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By Helen Carey and available from Headline


Lavender Road


Some Sunny Day


On a Wing and a Prayer


London Calling




About the Book


September 1940


As Luftwaffe bombs rain from the skies over London, the women of Lavender Road are fighting their own battles.


Shy Katy Parsons has always been sheltered by her over-protective parents. But the war is her chance to see life from beyond her bedroom window. Enrolling as a nurse was always her dream, but the reality is tougher than she ever imagined. And falling in love is even worse.


Privileged Louise Rutherford secretly hoped the war would bring her some fun and romance. But so far it has only brought her pain and grief, and an unwanted pregnancy … something her father must never find out about.


London during the Blitz is a dangerous place to live but the Lavender Road residents never stop believing their sunny day will come.



For my sister Janet



Prologue


‘AAGH!’ Mary Parsons’ shriek cut like a knife through the men’s patriotic banter and ricocheted round the damp walls of the Flag and Garter cellar. ‘What was that?’


Next to her, perched on a canvas camp bed, eighteen-year-old Katy Parsons clenched her fists and tried not to scream as a small furry animal brushed her bare ankle in its flight from her mother’s panic.


On the other side of the pile of crates erected to give her and her mother some modicum of privacy, she could hear her father’s anxious voice. ‘What’s the matter, Mary, love? What happened?’


But her mother was trembling too much to speak.


Katy cleared her throat. ‘It was a mouse,’ she said shakily.


‘A mouse?’ Malcolm Parsons sounded incredulous. ‘Goodness me. Did you hear that fellers? I thought at very least they’d heard a bomb falling.’


As the men laughed, Katy frowned crossly and wrapped her feet in the blanket so she wouldn’t feel the mouse if it came past again.


Since the bombing had started in earnest just over a week ago she had begun to hate the Flag and Garter cellar. She hated the eerie swinging shadows, the scuttling rodents, the clammy coldness, the smell of sweat and stale beer. But more than anything she hated the loud, beer swilling men on the other side of the crates, the anti-Hitler jokes, the bravado, the drunken cheers when the guns fired up on the Common at the end of the road.


It was easy for them to be brave from the safety of a reinforced cellar, she thought irritably. But what about their poor wives in the surrounding Clapham streets, huddling with frightened children in those flimsy-looking garden shelters? And what about the rescue workers above ground, the fire fighters, the gunners, the nurses?


A sudden tremor of nervous anticipation coursed through her slender body. Because on Monday she was going for an interview at St Thomas’s Hospital.


For a moment she allowed herself the dream of being accepted for nursing training. Imagined herself in the distinctive mauve striped uniform, ministering to the sick and wounded, easing their pain, comforting them, calm, efficient. Best of all she imagined her parents’ pride when she qualified as an SRN, gaining her coveted Nightingale badge in record time, despite the rigours of war.


‘She has found her true vocation,’ people would say in wonder. ‘And to think she used to be such a sickly little mouse of a thing as a child.’


Abruptly she shook her head then flinched hard as something exploded in the distance. The hurricane lamp jumped on its hook and shadows swung unnervingly across the cellar walls. Katy tried to relax and failed.


Twisting her tense fingers round the rough blanket, she frowned. If only her dream could be true. More than anything she longed to be the kind of person who could take control, the sort of person people would take orders from and still respect, the sort of person who would do heroic things without worrying about the consequences.


With a sigh she turned her attention to the voices on the other side of the screen. Her father was still chuckling about the mouse. ‘Nothing like a mouse to scare the ladies. Not Adolf Hitler. Not the Luftwaffe. Or a Nazi land-mine. Oh no, a little mouse is all it takes.’


The men were still laughing when the crash came. Right above them as though a lorry had driven right through the wall.


And in the sudden shocked silence that followed it, even as her ears sang, even as she waited for the click of a detonator, for the explosion that would blast them all to smithereens, Katy could hear the mouse still scratching at something under her bed.


A moment later the hurricane lamp fell to the floor and plunged the cellar into darkness.


It seemed to Katy as though all the men started shouting at once. She could hear her father’s voice telling them to put out their cigarettes, she could hear swearing as they bumped themselves on crates and barrels, she could hear someone panicking about gas and above it all she could hear her mother, only inches away, screaming her name.


‘Katy! Are you all right? Katy, where are you?’




Chapter One


Gripping the narrow counter, Joyce Carter winced as the Women’s Voluntary Service canteen van was rocked by another explosion. The air inside the van was already thick with smoke and now the sharp smell of burning was creeping through the side serving flap making her wonder if there would be anyone left out there to eat the sandwiches she was laboriously preparing. It was a warm night even for September and with the water boiling in the urn for tea, the atmosphere inside the van was stifling. Already she could feel the sweat pouring off her, the spreading knife was slippery in her hand, and she wished she could stop for a moment to wash her face. But if she did Mrs Trewgarth would be bound to catch her and then she’d feel guilty. Mrs Trewgarth never stopped.


Behind her, brushing bottoms, her daytime employer, Mrs Rutherford, was fighting with the tea urn, grunting as she tried to swing it on to the counter.


‘Do you need a hand?’ Joyce asked over her shoulder. After a year of charring for her, she’d come to like Mrs Rutherford. She wasn’t a bad sort, even if she was a bit la-di-da. It was her who had persuaded Joyce to help on the WVS canteen. Joyce smiled to herself. She still couldn’t get used to the idea of a smart, well-dressed woman like Celia Rutherford serving tea and sandwiches, war or no war.


‘Bloody thing,’ Celia Rutherford muttered now, throwing a quick guilty glance in Mrs Trewgarth’s direction up at the front. Luckily the noise outside was such that the other woman hadn’t heard her lapse. Celia touched Joyce’s arm. ‘I wonder if you could just slide the mat underneath, Mrs Carter, if I lever it up slightly?’


The handle-less urn was scalding hot and extremely heavy and their curses became rather less circumspect as they tried to manoeuvre it into position.


A sudden crash, a burst of shouting and a scream made them pause in alarm. And in that second something exploded so close by that the serving flap lifted right up, drawn by the shockwave, allowing them a glimpse of their surroundings, the burning buildings, the jagged scar of a fallen roof, the black figures scurrying about, the distant red sky reflecting in the water gushing down the road.


Over it all they could hear the jarring drone of planes, the wail of sirens, the panicked shouting of the rescue workers. For an instant they could even feel the heat of the flames on their faces. It was like a firework display from hell. And then the flap crashed back, shutting out that terrible pink light, jerking the urn, splashing boiling water on their hands.


For a moment they stared at each other, Joyce, square chinned, red and sweating under her orange turbaned scarf, Celia Rutherford, tall and coolly elegant in her tailored summer jacket and matching skirt. For the first time Joyce felt truly afraid and could see her fear reflected in Mrs Rutherford’s eyes. Then as the pain in her fingers began to bite, she quickly turned away and grabbed the butter. ‘Here, rub this on,’ she offered. ‘It takes the heat out.’


A moment later Mrs Trewgarth’s stentorian voice came from the front. ‘Are we ready, ladies? There’s people wanting sustenance out there.’


Celia closed her eyes for a moment. ‘Why are we doing this?’ she asked helplessly. ‘Why aren’t we tucked up at home safe and sound in our shelters?’


At once Mrs Trewgarth’s face poked round the door. ‘Chin up, ladies,’ she said bracingly. ‘Never forget that the Lord is on our side.’


‘Why the hell doesn’t he do something to help, then?’ Joyce muttered sourly as she turned back to her sandwiches. She wasn’t much of a one for the Lord. She knew Mrs Rutherford was a believer, she certainly went to church each Sunday. Those smart, rich sort of women always did, dressed up in their best hats and gloves with their families all in the pew with them. Mr Rutherford was probably on the parish council and all. He was on everything else. And Mrs Trewgarth presumably believed, being as she was the verger’s wife and that.


But God wasn’t much cop as far as Joyce was concerned. Not just now at least, when he was letting Hitler rain his bombs down on innocent families, and women and children were being machine-gunned in the streets as they fled their blazing homes. Quite a few churches had copped it already, they said, and schools and pubs. Four pubs had been hit in South London over the last two days. Not that you’d expect God to look after pubs necessarily, but you’d think he’d do something about the churches.


Joyce shook her head as Mrs Trewgarth flung up the serving flap, securing it to the clips on the roof, just as a massive sheet of flame lit the sky over the distant docks, momentarily drowning out the criss-crossing searchlights as they circled the sky for prey. She winced. It was bad enough here in Clapham but it looked like a bloody inferno over there in the East End.


She could hear the planes again now and the thump of the guns and she shivered despite the heat in the van, suddenly wishing she was in her Anderson shelter in the back yard. Not that those were bomb proof of course, but they were a damn sight more solid than this WVS tin can that rocked and swayed every time the anti-aircraft guns fired.


And then suddenly they were serving, handing out sweet tea and Marmite sandwiches to the rescue workers, the firemen and the stretcher bearers, and to the victims pulled to safety from burning houses, from crushed shelters, dug out of flooding cellars. Men and women and children all with the same look of shock and despair and a certain raw courage as they cradled their tea in trembling dirty fingers, knowing their homes were gone but somehow determined to survive, if only to spite Adolf Hitler and his vicious Luftwaffe.


As Joyce handed a cup of tea to a man with blood clotted on his forehead and a small child in his arms, she frowned. ‘You look like you ought to be in hospital.’


He shook his head, wincing with the pain of it and glanced down at the child clinging to his side like a small charred monkey. When he looked up his eyes were red. ‘I had to find our lad first. I knew the missus had copped it, but I couldn’t go, not knowing our Charlie was still buried in there somewhere.’ He sipped the tea, took a deep breath and smiled up at Joyce bravely, raising his cup in a tragic salute of thanks as he moved away.


Feeling tears in her own eyes, Joyce sniffed and looked away. Suddenly she felt Celia Rutherford’s hand on her arm. ‘That’s why we’re here, Mrs Carter,’ she said quietly.


Joyce nodded. She was right. It gave you a kick doing good. It was nice to be appreciated. And it didn’t happen often at home.


In the darkness of the Flag and Garter cellar, Katy had barely finished convincing her mother that she hadn’t miraculously been singled out for destruction, when she smelt the thin odour of paraffin leaking from the fallen lamp.


Nervous someone would drop their cigarette, she clambered to her feet. ‘Careful!’ she shrieked. ‘Keep back! Keep away from here!’


But thankfully all the cigarettes seemed to have been put out already, there were no red tips glowing in the darkness. As she strained her eyes, heart suddenly beating hard, feeling rather self-conscious, she heard someone stumbling towards her. Her father. She recognised the swaying gait caused by his wooden leg. But he was making a most peculiar noise, a kind of awful, breathy grumbling, like something out of a horror movie. It was a moment before she realised that he had his gas mask on and was trying to calm her through the distorting filter.


‘It’s all right, love. Everything’s under control. Now sit down and try not to worry.’


‘I’m not worried,’ Katy said. ‘It’s just that the paraffin has spilt and I didn’t want a fire.’


‘That’s right. We’ve all got to be careful. Now, you put your mask on and sit tight and we’ll have you out of here in no time.’


Suddenly irritated by her father’s over protective concern, Katy pulled her torch from under her pillow and played it round the room. The cellar was becoming more like the set of a horror film by the moment. If it hadn’t been so frightening it would have been laughable. The sight of two dozen gas-masked men nodding and gesticulating to each other in the confined space was completely ridiculous and their wheezing breathy exchanges quite gave her the creeps.


‘I don’t think there’s any gas, Daddy,’ she said. After all, she should know. She was the one with faulty lungs, the one who coughed her guts up at the smallest opportunity. Her chest was tight now, all right, but not because of gas. The combination of fear and several hours’ worth of concentrated cigarette smoke was quite enough to constrict her fragile airways, without the addition of anything Hitler might send her way.


But her father was already yanking her gas mask out of its cardboard carrying case. ‘Come on, Katy, pop it on, there’s a good girl. Nothing to worry about, you know. Just to be on the safe side. Look, your mother’s already got hers on.’


That wasn’t surprising, Katy thought, her mother had been dying to put on her gas mask ever since the bombing started last week. Somehow in her mother’s mind the hideous, black rubber mask had become a safety line, a talisman, as though nothing could possibly happen if you had your gas mask on. Even now she was peering anxiously through the visor, flapping her hands frantically at Katy, urging her to hurry.


Wishing her parents would come to terms with the fact that she was eighteen and almost grown up, Katy smiled grimly as she obediently pulled the hated rubber straps over her head, wincing as they tugged painfully at her hair. Little did they realise that the one thing that might finish her off was wearing the gas mask. Because however hard she tried, she couldn’t breathe in it. The only way she could get enough air for her thick lungs was by keeping a little gap at the side.


Over the long first year of war, the phoney war they were calling it now, when no bombs had fallen, that little gap hadn’t mattered, but now suddenly it was September 1940, the Battle of Britain was raging overhead, and Katy realised that if Hitler did drop his dreaded poison bombs, she was for the high jump. Up shit creek without a paddle, as her friend Jen Carter from across the road would crudely put it.


But this was no gas attack. Katy could feel it in her bones. In any case she could hear someone moving about upstairs in the bar.


So could her father apparently because he grabbed her torch and rushed up the cellar steps, the danger of gas apparently forgotten as he whipped off his mask and shouted through the heavy door.


‘Hello there! Is that the ARP? This is the landlord, Malcolm Parsons. There’s twenty of us down here, and two women. Nobody hurt. Is it safe to come up?’


The footsteps paused for a moment and then a gruff voice called back, ‘No, mate, you better stay where you are.’


‘Christ!’ someone muttered from behind the stacked crates. ‘There must be an unexploded bomb …’ and at once the atmosphere in the cellar changed. The voices dropped, everyone stood stock still as though one false move would send them all to kingdom come.


Katy could almost smell the fear. Her mother was crying gently, sniffling and gurgling inside her mask like a baby.


Katy slipped off her own mask to whisper words of comfort to her mother. The noises from upstairs were less muffled now, more urgent somehow and she tried to imagine what was going on. She wasn’t quite sure what a bomb looked like. Was it big and round and shiny with spikes poking out like in the films or was it long and thin and black and altogether more sinister?


She wondered exactly where it was. Lying on the well-polished counter perhaps, or in the corner of the tap room under the darts board. From the sound of chinking bottles it must be near the bar; they were probably moving the bottles off the dresser in case it exploded, or perhaps they were merely treating themselves to a fortifying tipple before attempting to defuse it.


The same thought had apparently occurred to her father. He approached the door once more. ‘Oi,’ he hissed, his reluctance to disturb the bomb apparently still uppermost in his mind, outweighing his concern for his precious spirits. ‘What’s going on up there?’


This time his query was met with no response.


‘Oi! You up there!’ His voice wasn’t quite so conciliatory this time. ‘Can you tell us what’s happening? Is there a bomb?’


Silence. Even the footsteps had stopped. ‘They’ve gone,’ he said blankly. ‘They’ve gone and left us.’


‘I reckon as we ought to get out,’ someone said moving towards the steps. ‘If there’s a bomb up there, we’re sitting in a bleedin’ grave. Excuse my French.’


‘We ought to at least have a look,’ another voice agreed.


But when they tentatively tried to open the door it seemed to have been jammed shut.


‘Something must have fallen against it,’ Malcolm Parsons said. ‘I hope it’s not the grandfather.’


‘Good God, have you left him out there?’ someone quipped. ‘I thought he was well dead and buried.’


Katy giggled. But her father was not amused. ‘The clock, you fool,’ he growled.


The ornate grandfather clock he’d inherited from his father was his pride and joy. It stood by the cellar door, waxed and oiled and keeping time minute for minute with Big Ben up in Westminster on the other side of the river. Katy knew it was the bane of the regulars’ lives. Secretly they called it Bloody Ben. When her father called time of an evening on the dot of ten thirty, it was to the gilded face of the grandfather clock that everyone’s eyes went, wishing that for once the damn thing would run a few minutes slow.


Knowing her father would be heartbroken if anything happened to that clock, Katy crossed her fingers, praying silently that Bloody Ben would be spared. She was fond of the clock herself, even though she rarely spent time in the public rooms. Her father didn’t like her to consort with the customers and would never hear of her helping behind the bar, let alone doing any of the seemingly endless chores of swabbing and scrubbing, barrel rolling and cashing up. Even washing and polishing the glasses was considered too much for his precious daughter.


Katy knew it was because he cared for her, that he could never really believe that the life-threatening asthma attacks of her youth were a thing of the past. She also knew that he wanted to keep her pure. Pure and unsullied by tap-room talk, in the hope that she might attract a suitably respectable husband. That was why he was so anti the idea of her nursing. He thought it might spoil her chances. The fact that no man had ever given her pale face and drab hazel curls a second glance was beside the point. Her father wanted the best for her, and in his eyes the best thing for any girl was a husband.


Sighing, she looked up at the men on the steps by the cellar door. They were struggling to open it now, all delicacy and care gone in their determination to discover what new terror waited for them on the other side. As someone played a torch over them shouldering the tightly sealed door like a human battering ram, Katy changed her mind suddenly and began hoping that it was the grandfather clock after all impeding their exit, and not some lethal explosive device primed to detonate at the slightest touch.


But if it was, it clearly wasn’t that sensitive because the door was moving now, with the weight of three or four men behind it, and suddenly as the crack widened, an ominous ticking noise made itself heard over the general mêlée. At once the men stopped in their efforts and stood back, sweating and white faced, as it dawned on them what that ticking might mean.


In the sudden tense silence someone swore and then apologised as he remembered there were ladies present.


‘Is that what I think it is, or is it your friggin’ clock?’ someone asked suddenly and Malcolm Parsons shook his head nervously.


‘It’s not the clock. That ticks much faster than this. And not nearly so loud.’


Mary Parsons was crying in earnest now, still in her gas mask. Katy took a deep breath as she turned to hold her hand. Her mother was shaking so badly the vibrations ran right up Katy’s arm.


Katy realised she was frightened again, very frightened, and yet at the same time she wished they would get on with it and not just stand about gassing. Suddenly she stood up, peering at the crack they had forced in the door. The atmosphere in the cellar was getting unbearable, the tension mixed with the acrid odour of hot unwashed bodies, old beer, paraffin and the unmistakable smell of urine was getting to her and she wanted to get out, even if it was the end of her.


She was halfway up the steps before anyone noticed her.


‘Katy, love, are you all right? What are you doing?’ Her father’s voice was anxious.


She coughed nervously and her voice came out too fast. ‘I’m the smallest person here. If you make the gap a little bigger I could squeeze through and see what’s blocking it and maybe get help.’


Malcolm Parsons looked astonished. ‘Goodness. Don’t be absurd!’ His voice was verging on irritable now. He tried to gentle it. ‘You go and sit back with your mother, dear. We don’t want you getting in the way, or getting hurt, do we? I know you’re frightened and you want to get out, but you’ll have to be patient like the rest of us. We’ll just have to wait for them to come back to us. Help will be on its way, you mark my words.’


For a second Katy toyed with arguing. She longed to say it wasn’t her skin she wanted to save, that for once she was trying to help, to show some courage. She wished she had the words to do it tactfully without sounding sulky or peeved, but she knew she hadn’t. She also knew that if her father got angry she’d probably spoil it by crying. Reluctantly, smarting, she retreated back to her bunk and the clutching hands of her mother while the men tried to reclose the door.


It was half an hour later before they were finally released. Thirty minutes, with every single slow second of it ticked off steadily from the top of the cellar steps. Bomb or no bomb it was driving them all mad. And by the time the all-clear sounded at five o’clock in the morning and an air-raid warden noticed the broken window on his way home and climbed through to investigate, some of the captives were close to exploding themselves.


‘Oi, Mr Parsons,’ the ARP warden bellowed through the door. ‘Are you down there? Are you all right?’


Malcolm Parsons, close on the other side of the door, nearly jumped out of his skin. ‘Yes, we’re all right. But keep your voice down. There’s a time bomb up there.’


There was a moment’s tense pause then the ARP voice came again. ‘It’s not a bomb you’ve had, Mr Parsons, it’s a bleeding thief. They’ve cleared the place while you’ve been hiding down there. They’ve jammed the door with the clock.’


Katy closed her eyes. Her poor father.


After a moment’s tense silence, the ribbing and teasing started as the men let off their tension.


‘You’d think he’d know the sound of his own friggin’ clock!’


As they filed up the cellar steps a few minutes later, Katy’s heart bled for her father.


The tall dresser behind the bar was empty, cleared of bottles, even the measures and optics had gone and the darts trophies. Only her father’s precious silver tankards were left where they had fallen, behind the clock.


There was glass everywhere, the blackout curtains torn and flapping in the breeze, clearly the thieves had rammed the back of their truck through the big side window and loaded it up from the inside.


Katy walked over to her dazed father and touched his arm. ‘I’ll help you clear up,’ she said.


Abruptly he straightened his back and brushed off her tentative fingers. ‘No, no, I’ll deal with it. You go on up to bed while you’ve got a chance.’


Katy took a step back and bit her lip. Already he was unlocking the door, ushering everyone out so he could get to work with the broom.


‘But what about the stock?’ Katy asked. ‘Can you replace it?’ She realised that she had no idea how the pub worked. She knew the building was owned by the brewers, Rutherford & Berry, she knew the beer was delivered once a week on the horse-drawn dray, she knew that her parents held a joint licence, but that was about it. Where the other drinks, the cigarettes and the tobacco came from and how it was accounted for was a mystery.


Her father glanced round, broom in hand, clearly surprised to find her still standing there. For a second she was taken aback by the bleak look in his eyes, but he quickly put on a brave smile. ‘Don’t worry yourself about it, dear, I expect we’ll survive. Now do go on upstairs. I don’t need you here and you know how much you need your sleep.’


Katy felt a jolt of disappointment. Was she really so feeble that even in a crisis he couldn’t use her help? Not that there was much she could do, admittedly. But it would have been nice to feel needed.


‘I won’t get much sleep when I’m nursing,’ she said suddenly.


But her father merely sighed. ‘Katy, we’ve talked about this before,’ he said wearily. ‘Your mother’s very worried about the whole thing. Why don’t you wait another year and see about it then when you’re a little bit older and wiser?’


Katy flinched. ‘I want to do something now, Daddy. I can’t just sit around while people are getting bombed. Four hundred people have died in the bombing already and there’ll have been more tonight. I might have been able to help.’


Her father tried to hide his scepticism with a slight smile. ‘It’s very creditable, love, but I honestly don’t think you’d like it, all that blood and what have you. Not for a squeamish little thing like you. And you know you wouldn’t like living away from home.’


He saw her stubborn expression and reached over to pat her hand. ‘It’s for your sake that we’re concerned, Katy, love. You’re not very strong. It’s quite hard work, nursing, and we don’t want you to be disappointed if you can’t manage it.’


For a moment Katy couldn’t trust herself to speak. She felt a self-conscious flush creep up her skin. If she couldn’t manage it then at least she would know. Know that she was indeed a feeble, squeamish little thing. But she would never know if she didn’t try.


As she turned away, she crossed her fingers silently behind her back and prayed St Thomas’s would take her on.


Flushed partly with the heat of the oven and partly with pride, Joyce leaned over to inspect the plum pie she’d carefully set down on the kitchen table. She smiled. Neatly fluted at the edges with a beautiful shiny golden crust held up in the middle by an upturned egg cup and steaming gently, it looked and smelt absolutely delicious.


She’d always been a good cook. Not that there was much call for it in a family of six children, four of them boys. It was quantity they wanted, not quality. And on the money they’d lived on they were lucky even to get that. Years ago before the children were born she had dreamed of opening a little cafe somewhere, but that idea had bitten the dust long ago. Serving on the WVS canteen van was the closest she was likely to get. She sighed slightly as she closed the oven door. You needed cash to set up something like that, and confidence, and after twenty years of marriage to Stanley neither of those was in plentiful supply.


Not that Stanley was around at the moment. Far from it. The stupid bugger was still languishing in Reading jail after falling blind drunk off a getaway truck just over a year ago. He’d be out next month though, the thirteenth of October, they’d said, all being well.


For a second Joyce stopped and stared bleakly out of the small window into the shabby back yard where the boys’ spare vests and work shirts were flapping on the line. Behind them, Pete was trying to fix some sacking over the entrance to the Anderson shelter.


Then she shook her head decisively and turned back to her pie. She wasn’t worrying about Stanley today. Nor about the war. Today was a celebration. Today her eldest son Bob was being released from Brixton.


Glancing at the clock, quickly she put the cutlery on the table. Then she went to the kitchen door. ‘Oi, Mick,’ she yelled. ‘Come down here a minute.’


At first she thought he hadn’t heard her, but then she heard someone thumping down the stairs like a herd of elephants and a moment later Mick’s face appeared round the kitchen door. ‘Lunch ready?’


‘Nearly.’ Joyce opened the dresser drawer and took out a tin. ‘Here,’ she said, taking out half a crown. ‘I want you to nip over the pub and get a couple of pints of beer.’


Mick looked amazed. ‘Cor,’ he said. ‘You’re pushing the boat out a bit, ain’t yer?’


Joyce glared at him. ‘It’s for Bob,’ she said shortly, handing him a metal jug. ‘He’ll want a drink after all this time. And mind you don’t spill it on the way back.’


Of all her sons Mick was the clumsiest. Last week he’d had his wages docked for dropping a crate of bottles off the brewery dray and smashing the whole lot.


‘And tell Jen dinner’s ready,’ she shouted after him. ‘She’s with those old ladies over the road.’


‘I don’t reckon she’s coming,’ Mick shouted back. ‘She’s practising her singing for tomorrow. She’s got one of them auditions. For that Forces Entertainment thing. ENSA.’


Turning back to the stove Joyce stuck a fork in the potatoes. Bloody Jen, she thought, always doing exactly what she wanted. You’d think she was bloody Vera Lynn the way she went on.


And then suddenly Bob was there, standing in the kitchen door, lanky as ever with a kit bag over his shoulder, a short back and sides, and a wide smile on his face.


‘Mmmm.’ He closed his eyes appreciatively for a moment. ‘I haven’t smelt home cooking like that in bloody ages.’


‘Bob!’ Joyce stared at him with pleasure as he dropped the kit bag and stepped into the room.


A wide smile broke on to her mouth as he hugged her. For a moment, as she felt his arms wrapped round her, she felt quite choked. It was a long time since anyone had hugged her. She certainly didn’t get any hugs off the boys or Jen. Mick was too sulky to hug anyone. Pete at sixteen was a nice enough lad, a bit on the slow side perhaps, but much too shy to show his feelings. And Jen was far too busy preening herself to become an actress to spare a thought for her poor, careworn mother. Joyce grimaced. As for Stanley, he’d never been one for showing affection, drunk or sober.


No, Bob was the best of the bunch. Bob had always been her favourite. He was twenty now, he’d been eighteen when they’d put him away. She’d seen him in the meantime of course. But not where they could laugh and hug. Not here in her kitchen. Suddenly she wanted the embrace to last for ever.


But Bob was already disengaging and looking around with interest. ‘It looks different, smaller than I remembered, and neater.’ He frowned. ‘You didn’t have them net curtains before, did you?’


‘No.’ Joyce could feel herself colouring self-consciously. ‘I only put them up yesterday.’ They were made from a spare bit of material Mrs Rutherford had given her. It was nice to have a few pretty things about, she reckoned, even if the thin pink ribbon holding them back did look out of place in a shabby, rundown terraced house with lino floors and walls that were worn to the brick in places they needed re-plastering so badly.


Bob nodded slowly. ‘It looks good, nice.’ He turned back to her and smiled suddenly in slight surprise. ‘Come to think of it so do you, Mum. You look really nice.’


‘Do I?’ Joyce felt herself flush again. ‘I had my hair done last week. That must be it.’ For the first time in years. She’d had it set in rollers. It had made a difference. Given her a bit of a lift.


He shook his head. ‘It’s more than that. You look younger.’ He frowned. ‘You always used to be in a dirty old apron and looking so tired.’


Joyce grimaced. Yes, she remembered those not so distant days, when she had been permanently on her knees, living off air most of the time, hardly daring to complain that Stanley drank or gambled away his earnings, for fear of a mouthful of abuse or a black eye.


She shook her head and tried to shrug those unpleasant memories off.


It would be better now. What with her cleaning for the Rutherfords four days a week and Mick and Pete both earning, things weren’t going to be quite so tight.


She glanced at Bob, perhaps he’d bring in a bit now and all. It was nice that he was back. He was a good lad, Bob, even though he had got into trouble with the law. You could hardly blame him, what with the unemployment and that. She hoped he would mend his ways now, though. It was quite a few months now since the police had come to the door, and she had grown used to living without the fear of search warrants and arguments on the doorstep.


But there were other things to fear now, of course. Particularly for a fit young man. She frowned. ‘I suppose you’ll be wanting to join up now?’


Bob looked appalled. ‘Not if I can bloody help it.’ He saw her expression and rolled his eyes. ‘Don’t worry, Mum. I’ll do my duty, but I’m going to have a bit of fun first.’


Fun? Joyce looked at him surprised. What sort of fun did he think he was going to find in a city that was having the guts bombed out of it every night? A city where you couldn’t even get a loaf of bread without queuing for it?


But before she could speak she heard Mick’s footsteps coming down the passage, heard Pete come in the back door, saw their shy grins as they greeted their long-lost older brother, heard Bob’s laugh as he punched them both playfully on the shoulder and suddenly her heart lifted.


Maybe Bob was right. Maybe you could have fun. Even in wartime. Taking off her apron she began to put the food on the table and smiled to herself. Who cared about bloody Adolf Hitler when you were about to eat the best-looking plum pie she’d seen in years?


Katy was shocked when she got off the bus outside St Thomas’s hospital on Monday morning. Overnight a bomb had fallen on one of the blocks in the middle of the north side of the enormous hospital. Three floors had collapsed and there was rubble everywhere.


It was the first major bomb site Katy had seen and she was astonished by the amount of damage. It seemed incredible that so much mangled masonry and broken timber could emanate from even such a solidly built building like St Thomas’s. Let alone the bricks and pipes and dust. There was dust everywhere, hanging in the thin September sun, dust and the acrid smell of old fires.


‘I reckon they was aiming at the Houses of Parliament,’ a workman remarked close by, nodding at the wounded hospital. ‘On the other side of the river, Big Ben and that, but the hospital copped it instead.’


Two nurses had been killed in the bomb, he said, crushed to death as they slept, and three or four masseuses, no one seemed to know for sure. The X-ray department was out of action and the gas supply was failing.


Bearing in mind the disruption, Katy was sure her interview would be delayed or forgotten. But on the dot of eleven she was shown into Matron’s office.


It was a spacious book-lined room with large windows overlooking one of the hospital courtyards. In the middle of the room was a large wooden desk. On one side of it was an upright chair on which Katy was asked to sit. On the other side of it was Matron. ‘So you want to become a nurse, Miss Parsons. Can you explain to me why?’


Katy blinked and cleared her throat ready to reply. And then, to her horror, as she glanced nervously across the wide desk at St Thomas’s most senior nurse, stern and immaculate in her navy uniform, starched collar and magnificent frilly cap, all her carefully rehearsed reasons for wanting to be a nurse deserted her. Helplessly, after what seemed like half an hour of agonising silence, she watched her interviewer unfold her hands and lean slightly forward, tapping a forefinger on the desk’s highly polished surface.


‘Miss Parsons.’ Matron’s voice was brisk, but behind her spectacles her eyes were kindly. ‘We won’t get very far with this interview if you don’t answer my questions.’ She glanced down at the fob watch which hung from her ample navy bosom. ‘As I am sure you are aware, the hospital was bombed early this morning. I lost two of my best nurses and four masseuses and there are a number of things I have to see to.’


Katy flushed. ‘I know, I heard. I … I’m really sorry.’


‘Yes, well, we’re not here to mourn the dead, but to discuss your future,’ Matron said crisply. ‘Now, Miss Parsons, I need to know your reasons for wanting to undertake nursing training at this hospital.’


Again Katy hesitated and again Matron tapped her finger on the desk, rather more impatiently this time, until Katy finally gave in.


‘I don’t know what reasons to give,’ she said helplessly, twisting her gloves in her hands. ‘I … I want to do it so much, I don’t want to say the wrong thing.’


For a few moments Matron regarded her steadily. ‘I see,’ she said at last, leaning back in her chair, leaving Katy wondering exactly what she had seen and hoping those piercing eyes hadn’t noticed the terrible self-doubt that was filling her mind. How could she, Katy Parsons, daughter of a Clapham publican, ever in a million years hope to convince this powerful, confident woman that she had anything to offer? How could she even presume to believe she might be permitted to wear the prestigious St Thomas’s uniform, to take her place on the wards, nursing the sick and injured? It was absurd even thinking about it. She was quite clearly wasting Matron’s time.


It seemed Matron’s mind was running along the same lines as she glanced through the documents in front of her. ‘Your health record is poor. Your academic record is little better than average. And you are at least six months too young.’ She looked up. ‘On paper you have little to recommend you, Miss Parsons.’


‘I know,’ Katy said miserably. So that was it. She would be dismissed and that would be the end of her dream. In a moment Matron would get to her feet, walk her to the door, shake her hand with a brisk but regretful smile and then return to her desk to put a firm black cross against her name on the list before calling in the next, rather more promising, candidate.


Suddenly Katy wished she was more like her friend Jen Carter. Jen wouldn’t be sitting here in dumb silence waiting to be dismissed. Jen fought for what she wanted and got it. But then Jen was different. Jen was tough. Jen was the sort of person people wanted because she had guts and drive and ambition. Exactly the qualities Matron was presumably looking for, Katy thought sadly. Exactly the qualities she lacked.


She looked up. So why wasn’t Matron getting up? Why wasn’t she showing her to the door? Why was she still sitting there with a thoughtful expression in her intelligent eyes?


‘Why don’t you forget about the interview for a moment, Miss Parsons,’ she said suddenly, leaning back in her chair, ‘and just tell me what’s on your mind.’




Chapter Two


Jen Carter sat awkwardly in the Miss Taylors’ spick and span little sitting-room with their smelly old dachshund on her lap and a small glass of sherry in her hand. It was meant to be a bit of a celebration. They were celebrating her being offered a solo slot in an ENSA concert party. To start as soon as they got a suitable touring group together.


Jen smiled automatically as Ward Frazer, the Miss Taylors’ nephew, topped up her glass. Jen knew she should be delighted. She was delighted. It was a lucky break. And all thanks to a friend of Ward Frazer’s. But she deserved it. She had put in a lot of hard work, a lot of heartache, one way and another, to get this opportunity. For years she had dreamed of fame and fortune on the stage and yet now she had her foot on the ladder, she found she was suddenly scared. Not of failing, not of hostile audiences or forgetting her words, but, absurdly, of leaving home.


Not that she could ever admit it to anyone in a million years. If nothing else, they would laugh in her face. Because anyone in their right mind would be delighted to wave the Carter household goodbye. For ever.


Jen had always thought, given the chance, she would be on the first train out. She hated Lavender Road with its shabby Victorian houses. She hated her parents’ cold, dingy home with its lino floors and leaking roof. Come to that she hated her stupid, stick-in-the-mud family. And yet now the moment was approaching she found she didn’t want to leave. Much as she hated it, she knew it. It was all she knew. It was home. And more than anything she knew she would miss the funny old Miss Taylors who had been so kind to her, taking up her cause with such relish when she’d lost her chorus job for refusing to succumb to the producer’s lecherous advances.


She looked at them now, twittering with pride over their handsome Canadian nephew, already tipsy on the sherry he had brought for them. And then there was Mrs Frost, sitting stiff-backed and stern, as usual, there by the piano, who had taught her so much, both professionally and privately with her no-nonsense attitude and perfectionist standards. Mrs Margot Frost whose hawk nose and barking voice concealed a heart of gold.


Jen bit her lip. They were all so proud of her. So fond of her. Their protégée.


And she was fond of them. She had always thought she was so self-contained. That she didn’t need or want anyone else. Last year she had even turned down the chance to go and live in Ireland with her then boyfriend. OK, so she had regretted it bitterly since, especially as Sean had lost no time in finding another girl, but at the time she had wanted to prove herself. To show she could make it on her own. And yet now she had the chance, she was dreading it. Dreading having to leave these funny, eccentric, kindly old women. Dreading having to start all over again on her own.


‘Where’s Katy Parsons?’ Thelma Taylor asked suddenly. ‘We should have asked her to come and have a glass of sherry with us.’


‘We did,’ her sister replied. ‘She’s at her St Thomas’s interview, remember? She said she’d come in and let us know how she got on.’


‘Is that the girl from the pub?’ Ward asked and, jerked out of her reverie, Jen looked up in surprise. Fancy Ward remembering Katy Parsons. To her knowledge he had only clapped eyes on her a couple of times and both of those Katy had been as quiet as a mouse. Mind you, Katy was always pretty quiet. And if a man got within three miles of her, she clammed up even worse. A mute mouse.


Jen smiled at the thought and caught Ward’s eyes on her. He had unnerving eyes, grey and very steady as though he was looking right into your brain. She smiled quickly in case he was, and he smiled back. And even immune to men as she was these days, Jen felt a shiver of pleasure. She looked away quickly and then cautiously back again. He was talking to Mrs Frost now, making her smile too.


Jen studied him covertly over the rim of her glass. Tall, well built, with an easy manner, raven-dark hair and those devastating eyes, Ward Frazer was gorgeous, there was no other way to describe him. No wonder Katy disappeared into the background when he was around. Jen sometimes felt pretty tongue tied in his company herself.


‘She’s going to be a nurse, then?’ he asked and she realised he was addressing her again, leaning forward, his elbows on his knees.


Quickly she roused herself.


‘She hopes to. Although personally I think she’s nuts. As far as I’m concerned nursing doesn’t have a single thing to recommend it. It’s hard work, dirty, and badly paid.’


Ward smiled mildly. ‘Maybe she’s hoping to meet a handsome doctor.’


‘What, Katy?’ Jen giggled. ‘I doubt it. Katy would run a mile if a doctor came anywhere near her.’ She shook her head. ‘No, she’ll be far more interested in caring for the sick and wounded, relieving suffering, emptying bed pans, helping with the war effort and all that.’


Ward’s eyebrows rose slightly. ‘Surely that’s rather creditable?’


‘Oh yes, of course, terribly,’ Jen agreed quickly, flushing. She hadn’t meant to sound quite so dismissive. She’d momentarily forgotten Ward Frazer was constantly risking his life for the blasted war effort. ‘Terribly creditable.’ She grinned. ‘But not quite so much fun as chasing doctors.’


She groaned inwardly as his brows rose again and his mouth curved in a faint responsive smile. What was she saying? If she wasn’t careful he’d start thinking she fancied him. And the last thing she wanted just now was a flirtation.


And a flirtation was all she was likely to get from Ward Frazer. He had a reputation for it. Loving and leaving. Not that she blamed him. His aunts had told her that he had lost the girl he loved in Germany before the war. Some Jewish girl, they said, killed in that awful Kristallnacht purge on the Jews. Jen felt a sudden stab of pain. She knew what it was like to lose someone you loved. Not that Sean Byrne had died of course. But his defection had been quite enough to put her off wanting to get involved again. In any case Ward Frazer was much too classy, much too educated for the likes of her. He was far more suited to girls like Louise Rutherford who lived in the big house up at the end of the road overlooking the common. Daughter of the brewery owner, pretty and sophisticated, even if she was a spoilt little madam.


Louise Rutherford fancied the pants off Ward Frazer. Or she used to. They’d dated once or twice and then he’d dropped her. Apparently he’d told her she was too young and too innocent and he didn’t want her falling in love with him. Jen glanced across at him again now, wondering about him. Wondering what he really wanted. Looking at him leaning back in his chair teasing his aunts about the sherry, you’d never guess his traumatic past, nor that he currently spent half his time on crazy, suicidal missions behind enemy lines. Or would you?


She frowned. Now she thought about it, perhaps there was something behind that languid charm and humorous smile, a toughness, even a hint of ruthlessness. A definite sense of danger. And lurking in those steely grey eyes was a strange bleakness, a certain detachment she hadn’t noticed before. She knew the Miss Taylors thought he had a death wish. Suddenly she could believe it.


Jen shivered and caught his eyes on her again.


‘Are you OK?’ he asked. ‘Or is Winston squashing you to death?’


‘Oh, I’m fine.’ She smiled brightly. ‘It takes more than a dachshund to squash me.’


He grinned. ‘Is that right?’


Reaching awkwardly over the dog on her lap for her glass, she gulped the last of her sherry. It was time to go, before she dug herself in any deeper. But before she could make her excuses and stand up, someone knocked at the door.


It was Katy Parsons. Jen could hear her in the passage, chattering with uncharacteristic eagerness to Mrs Frost who had let her in. Then the door swung open and Jen saw her friend’s mouth shut abruptly as she caught sight of Ward Frazer.


Esme Taylor broke the sudden silence. ‘You know Katy, don’t you, Ward?’


He was already on his feet. Now he advanced courteously to greet her.


‘We’ve met,’ he said, smiling at Katy and extending his hand. ‘But we’ve never been properly introduced.’


On the fifth floor of the Ministry of Information in Whitehall, Pam Nelson was sitting tensely at her desk watching her boss get ready for his regular Monday morning meeting at the War Ministry.


She could hardly wait for him to leave. Why was he taking so long gathering his documents? Why couldn’t the blasted man just stuff everything in his case and go?


‘I expect they’ll be kicking off quite promptly today after all the bombing at the weekend,’ she said hopefully, but he refused to be hurried.


‘I dare say they will,’ he replied distractedly. ‘But they’re bound to ask questions about this de Gaulle fellow and I must make sure I’ve got all my bits and pieces. Half the senior bods are always late in any case.’ He straightened up. ‘Now, do you think I’ll need a coat, Mrs Nelson? That’s the most important question. What’s it like outside?’


Pam glanced out of the window, wincing slightly at the brightness of the light pouring through the small panes. Although bombs had apparently fallen in this part of London over the weekend, there was no sign of it from up here. Everything looked peaceful and green. ‘It’s lovely,’ she said, rubbing her hand over her mouth to hide a yawn. ‘There are people in shirtsleeves in St James’s Park. You won’t need a coat.’ Please go, she added silently, please go and please don’t come back for a couple of hours.


‘I’ll probably have lunch with the Private Secretary,’ Mr Shaw said, picking up his gas mask box and moving towards the door at last. ‘So I won’t be back until two-ish.’


Thank God, Pam thought. She smiled as brightly as she could. ‘That’s fine. I’ll be here. I’ll field any calls.’


Mr Shaw nodded. ‘You’re a marvel, Mrs Nelson,’ he said warmly. ‘I don’t know what I’d do without you.’


‘And I love you too,’ Pam muttered, as he stepped into the corridor. ‘But just now I want this office to myself.’


She was already on her feet and halfway round her desk when his head popped back round the door. ‘Did you say something?’


Stopping abruptly in the middle of the office, Pam blinked. ‘Oh, er, no, I just, um, called good luck, that’s all.’


He looked surprised. ‘Oh thanks. Well,’ he gave a little wave, ‘I’ll be off then. See you later.’


This time she waited until she could no longer hear his footsteps squeaking up the passage, then she quickly shut and locked the door, took both the telephones off their hooks, grabbed her coat off its peg, rolled it carefully and lay down on the small carpet with it as a pillow.


For a moment she felt guilty and absurdly self-conscious. It would be desperately embarrassing if she was caught, she would almost certainly get sacked. Everyone was tired, they would say, nevertheless work must go on. But she was beyond caring whether anything went on. All she knew was that with the endless night-time racket of sirens and guns and bombs and with her bereaved friend Sheila and her child craving her company all day and occupying her and Alan’s air-raid shelter night by night, she hadn’t managed to get a wink of sleep all weekend. And she needed her sleep. Because without it she got ratty. Ratty with Alan. And she couldn’t bear the pain on his face when that happened.


If only he would persuade Sheila to go back to her own house on the other side of Lavender Road everything would probably be all right. But he was too soft hearted. Too kind.


Pam felt tears of tiredness well in her eyes. Determinedly she closed them. ‘Please God let me sleep now,’ she murmured, wishing the floor wasn’t quite so hard. ‘And then I’ll be nice to Alan tonight.’


For a terrible second, as she stood there in the Miss Taylors’ sitting-room doorway, Katy thought she wasn’t going to be able to shake hands. She was horrified to find Ward Frazer there in the first place, and so stunned that he remembered her, that for a second she was entirely unable to move. I’m paralysed, she thought to herself in panic. I’m going to have to spend the rest of my life in a wheelchair.


But then, thankfully, at the last moment, good manners came to the rescue, unlocking her rigid limbs and she touched his hand briefly, mumbling something incoherent and, stepping back, nearly knocking over one of the Miss Taylors’ occasional tables in the process.


I’m going to die, Katy said to herself, as Jen giggled and reached out to steady the table. She could feel the colour flooding her face. Any moment now I’m going to lie down on the floor and die. What was he doing here? The Miss Taylors had said he was only staying for the weekend. It had never occurred to her that he would still be here, that she would barge in all flustered and brimming with news to be faced with blasted Ward Frazer.


‘Tell us all about it,’ Thelma Taylor said, leaning forward eagerly, motioning Katy into a chair.


As she sat down reluctantly, Katy bit her lip. All the way home she had been longing to tell them about it. How embarrassing it had been when the Matron had finally forced her to confess everything, all her hopes and fears, how she longed to prove herself, to do something worthwhile, but feared her parents were right when they said she wouldn’t be able to cope. How reluctant they were for her to live away from home.


She wanted to tell them how kind Matron had been. Understanding and sympathetic. How she’d said Katy was too young to embark on SRN training in any case. St Thomas’s didn’t take anyone until they were nineteen at least, and that due to the bombing they were probably going to evacuate the whole hospital into the country anyway. Including the nurses in training. And most of all she wanted to tell them how Matron, sensing her bitter disappointment, had suggested she do a year’s probation at a local hospital instead. She recommended the Wilhelmina hospital in Clapham and to Katy’s astonishment, she had picked up the telephone there and then and arranged it for her.


But with Ward Frazer sitting there watching her with those unnerving grey eyes she couldn’t say any of it. He wouldn’t be interested in the Wilhelmina, that it was close enough for her to live at home, that the junior nurses wore a uniform of lilac and white stripes, that she would have to provide her own shoes and stockings and report to a Sister Morris on the Ethel Barnet women’s surgical ward at eight o’clock in the morning on the twenty-third of September.


Somehow, by not looking at Ward and prompted by Mrs Frost, she managed to stammer out the gist of it and then coughed in embarrassment as they started to congratulate her.


‘Give the poor girl a drink, Ward.’ Thelma Taylor nudged him, and at once he got to his feet.


‘I’m sorry. I was miles away.’ He smiled apologetically at Katy. ‘Would you like a glass of sherry?’


‘No, no, honestly, I don’t really drink,’ she stammered. ‘I really ought to get home anyway. I only popped in to let you know what happened.’


‘Oh go on, Katy, just this once,’ Jen urged her. ‘We’re celebrating after all.’


‘Just a small one?’ Ward suggested, and Katy was powerless to resist that smile.


‘All right, then,’ she muttered reluctantly. ‘Just a small one.’


For a second he was almost close enough for her to touch him as he reached for the bottle. He had lovely hands, she noticed suddenly, clean strong hands with a scattering of hairs on the back and long competent fingers. As he tipped the bottle, she caught a glimpse of an efficient-looking watch on his wrist and then her eyes were drawn to a nasty little scar on the side of his forefinger and the telltale black circle under the nail.


‘How did you hurt your finger?’ she asked, pointing. ‘It must have been agony.’


The abrupt question clearly took everyone by surprise, including Ward who almost spilled the sherry as he turned his hand as though to see what she was referring to. It was a moment before she realised why. Then she felt a complete idiot.


That bruised nail would be about ten days old. Ward had only come back from his last ‘mission’ just over a week ago. You didn’t have to be a mathematician to work out that he had suffered that small injury abroad somewhere in Nazi-controlled Europe, in which case he was hardly likely to want to discuss the circumstances. Katy cringed, unable to look at him for fear of seeing the embarrassment, the distaste for her tactless prying in his eyes.


But his voice when he spoke sounded relaxed. ‘Someone shut a car door on it,’ he said putting the bottle down. ‘I guess it did hurt at the time, but it’s fine now.’ He flexed it a couple of times as though to prove his words.


Jen giggled. ‘Perhaps you should take a closer look, Nurse Parsons, just to make sure.’


At that moment Katy would willingly have killed Jen. Catching the flicker of amusement on Ward’s face out of the corner of her eye, she flushed.


‘I don’t think that will be necessary,’ she said stiffly and Ward grinned.


‘Pity,’ he said lightly. ‘I’ve got one or two other scars hidden away. I was hoping you might give me your opinion on those too.’


Katy flushed again as everyone laughed. He was teasing her, at least she hoped he was just teasing, and not mocking her; it was hard to tell from the faint twist of his lips as he put the bottle back on the dresser. Either way it made her feel most uncomfortable, and she couldn’t respond when he turned and smiled straight at her.


Instead she gulped down the drink and stood up abruptly. ‘I’m sorry, I really must go. I had no idea it was getting so late. Mummy will be worried.’


Before anyone could object, she had waved a hurried farewell to the Miss Taylors and to Mrs Frost, nodded a see-you-later to Jen and was then stuck on the wrong side of the room not knowing how to say goodbye to Ward.


He didn’t seem prepared to help her. ‘Shall I see you out?’ he said politely as she stood awkwardly at the door.


Katy swallowed. ‘No, it’s all right,’ she said hastily. He obviously couldn’t wait to see the back of her. ‘I can see myself out.’ She frowned as he shrugged indifferently. She had obviously got that wrong too. ‘It was nice to meet you,’ she said desperately.


For an awful second she thought he wasn’t going to answer, then he nodded. ‘I think the pleasure was mine,’ he said. Then he smiled. ‘Goodbye, and good luck with the nursing.’


The extraordinary thing, Katy thought as she let herself out of the front door a moment later, was that nobody else in the room seemed to have noticed anything odd about her hasty departure. But she knew Ward had noticed and she could only pray that he wouldn’t guess the reason for it. That she feared if she stayed one more minute in his company she might blurt out something so stupid he would never look at her again. As it was he must already think she was a complete idiot, gauche and naive, stumbling over the furniture and acting so prim and proper. ‘I don’t think that will be necessary,’ she mimicked herself cruelly and groaned.


It was Jen’s fault for teasing her like that. Jen was always teasing, but Katy had never dreamt she’d do it in front of Ward Frazer. How could she be so mean? She wished she could take her to task for it but she knew she couldn’t. Jen would only smell a rat and Katy couldn’t bear for anyone to know the awful devastating effect Ward Frazer had on her. Nobody. Least of all Ward Frazer.


She stopped on the pavement and glanced down the street towards the pub on the corner. As always at lunchtimes there were quite a few bicycles leaning against the wall outside. It would be busy and smoky inside and everyone would be talking about the dreadful bombing at the weekend; the devastating fires which were still burning even now down at the docks; the hundreds of people killed and thousands injured; the vans she had seen this morning outside St Thomas’s labelled ‘dead only’; the number of planes brought down.


She didn’t really want to go home. Her father would be serving at the bar and she didn’t want to tell her mother her news without him being present. Her mother would only get flustered and start worrying about what kind of bomb shelters the Wilhelmina had or whether they’d need her ration book for meals or something else equally irrelevant. Katy sighed. She loved her parents, but sometimes they were a bit of a trial. If only they would realise that she had grown up.


Not that she’d shown it just now, of course. When she had walked into the Miss Taylors’ sitting-room she had felt about five years old and wished she could have run away and hidden in the cupboard in her bedroom.


Crossly, she looked up the narrow street the other way, towards the smart end by the common where Louise Rutherford lived with her rather frightening parents.


Katy wondered if Louise was still keen on Ward Frazer. She certainly had been last year before her affair with Count Stefan Pininski. Katy could remember the evening just before Christmas when she had gone up to Cedars House to tell Louise that Ward was due to arrive any moment at the Miss Taylors’.


They had run back up the street together and stood hidden by darkness, shivering in excitement, as he got out of his car and knocked at the old ladies’ door.


That was the same night the little Whitehead boy had been run over, the first time Katy had ever spoken to Ward Frazer, as they knelt in the gutter together trying to save the child’s life.


She had blocked that dreadful scene from her memory, she realised now. The biting cold, the darkness of the winter blackout, the terrible sense of helplessness as she felt the blood from the child’s head dripping through her fingers.


Ward had been injured, too, she remembered, saving the other child, the older one, George, grabbing him out of the path of the car, even as the toddler caught the bumper head on. She hadn’t known it at the time. It was only afterwards when the ambulance had gone and the crowds dispersed, that she caught, in the sudden unexpected flash of torchlight, the unguarded grimace of pain as he bent to pick something up off the ground.


He had shrugged off her concern then, just as he had tonight and she had never known the nature of his injury. All she had known was the incredible sense of loss she had experienced when he had turned away from her and taken Louise into his arms.


Realising she was standing almost on the exact spot of that tender, emotional embrace, Katy shivered.


Then she frowned.


Damn Louise Rutherford for her pretty face and winning ways.


And damn Ward Frazer too. Perhaps the scars he had mockingly offered to show her today were the very ones he had received that fateful night. Suddenly Katy wished she’d had the guts to agree to his suggestion. She should have whisked him off into another room there and then and told him to strip to the waist. That would have shaken the smirk off his handsome face. And off Jen’s too. She chuckled suddenly as she imagined the Miss Taylors’ shocked expressions.


And then, just as she was wondering what might have happened next, she heard the sirens start up, in the distance first, and then closer and closer, the ghastly two-tone wail so familiar now after a week of endless raids. At once the street was full of people hurrying back to their own homes, to their own families, to their own shelters. In the early days when Hitler was still bombing the airfields, nobody had bothered much, but since the Luftwaffe had turned its attention to London, people had begun to realise that it was a choice between the shelter or the morgue.


Already over the clamour of the sirens, the shouting and the slamming of doors, Katy could hear the low ominous grumble of aircraft.


For a second she toyed with running up to the shelter on the common. But it was rumoured to be damp and smelly and she knew nobody used it if they could avoid it.


Instead she turned and sprinted for home, longing, even as she ran with her gas mask box bumping awkwardly against her side, for the day, two weeks away, when she would no longer have to spend hours on end cowering underground with a lot of drunken strangers and would instead be whispering reassuring words of comfort to the grateful patients on the Ethel Barnet women’s surgical ward.




Chapter Three


Sitting in the reinforced cellar of Cedars House, listening to her parents’ low-voiced argument against the repeated thump of the anti-aircraft guns, Louise Rutherford had never been so miserable in all her life. A year ago she had been a happy, pretty, fashionable eighteen-year-old, part of a happy united family, with a wide circle of classy, stylish friends met through her finishing school Lucie Clayton, secretly rather excited that war had been declared, and even more so about the possibility of meeting a handsome young officer to sweep her off her feet.


Now, a year later, everything had gone badly wrong. Her hair had lost its bounce and her skin its colour, she was permanently exhausted and she hadn’t had any new clothes for ages.


Most of the handsome boys she had known last year had joined up and disappeared, either to sea with the navy or to RAF training camps in Scotland or, more recently, with the army to North Africa. Two of them were already dead and one was a prisoner-of-war.


Even the girls had deserted her. Some of them like Helen de Burrel had joined the emergency services and were spending their time driving antiquated old ambulances round London collecting up the victims of bombing raids. Others had left London for the relative safety of their country estates; a few of the heartier ones had joined the services proper, and one or two even, incredibly, had joined the new land-army and were spending their days milking cows and digging fields in the government’s drive to home production.


Everyone seemed to be doing something. And now even meek, little Katy Parsons was joining the war effort with some nursing job down at the Wilhelmina.


Not that Louise wanted to do any of those things. She felt faint if she set foot in a hospital and as for becoming a land-girl, she couldn’t think of anything worse. It was bad enough having to help her mother in the garden with her private Dig for Victory campaign. In any case her father would never dream of letting her to go off and live on some distant farm. He was far too old fashioned. As far as he was concerned women should sit safely at home and knit balaclavas.


That’s what he was arguing about now, on the face of it at least. He didn’t approve of her mother joining the local Women’s Voluntary Service.


‘I’m not at all happy about it, Celia,’ he was saying. ‘I’ve said before. This WVS business really isn’t suitable for a woman of your position. If nothing else, it’s extremely dangerous.’


Right from the start he had been anti her mother helping on the WVS canteen van. It hadn’t mattered too much over the summer before the bombing had started but now that she was out two or three nights a week he was getting increasingly irritable about it. Though why her mother should want to risk her life in the beastly van with awful old Mrs Carter and that hearty Mrs Trewgarth, Louise could not imagine. She would have thought she saw quite enough of Mrs Carter’s sour face with her coming in to Cedars House every day to do the cleaning. It seemed her father agreed.


‘I fail to see why it’s any less suitable for me than anyone else,’ her mother responded stiffly. ‘Better that I should take the risk than women with young children.’ She looked up from her knitting. ‘It would be a different matter if my children were all at home. But with Douglas at school and Bertie away I have plenty of time on my hands.’


Louise blinked and then cringed. Why on earth had she said that? Everyone knew that was the root of the problem. Sure enough her father’s mouth tightened ominously.


‘Yes, well, the less said about Bertram the better,’ he said coldly.


But it seemed her mother had raised the subject deliberately.


‘He wants to come home,’ she said now, glancing up from her knitting, her voice light and artificially casual. ‘He telephoned this morning.’


Pressing herself back in her chair, Louise waited nervously for the explosion. She didn’t have to wait long.


Her father’s fist came down on the arm of his chair so hard it nearly cracked it. ‘How many times do I have to tell you that you are not to speak to that boy?’


He stood up, nearly bumping his head on the low ceiling, and took such a violent step towards her mother’s chair that, for a dreadful moment, Louise thought he was going to hit her.


‘I will not have it,’ he shouted. ‘Do you hear me? He has disgraced the family and I will not have him thinking we don’t mind. Nor under any circumstances will I allow him to set foot in this house.’ His voice was controlled again now, but somehow even more frightening in its hushed intensity. ‘I hope you are hearing me, Celia, because that’s my last word.’


‘I can hear you, Greville.’ Her mother spoke quietly, but Louise could hear the icy chill in her voice and as her father sat down again the cellar seemed even more claustrophobic than before. Their anger seemed to spread even to the darkest corners.


Louise shivered. She wondered if her brother fully appreciated the trouble he had caused. Having left school in the summer, Bertie had suddenly decided he was going to be a conscientious objector. Her father had hit the roof. He had also hit Bertie. Quite hard, on the side of the head. He had called him a coward. A disgrace. A traitor.


But Bertie refused to change his mind. It looked bad for the family, Louise could see that. The Rutherfords had a certain position in the local society. Her father, as owner of the local brewery, was a highly respected local figure. He held several positions of authority. Louise could see why her father was angry, why he had banished Bertie to Shropshire. But the force of his anger scared her. It seemed to be rocking the very foundation of the family and spreading to other things not remotely connected with Bertie.


Only yesterday he had torn her off a strip for spending time with Aaref Hoch. It was all very well to amuse herself trying to teach the Hoch boys English, he had said, but she must remember that Aaref was not ‘one of us’. What he had meant was that Aaref was foreign, penniless and, worse, Jewish.


Louise had nodded dumbly, too startled by his sudden attack to argue. She couldn’t even begin to imagine how he would react if he ever found out about Stefan Pininski.


Louise swallowed hard. Stefan Pininski. Even now the pain connected to that name was intense. So intense she could hardly bear to think about that awful day when she had called unexpectedly to see him in his suite at the Savoy and had been greeted by his wife.


His wife. Those two words hurt her even more than the thought of his name.


If she hadn’t seen the woman with her own eyes she would never have believed it. Suddenly she had realised why he wanted to keep their relationship secret. At the time she had been put out but now she was glad. If her father had found out what she had been up to, he would have hit the roof so hard he would have shot straight through into the night sky.


The only people who knew about Stefan were Aaref and Katy Parsons. They had both been suitably sympathetic. But then Aaref was half in love with her himself and Katy was sympathetic about everything so it wasn’t all that surprising. Neither of them could fill the awful gap left by Stefan’s deceit. Nor could they do anything about the nagging worry that had recently started to fill her mind.


As hard as she tried Louise couldn’t forget Stefan’s love-making. Tender and sincere. His whispered endearments. His passion. His declarations of love. It killed her to think he’d seduced other girls. And boys too, his wife had said. That made her feel sick. But it didn’t stop her hurting. Nor did it stop her worrying.


She felt herself blush as she thought of the intimacies he had demanded of her. Glancing quickly at her father, she wondered what he would say if she told him some of the things Stefan had asked her to do. Probably he wouldn’t know what she was talking about. Certainly she couldn’t in a million years imagine him asking them of her mother.


But it wasn’t Stefan’s love-making she was worrying about now, worrying so much that she could hardly eat or sleep.


It was the fact that it was six weeks since the last time she had been with him and she still hadn’t had a period. Oh, she had tried to convince herself it was the war, the bombing, her heartbreak that had delayed it. But now it was getting seriously late and she hadn’t the faintest idea what to do.


She racked her brains. What had Stefan said when she had once asked nervously what would happen if she got pregnant? ‘Don’t worry about it, my darling. I will take care of it. It’s very easy. Very quick. I know a very good man. But I will be careful and make sure you are safe.’ He had kissed her then. And like the blind naive idiot she was she hadn’t thought another thing about it. She had been so innocent, so trusting. So stupid.


And now that she might just be in need of his ‘good man’, where was Stefan? Halfway across the Atlantic on his way to New York. She had seen the announcement in The Times. ‘Other recent departures include the Count and Countess Pininski, recently of the Savoy, London, who sailed last week for America.’


Tears blurred her vision. She suddenly felt very alone. She couldn’t possibly ask her mother. Anyway she might be wrong. She hoped she was wrong. Prayed she was wrong.


She would have to look at her diary. Try to work it out again. She glanced at her father again, strict and severe, reading the paper now with a deep frown still on his forehead, and her heart shook.


If he could throw Bertie out without a qualm just for being a conscientious objector, what on earth would he do to her if he discovered she was pregnant? Whatever happened there was one thing she must do for absolute certain. Make sure he never ever found out.


‘Alan, please,’ Pam Nelson begged her husband. ‘You’ve got to do something.’ She saw the dismay in his kindly eyes and steeled herself to be tough. ‘We can’t go on like this. It’s not right. I’m exhausted. Mr Shaw caught me asleep in the office last week. He was nice about it, quite understanding really, but I can’t go on like that. I’ll lose my job.’ She saw his gaze flicker and looked away, trying to keep the bitterness out of her voice. ‘I know you wouldn’t care about that, but I would.’


Alan Nelson sighed and leaned across the kitchen table to touch her gently on the arm. ‘I know you would, Pam. I know how much you enjoy your job. But it’s wearing you out. You’re so late getting home these days. I know it’s because of the raids and that but even so …’ He tailed off helplessly and Pam bit her lip.


It was true. She was late getting home. Sometimes she couldn’t get home at all. When the sirens sounded they closed the floodgates on the Underground lines under the Thames, trapping her north of the river. The buses were no better. They just stopped where they were as everyone ran for nearby shelters.


Sometimes she sat in those dirty noisy shelters for hours. There was one in Vauxhall where she’d been greeted like an old friend when she’d hurried in one afternoon last week as dozens of German planes roared low overhead. Clapham had been bombed to hell that night, even half a mile away in the Vauxhall shelter you could smell the putrid acid smell that hung on the night air. As she’d walked home wearily after the all-clear, the streets had been running with water and sewage from broken mains. On Wandsworth Road, a block of flats had gaped faceless and sagging in the bright moonlight, a stack of open rooms, some even with the furniture still inside, like a dolls’ house with its front removed.


Now it was Sunday evening, the sirens were expected to sound shortly, and Pam was facing another sleepless night crammed into the Anderson shelter in the back yard with Sheila and Alan and little George.


Sheila and George were in there already as usual, lying on the wooden bunks Alan had made for them, surrounded by most of their possessions, leaving little room for Alan and Pam.


‘It’s not fair,’ Pam said now. ‘It’s our shelter. Why can’t they go back to their own house? They’ve got a perfectly good cellar there they can use.’


‘She’s scared to.’ Alan spoke with faint reproach. ‘You know that. She’s your friend. She’s scared of being on her own. She’s not as strong as you, Pam. She needs help.’


Pam sighed deeply. Alan was right, she should feel sorry for Sheila. She did feel sorry for her, desperately sorry for her, who wouldn’t when the poor girl had lost her husband and her youngest son within months of each other?


But she and Alan had to live too. They had had enough trouble last year with Pam falling for their Irish lodger and Alan taking off for Dunkirk in his little river boat and nearly not coming back.


And now this Sheila problem was causing a new strain between them. Alan with his big heart and endless supply of patience wanted her to stay, and Pam, exhausted and at the end of her tether, wanted her to go. Sheila couldn’t stay buried in their air-raid shelter for ever.


The one thing people were learning from this beastly bombing was that whatever happened, life had to go on. People still struggled to work. Even shops that had been bombed opened the next day. On Saturday Pam had bought a pound of apples from the market in Northcote Road and each one had had slivers of glass embedded in the skin. On Tuesday a German bomber had crashed into the tram depot in Clapham, slicing off the top of St Barnabus’s spire as it fell, but the trams still went out on time the next day and St Barnabus’s was still holding its services as usual.


In his wireless broadcast that night, J. B. Priestley said that Londoners were now the soldiers of the war, fighting the greatest battle. Pam felt she was fighting for her sanity.


‘I know she’s scared,’ she said now, suddenly angry, standing up and going to the sink. ‘We are all scared. We’re scared of the bombing and we’re scared of the thought of Hitler invading. And I know we’ve all got to do our bit and try to help each other. That’s all very well, but nobody is helping me.’


She lifted her hand irritably as Alan went to speak. ‘I know it’s awful for Sheila on her own without Jo, but why doesn’t she go to her relatives in the country? Or get someone in to share her own house over the road? Or if she has to stay here, why doesn’t she at least pull her weight here and do a bit of shopping or cooking occasionally? Why doesn’t she move her stuff out of the shelter so I might be able to lie down for five minutes after a full day at work?’


She felt tears suddenly in her eyes and brushed them away angrily. ‘It’s your fault, Alan. You think I’m strong. You think I can cope with everything. Well, I can’t.’


Surely now he would understand, she thought as she blinked her tears back and stared at him hopefully.


Expecting some comfort, it took her a moment to realise that far from leaping to his feet full of reassuring husbandly sympathy, Alan was sitting in rigid silence at the kitchen table with his eyes fixed over her shoulder in an expression of absolute horror. Following his gaze, Pam swung round sharply. Her heart sank.


Sheila was standing in the back door with an empty cup in her hand. White faced and trembling, she must have heard every awful word Pam had spoken.


With a stricken glance at Alan, Pam moved forward quickly, but before she could speak, Sheila had yanked an old canvas bag off the peg on the back of the door and turned and run back into the yard.


Catching her up at the entrance to the shelter, Pam took her arm.


‘Sheila, I didn’t mean …’


But Sheila shook off her hold and swung round, eyes blazing. ‘Don’t worry. You don’t have to spell it out. I know when I’m not wanted.’ Clattering down the concrete steps, she began pulling her things off her bunk and shoving them into the bag, ignoring her son who sat watching with wide, scared eyes. ‘I thought you were my friend. I thought you liked having us here. I thought having George here made up a little bit for not having children of your own.’


‘Sheila, I love having you here …’ Pam started helplessly but it was too late. She could see from the other girl’s wild eyes and stubborn chin that her mind was made up. She hadn’t been herself since Jo had died and now, watching her scrabbling her things together and shouting at George to get ready, she realised that Sheila was even closer to the edge than she had thought.


‘Sheila, please. Let’s talk about this.’ Alan was there now, his voice calm and practical. ‘It’s silly to rush off now. They’re expecting the sirens to go off any minute.’ But it did no good. Jerking George off his bunk, Sheila picked up the bag and pushed past them into the yard.


‘But where will you go?’ Pam asked helplessly as they followed her back through the house to the front door. George was struggling now, his little arms flailing as he screamed to be left behind.


‘Stop it,’ Sheila shouted at him. ‘It’s no good you going on like that. They don’t want us. That’s all there is to it.’ She opened the door and turned back for a second, her eyes cold and hard. ‘What do you care where we go?’ she hissed at Pam. ‘We’ll go where we feel safe and where people are prepared to give us a bit of kindness.’


The Wilhelmina hospital had been built during the Great War specifically to withstand the Zeppelin bombs. By the time it was finished, the Zeppelin raids were a thing of the past and the Wilhelmina’s semi-underground design and reinforced structure had never been put to the test. Now, with the other London hospitals suffering from the nightly Luftwaffe attacks, the sturdy, bomb-proof Wilhelmina was coming into its own.


The Matron of St Thomas’s had warned Katy that the Wilhelmina was run along strict, old-fashioned lines but nevertheless Katy’s first day wasn’t a bit what she had expected. She barely got the opportunity to speak to any of the patients, let alone to whisper words of reassurance and comfort.


Her first shock came when she duly presented herself to the Ethel Barnet ward at eight o’clock on the Monday morning.


As she pushed open the heavy swing doors she realised the Ethel Barnet ward was enormous. At least twenty beds lined one wall and twenty the other. In the middle were two great pillars, a number of metal trolleys covered in terrifying-looking instruments, some kind of enormous copper water boiler and towards the far end a highly polished table at which a tall, stately nurse was standing stiffly with a small book in her hands.


Expecting a room full of bustling activity Katy was surprised by the intense silence that greeted her. Gazing round in astonishment she realised that everyone in bed had their eyes closed and at the very far end of the ward five nurses knelt reverently in a row under the high heavily grilled window.


Before she could absorb the implications of this extraordinary sight, the silence was broken by a stentorian bellow from the nurse with the book.


‘What do you think you are doing?’


The words were delivered so loudly that Katy let go of the door and it swung with a terrible crash behind her which nearly made her jump out of her skin. Aware of forty-five pairs of startled eyes swivelling towards her, Katy blushed scarlet.


‘I’m Katy Parsons,’ she whispered.


‘Speak up.’ The bellow came again. This must be Sister Morris, Katy realised, and her heart sank.


Repeating her name she added bravely, ‘I was told to report here at eight o’clock.’


At this, forty-five pairs of eyes swivelled to the white-faced clock on the far wall. To Katy’s dismay although the small hand sat firmly on the eight, the long hand was rapidly approaching ten past. Even as she gaped at it in horror, it moved another incriminating minute.


Dumbfounded, Katy was just about to check her own watch when Sister Morris roared again brandishing her prayer book like a sword. ‘Well, don’t just stand there, girl. Kneel. Can’t you see we are in the presence of Our Lord?’


Stifling a terrible urge to giggle, Katy dropped hastily to her knees, wincing as they made painful contact with the well-polished floorboards. Terrified of laddering her newly purchased thick black stockings, she tried surreptitiously to wriggle a layer of her tweedy coat and sensible grey skirt between her knees and the floor, grimacing as the toes of her regulation Oxford shoes squeaked alarmingly.


It was clear that Sister had been close to rounding off the prayers when she had been interrupted. As soon as the final Amens had been said, Katy got to her feet and began to hurry forward to apologise.


But she was stopped in her tracks by another terrible roar. ‘Get out! Get out!’ Sister was sweeping down the ward like a tidal wave of rustling starch. ‘What are you thinking of? I will not have mufti on my ward. Go at once to get yourself registered and then to the laundry stores and don’t come back until you are properly dressed.’


Half an hour later, after signing her enrolment forms in the registry and a hasty visit to the laundry, Katy found herself dressed in a lilac striped dress two sizes too big for her, a crisp white apron with strings so long they almost trailed along the floor and a small folded linen cap that despite the laundry lady’s efforts had a tendency to droop at one side. Once again she heaved open the huge wooden doors.


‘Not that way!’ Sister was advancing furiously. ‘Those doors are reserved for doctors and visitors.’ She glared at Katy and pointed at the far end of the ward where a small, rather insignificant door led off to one side. ‘Nurses come and go that way.’


Not knowing whether to laugh or cry, Katy stumbled away but by the time she’d scurried up and down numerous identical unmarked passages and staircases and finally managed with the aid of a kindly hospital porter to reappear at the right entrance, Sister Morris was nowhere to be seen.


As she hovered nervously at the edge of the ward one of the other nurses glanced at her. ‘Sister is in her office,’ she said crisply, nodding to a side room. ‘Waiting for you.’


‘Where on earth have you been?’ Sister Morris shouted as Katy knocked and pushed the door open nervously. ‘It’s gone nine o’clock.’ Her eyes widened as she took in Katy’s appearance. ‘And what do you think you look like?’ She frowned. ‘I’m not impressed, Miss Parsons. Not impressed at all. You present yourself ten minutes late, improperly dressed, and now an hour later you stroll in again, looking like something the cat brought in. What have you to say?’


Katy blinked. There was a lot she would have liked to say but under the dreadful stare of Sister’s ice-blue eyes she couldn’t persuade her dry lips to utter a single word. All desire to giggle had suddenly left her. She felt instead as if she was about to burst into tears. She had longed for this day for so long and she couldn’t understand why it was going so wrong.


‘I’m sorry,’ she mumbled eventually. ‘I didn’t …’ She stopped as her interrogator stood up abruptly.


‘I beg your pardon.’ The temperature of Sister Morris’s voice dropped another few degrees.


Katy blinked. What had she done now?


Sister Morris drew herself to her full height which to Katy’s horrified eyes looked about six foot five. ‘Miss Parsons, I don’t know your background or why you have been foisted on me as you have, but I would like to make one thing quite clear. When you are addressing a senior nursing Sister in this hospital you will address her as Sister. Is that quite understood?’


Katy felt herself flush. ‘Yes, er … Sister.’


Sister Morris barely paused in her diatribe. ‘If in the unlikely event you are called upon to speak to a doctor, you will address him as Doctor. Junior nurses you will address as Nurse, staff nurses as Staff.’


Katy nodded meekly. ‘Yes, Sister.’ She was getting the hang of it now.


Sister frowned. ‘You will of course appreciate that as an untrained probationer, you are the lowest of the low. In general, therefore, you will not be expected to speak at all unless specifically asked to do so.’


‘Yes, Sister.’ It was out before Katy had time to stop it and she cringed as the ice-blue eyes bored into her once more. She prayed Sister Morris wouldn’t think she was being facetious.


‘Thank you, Nurse, that will do,’ Sister Morris said dangerously. She saw Katy’s start of surprise and pursed her lips. ‘You are not a nurse, of course, yet, but for the benefit of the patients you will be referred to as such. Now, I am going to ask Staff Hicks to come in. She is a qualified State Registered Nurse and she will be in charge of you. You will do as she tells you quickly and efficiently and without question.’


She went to the door and glanced out. Staff Nurse Hicks was clearly awaiting the summons because at once Katy could hear the rapid click of heels approaching Sister’s office.


Before she arrived Sister Morris turned to Katy. ‘I have three rules on my ward, Nurse. Godliness, cleanliness and diligence. I expect you to uphold them at all times.’


‘Yes, Sister,’ Katy muttered, turning in some relief as the nurse she had spoken to outside stepped into the office.


The introductions were brisk and unemotional. Katy’s ingratiating smile was met by a stern nod of the head. Clearly the other nurses, even staff nurses, didn’t let their hair down in sister’s awe-inspiring presence.


‘Is she always like that?’ Katy whispered as she was led away.


Staff Hicks blinked in surprise. ‘Sister Morris is one of the most respected sisters in this hospital,’ she said stiffly. ‘We are all proud to be on her ward.’ She stopped at the polished table from which Sister had delivered the prayers and frowned at Katy. ‘Now, Nurse, I’m going to explain the organisation of the ward. Listen carefully please as I won’t have time to go through it again.’
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