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I had a surge of kinship the first time I saw the manor, perhaps because we’d both seen better days. It made me sad, until I reflected on the job I was actually going to the manor to do. I realised that although I might be older, greyer and more worn-out, at least I wasn’t blinded, maimed or mentally traumatised, like the poor soldiers I was going to take care of.

I rode up the driveway on my bicycle. We hadn’t owned a car – neither Sidney nor I was well off when we married, although we had enough to be comfortable. I brought my trusty old bike with me when I moved down here from London and she was still going strong, only requiring a new tyre every now and then. It wasn’t too far from the village, Midford, to the manor, but the driveway was in a bad state, pot-holed and weedy and, in some places, broken to bits by the tanks that had once rumbled over it to be stored in the fields behind the house.

It was still a beautiful house, despite the peeling paint, the broken window panes patched up with cardboard and the overgrown gardens. The fountain before the front door had obviously been dry for years; the stone basin which used to collect the water was covered with algae and moss, thick as a furry green carpet. The door itself was chipped and marked and the tarnished brass door knocker hung loose from a nail. It was still an imposing entrance, though. I leant my bike up against the balustrade at the front and ran up the steps.

The door stood ajar and no one came to answer my knock, so I pushed it gently open. The entrance hall had once been very grand, with a staircase that split in two and flowed upwards to the upper stories and some lovely wood panelling on the walls. Like the exterior of the house, it had seen better days. There was a wooden trestle table set up by the front door, a battered chair standing empty behind it, and a variety of folders, pens and various administrative bits were scattered over the table top. But there was no one around. Puzzled, I stood there for a moment, looking at the walls and the high ceiling, where I could see the massive hook where perhaps a chandelier had once hung.

I heard the click of heels echoing from down one of the corridors and a moment later, a woman in a green nurse’s uniform came into view.

“Oh, hello,” she said, peering at me over her wire-rimmed spectacles. “May I help you?”

“I’m Vivian Holt,” I said, holding out my hand. “I think we spoke on the telephone earlier this week. About the nurse’s aide volunteering...?”

“Oh, of course. Hello. I’m Celia Manning. Sorry, we’re all at sixes and sevens here, at the moment. Are you ready to start right away?”

“Yes, no problem.” I felt a leap of anxiety but tamped it down.

Celia guided me through a doorway at the back of the hallway, which led to a dark corridor that ended in a flight of steps. We went down, Celia chatting about the manor and its occupants all the way. I nodded and tried to keep up with her quick pace, catching glimpses of storerooms which held crates of bandages, bedpans and other medical equipment. 

“We’re a convalescent home, rather than a hospital,” said Celia, holding open a door for me. She ushered me into a small, dark room where one side was fitted with open shelves piled with clothing. She gave me an assessing stare, picked out a pile of folded clothes and handed them to me. “But you’ll have to change into this – even our aide workers have their own uniforms. It’s all very hierarchical here, I’m afraid, just like a hospital in that respect. You mustn’t directly address the doctors, you know. If you have a concern, speak to the ward nurse who’ll speak to Sister. Then Sister will speak to the doctor.”

It seemed like a ridiculously convoluted way of passing a message on, but I just nodded. What if it was an emergency? The patient might die before the message was passed on. I shook out the clothes and held them against me. Rather unflattering, but what did that matter? I waited for Celia to leave the room to allow me to change, but she just stood there, tapping her foot impatiently, so in the end I took off my skirt and my blouse and wriggled into the navy blue tunic. It wasn’t too bad a fit.

“Now,” said Celia, turning on her heel even as I fastened the last button. “I’ll take you through to Rose, in the dispensary. She’ll be able to tell you what to do first. I’ve got to get back to my ward.”

She whisked me through a maze of corridors, past what was obviously the kitchen – bustling with several women wearing overalls and white aprons, through a cloud of cabbage-smelling steam – and more store rooms. Finally she hustled me up a short flight of steps and deposited me outside a room marked ‘Dispensary’. She flung the door open and shouted. “Rose? Rose! Can you show this lady the ropes, please? Usual thing. Thanks.”

Slightly winded from our fast climb up the stairs, I waited for Rose to show herself. Celia flapped a hand in goodbye and clicked off down the corridor. I waited, feeling rather foolish, by the glass door, which had closed itself with a small click. I hoped someone would show me the way out of the building later – I had no hope of finding my own way out; I felt totally disorientated.

Rose turned out to be a peroxide blonde, heavily made up and rather blousy. She had the soft West Country burr which was rather at odds with her sexy appearance. Her curves were tightly packed into a cream-coloured overall. “I don’t know why Celia expects me to do all the training,” she said rather sourly. “It’s not like I’ve got nothing else to do.”

I smiled apologetically and introduced myself. Rose shook my hand limply, heaved a sigh and indicated I should follow her.

“We start the new ones off on Ballroom Ward,” she said. She almost, but not quite, said ‘wrrrd’. “That one’s for the men who are nearly well again.”

“Rightio,” I said. “Ballroom Ward? That’s a strange name.”

“Oh, they’re all named like that. You’ll see why.” We crossed back over the main entrance hall and entered through a large set of doors on the opposite side. As soon as Rose opened them, I saw what she meant. This had once been the ballroom; high-ceilinged, with a beautifully painted mural above our heads depicting celestial beings, angels and cherubs entwined with rosy-pink clouds, all against a soft blue backdrop. It was wonderful. The chandelier that had once hung in the centre of the room had gone – too valuable to have remained, I surmised – but the magnificent wooden panelling on the walls remained. 

All this I took in with just a couple of glances. Then, of course, I noticed what was in the room itself: neat rows of beds, bedside lockers, a nurses’ station up at the far end. And the men, sitting or lying in the beds. At first glance, they didn’t seem too bad. There were missing arms and legs and some wore eye-patches, but I saw nothing that made me flinch. I let out my held breath in a rush, relieved.

Rose led me down the middle of the room. A fusillade of wolf whistles followed her and she smirked. I supposed they were whistling at her – I couldn’t imagine anyone would be whistling at me. I had been pretty when I was young but now I’m thirty-five, with lines on my face that the powder doesn’t disguise  and grey streaks marbling my dark brown hair. It wouldn’t have mattered to Sidney, if he’d ever come home. But there – he hadn’t come home. 

I bit my lip. These sorts of thoughts were why I was taking on this role. I found it too hard to sit at home, day after day and night after night, staring into the fire. The wireless would be on but I’d barely hear it. Sometimes the tide of grief and anger – at the bloody unfairness of it all – would rise up until it smothered me. It was then I thought that I should have stayed in London, but I just couldn’t. I couldn’t stand seeing the streets where Sidney and I had lived smashed to bits, houses broken into rubble, even those places where everything had been cleared away were terrible in their emptiness. Gaping holes along the terraced streets and grief and bitterness and anger was everywhere. So many people — people I’d known all my life — were gone, never to return. Even those that were left – and I included myself in that – were changed irrevocably. Nobody gets through a war unscathed.

Rose was talking to the nurse who sat at the desk at the end of the room. I dragged myself back to the present and tried to look eager and alert.

The nurse was an older, grey-haired lady, with a pinched face and a manner almost as sour as Rose’s. She was introduced to me as Nurse Bennett.

“Well, we don’t have much time to waste babysitting those who don’t know what they’re doing,” she said. “You’ll mainly be helping out with the things we don’t have time to do ourselves; cleaning, talking to the men, fetching and carrying. Nothing glamorous about it.”

Why she thought that was what I had come for was a bit of a mystery, but I just nodded and smiled.

“Very well,” Nurse Bennett said, dismissing us. “Rose, please show her where she can find the cleaning products and so forth.” She bent her grey head back towards the files on her desk.

Rose rolled her eyes and clicked off towards the door at the back of the room. I hurried after her. She took me through to another maze of rooms, and waved her hand towards each. She was talking nineteen to the dozen, about meal trolleys and bed pans and bandages and the sluice, whatever that was, but I just kept nodding and making what I hoped were intelligent noises of agreement.

“There,” she said, finally winding down. “That’s it. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to get back to my real work.”

She almost, but not quite, flounced off towards a set of stairs at the end of the corridor.

“But what am I supposed to do—“

Rose had gone. I shrugged and turned back towards the ward.

Nurse Bennett had disappeared too. I stood for a moment, hesitant and shy.

“Hey, hey, who have we here then?”

The shout came from a man sitting up in bed at the near end of the room. The grey blanket that was spread over his legs lay flat on one side of his body, but he wore a broad grin on his face and his eyes twinkled. I was so relieved to finally be addressed in a friendly manner that I found myself walking over to him, smiling.

“Who are you, ducks?”

I held out a hand and introduced myself. His hand was strong and calloused – a worker’s hand.

“So you’re here to cheer us up then, are you, love? Very nice, too. I’m Norman.”

“Can I help you with anything, Norman?”

“Aye-aye,” he said with a wink, “Now that’s an offer I can’t refuse.” I smiled tightly and he must have sensed that I didn’t much appreciate that sort of tone, because he turned serious a moment later. “Don’t mind me, ducks, I do like me jokes. I don’t mean any harm. There is something you could do for me, actually – and nothing like that!” He reached over to the metal locker with some difficulty and took a book off the top of it. “Would you run down to the library, love, and get me something else to read? I’m bored bananas, sat here on me tod with nothing to read.”

I warmed to him again. I’m a great reader myself and I know the feeling of, well, almost panic, when you realise you’ve not got a book about you.

“Do you want me to get you anything in particular, Norman?”

“Nay, love, whatever you pick’ll be fine, I’m sure. No romance, though! That’s me only criteria.”

He winked at me again and I burst out laughing, unable to help myself at the thought of the burly, grey-haired man in front of me sat devouring romance novels in pink covers. He grinned, clearly pleased to have made me laugh.

“Where is the library?”

“I’m not sure meself, gel. Never been there. Ask Nurse to show you where it is.”

Nurse Bennett had reappeared in the meantime. She sniffed when I asked her where I could find the library but directed me back towards the hallway. The library turned out to be across the other side of the house. I’d been expected a shelf or two full of books, but I was astonished to find that it was actually a real library; shelves up to the high ceiling with one of those ladders that roll along the walls. Again, the hook for the chandelier in the ceiling was empty and strip lighting had been installed, bathing the ancient wooden shelves in an unforgiving white light. Ivy had grown up over the tall windows at the front of the house and, when I flicked off the strip light to see how much better it was without that awful bleaching glare, the sudden dimness and the flickering green shadows that were thrown over the room made me switch it back on again in a hurry. 
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