard that saying from Jasmine and Roman. The gypsies follow the signs of the earth and they are never wrong.’

‘What was it like living with gypsies, Babs? I knaw I shouldn’t ask and Ma’d skelp me if she heard, but I want to understand how it is that Beth can’t give them up. To my mind they were wicked taking you from Ma. Ma suffered so much … I – I mean, well, I shouldn’t have said owt … Don’t take notice of me. Ma said as there’s naw one nosier than I am, and I knaw as she’s right. I seem to want to knaw everyone’s business.’

Again, Babs laughed. ‘You and me both. I’m allus curious as to what’s behind every closed door. Well, I think as you have a right to knaw. You’re having to live with the atmosphere Beth’s caused as much as me and Ma does.’

‘It just seems funny – naw, wicked – that Beth wants Jasmine and Roman in her life, when it causes Ma so much pain.’

Not wanting to stand up for Beth, as she herself felt cross with her, Babs was still careful not to open the rift wider than she could already feel it was from Eliza’s words. Naturally, Eliza would be cross at Beth. She’d lived with a grieving ma all her life, and now when Ma should be full of joy, she had more heartache to deal with.

‘It ain’t an easy situation, Eliza, but we have to try to see it from Beth’s point of view. Since a very young age, Jasmine and Roman have been the only parents she knew, and they were loving and caring to us.’

‘But you didn’t stay with them, did you? You ran away and tried to find Ma.’

‘I did. But it wasn’t a sensible thing to do. I were only a young girl and I went through hell. Things happened to me that should never happen to anyone, yet alone a young ’un. But I can’t talk of it all, lass. It’s too painful.’

‘But why didn’t Beth leave with you?’

‘Beth was allus the weaker of us two and allus relied on me. She was too afraid to go. She begged me not to. I think after I did, she was loved and given into even more by Jasmine and Roman. After all, the gypsies don’t believe in education, and yet Beth got her wish to have a tutor, and to learn to speak proper, and to take her training to become a nurse.’

‘Aye, and in that she got her punishment.’

‘Eeh, Eliza, you shouldn’t say that, lass. Naw one injured in the war is being punished for owt. Beth were doing a job that took courage and in conditions near to what hell must be like. She were trying to save the lives of our brave soldiers, many miles from home across the sea. That ain’t easy, I can tell you. And she didn’t deserve for that shell to hit the tent she were working in, nor to lose the ability to walk from the injuries she sustained.’

‘Eeh, I’m sorry, Babs. Me feelings were so cross that I let me tongue wag without thinking. Ma says as I’m a one for that an’ all.’

Babs wanted to laugh, but what Eliza had said, despite her apology, hung between them. They were quiet as they walked back across the field.

The weak December sun gave off a little warmth, and was winning the battle with the overnight frost. The ruts in the field were hardened with it, but its white layer was beginning to melt.

‘Babs, I didn’t mean what I said. It really did just pop into me head and out of me mouth. I love Beth. I were just trying to understand.’

Babs found it impossible to be angry with Eliza for long. She smiled at her and accepted the hand Eliza offered. Together they walked hand in hand till they reached the fence. ‘You climb over and I’ll pass you the basket, lass. Then I’ll walk to the gate. I don’t think I can get this bulk over the stile.’

As she climbed over, Eliza voiced something that often occurred to Babs. ‘Twins allus seem to do things together, even if they aren’t with each other. Look at you and Beth, both having babbies, both being nurses, and both having worked in France looking after the soldiers.’

‘Aye, I knaw, even though we spent years apart, our lives have gone like that.’

When she dropped down on the other side of the fence, Eliza became solemn. ‘I were sorry to hear about your Rupert. And now Beth’s Henry is away at war an’ all. He will come back, won’t he?’

‘Aye, he will. He’s not in any danger, thank goodness. Where he is, attached to a hospital in Paris, he’s doing vital work. His research has given him knowledge that will mean that many a soldier will make it home, and won’t suffer the disabilities they would have. He’s a fine doctor from what I’ve heard, and I can’t wait to meet him.’

‘He’s lovely. I loved him the minute I met him. He’s posh, but has naw side to him.’

‘Naw, when it comes to us all being in the same boat, we find out that the posh are just like us really.’

They were walking along each side of the fence and had reached the gate. As Babs came through, Eliza said, ‘Babs, I wish your Rupert hadn’t died. I knaw I would have loved him an’ all. Just because you did. And in my book that makes him a lovely man.’

Babs caught her breath and swallowed hard. Before she could say anything, Eliza had dropped the basket and had flung her arms around her. ‘Eeh, Babs, the young ’un inside you makes it hard to cuddle you.’

‘Ha, you can cuddle him an’ all then.’ With this, Babs put her arms around Eliza and held her as close to her as she could. ‘Eeh, lass, it’s lovely having a little sister. I knaw we haven’t known each other long, but I love you as if I’ve known you all me life.’

‘And I love you, Babs. You’re all I dreamt you would be, all them years that I longed for you to come back to Ma.’

This touched Babs, and for the first time she understood how hurt Eliza was that Beth refused to live with them and carried on seeing Jasmine and Roman, who had followed her up to Blackpool from Kent where they and Beth had lived – Beth in her own home that she’d set up with Henry, and they with their wagon parked close by and working on a nearby farm.

Now Beth lived in a ground-floor flat in Blackpool, just along the promenade from where Ma had her basketware shop, cared for by the lovely Peggy, when it should have been Ma and Babs caring for her.

‘Babs, is it bad out in France?’

Just as Eliza asked this, Babs caught sight of Phil, the farm-hand and son of Florrie, one of Ma’s best friends, coming out of the cowshed, and she knew what had prompted the question. Eliza was sweet on Phil and he on her, and being nearly sixteen, he was talking of joining up. Though he was still too young to be conscripted, age wasn’t a barrier for many young lads who wanted to go to war as the government carried out few checks, or just turned a blind eye to a willing lad’s age, such was the need for soldiers.

‘Aye, lass, it’s bad, but think on, it might be all over before Phil gets the chance to go. And you’re to be proud of him for wanting to fight for us.’

Eliza squeezed Babs harder. ‘Eeh, Eliza, give over! Babby’s protesting at being held so tightly.’

‘Sometimes I feel that scared, Babs, that I want to hug the world and make it safe.’

‘You’ve a lovely soul, lass.’

They stood a moment longer in the hug that was bonding them until the cold began to seep into Babs’s bones. ‘By, the clouds have taken what little sun we had. I’m chilly now, so let’s go inside and start to decorate the living room, eh? Christmas is a time for happiness, and spreading goodwill to all men – we should do that, no matter what’s in our hearts.’

They parted then and walked towards the lovely farmhouse. Covered in ivy, it’s low thatched roof added to the feel of this being a home. And that’s what it was – made so by Ma. As Babs thought this, Tilly opened the door. ‘Hey, you two, I were thinking of sending a search party out for you. Where’ve you been? You must be frozen stiff.’

‘We’ve been putting the world to rights, Ma, and finding our love for each other.’

‘Awe, me Babs and me Eliza, that’s grand to hear. Come in the warmth, I’ve kettle on.’

Tilly hurried in, but not before Babs saw the tears brimming in her eyes. Babs understood. For she had been through hell just as her ma had, and knew that at moments when things happened that touched you, it was hard to keep strong.

Babs didn’t know anyone stronger than her ma. What she’d been through since Babs and Beth’s da died while he was working on building the Blackpool Tower would have floored a lesser woman. For Ma, me and Beth turning up was the salvation she has always longed for, but even more than that, coming just after she’d lost her son, Ivan. A lad I would have loved to have met. Our return home must have been like an answer to her prayers.

With this thought, Babs felt renewed anger at Beth for spoiling that homecoming.

‘You just bristled, Babs, are you all right?’

‘Bristled?’

‘Aye, you knaw, shuddered as if in a temper.’

‘Eeh, lass, I told you that you’ve got a good soul. Well, you’ve got insight an’ all. I had a moment when I wanted to make everything right for Ma. Come on, let’s get this Christmas started, for who knaws what’s around the corner, eh? Maybe sommat’ll happen that’ll open Beth’s eyes and then everything’ll be as Ma would want it to be.’

How Babs hoped that her words would come true. But this morning had been a good start. She and Eliza were true sisters now. This gave her a nice feeling as Eliza said, ‘Aye, I’ve a lot of baking to do, so you and Ma can get from under me feet and do the decorations.’

They were laughing as they went inside and the warmth of the kitchen embraced their joyfulness and love.

Tilly turned towards them from the pot sink where she was stood, holding on to the side as if it would stop her from falling. ‘Eeh, me lasses, that’s a lovely sound.’

‘It’s Christmas, Ma. It gets into all the corners and makes the sad bits happy. Now, I’ve a lot to do. Me cake is waiting to be iced, I’ve bread proving, and I want to make some of them mince tarts for you. Ma Perkins made some the other day and by, they were good.’

‘Well, that’s us told, Babs. I think we’d better leave this baker to it!’

They all burst out laughing, and then spontaneously went into a hug.

‘We’re going to be all right, me lasses.’

‘We are, Ma. We have each other, and we’ll help each other through.’

‘Aye, Babs. We will. And Beth will be here for Christmas day an’ all.’

‘And our Ivan, Ma. He wouldn’t miss a Christmas. He’ll have a lovely time in heaven, but he’ll come to visit us an’ all. I can feel it in me bones.’

Babs’s laughter following this from Eliza nearly split her side. She never thought to laugh again, but this sister of hers came out with such things that tickled you. Her ma was right when she said that Eliza should be on the stage. But all she dreamt of was having her own little cake shop.

As they set about their various tasks the mood lifted. Ma began to sing a carol and they all joined in. Christmas was always a healer, and this one, her first back in Blackpool with her ma, was going to do that for her. Babs knew that, and wished for it with all her heart.

She gently stroked her bump. Eeh, lad, we’ll get through all of this, me and you, son. We will. And we’ll never forget your da. He should have been an earl, you know, but he were willing to give all that up for you and me as I’d have never fitted in with his family.

Whether you’ll ever knaw your grandparents on his side, I don’t knaw, but you won’t miss them as you’ll have the best of grandparents in me ma and her Tommy, and two lovely aunties in Eliza and Beth an’ all. Then you have an Aunt Molly – well, not a proper aunt, but a grand woman who’s a friend of Ma’s, and all her family. And if God’s willing, and Henry comes home, you’ll have him, and his and Beth’s child will be your cousin. By, we’re going to be all right, you and me. I promise.




TWO

Tilly

Tilly lay awake not feeling the usual excitement at this being Christmas Day. She closed her eyes, trying to get a spark of how she knew she should feel.

The best room looked lovely. The fireplace framed with holly was laid ready for lighting and the ceiling was draped in the paperchains that Babs and Eliza had made. The Christmas tree that Tommy had cut down for them was laden with bows and tiny hanging lamps, each holding a candle. The crib stood on the dresser and already, delicious smells of roasting cockerel and steaming puddings floated on the air. Eliza must be up and working away in the kitchen. The lass so wanted this Christmas to be the best ever. Tilly knew the reason. Eliza suffered so much with missing her brother Ivan and did anything to keep herself busy and distracted.

Tilly mentally shook herself. Afraid of sinking into her grief for her son, she tried to think of how he was at last out of pain. A brave soul, he’d coped with being disabled, he’d had a cheerful manner and had been a joy. He must continue to be that in her heart, otherwise she would sink under the weight of her longing for him. Ivan wouldn’t want that.

Making her mind up that she would do all she could to make this first Christmas for many a year with her lovely twin daughters a happy one, she stretched and reached out towards Tommy.

Tommy stirred and made a funny snorting noise. She knew he’d been up with the lark and seen to the animals, milked the cows, and bedded them with fresh straw in the barn. He’d have broken the ice on the trough for the animals to drink from and fed the chickens and the pigs. All would have been tended to before he’d crept back into bed, something he only did on Christmas morning. And he would have collected the eggs – something she usually did, even on work days. By, it’s getting harder for me to get up and out of bed these days. Not one to admit anything like that, this thought surprised Tilly as did the truth of it. Always she’d been one for being up with the lark, looking forward to going into the shop, planning in her mind what she was set to make that day while she did the few chores that needed doing before she left the house.

She still loved to weave her wicker and cane, and made an increasingly wide variety of items other than baskets, even big things such as basket chairs and frames for tables that would be set with a glass table top. Many of these were commissioned, since she’d done some work for Malcolm, a designer from London who had come across her shop while he was in Blackpool doing up one of the large promenade houses owned by a rich family. Not for them to live in, mind, but to use for their holidays. Eeh, how the other half live. They don’t know they are born. They want to try life as we mere mortals live it. That’d shake them up.

Thinking of work brought to mind the way that Beth showed talent for making baskets and how quickly she was mastering some of the intricate patterns that could be achieved with different shades of wicker. The thought made her smile. The hours they spent together in the shop made up for a lot. It was nice to pass on her skills to one of her lasses. Aye, and to spend time with Beth.

At these times Tilly made herself forget Jasmine and Roman were still a big part of Beth’s life. She couldn’t change that and didn’t want her feelings about it to spoil how she was building a relationship with Beth – something she had to work on, but wished she didn’t have to; she wanted it all to be as simple as it was with Babs. For her to be the central figure in both her twins’ lives. Sharing Beth with those wicked, scheming gypsies was breaking her heart.

Snuggling into Tommy’s warm body, Tilly felt her pain lessen. Tommy had been her saviour, and she loved him dearly. Their meeting, twenty years ago, in the asylum where Tommy had worked as a gardener and handyman and where she’d been taken after a drunken episode, wasn’t a good memory for her to have. Tommy hadn’t behaved well towards her, but he’d been given the wrong impression of her. Once he realised her true nature, he became the man of her dreams. Despite herself, Tilly shuddered. That was a time in her life that she wanted to forget. It was in the past. But then, maybe it was timely to think of it as it reinforced her resolve not to touch even a drop of sherry this Christmas. She knew if she did, it would be fatal as she couldn’t stop at one. There was a demon inside her that turned her into a different person when she took a drink.

Making an effort to dispel all these thoughts that were putting her in the doldrums, Tilly sat up. Today is going to be a happy day, despite everything. You’ll help me make it so, won’t you, my Ivan? The curtains flickered and a beam of light from the gas lamp that Tommy would have lit in the yard fell across the bed. It may be fanciful, as there were many draughts in this old farmhouse that could have caused it, but Tilly liked to think that Ivan was answering her and telling her that he would. Eeh, lad, Eliza says as you’ll ’ave a lovely day in heaven an’ all, but I wish you were here with us.

With this thought, Tilly flung the bedclothes back and braved the cold as she shuffled her feet to find her slippers and slip them on, then ran shivering to the armchair in the corner and gathered up her dressing gown. When she opened the bedroom door she was bathed in light and warmth. Tommy must have stoked the fire for Eliza and lit all the fires for the usually freezing landing to be this welcoming.

Feeling thankful for it, Tilly took a deep breath. Right, best foot forward. I’m to make this a day to remember.

As the fog-filled air lightened and the sun broke the mist into swirls that floated above the fields, Tilly sipped her tea. Eliza had told her she didn’t want her under her feet, not for at least an hour. So, she’d taken herself into the Sunday best room – the room at the front of the house, which earned the name due to it only being used on high days and holidays. She loved this room with its big, comfy furniture in deep red, and its beige carpet with swirls of red woven into it. It had a special atmosphere and opening it meant it was time to celebrate. She hoped the feeling it always gave her would help to dispel this misery that lurked in her heart.

Her grief was always there but days like today were the hardest to cope with, so it was a relief to hear Babs come into the room.

‘Eeh, Ma, what’re you doing sitting in this half-light? Shall I light the mantel?’

‘Aye, lass. Then come and sit next to me.’

With light now bathing every corner of the room, Tilly brightened. The sofa sank as Babs joined her. ‘My, you’re a lump.’

‘Ma! That ain’t nowt you should be saying to a mother-to-be.’

Tilly laughed as this had been said with a mock indignation. ‘I expect you’re feeling fed up by now, love. Once I passed six months of carrying, I was ready for it to be over.’

‘I am and I ain’t. In a funny way having me lad inside me is like carrying me Rupert around with me.’

‘Awe, lass, that’s lovely. But you worry me with being so sure this babby is a boy. What if you have a girl?’

‘Eeh, that’d be strange, as I’ve thought on me little one as being a boy from the beginning. But I’d not be disappointed, a little girl would be lovely an’ all. I just want whatever it is to be healthy and, well … to look like Rupert.’

‘He sounds as though he were a lovely man. And him being a toff an’ all. I wish I’d met him.’ With this Tilly put her cup down on the occasional table and took Babs’s hand. ‘We’ve been through the mill, lass.’

Babs’s head came down on her shoulder, and the worst tears of all spilled – silent tears. Tilly didn’t say anything, just reached her arm around Babs’ shoulder and held her. What was there to be said? Words were sometimes empty. She knew there were few that could comfort herself, so it was the same for any grieving person.

They sat, allowing their grief for a moment. The door opening and Eliza bustling in made them both straighten. Neither wanted to upset Eliza; she didn’t deserve that after all the effort she was putting in.

‘By, it’s warm. I’ve worked meself into a sweat. I’m just going to get me shawl and go into the yard for a bit. Now don’t go interfering in me kitchen. I knaw where I’m at with everything, and when I come back in, I’ll get some breakfast on the go.’

‘Yes, Matron!’

‘Ha, I were a bit bossy. Is that what your matron used to sound like, Babs?’

‘Aye, and she were lovely, just like you, but when she took on her boss role, we all stood by our beds. Come here, lass, I need a cuddle.’

Tilly helped Babs to rise, then had a warm feeling as she saw her lovely daughters embrace and heard Babs say, ‘Eeh, Eliza, you bring the sunshine into the room. Happy Christmas, sis.’

‘Ta, Babs. And you’ve brought me a lot, you knaw. You’re like a replacement … naw, I didn’t mean that as you’re special on your own, the bestest big sister I could wish for, but, well, you knaw.’

‘I do, Eliza, as you’re the same to me. You’ve filled a large part of a deep hole that was in me heart. Let’s have a happy day today, eh? I knaw all our loved ones would want that for us.’

‘They would. Well, I knaw as Ivan would, wouldn’t he, Ma? He loved Christmas. He’d allus make sure we had a … stocking! Oh, Ma … you’ve put them up, and eeh, look at mine, it’s brimming!’

Leaving the circle of Babs’s arms, Eliza ran over to the fire-place where six stockings – old socks of Tommy’s – hung from the mantelshelf, each held in place by the tab that Tilly had stitched to them, which was weighted down by a large stone painted white by Tommy and with a piece of holly stuck on the top. Below the holly was painted each person’s name – Tilly, Eliza, Babs, Beth, Tommy and Peggy, Beth’s lovely nurse.

‘Naw, lass.’ Tilly laughed as she said this, and the laughter did touch her cold heart and melt the pain that had hovered there. ‘Naw touching them till we are all together. Your da’s fetching Beth afore breakfast. Then when she’s here, we’ll all see what Santa Claus has left us.’

This didn’t stop Eliza squeezing the one with her name on. ‘Eeh, Ma, there’s so much in them and I never saw you fetch owt into the house. I thought we weren’t going to have them this year.’

‘Eeh, it ain’t Christmas without a stocking. Naw, I’d not let you all miss out on that treat.’

‘Ta! Awe, Ma, ta ever so much.’

Eliza nearly knocked Tilly backwards when she bounded over and hugged her. To Tilly, it was as if Eliza was a little girl again, but then she soon dispelled this. ‘Right, I’m to go and get me wrap. Phil will be in the yard and I want to wish him a happy Christmas. I wish he was spending it with us, but he wants to go home.’ Eliza reached the door as she finished speaking, meeting Tommy coming through it.

‘Well, me little lass, aren’t you a lovely sight on a Christmas morning. Merry Christmas.’

‘Eeh, Pappy, you’ve already wished me that.’

‘Wasn’t that in the middle of the night, wee one? Well, now it’s Christmas proper, and I’m wanting a hug.’

Eliza went into Tommy’s arms. As Tilly watched, memories assailed her of another father, her Arthur, cuddling Babs and Beth as little girls. It didn’t come with pain, but with a nice feeling that all of her children had been lucky to have known a good da, for she knew that both Babs and Beth remembered little things about Arthur, and all of it was good. It couldn’t be anything else, for he was a kind man, and a loving husband.

‘Hey, Eliza, you can’t hog all of Da, I need a Christmas hug an’ all.’

Tilly saw Tommy’s look of surprise at Babs saying this. A look which quickly turned to a smile of joy. ‘It is that I have three daughters now, Eliza, and have to give them all a greeting.’

Eliza looked shocked. Tilly didn’t think she’d thought of her half-sisters as wanting to share her beloved pappy. Babs hesitated, but Tommy took charge. He held Eliza from him and looked into her eyes. ‘Now, I was for being outside the door a few minutes ago until nature called me. And I heard a little bit of conversation. I heard you say to Babs that she was like a replacement, but not like one at all. Well then, it will be that you’ll be understanding that me and Babs can be that for each other too. Am I right?’

Eliza was quiet. Tilly could see she was struggling with this. Tommy was her adored pappy and she’d lost so much that Tilly could see she was finding it hard to give a piece of him away.

Babs stepped forward. ‘I had a lovely da, Eliza, so I knaw how you feel. I didn’t want him to leave me and go to be with God in heaven as me Ma told me had happened. I wanted him for me and Beth, not all those angels as I’d heard about. But you knaw, naw one can ever take him from me. They can share a bit of him, but he’s here in me heart and I knaw as me and Beth are in his. But it would be lovely to have a replacement da. And I can think of naw one better than Tommy to be that. It would be the best Christmas present ever if you could give a part of your pappy to me to share.’

‘Awe, Babs. Of course I can. Eeh, what am I thinking?’

‘Nowt as we wouldn’t all think, lass. You’ve a good soul as I’m allus telling you.’

With no more said, Tilly saw three of the people she loved most in the world go into a group hug. The sight lifted her heart until it soared and her thought was that now, she knew she could make this a Christmas Day to remember.

Tilly smiled as she got up and went into the kitchen to see Tommy off and caught sight of Eliza and Phil. Though they weren’t touching, they seemed to her to be joined, as Phil, a tall lad, looked down into Eliza’s eyes, and she up into his.

‘I tell you, me wee Tilly, not many years will pass before it is that we’ll see them two wed.’

‘Naw, Tommy, she’s only a young ’un as yet. Phil is just a fancy. They’ve known each other that long that they’re like brother and sister.’

‘Ha, it is for suiting you to think so, but that’s not a look of a brother to a sister. As young as they are, it’s for being plain to see that they’re meant for each other, and that does me heart good. For won’t we be able to leave the farm in Phil’s capable hands when the time comes for us to retire? And won’t that be when he is our son-in-law and pappy to our grandchildren?’

‘Tommy! For goodness’ sake! You’re an old romantic. Well, I think you should get the notion out of your head. If it happens, then we’ll all be over the moon. By, Phil’s the son of one of me best mates, and nowt would be better than Florrie’s son marrying me daughter, but we have to keep an open mind. What if, when she’s properly grown-up, she falls for someone else? We’ve to be ready to welcome him, just as much as we are to welcome Phil. And, aye, it could happen the other way an’ all. Phil could meet someone. They’re so young and this is what me old aunt used to call puppy love. Wait and see is what I’m saying.’

‘Where will he meet anyone? He is for going from here to home and back again, and that’s it. There’s no fair maiden on the road to Lytham when he cycles back and forth.’

‘Tommy, you knaw as he still talks of going to war. Please God, he never does, but he seems set on doing so.’

‘Aye, it is that you’re right. I’ll get Babs to talk to him. It is that she can scare him off that idea, I’m sure of it. Now, I’m to get on the road to fetch Beth and Peggy. And you should get that bacon in the pan. Old Bessy would be proud to know as we are eating her on Christmas morning.’

‘Tommy! Eeh, don’t. Bessy were a lovely pig, I don’t like to think of the bacon coming from her.’

‘It was her place in life to provide food for us, so it was. We gave her a good life while we fattened her.’

‘Oh, Tommy, stop it.’ But Tilly couldn’t help laughing at him. Tommy was a farmer through and through. Brought up on his father’s farm in Ireland, a falling-out with his brother had brought him to England. But after she and Tommy had married, Tilly had gone with him to take over the farm on the death of his brother. It was a sad and frightening time when they became caught up in the unrest in Ireland and had to flee to Blackpool. Even now, Tommy yearned to go back and reclaim his farm, but he knew the impossibility of doing so. The discontentment still brewed; they were just distracted from it by the war. And they had no idea how the land lay there. Someone may have taken his farm over. Maybe, one day in the future, they would find out.

A sigh came from Tommy as he pulled her into his arms and somehow she knew similar thoughts to her own had passed through Tommy’s mind. ‘Eeh, me little lass. Life has it’s funny turns.’

‘Aye, Tommy. It does.’

‘I just need to say this the one time, me Tilly, but me heart is for breaking that our Ivan isn’t with us today.’

Tilly held him tighter, wanting to get comfort for herself as much as to comfort him. ‘I knaw, lad. But he is, you knaw. He’s here with us and’ll allus be. We just have to think on how he was suffering. How his breathing was so laboured that he struggled to take air in at times. And of the pain in his limbs. He was a grand lad – the best son we could have had – and we have to give him up graciously and be thankful he is naw longer in that pain, and is at peace.’

‘Tilly, you are a special person, so you are. A strong woman. You make surviving anything possible. With you by me side, it is that I will get through.’

Tilly wiped the tear that had trickled down Tommy’s face. ‘We will, love, we will.’

Tommy smiled and, as always, cheered up in an instant. ‘Aye, and I’ve gained a daughter today. What about that?’

‘Ha, I might just share her with you. Now, go on and get Beth, and you never knaw your luck, lad, you could gain another daughter in her. I can see that she loves you, but poor lass is wary of us with how things have panned out.’

‘She is, but as ever, you make that situation the best it can be. I love you, me little Tilly.’

His kiss awoke a desire in Tilly. She wanted to run with him to the barn just as they used to when they were younger, and make love in the fresh-smelling hay. Shaking herself for having such a notion, she came out of his arms, and saw the same desire in Tommy.

‘Away with you, lad. There’s a time and a place. Let’s get this Christmas started.’

With this Tommy turned hastily from her, but not before he thrilled her by squeezing her bottom and giving her a look that held a promise.

Tilly had no time to dwell on the feelings Tommy had awoken in her as Eliza came back in at that moment. ‘Eeh, Ma, I could eat Phil sometimes.’

Laughing, Tilly told her, ‘I will in a minute, if you don’t get the breakfast started. Come on, lass. We’ve to get the pan on.’

‘I’ll do it, Ma. I want to. I want to keep as busy as I can, and I love to. You go and be with Babs, she needs you.’

‘Aye, lass, you’re right.’ As she went out of the door, Tilly wondered how much of her there was to give to all those who needed her. Into this she included Eliza, for though seeming to be strong, she was really Tilly personified. Showing a strength that she didn’t always feel. Of her three daughters, Eliza and Babs were the most like her in nature. Beth wasn’t so. And in this, she had to remember that Beth would need her more than any of them as when disaster struck Beth, she couldn’t cope.

It came to her then that this was the reason that Beth had clung to Jasmine and Roman. They had been her strength when she found out that she may never walk again. They had supported her through an illness she’d told of that had struck her down when she was younger, and they had helped her to realise her dream to become a nurse. Beth just couldn’t see that they had no right to that privilege, or that they had stolen from her the right to have all of that provided by her real ma.

She could only pray that one day, Beth would come to see that. And although she would never wish the extreme pain that she had felt at losing the twins on anyone else in the world, she did wish that for Jasmine and Roman. It was a pain that Tilly had lived with for years – one that they were prolonging by still being in Beth’s life – and she hoped that at some point in the future they too would experience that loss with both of her girls walking out of their lives once and for all.




THREE

Tilly

By the time breakfast was over, the merriment Tilly wanted this Christmas had truly descended on the house. Eliza skipped into the best room. ‘Time to play Santa, Pappy. Eeh, I remember you dressing up when we were little and me and Ivan thought you were real. We believed that you would come in from the fields later, and that Santa was in the living room.’

‘I know, me wee one. And I put on me best Norwegian accent for you. Ahh, your wee faces.’

Tilly intervened before this got too much to handle. ‘Well, you’re not dressing up again, so you can both stop fantasising about days gone by. I want to see what we all have in our stockings.’

‘Oh, Ma, you daft apeth, you made them up, so you knaw what’s in them.’

‘Aye, but not mine, and anyroad, knawing what’s in them’s not the same as when I see them through your eyes. It’s like I didn’t knaw and every one’s a surprise.’

And this is what happened for Tilly as she clapped her hands in glee as they all were overjoyed with what she’d got for them. Peggy’s and the girls’ stockings contained items from her shop – lavender bags made by Molly, a wonderful seamstress, who made many items to sell in the shop, from cushions to the lining for sewing baskets. These little bags made of flower-patterned cotton material and edged with lace were so pretty that it was a shame they would live hidden away in a drawer, amongst the clothes. And then there were the little baskets with a lid, for Beth, Babs and Eliza. Each one made by herself and lined by Molly. Each held a brooch of intricate filigree design bought by Tommy. These brought squeals of delight and had Eliza jumping up and down. ‘It’s like you are saying I’m all grown-up, Pappy. Ta, and ta to you, Ma, I’ll treasure me little basket.’

Tilly laughed, but thought that Eliza had no idea, and probably didn’t want to have, that her pappy did think of her as grown-up and practically had her married off.

The little jars of bath salts came out next, and this was a present that Peggy got too. These Tilly had bought from one of the stallholders.

‘Oh, I love everything, thank you, Tilly.’ With this the usually reserved Peggy planted a kiss on Tilly’s cheek. Tilly put her arm around her. This was another woman doing the job that Tilly should be doing – looking after Beth – but the feeling for Peggy was different. She knew Peggy was on her side. She’d known the suffering Tilly had endured. Not that they had been close friends before Babs and Beth came home, but Blackpool was a place where everyone knew everyone and, aye, knew their business too.

Peggy was one of life’s stalwarts. Like her mother before her, she’d never been trained as a nurse, but seemed to know how to heal people and was always there in everyone’s hour of need. And though in her forties as Tilly was, she’d never married.

For the little hug, Tilly was rewarded by a big smile from Peggy. This lit her face. A face that wasn’t unattractive, but wasn’t made the best of with how Peggy pulled her dark hair back off her face and secured it tightly in a bun.

The last items to come out of the stockings were a lace hanky for Peggy and a ribbon and a fancy hairclip for the girls. Everything had been so well received that Tilly felt very happy with her choices.

For herself and Tommy there was a present from all four of them. For Tommy, a new pipe, some tobacco, a hairbrush and a new tie, and from Tilly, a pair of gold cufflinks nestled inside another little lidded basket. And for her, perfume spray, two lace collars that would brighten a couple of her dark-coloured frocks, lace hankies and trinkets, and then from Tommy, the most beautiful locket, which when she opened it contained a picture of Ivan on one side and a tiny forget-me-not flower embroidered on white silk on the other, which she knew could only have been made by the lovely Molly. She couldn’t speak.

Eliza saved the day by clapping her hands and saying in a gleeful voice, ‘I knew as our Ivan would get here somehow. Pappy, you’re a genius.’

Tilly smiled and as she had thought a thousand times, this daughter had a special quality and she thanked God for it. Looking at all of her girls, Babs, Beth and Eliza, she knew that she was blessed a thousand times over, as she had been to have Ivan. Now she would forever have him with her, in her locket, because as Tommy put the locket on her and kissed her cheek, she knew she would never, ever take it off again.

As Eliza disappeared into the kitchen, refusing all offers of help, Tilly quietened them all. ‘Leave lass alone, she knaws what she’s doing and, aye, needs to do it. She’s occupying herself every minute of the day. I think she’s doing a good job in taking care of not letting her emotions run away with her, in the best way she knaws how – in the kitchen, where she loves to be. So, though it’s hard, we’re best to leave her be.’

Thankfully, they all agreed.

‘I suggest a walk. It’s a lovely morning now, and we can walk down the lane. Expectant mothers need plenty of fresh air.’

‘Oh, Peggy. Take your nurse’s hat off, love, and relax. By, there’s none better to take care of me Beth than you, but today, you can have a day off.’

‘Eeh, Tilly, I didn’t mean—’

‘I knaw, love, and you’re not stepping on me toes. I meant what I said, there’s none better, and I agree a walk is the thing, but I just want you to be yourself – part of the family, not just Beth’s nurse.’

‘Ta, Tilly. I’ve allus said it, as many more have – you’re an angel. Oh, I knaw as you had times when your halo slipped badly, but you’ve a good soul and that shows.’

‘We’ll not mention me naughty times, if you don’t mind, Peggy.’

Peggy looked mortified, but Tilly burst out laughing. ‘By, I had some an’ all, didn’t I? Don’t worry, me lasses knaw all about me and how I slipped a few times. Come on, coats on, everyone. We’re going for that walk.’

Along the lane there was silence but for the winter-stayers of the bird families tweeting away and the grinding of pebbles under the wheels of Beth’s wheelchair as Tommy pushed her. The mist had cleared away, leaving a world of white as the heavy frost lay like icing on everything. It looked magical, with the sun making it twinkle as if inlaid with a thousand lights. Lacy cobwebs hung between branches in the hedges, all picked out in white and making an intricate pattern.

A hand came into Tilly’s and she looked into Babs’s lovely face. ‘Eeh, this is a little bit of heaven, ain’t it, Ma?’

‘It is, Babs.’

Tilly didn’t press any more conversation out of Babs, but allowed her her thoughts. She just walked at the pace she knew Babs was comfortable with and left her to chat when she wanted to.

Peggy walked close to Beth. In the few months she had been her nurse she had become very fond of Beth. Tilly wondered if Peggy sought the love of those that she cared for to make up for not having anyone special in her life, but didn’t dwell on it, as Peggy was just Peggy and no one would have her any different.

As she thought this the peace was shattered by Tommy calling out, ‘What in Jaysus’s name?’

They’d rounded a bend and found their way barred by a flock of Tommy’s sheep trotting towards them as if they too were out for a Christmas morning walk.

‘Will you be for taking the wheelchair, Peggy? I’ve to see to getting these sheep back into their pen.’

Peggy looked only too pleased to take charge of Beth again and Tilly realised she’d relinquished her duty not really wanting to. She sighed. Peggy was a nurse through and through and even saw today as a day when she was needed. Tilly smiled as she turned to Babs. ‘Go and stand with Peggy and Beth, lass. I’ll have to help Tommy.’

The sheep had other ideas than having their morning walk disturbed and went every way except for back into their pen, regardless of all the shooing she did and the cursing Tommy did. But though feeling out of breath, the sound of Babs’s, Beth’s and Peggy’s laughter almost drowning out the noise of the bleating and angry protests of the sheep kept Tilly going.

But then another sound filled the air – the sound of a cranky old engine revving far too much for whatever gear it was in. Fear took the place of any frivolity that Tilly had felt as Molly’s car came into view. Disastrously, Molly was driving – something she’d never mastered – and now she seemed unable to stop the car. Tilly saw the look of horror on her face, but no sign of it registering with her that unless she braked, she would hurtle full tilt into the sheep. Tilly wanted to scream, but no sound came as the space around her was suddenly filled with screams coming from the girls and the sheep as bodies of the animals were tossed into the air and blood seemed to rain from heaven.

Gasping in the air that had been taken from her lungs, Tilly looked back in horror as the car passed within inches of her and swerved around the girls before going on to two wheels and toppling onto its side on the grass verge. ‘Molly! Molly! Oh God, naw, naw!’

Peggy reached the car before Tilly did. Both were met with Molly shouting, ‘I’m all right, it’s Will who’s hurt.’ Her voice rose. ‘Help him, someone help him! Oh God, please help Will!’

Tilly’s blood ran cold. She didn’t register that Tommy wasn’t around the scene, but tugged at the car door for all she was worth. When it opened, she and Peggy helped Molly out. ‘Eeh, Molly, Molly, lass.’ Clinging on to Molly, whose legs seemed incapable of holding her up, Tilly helped her away from the car, leaving Peggy to see to Will.

‘Where’s … where’s Tommy? I hit him, Tilly, oh, Tilly, I hit him!’

‘Naw.’ The word gasped from Tilly. ‘Naw, not me Tommy.’

‘Ma, he’s all right. Tommy’s all right. His leg is hurt, but otherwise, well, he’s in pain, but that’s not … Oh, Ma, come over and help me.’

How Babs had got to Tommy’s side, Tilly didn’t know. The last time she’d seen her she’d been standing by the wheelchair. ‘Will you be all right a mo, Molly?’

‘Aye. I’m sorry, Tilly, lass. I – I didn’t expect … Oh, Tilly, I want me Will.’

‘He’ll be all right, Peggy’ll look after him. I have to get to Tommy. Sit quietly and try to keep yourself together. Naw one’s to blame.’

Bewildered sheep milled around Tilly’s legs as she tried to get to Tommy. When she did, she found he wasn’t all right but was writhing in agony, his leg twisted at an angle she didn’t think anyone’s leg could get into. ‘Tommy, me Tommy. How could this happen?’

‘Ma. I need to straighten Tommy’s leg. Now, this is going to hurt him, but if I don’t do it, the leg will die and he will lose it. It’s broken and that will stop the blood flow. I need you to hold him. Put sommat between his teeth for him to bite on. Oh, if only we had sommat with us that I could sterilise the wound with afore I start, there’s so much danger of infection.’

‘I – I have me flask on me, Babs, it – it’s for being in me coat pocket. It has the good whiskey in it that I – I like to take a drop of on Christmas morning.’

‘Oh, Tommy, me love.’ Tilly felt at a loss as to what to say as she rummaged for the flask. Finding it, she had the urge to take a long swig of it, but handed it to Babs. At that moment it registered with her that Babs was kneeling on the cold, damp grass, and had taken off her shawl which she’d worn over her coat. Concern for Babs vied with her being the only hope that Tommy had. ‘Babs, are you all right, lass? Don’t hurt yourself, think of your babby.’

‘Ma, I’m a nurse. What I’m about to do, I’ve done a hundred times, and, aye, I’ve seen the consequences of it not being done by the time a wounded soldier got to the ambulance train. I ain’t going to let that happen to Tommy. Me babby’ll be fine, he’s made of strong stuff; his daddy was a hero and so will he be.’

This was the lightest Babs had ever spoken about her Rupert, but it came at a moment when Tilly couldn’t really register the small element of healing that had taken place in Babs. She stayed quiet as she watched Babs pour what would have been nectar to herself at this moment over Tommy’s gashed leg. As she did, and the blood cleared, a piece of bone could be seen protruding through Tommy’s skin.

‘Give the rest to Tommy, Ma. It will help him through what I have to do.’

‘No, I’m not for needing it, Babs, keep it in case someone else requires it. Is everyone for being all right?’

Tilly patted his arm in a soothing gesture. ‘Molly is, Tommy, but we don’t knaw about Will yet. Peggy’s with him.’

‘Oh, Tilly, me wee lass. We were so happy. Is it that God can’t bear to see us so? I feel that we turn one corner, only to be kicked in the stomach when we turn the next.’

Tilly couldn’t answer him; she felt she was in the grip of a great force and wanted to scream and scream. A voice behind her steadied her. Beth had managed to manoeuvre her wheelchair over to them. ‘Ma, Babs will need some splints. Go and find something in the hedgerows. Give me your shawl, Babs, I’ll tear it along with mine to make bandages for you. Keep some of the whiskey to sterilise the part of the shawl that will be near to the wound.’

Tilly marvelled at these daughters of hers, and yet felt a pang of pain in her heart at not really knowing them. Before her were two professional nurses, doing a job they had been trained to do. Her pride in them was tempered by the fact that she’d had no hand in shaping them. And that caused a feeling of hatred for Jasmine and Roman to rise in her. At this moment, she could cheerfully kill them both.

Her search took her near to the overturned car. Molly still sat on the grass as if in a daze, and Tilly could see that she’d gone into shock. This worried her, and she called out to her girls. ‘Molly needs help. Beth, Babs! I think she’s gone into shock.’

Beth called back, ‘Make sure she’s warm, Ma, wrap her in your coat as well as her own. There’s not much more that we can do at the moment, just hurry and get her warmed up.’

Obeying Beth’s command, Tilly quickly took off her coat and lay it on the ground. Easing Molly down onto it, she wrapped it around her. ‘Eeh, lass, hold on. Hold on. We’re here, we just have to see to Tommy and Will.’

Not daring to look to see how Peggy was doing with helping Will, Tilly hurried along the road, praying that she would see something. Molly’s voice called her back. ‘Tilly, in the trunk. You’ll find sommat in me trunk.’

Tilly could see the trunk that was used for carrying luggage had become detached from the back of the car and lay open on the ground. Inside it, she found some lengths of wood. They lay among a tangled mess of leather. Will was a saddlemaker by trade and was skilful at making anything out of leather, and Tilly and Molly sold some of his beautiful designs in the shop for him – footstools, picture frames and lamp stands made of glass with sleeves of leather cut into lacy patterns. He must have packed his materials with the wood. Grabbing the wood, she ran back to Babs and Beth. What she saw terrified her. ‘Tommy … Tommy, naw!’

‘It’s all right, Ma. We’ve put him to sleep using a gypsy method.’ Sweat poured from Babs’s face as she tugged at Tommy’s leg. ‘We’ve only seconds to complete this before he wakes. Though the pain will be so bad that he might pass out again with the force of it.’

Tilly knew what they were talking about. A member of a gypsy clan had once used the same method to make her pass out by putting pressure on a particular point of her neck. But she’d learnt since that it was a dangerous thing to do and her anxiety increased as she saw the greyness of Tommy’s face.

Suddenly the leg cracked, and in an instant looked normal again. ‘Here, Babs, I’ve a bandage ready.’

Babs took the makeshift bandage soaked in whiskey that Beth handed to her and wound it around the open wound. ‘Pass the splints, Ma. By, they’re perfect. Made for the job.’

With these in place, Tommy opened his eyes. A moan came from him, then turning his head, he vomited.

‘Tommy, Tommy, lad, it’s done. Me girls have tended to you; you’re going to be all right.’

‘Let’s turn him over. Help me, Ma. We don’t want him to choke.’

When they turned him, Tommy was sick once more. Tilly rubbed his back and spoke gently to him. ‘Me Tommy. You’re all right. Oh, Tommy, I love you, I’ll take care of you.’

A shout from Peggy had them all looking up. Tilly could feel the tension. ‘Will’s all right. He were knocked out, but he’s come to now. I think his arm’s broken.’

‘Go to him, Babs, be for seeing to him, for the pain of a break is a powerful pain. I don’t know what it is that you’ve done, but me pain has lessened and is just bearable now. Do that for Will.’

‘I will, Tommy, if Ma can help me up. The weight of me babby is pulling me down.’

Tilly heaved Babs to a standing position.

‘Eeh, Ma, me legs have gone dead. Hold on to me for a minute while I shake them back to life.’

‘Come here so that I can rub them for you, Babs.’ As Tilly helped Babs to Beth’s side, Beth told them that she had some painkiller in her bag. ‘It’s not strong enough to have had an effect on the pain caused by what you had to do, but it might help Tommy now.’

‘I’ll give it to him, Babs,’ Tilly said. ‘You go to Will.’

Glad to have something to do that would help Tommy, Tilly found the medicine and left the twins. As she did, she heard them asking each other if they were all right, and as she turned, she saw them in a hug. Her heart lifted. It seemed that no matter what, her girls had a strong bond – one that she knew would overcome everything in the end.
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