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This story is dedicated to the women of Britain who took on new, difficult roles in factories during the Second World War, many of them battling severe prejudice and shabby treatment as they worked hard to meet the needs of war production. Not all heroes were in uniform; some wore overalls.














Prologue


May 1941


It was past midnight and the streets were lit starkly by a bomber’s moon. There had been no air-raid siren that night, thus the couple could walk hand in hand in peace down the road beneath the blinkered street lamps, on a residential back street of Scarborough. But this couple were not in peace. The woman was agitated, trying to explain something. The man turned abruptly into a side alley, surprising her. 


‘What’s down here?’ she asked, annoyed. ‘The bus garage? Aren’t the Army lads still here?’


At the side door to the garage, a nail had been driven through the door jamb to stop break-ins, but the man shoved his shoulder against it and easily forced it open.


‘They cleared out yesterday. Empty now.’


‘What are we going in here for? We’re only up the street from our usual place.’


‘Can’t use it,’ he said, stepping inside. ‘It’s occupied tonight. C’mon.’


She hesitated, looked about her in the street, then gingerly followed him in.


‘You should’ve said. I wouldn’t’ve come back with you if I’d known.’


The man took her hand and led her further into the room. The garage was a wide, tall space with windows all along the ceiling, letting in the moonlight that threw patches of it into sharp relief, the rest in deep shadow. She looked about her and saw at the other end of the room an open inspection pit yawning, with two steps down into it. He moved towards her to block her view and a shaft of moonlight illuminated the side of his face as he smiled back at her.


‘C’mon, love. There’s an office here. We can get all cuddly-wuddly in a chair.’


He pulled her towards him and kissed her softly. But she leant away slightly and frowned. 


‘No, thanks,’ she said. ‘Anyway, I want to talk.’


He sighed hotly. ‘Not this again.’ He had been holding her hand but released it angrily. 


‘Dead-on it’s this again. We need to talk about this idea of mine. It sounds nice up there at that place. I’ve heard all about it. They’d look after me there.’


‘Tha’s not going there. Tha’s not going anywhere except the appointment I made for thee. That’s where tha’s going.’


She shuddered. ‘I don’t want to go there.’


‘Tha’s not listening. It’s the best place for thee. For us.’


‘I am. I am listening. I just don’t agree with you.’


‘It’s not a matter of agree or disagree. It i’n’t going to happen. Get that through thi head.’


She narrowed her eyes at him. 


‘I don’t like you any more. You’ve changed. Or the real fella is coming out, showing his nasty true colours.’


‘Ah, dun’t start with all that drama.’


She wrapped her arms around herself then and seemed to silently make a decision, as she gave a swift nod of her head and turned around quickly, walking towards the side door. He threw his arms up and sighed theatrically. Before she reached the door, he hurried over and caught up with her. He reached out and grabbed her arm, the strength of his grip arresting her and causing her to cry out.


‘SSH!’ he hissed and pulled her to him, then stepped back by the garage wall, smeared with patches of oil. He shifted her out of the light of the moon and into the shadows.


‘Take your hands off me!’ she cried. 


He pulled her closer, pushing her back against the dirty wall.


Softer, he crooned to her, ‘C’mon, my darling. My sweet darling, my baby. Tha knows I love thee.’ 


He kissed her, or tried to, but she wasn’t having any of it.


‘Urgh, this wall’s filthy! Look what you’ve done to my coat!’


‘Shut your trap!’ he shouted. Then he visibly contained himself and tried another approach. His voice became quieter, whining. ‘C’mon, pet. All this arguing i’n’t getting us anywhere. Let’s kiss and make up. Tha’ll feel better then.’


‘I will not,’ she said firmly and pushed him hard. ‘I’m not going to do what you want any more. I’m going to do what I want. And you know what I want. And that’s what I’m going to do. You can’t stop me. And if you try, I’ll tell everyone about what’s been going on.’


He stood stock-still for a moment, squinting at her in the gloom, blocking her exit. She looked about herself at the empty garage, the inspection pit gaping across the room. She shivered, turned and tried to get past him. He made a decision then. He lifted his hand and smacked her hard across the ear. She went down. She called out and he fell on her then, smothering her mouth with his hands. As she wriggled and bucked, he lay his full weight on her and wrapped his fingers around her throat.














Chapter 1


Six Weeks Earlier


March 1941


Rosina watched Harry as he slept. It was at times like these that she wondered if she were dreaming. The miracle of him. He was still, save his chest rising and falling, his limbs at rest, his breath steady and slow. Untroubled by cares, by war and the movements of history. Just a man, alive, asleep in her bed. A good man, a peaceful man. She felt drowsy but she did not want these moments to pass without her witness, as soon the cruel alarm would go off at 5 a.m. and he would have to sneak back to his guest room, just two doors down from her own. 


Harry stirred in his sleep and opened his eyes. 


‘Hello, my love,’ she said.


‘Hello, you. Come here,’ he said with a smile and drew her close. His golden hair never failed to catch her eye and she loved to lie beneath him and push her fingers through its soft thickness as he kissed her neck, tenderly at first, which tickled and made her smile. Then, their bodies were taken over by intense craving for each other and they curved together in mirrored movements, her head swimming with desire, lost to it, to him. They didn’t have long before they’d need to assume their own rooms again, but they made the best of their brief time together. 


Afterwards, Harry stole back to his room and she heard his door click softly shut.


They were still loving in secret. She wasn’t ready yet to tell the world that the love of her life was nearly twenty years younger than her, twenty-eight years old to her forty-six. Only Bairstow, her housekeeper, knew the truth and approved wholeheartedly. Bairstow was a ‘still waters run deep’ type of person, Rosina had discovered over the years, and particularly in these days of war, when the staff of Raven Hall had mostly up and left to join the war effort and widowed Rosina had carried on alone with a skeleton staff to run the whole estate. 


Bairstow had stepped up and taken on so many new roles, she could’ve had a cupboard full of figurative hats for each. Rosina appreciated her hugely, not only for her stellar work, but in those strange times of war they had become much more like friends than employer and employee, and Bairstow had often helped her with guidance and support over more personal matters, like her five daughters, who ranged from seventeen to twenty-three years of age. And Bairstow gave excellent advice when it came to Harry. 


Sergeant Harry Woodvine, erstwhile of Shropshire, had started to come to her house last year with his team of RAF chaps for dinners each evening and breakfasts each morning and ended up becoming one of the family. Her five daughters all adored him, as did Ronald Holt – known to all as Ronnie – the evacuee who had become her daughter Daisy’s closest confidant and had been adopted by a local family. They all loved Harry because he was so gentle, kind and clearly interested in them and their endeavours. He talked to them like adults and they appreciated that, after years of boarding school and being treated like naughty children so much of the time (even though some of them, Evvy and Connie in particular, were often naughty children and probably deserved it). He helped Dora with her physics, Daisy with her music and dance steps, Connie with her cricket and played chess with Ronnie. Even Evvy the cynical one had approved of him. Grace liked him too. Everybody agreed that Harry was a good egg, even Bairstow, a spinster who was married to her work and one might have imagined would not approve of such an unconventional romance. Yet Rosina had discovered in a heart-to-heart once that Bairstow had her own sad love story involving an older, married man who went off to the Great War and never came back. So, she understood these things. The rest of society though, Rosina feared, would not be so accepting. 


She couldn’t go back to sleep again now and so decided to wash and dress. She didn’t really know why they were bothering to hide it from the staff, as all they had left living at the hall were Bairstow and the under-gardener Throp. Sheila and Mary, maids from the village, helped out but did not stay over, while the Head Gardener Jessop lived with his wife nearby. Not even the girls were here, as it wasn’t Easter time quite yet, though they’d come soon. Rosina just felt it wasn’t seemly somehow, to flaunt themselves. Although they hadn’t discussed it, Harry went along with it without question, as he seemed to understand that it was a delicate matter for her. He always just understood her, without needing to discuss it. He gave her no trouble and only gave love and understanding. Was he real? Could he really exist? The longer she knew him, the more she wondered this, for she had never known a man like it in her life. All the others had been difficult – especially her late father and her late husband George – with the exception of her dear late brothers, both of whom were taken by the Great War. Harry was a wonder, he really was. And these times together were heaven. But very soon – that very morning, in fact – he would be gone again, down to London where he was currently training new recruits. What he did for the RAF was secret, but she knew aerials were involved, and it was similar to the secret work her eldest Grace was doing for the Navy, though in different places. 


Grace was a Wren down in Hertfordshire, about to be posted abroad, which terrified Rosina. Evvy was in London with the fire service, which also terrified Rosina. At least her other three chicks were safely ensconced at school in the countryside for the moment, though the eldest of those – Connie, at eighteen – had been pressuring her to let her leave for months. At least the twins Dora and Daisy were happily plodding along at school and no bother to her. In this war, a mother’s instinct to keep her darlings safe was being tested from all angles. 


She was dressed now and went downstairs to help Bairstow prepare breakfast. Bairstow was busy around the kitchen, always up and wide awake at the crack of dawn, or long before in the winter months. She was redoubtable, virtually never ill despite turning sixty this year; she never succumbed to infections or viruses. She used Vicks VapoRub as a cure for everything, it seemed, and the sharp scent of it would always remind Rosina of Bairstow. 


She had known her all her life, as Bairstow had first come to the hall as a kitchen maid at the age of twelve in the year 1893, two years before Rosina was born, when Rosina’s elder brothers were little. Bairstow was a small woman, very thin but hardy, with straight grey hair in a neat bob. It sometimes worried Rosina how much she relied on Bairstow. She was extremely grateful for her service and, since the war began, her friendship. Rosina smiled at her as she put out a boiled egg for Harry, who she treated as more like family than even the girls sometimes. Thank heavens for Bairstow.


Harry would be down soon and off on the early train and, after that, Raven Hall was expecting a very important person to visit for the first time. This VIP was due early that morning, or so the telegram had said that they received yesterday from Matron Leonora Barke. What a name! Despite the abruptness of the wording telling them to expect her arrival at an ungodly hour, Rosina could not be more delighted at this auspicious visitor. For the matron’s arrival was the guarantee Rosina had needed that her cunning plan had come to pass, to avoid the horror of the British Army ever setting foot on her doorstep again. Yes, her application to turn Raven Hall into a maternity hospital had been approved by the Office of Works and Matron’s arrival confirmed it. The idea had been given to her by her widowed tenant and now friend, Phyllis Precious, who loved babies as much as Rosina did. 


‘Sure that telegram said seven a.m.?’ said Bairstow, pouring hot water into the teapot.


‘Seven a.m. sharp, it said, to be precise!’ said Rosina. 


Bairstow tutted and shook her head. ‘Aye, sounds about right. Giving orders already and she’s not even here yet. I never liked nurses. Bossy women. Never liked doctors neither. Full of airs and graces. I don’t know why tha wants a bunch of them here. They’ll be all over t’place and in my kitchen, messing it all up.’


‘Better that than the Army! They nearly killed me!’ Rosina replied, thinking of the time she was sitting in the lounge with the Army colonel’s secretary and a tank had crashed into the wall behind them and the glass had smashed and scattered all over the sofa. Horrendous! 


The year before, the hall had been invaded and almost ruined by the Army and now another invasion was coming, but of a very different kind. Rosina knew there would be stacks of work to do to prepare, but she welcomed it. Somehow the Army’s occupation of the hall had seemed akin to a kind of death, as they’d treated the place with such contempt, creating tremendous damage with their boots and machines all over the grounds and interiors. Thank God they’d left a few months before, along with their leader, Colonel Allan Vaughan. 


The departure of the hordes was fantastic and much wanted. The departure of Allan was . . . far more confusing. For in those months the Army had taken over her life, she had had no word from Harry and she had doubted their love. In that hiatus, Allan Vaughan had fallen in love with her, she realised, and she had become fond of him. He’d wanted her to give him her word that one day he might be permitted to propose marriage. But she had put it off and put it off. And then Harry had come back . . . and now she knew exactly where her heart resided. She had to do something about that, about Allan, she knew . . . but for now, she had far more pressing concerns: preparing the hall for the new onslaught of visitors by cleaning up the mess left after the Army’s withdrawal: scrubbing floors and walls and carpets and picture rails and skirting boards, giving the place a new coat of paint and repairing damage. It was a lengthy and exhausting process but felt rejuvenating to Rosina after the months of incursion by the boots of all those men. And instead of the deathly feeling of the military invasion, the hall would be filled with life, new life: pregnant mothers and screaming new-borns, along with all of the attendant staff. It would be exhausting and strange and totally absorbing, and Rosina welcomed this too, to take her mind off her missing loved ones and what on earth might befall them out in the wide world. 


Harry came down for breakfast and the three of them fell to talking easily.


‘Will tha be up again soon, Harry lad?’ said Bairstow. She talked to him like a nephew or even a son, which he enjoyed as much as Bairstow obviously did.


‘I hope so, Bairstow, but who knows? The RAF moves in mysterious ways.’


‘Well, at least tha’s not abroad.’


‘For now, yes. But soon, I’ll be on a nausea-inducing sea voyage again, no doubt.’


‘Singapore, is it?’


‘Possibly. Though there’s talk now of India.’


‘India?’ cried Bairstow and shook her head. ‘All I know of them places is that they’re hot and far away. And that’s all I want to know.’


Rosina wouldn’t have put it that way, for she felt somewhat ashamed at times of how ill-travelled she was, though she forgave herself for that, for she had been bringing up five daughters for over twenty years, so she had a good excuse. But as far as Singapore or India were concerned, as destinations for her darling, she felt quite the same as Bairstow about where Harry might be shipped. Both of these possibilities terrified Rosina. He’d been posted to Sierra Leone and come back safe. But this time, who knew? All she wished was that this damned war would be over and all those she loved would come back and be safe forever. 


It was time for Harry to leave. Rosina walked with him to Ravenscar railway station, not far from the hall. There were a couple of her estate tenants around and about, so her parting with Harry had to be circumspect and respectful, like a family friend, rather than the embrace and kisses she desired to give him. She had to watch him board the early train without any physical affection and it pained her. He understood though, as ever, and as he stepped up, kit bag on one shoulder, he turned and smiled sadly at her, knowing what was in their hearts, and ruefully said their customary parting at all times when they had no idea when they’d be together again: ‘See you Sunday.’ 


Afterwards, she walked slowly home, her mind filled with visions of him from last night and the last two days they’d spent together. She walked up the avenue of trees that stood before Raven Hall with a melancholy, distracted air, but soon woke up to reality when she saw a car she didn’t recognise parked outside the front door on the gravel. She checked her watch and it was only half past six – had Matron turned up a half hour early?


She had indeed, Rosina saw, as she hurried her step to a trot and saw Bairstow in the hallway talking to a woman in a navy-blue uniform with white trim at the neck and wrists and a frilled white cap. She was sturdy and short and her face looked absolutely determined. Rosina felt herself bristle already, like a cat arching its back and fluffing its tail when facing a threat. Something visceral told her this woman would not be easy. She tried to push that feeling down and keep an open mind. First impressions could be wrong. She was about to address the Matron by name, but what would it be? Mrs Barke? Miss? Matron? Nurse? She had no idea. At least the Army had clear ranks. In the end she went with the most obvious choice.


‘Matron. I’m Rosina Calvert-Lazenby. Apologies for my absence. I’m just coming back from the railway station to see off a family friend.’


‘Yes, well.’ That’s all she said. Matron’s face was pinched with a hint of an eye roll, as if she knew all about Harry and disapproved already. Rosina felt herself blush, which annoyed her. She’d done nothing wrong! And the woman was half an hour early! Her accent was southern, though she’d come from York. It had a clipped tone, as if she were vexed at each word for taking up so much of her precious time. 


‘How was the drive over from York?’ asked Rosina, trying to be pleasant.


‘I borrowed the doctor’s car and I haven’t driven a car for a long while and found the roads twisty, hilly and very difficult.’ 


Rosina apologised, as if the geology of North Yorkshire were her own fault. 


Matron continued, ‘We’d better get on. I can see already there’s a lot to do around here.’


‘Of course. Bairstow, would you be able to furnish us with some tea in the drawing room?’ 


‘That won’t be necessary,’ snapped Matron. ‘I’m on a tight schedule and need to get on with looking around the place and making the necessary plans for our arrival.’


Rosina could see Bairstow bristling too. Oh dear, this wasn’t a good start. But Rosina would deal with it with good grace, at least, to begin with. She was used to invaders now.


‘I quite understand,’ said Rosina, forcing a smile. ‘Please, follow me and I’ll show you around.’


This was the third time Rosina had had to show strangers around her house for this purpose. Firstly, it was the two from the Office of Works, secondly Allan when he first arrived. Neither were easy, but this one was the snippiest of the lot. She walked faster than Rosina and thus ended up leading the tour upstairs and down, randomly darting in and out of rooms, all the while jotting down notes in her little book with a little pencil. She had little hands and little feet. Small, but mighty. They covered every single room in the house, from the living and dining areas of the ground floor, to the cellar rooms, to the bedrooms and servants’ quarters of the first floor, and even in and out of Bairstow’s kingdom, through the kitchen, scullery, pantry, outhouses and servants’ hall, all of which Bairstow observed at a distance, her face a picture of suspicion and resentment.


Back in the front hall, Matron carried on scribbling down notes for a moment while Rosina waited and then Matron asked, ‘You had the Army here before?’ 


‘Yes, for six months.’


‘How were they for you?’


This was the first time her tone had softened. Perhaps she knew how difficult the Army could be.


‘Dreadful, to be frank.’


‘I’m not surprised. They’ve left it in a terrible mess, haven’t they?’


Rosina smarted at this. She knew they had, but also she had worked her backside off trying to get the place shipshape, along with the entire household. It’d been all hands on deck.


‘Well, if you’d seen it a few weeks ago, you’d be amazed how much we’ve achieved to bring it back to life.’


‘I don’t doubt it. Careless lot, the Army. Animals, some of them.’


‘Yes, they can be careless. Some of them.’


At least they agreed on something.


‘Navy’s not much better,’ said Matron, warming to her theme now. ‘But the Air Force, now that’s a horse of a different colour.’


Rosina thought, indeed it is. And an image popped into her mind of Harry in his blue uniform standing there in her kitchen, the first day he’d arrived just over a year ago, eating the jam sandwich she’d just made for him. How achingly young he’d looked then. How beautiful he’d been then. And still was.


‘My youngest brother is a sergeant in the RAF,’ Matron went on, unaware that Rosina was somewhere else entirely for a moment. ‘The Air Force are true gentlemen.’


‘Agreed,’ Rosina said. ‘We have a . . . family friend who’s also an RAF sergeant. And he’s certainly a true gentleman. He’s the one I was escorting to the railway station just now.’ Stop rambling on about Harry, Rosina chided herself inwardly. You just like to talk about him. But also, she realised, she was preparing Matron for his presence here, which it might well be, off and on, soon, she hoped.


‘Well,’ said Matron, ‘thank heavens for our Air Force keeping us safe. And safe is what we intend to be here, Mrs C-L. You don’t mind me calling you Mrs C-L, do you? Mrs Calvert-Lazenby is a bit of a mouthful when one is in a hurry and I am generally in a hurry. It’s a state of being for a Matron.’


‘Please, call me Rosina.’ 


‘Oh, absolutely not. Far too familiar. Mrs C-L it is then. And Matron for me. Our relationship will be of a business nature and there is no greater business on this earth than to bring babies into the world. That is the business we’re about. It’s our moral duty in a time of war. And we don’t brook any dissent and nonsense from silly mothers and definitely not fathers and even owners of big country houses when it comes to childbirth. It’s a matter of life or death.’


‘Of course,’ agreed Rosina, because what could she do but agree? Matron was a steam-roller.


‘So, without going into too much detail, because I really must get back, I’m already planning to use the first floor for labour and the ground floor for expectant mothers and the lying-in ward. Do you intend to stay living here?’


Rosina was shocked by this question, but only because she was used to standing her ground with the various waves of invaders. She did know that many residents of country houses moved out for the duration.


‘Oh yes, absolutely. I will be living here and so will my staff. My daughters will also be coming and going. I have five of them.’


‘Five?! Oh dear,’ said Matron with a quick grimace.


‘Oh dear . . . what?’ said Rosina with gritted teeth.


‘Oh, nothing, just a lot of them. We could’ve done with the spare rooms. Are you sure you’re staying, Mrs C-L?’ 


Rosina steeled herself. ‘Yes, I am. I shall be here for the duration, the foreseeable future and by that I mean forever. And while the hospital is here, I want to help too. I want to be useful.’ 


‘Well, you’ve no experience as a nurse, have you? I didn’t think you would.’


‘I nursed my late mother and father when younger. And I’ve had five home births myself.’


‘Well, that’s all a very different kettle of fish,’ Matron said dismissively, then crossed out various lines on various pages in her notebook with angry dark lines as she shook her head. ‘But I’m sure we can find something useful for you to do.’


Watching her scribble more and underline things, drawing arrows and circling other things, Rosina got that queasy feeling again she’d had when the previous interlopers came. She decided to make things clear, so there’d be no room for arguments later.


‘I’m afraid I must insist on certain provisos in terms of rooming. I must keep the lounge downstairs for myself, as well as at least three of the girls’ bedrooms, and the staff’s accommodations, and one spare guest room for visitors, near to my bedroom.’ This latter was for Harry, but she didn’t say that, obviously. 


‘Well, we’ll see,’ said Matron, still scribbling.


‘No, I’m afraid I have to put my foot down about this. That is the absolute minimum we require.’


Matron stopped writing and looked up at her then, really looked at her, peering almost, as if getting the full measure of Rosina for the first time. 


‘I’m sure it’ll all come out in the wash,’ said Matron abstrusely. 


They gave each other a faked smile. Matron might not have been from the armed forces, but it was clear to Rosina that battle lines had been drawn.


Matron went soon after, before she left explaining to Rosina that the nursing staff and the lion’s share of the equipment would be arriving within a week or so. She said she’d write to Rosina with a list of jobs to be done before their arrival, as well as the final list of rooms and what would be needed where. 


‘But before that letter arrives, I suggest you do what you can to prepare the upstairs at least, because all of those rooms with dust sheets need to be cleared of furniture and cleaned thoroughly. We’ll do the lion’s share of cleaning and preparing when we arrive, but it would be useful if that old butler’s office you now use as a junk room downstairs could be emptied and freshly painted as well as the ballroom and dining room emptied. That’ll do to be going along with. More anon by Royal Mail. See you soon, Mrs C-L. Chin up!’


And off she went, after a brisk handshake, into the doctor’s car and driving speedily down the avenue of trees and off out into the road at quite a lick, motoring back to York and her hospital kingdom there, Rosina supposed. 


For the next couple of days, it was all go, getting the upstairs rooms cleaned and tidied up, as they’d focused mostly on downstairs and the gardens since the Army had left. All of the staff worked like mad to get the work done, Throp, the under-gardener, painting the junk room white in very short order, so skilful was he with his hands. Phyllis Precious came for the duration and Rosina had agreed with her that she should be paid as a kind of assistant housekeeper, as she helped out at the hall so often.


‘But tha does work for missen when tha helps with looking after my Elsie and t’twins when I need it,’ said Phyllis. 


Elsie, a sweet, gentle girl of four years old, was a firm favourite of Rosina’s and she never thought of babysitting Elsie as work. Even the twins – Jill and Wilf – at seven months were a delight to have around, though Wilf was needy and fussy, yet Jill always a placid baby, easily pleased. Rosina put her foot down though and insisted that Phyllis be paid formally. Phyllis – small and slight with large dark eyes and curly dark hair, which Elsie had inherited wholesale from her mother – was a tenant of Rosina’s and had gone from widowed mother in distress when Rosina first visited her after her husband had gone missing at sea, to something akin to a friend these days. It was odd, this erasure of boundaries that was happening to landlady and tenant, as well as employer and employee, in these days of war. But Rosina felt it was a good thing in many ways, as the old lines seemed rather silly now, a false distinction that was made in another age, one firmly set in the past, never to be revisited. And that seemed all in all a good thing to Rosina, who from childhood had never really understood the invisible boundaries of class and position, just as her middle child Connie refused to sanction such things either; out of all her girls, Connie would befriend anyone and cared not a jot for the unwritten rules of society. Rosina was so grateful these days to such as Phyllis and Bairstow that she felt, if anything, the relative position was topsy-turvy, with her needing them far more than they needed her. She had felt quite alone at the beginning of the war. Now she felt supported, on all sides. They were quite the team, the Raven Hall crew, forged in wartime.


A letter soon came from Matron detailing how the hall would be converted into the new maternity hospital. Using Rosina’s designations of room names, Matron had listed how every single space in the hall would be used, written out inordinately neatly in her sloping hand.


GROUND FLOOR


• lounge (where wireless is) kept for family 


• drawing room & dining room = bedrooms for expectant mothers x 25 maximum


• the games room (with piano) = leisure room for nurses (& they may walk in grounds)


• the library = visitors’ room for fathers and family to visit mothers and new babies


• Mrs C-L’s study = Matron’s Office, where a large blackboard will be kept to chalk up the births each day – THIS MUST NOT BE TOUCHED


• billiards room = nursery


• butler’s old office (which according to Mrs C-L has been used as a general junk room after the butler left and then reused as an Army office) = emergency delivery room downstairs for mothers who can’t get up the stairs


• ballroom = lying-in ward for final stage post-partum mothers to sleep in for the last few days before they leave for home 


• downstairs bathroom = babies’ bathroom


• the kitchen = extra two cooks brought up from hospital to assist in producing meals for all, along with incumbent Bairstow


• the servants’ hall = retained by incumbent Bairstow and used for nursing maids to eat in too when on duty


• scullery, pantry = retained as is


• outhouses = converted into laundry and deck chairs taken out into garden for expectant mothers to sit in 


• cellar = retained as air-raid shelter and updated with emergency medical equipment and some beds. Other basement storerooms = filled with medical equipment. 


FIRST FLOOR


• Mrs C-L’s daughters’ sitting rooms x 5 – converted to Labour ward = 2 delivery rooms, a first-stage room, recovery/lying-in room & staff changing room


• Guest bathroom = Sluice room 


• Mrs C-L’s and daughters’ bedrooms x 6 = Mrs C-L retains her bedroom, 5 daughters when in situ must now occupy youngest three daughters’ rooms x 3; MATRON in eldest daughter’s bedroom, DOCTORS in second daughter’s bedroom (in alternating shifts)


• The remainder of guest bedrooms & servants’ quarters = NURSES/MIDWIVES ACCOMMODATION x 3 nurses per room – there will not be enough beds at first and it will be 2 to a mattress to begin with. Extra beds will be ordered. One guest room near to Mrs C-L’s bedroom retained by family for unnamed guests


• Hall staff will retain their bedrooms for now


Rosina showed this to Bairstow, who read the whole thing with a scowl and then said simply, ‘Incumbent Bairstow’, which she read out with heavy sarcasm, adding with distaste, ‘Hall staff will retain their bedrooms . . . for now?!’ 


She wasn’t happy. Rosina, however, was relieved at least that Matron seemed to know absolutely what she was doing and had it all planned out, which would make the transition much easier once everyone arrived. The only thing Rosina was unsure about was the ‘nursing maids’ that were supposed to be eating in the servants’ hall. Were they nurses? Or maids? Bairstow didn’t know either. Rosina said she’d ask Matron, when she got round to it. One thing that did concern her was how close the labour rooms were to her bedroom and the girls’ rooms. They were at the far end of the corridor, but the mothers’ cries would certainly be heard, especially in the servants’ rooms, which were even closer. When there were night births, nobody would get much sleep, that was certain. At least the nursery was on the ground floor, thus the screaming babies were further away.


The day after the letter arrived, Rosina was up at six-ish as usual (she always had been a light sleeper and early riser) with Bairstow in the kitchen, discussing the arrangements, when they heard the sound of vehicles approaching up the avenue. 


‘Here already?’ said Rosina and stepped out of the kitchen door to look down the avenue, where she saw a cream and maroon charabanc loaded with nurses and two other trucks driving sedately up to the hall.


‘And chuffing early at that,’ said Bairstow, clearly dreading it. ‘Do these folk never sleep?’


They went out to greet the newcomers to find Matron off the bus first, shepherding nurses towards the front door, which Bairstow went to unlock. From that moment on, it was organised chaos. Matron informed Rosina that there were fifteen nurses altogether, a mixture of hospital nurses, midwives and Red Cross VAD nurses. The former two groups wore pale blue long-sleeved dresses with white at the wrists and white pinafores, while the Red Cross nurses were in fetching short-sleeved pale blue tops with the red cross on their white pinafores. Quite an inspiring sight. They were a mixture of very young women with a few older ones, the youngest of them looking like school-children to Rosina, who feared she must be getting old if trained nurses looked so juvenile to her now. There were no doctors yet, so Rosina guessed the doctor would arrive when the mothers did. Hospital doctors always seemed to be a law unto themselves and treated akin to gods, Rosina felt, which she was quite annoyed about. They were just doing a job, like everyone else. 


The younger nurses were all a-flutter about their new abode, standing on the gravel before being ushered inside, gazing at the spectacular view from the hall across the sea to the huddled tumble of houses hugging the hills of Robin Hood’s Bay, banked by the green-brown moorland undulating down to the beaches and the sound of mewling, querulous gulls and the swish-swash rhythm of the waves being ever-present. Rosina wished the grounds had looked more becoming, as they were still suffering from the influx of the Army. At least the paths and steps and hidden seats around the battlements were still pretty much intact, as the Army were banned from walking down there, thank goodness. The main lawn – or what used to be a lawn, before it had been decimated by hundreds of boots, tents and other temporary structures – was still churned up, though Jessop and Throp had made great progress in recent weeks in levelling as much as they could and preparing the ground for the sowing of new crops. 


Rosina heard Matron scolding the nurses for milling around and directing them to the two trucks where, along with the drivers, they began to lump all the equipment into the hall. The gardeners came to help too and so did Rosina, carrying in the smaller items like bedpans, sections of cots, enamel-coated tin baby baths, bottles, birthing equipment like forceps and other frightening-looking tools, sterilising equipment and acres of sheets and towels. Pieces of metal-framed hospital beds were being carried down from the trucks and placed in the hall up against the walls. 


Amidst this clutter and noise of new people and things, she looked up to see Harry appear at the front door. Oh, her heart, to see him so suddenly like that, as she always did. His appearances were so random and unexpected, she loved and hated it. She wished she knew when he was coming and yet also she loved the fact that at any moment, her love would materialise before her very eyes. He caught her eye and grinned. There was no opportunity for a private moment. Harry read the room, as he always did, being a sensitive soul, and took off his blue RAF tunic and forage cap, rolling his sleeves up and getting stuck in, carrying stuff in from the vans and chatting with the drivers. He winked at Rosina whenever he saw her and she winked back. How delicious it was, to have that knowledge between them, and even to see some of the nurses give him the eye, handsome man that he was, and gracious as he was to everyone, show them very little interest whatsoever, however pretty. How gratifying!


Matron appeared downstairs and caught Rosina looking at Harry, who was carrying sections of bed frames up the stairs. 


‘I take it that’s your family friend in the RAF?’ said Matron. 


‘Yes, indeed. He likes to help out.’


‘Good. We need him today. All hands to the pump. Is he stationed nearby?’


‘Last year he was. He was once billeted locally and so he stays here whenever he’s . . . well, whenever he’s working in the area.’ She had to think quickly. She’d not come up with an excuse yet for why Harry kept appearing at the hall. Nobody round here was bothered and they had few visitors.


‘What work is he doing in the area?’ asked Matron, watching him as he went upstairs again.


‘Oh, we can’t discuss that,’ said Rosina. ‘Keeping mum and all that, Matron. Careless talk costs lives.’


Matron looked suitably chastised and muttered, ‘Of course, of course.’ And she bustled off across the hall and shouted at a Red Cross nurse to save face. 


Once the bulk of the equipment had been delivered to the right locations, Rosina helped with putting the beds together, though she was not very good at it. Eventually she tired of it and let the nurses get on with it, as they knew exactly what they were doing and were far quicker than her. She saw Harry on the stairs and motioned with her head to go outside and he nodded keenly. So, out they went. 


Once out of the front door and far away enough from the medical hordes, he whispered, ‘Hello, again, my darling.’


‘Oh, my love!’ she whispered back. ‘I didn’t expect you again so soon!’


They took the path beside the far wall along by where the rose bushes used to be, and would be again one day, Rosina hoped. 


‘Neither did I, but I have news. So I wanted to come and explain it and see you anyway.’


Her heart sank. This must be it: the dreaded summons abroad.


‘I’ve been recommended by my Commanding Officer for a commission.’


‘Oh, congratulations, darling! That’s wonderful news!’ 


‘Thank you, my love. I’ve been doing the necessary interviews and medical examinations this week and I’m pretty confident I’ll pass them.’


‘Of course you will. You’re sharp as a tack and fit as a fiddle. And other clichés.’


‘Ha! Well, we shall see. And there’s more. I’ve just been promoted too. I’ve now attained the new rank of Flight Sergeant and I’m to remain in London for a few more weeks training others.’


‘Oh, wonderful, wonderful, wonderful!’ crowed Rosina. She longed to throw her arms about him, but there were too many people around for that. They were heading towards the greenhouses where Jessop and Throp were, so they had to be circumspect. ‘And after that?’


‘After that, it will be abroad, I’m afraid. It’s looking likely now it will be India to begin with, then heading on to Singapore after that. If I’m successful in my commission, I’ll become Pilot Officer, but it could be a few months before a decision is reached. So, for now, I am able to come and see you when I can, though it’ll often be last-minute and possibly late at night, my love, if that’s all right with you.’


‘Of course it is! As if I’d say no!’


‘But I’m just wondering about your new arrivals. And how you feel about . . . us sneaking around, with that lot up at all hours and no privacy really. I don’t want you to ever feel uncomfortable or be put in a difficult position. Are you sure? I can just stay locally elsewhere, if it’s easier.’


‘Not on your life!’ she said. ‘We’ll be fine. We’re getting very good at sneaking about.’


‘We are indeed,’ said Harry, grinning at her, his eyes telling her in no uncertain terms how much he wanted to touch her. But they were at the greenhouses now and Jessop and Throp had come out to talk. 


They discussed the new crops going in and how they’d have to make sure there were plenty of healthy vegetables for the expectant and new mothers to eat. Mothers, as well as hardworking nurses, needed their vitamins and plenty of them, they all agreed. Then, they all turned their heads towards the house when they heard the sound of trucks reversing. It looked like all of the equipment must have been dropped off now and the transport was leaving.


Jessop said to Rosina, ‘What does tha think of t’latest invasion?’


‘Rather them than the Army!’ said Rosina.


‘Aye,’ he said, taciturn as ever, yet with the customary twinkle in his eye, he added, ‘Rather bonny lasses than rough lads any day of t’week.’


‘Well, yes, that too!’ 


Rosina hadn’t thought of that. The pretty young nurses might well be a sight for sore eyes for such as Jessop and Throp, though of course Jessop had been married forever to the redoubtable Mrs Jessop, who was a dab hand with a shotgun and made the best rabbit pies in Yorkshire. Rosina wondered if Ronnie the evacuee would be bowled over by the new recruits, but then she was pretty certain he had eyes for nobody but her daughter Daisy. Ronnie was often here at weekends helping out the gardeners, for which Rosina paid him a wage. And when Daisy was home from school they were inseparable. Rosina had never quite worked out if they were just friends or something more, but they were very close nonetheless, especially since they were more or less the same age. Daisy always assured her that they did not need to have The Talk (of birds and bees and birth control). With all these pretty young nurses around, Rosina was suddenly very glad she did not have five sons. As if summoned by thought, at that moment, a gaggle of nurses appeared at an upstairs window and opened it, laughing and pointing out to sea. Perhaps some of them had never seen the sea, or at least this stupendous view of it from Raven Hall. Rosina felt proud and glad that others were enjoying it, for the Army had not seemed to have given a stuff for it, only intent on their football, smoking and destroying her territory. 


Rosina and Harry moved on from the greenhouses and, without consulting each other, both knew that they were headed towards the king and queen’s seats. This was a hidden part of the grounds where they could take the steps up to a triangular grassy platform, with two stone seats in the corners and spectacular views across the sea. Children of the hall had played there for donkeys’ years, yet for Harry and Rosina it held a special place in their affections as the site of their first kiss, where they first declared their love for each other. It was a place they always returned to, as it was hidden from the rest of the grounds and they could finally be alone. They walked quickly down the path and turned off to the stone stairway up a level. Once they were behind the stairway wall, they were invisible to the grounds and they fell on each other, kissing and hugging, as he leant into her body against the wall and ran his hands over her and she tugged on his hair and let her mouth melt into his. If there wasn’t a bunch of interlopers crawling all over the house right now, she might have let him have her right there and then, up against the wall.


‘I want you,’ she whispered.


‘I’ll take you,’ he said and reached down to lift up her skirt and touch her thigh, teasing her there. 


‘Later,’ she said and he nodded. 


‘I know.’


They both knew they wouldn’t, not there, not then. But it was fun to play at it.


‘Ma’am?’ came a strident voice, all of a sudden, from above.


‘Oh, bloody hell. It’s Bairstow,’ whispered Rosina and they couldn’t help but burst out laughing and she covered his mouth to stifle it.


‘Tha’s down there?’


‘Yes, yes. I’m coming.’


‘Nay, tha’s stayin’,’ whispered Harry, putting on the local accent and kissing her neck as she giggled.


‘Ma’am, it’s urgent,’ Bairstow called down. She must have been on the upper level, beside the family garden (or what was left of it after the tank had ridden over it). Rosina was somewhat embarrassed that Bairstow clearly knew where she and Harry went to escape the eyes of the hall.


‘What’s wrong?’ Rosina called up, taking the steps two at a time now. She didn’t like that word ‘urgent’.


She caught sight of Bairstow’s worried face as she got to the top of the steps and trotted along the path now to the next lot of steps up to her level, Harry following closely behind.


‘School are on t’telephone,’ said Bairstow, wringing her hands. ‘It’s about Connie.’














Chapter 2


April 1941


Connie awoke slowly, tired out from the excitement of the day before, hearing the church bell first, then the local children shouting in the street and finally the couple next door arguing in fits and starts. She opened her eyes and for a moment could not remember where she was, only dimly aware that she was not in the dormitory and not in her bedroom at home. Then, yesterday came rushing back: leaving a letter for the headmistress on her pillow; sneaking out of school with her bag; the complicated and lengthy railway journey, the trains stuffed with soldiers and sailors and airmen with their kitbags and the stink of sweat and smoke while they threw lascivious glances and comments in her direction; the joyous reunion with her friend Stella at the station; the long walk to the lodgings on Seamer Road, the two girls full of animated chatter, making a stop off to get chips, her mouth filled with the scrumptious tastes of salt, vinegar and dripping; and lastly, after the longest Saturday in history, collapsing in bed.


She’d finally done it, something she’d been hankering after for months, since the beginning of her final, pointless year at boarding school, with the prospect of pointless exams to come and the pointless results which would be awful, she was sure of that. She was no scholar like her eldest sister Grace and no artist like her older sister Evvy. She did not know what she was yet, but she was eager to find out. She’d turned eighteen last September and told her mother she wanted to leave and join the war effort, but Mummy had been determined she should finish her schooling first. Yet the last straw was a few weeks earlier, when nasty old Bateman in Latin – her worst subject by a hundred miles – put Connie in a detention for the fourth time that term for not finishing her homework. Sitting there, writing out declensions, she had a luminous moment of clarity, where she realised how utterly ridiculous school life was and always had been, that she was destined for greater things than this, that she was eighteen years old now and young men the same age as her were flying and dying in Spitfires. She sent a letter to Stella, one of her best and oldest school friends, who happened to be a year older and thus had already escaped the year before. Stella was living in Scarborough, working at a factory and staying in lodgings, having the time of her life. She told Connie that, whenever she was ready, she could come any time and live there with her, as there was a spare bed in her room. So, unbeknownst to anyone at school or any of her family, Connie had hatched a plan with Stella. She didn’t even tell her younger sisters, the twins Daisy and Dora, as she assumed they’d snitch on her to Mummy and ruin the whole thing. Well, Dora wouldn’t, as she and Connie were pretty thick, when they were at home anyway. But Daisy probably would, the little goody two-shoes. She felt a little bit guilty about leaving them at school without a word, but they knew full well how much she hated it there and, Connie hoped, they’d give a little cheer for her when they heard the news of her thrilling prison break. And now, here she was. 


She looked over at Stella. Her friend was still fast asleep across the room, thankfully an almost silent sleeper. Unlike the years’ worth of nights spent sleeping with numerous girls in the dormitory at boarding school, accompanied by a mixture of whispering, snoring and breaking wind, last night Stella had fallen asleep instantly without a sound. But the lodging house was on a street with shops and a pub, so – despite her exhaustion – Connie had struggled to sleep, instead listening to the pub’s revellers shouting and laughing as they came in or went out, with snatches of piano music floating on the breeze and next door’s argumentative couple punctuating the cacophony with their disagreements. I shall never, EVER marry, Connie had thought, and not for the first time. 


She’d had a moment of fear when she was lying there trying to sleep, the alien nature of her surroundings suddenly all too real and foreign to her. She had closed her eyes and thought of home, of Raven Hall, its soothing sounds of swooping seagulls and the restless sea that had always lulled her to sleep before and welcomed her back to the world upon waking. She reminded herself that change was always painful, newness was difficult, but also it was necessary and the stuff of life. A girl could not hope to have an escapade without some discomfort along the way. And anyway, whatever this new adventure would bring, it could never EVER be as bad and dreary as the cage of schooling from which she had flown.


Connie sat up and took in her new little world. The room was small and pokey, with patches of black mould in two of the ceiling corners and a small window that let in little light. The mattress beneath her was full of bumps, while the feather ‘duvet’, as Stella had called it – something Connie had never seen one of until now – was also lumpy and smelt a bit funny. There was a narrow fireplace and, being April, it was warm enough in bed, but she wondered how cold this room would get in the winter. At least it was upstairs and heat rises, she thought, one thing she had remembered learning at school that was useful to know. She got out of bed and quickly changed into some of Stella’s clothes she’d laid out for Connie, knowing she’d only have her school uniform with her. Must remember to ask Mummy to send more outfits, she thought, then the horrible reminder flooded her brain that school would have telephoned her mother by now and she’d probably be wracked with worry, waiting to hear from Connie. She ought to walk down to the telephone kiosk on the corner soon and call her. Connie had explained in her letter to the headmistress that she was going to work in Scarborough, that she had safe lodgings, that she had made the decision of sound mind and without coercion from any parties and that nobody needed to worry about her, as she was eighteen years of age and quite capable of looking after herself, thank you very much.


Connie left Stella sleeping and tiptoed out onto the landing. There she found the electric hot-plate and griller that the landlady had provided for them to make simple meals. To thank Stella for all her kindness, she wanted to make her some breakfast, but realised she didn’t know where the food was stored and also she was desperate for the loo. She saw that the only other room on their floor had its door ajar. Stella had told her that the other lodger lived in there, an older girl from Northern Ireland called Valentine. Connie had thought, What a marvellous name! How she longed to be named something so exotic and mysterious. Stella was a lovely name too, having to do with stars and thus, romantic. She hated her full name Constance – so stuffy and boring, like some kind of patient saint, which was the exact opposite of herself – and the diminutive Connie was only minimally preferable. She thought about asking Valentine for help with finding food for breakfast, but her bladder was more insistent, so she crept downstairs and out of the back door to the outside lav, apparently guarded by a chunky orange cat, who moved only begrudgingly out of the way of the door when Connie shoved it gently with her foot. Cats were all right and nice for stroking, but dogs were the thing. One day, she’d have her own little house with two dogs and no cats, no children and no husband. That’d be my heaven, she thought, as she yanked the ill-fitting loo door shut. 


Back in the house, she heard someone pottering in the kitchen along the passageway. She remembered Stella had said that the landlady – the spinster Miss Trigg – was in bed when they’d arrived, so Connie had not been introduced to her yet. Apparently, she’d agreed in theory to Connie coming to live there but had told Stella she’d need to meet Connie first and ‘get the measure of her’ before she’d give her final approval. Connie had no idea what her measurements had to do with it and she was nervous that she’d come all this way, with the great flourish of her escape from school, only to find that Miss Trigg might say no and she’d have to scarper home, with her tail between her legs. She was determined to impress Miss Trigg and ensure she could stay. Noticing a mirror in the hallway, she had a quick look at herself, tidied up her bobbed reddish-blonde hair with her fingers and rubbed the sleep from her eyes and lips, and straightened her pullover and skirt. She walked purposefully to the kitchen, where she could discern the stench of a particularly nasty version of cigarette smoke. She cleared her throat, ready to convince Miss Trigg with her cheerful work ethic and respect for her elders (both of which were phantoms and would take a feat of acting to conjure into existence). Instead, Connie was greeted by the vision of a very pretty woman sitting on a chair in front of the range, her feet clad in slippers put up on another chair, her glossy black hair in curlers, red lipstick on her mouth, smoking the foul-smelling cigarette and reading a cheap paperback. Could this be Miss Trigg? It wasn’t what Connie’s imagination had conjured, that’s for sure. The vision looked languidly up from her book and took a puff of her cigarette before stating, ‘Hello, new girl.’


‘Oh, hello, there,’ said Connie. ‘Are you Valentine? I love your name, by the way. If it is your name!’


The woman took another deliberate puff of her cigarette and then replied, ‘So it is.’


‘I’m Connie, short for Constance. Connie Calvert-Lazenby. It’s a pleasure to meet you. I say, I do love that shade of lipstick you’re wearing. I can’t carry it off. I look like a clown in anything but a pale pink.’ She thrust out her hand. Valentine reached over lazily and shook it.


‘You’re a chatty creature, aren’t you?’


‘Yes, I am, I’m afraid. Sorry.’


‘Don’t be apologising. I like a bit of banter. Better than those shy girls trying to come over all mysterious. Want a fag?’ 


Valentine tipped her head at a packet of Spanish Shawl cigarettes on the table. So that was the name of these evil-scented things. Connie had stolen the odd cigarette from her mother’s stash at home, but they were Players and smelt all right. Nothing like these grim concoctions, which reminded her of the smell of a butcher’s shop mingled with one of the gardener’s bonfires back at Raven Hall. 


‘Oh, not for me, thanks awfully. I like one with a drink of an evening,’ she lied, having never smoked with a drink in her life. ‘But I don’t fancy one with breakfast, to be brutally honest.’


‘You’re wanting a bit of breakfast, then?’ 


‘Yes, please. Well, I’d like to cook something for Stella really. To say thanks for all her help. I think it’d be nice to cook her breakfast in bed.’


‘The term “cooking” is a little ambitious for what we do here,’ said Valentine, standing up and – thankfully – stubbing out her stinky cigarette. ‘But we can run to toast?’


‘Toast is perfect. With a bit of jam?’


‘Miss T makes her own jam and it’s not half bad.’


‘Is Miss Trigg around? I’d like to introduce myself. I need her permission to stay, of course, so I want to do my best to ingratiate myself.’


‘Oh, she’ll be out and about all Sunday morning and past lunchtime. She’s a bit of a keen Bible-thumper, that one.’


Connie could listen to Valentine’s voice all day. Its Irish lilt was fascinating. She’d never known anyone Irish in the flesh, as it were. ‘May I just say, I love your accent, if you don’t mind me saying.’


‘I don’t mind you saying at all. It’s the first time I’ve heard that in this country. Most people here can’t stand the Irish. I was lucky that Miss Trigg’s sister married an Ulsterman, so she didn’t mind one staying here. Otherwise it would’ve been for sure, No Irish Need Apply.’


‘Well, I think it sounds lovely. Whereabouts are you from exactly?’


‘I’m from a wee place in Northern Ireland you’ll never’ve heard of.’


‘I’ve heard of Belfast in the north. That’s about it, excuse my ignorance. Is it near there?’


‘Ah, so it is. It’s a few miles east of there. It’s called Donaghadee. Anyway, let’s get this breakfast show on the road, shall we?’


They set about slicing some bread for toast and Connie found some gooseberry jam. They took it upstairs on a tray, with a teapot and leaf tea, then heated up water for tea and toasted the bread on the grill outside their bedrooms. While they worked, Connie told Valentine all about her escape from school, which the glamour-puss seemed to find very entertaining, shaking her head and chuckling as Connie elaborated on every detail, until the actual story and Connie’s version were somewhat estranged from each other and the truth. They took their modest feast into Stella, who was just stirring from her lie-in.


‘Breakfast in bed, for little old me?’ said Stella, grinning her usual nice grin and rubbing her eyes.


‘Yes!’ crowed Connie, bringing it over on a tray and putting it on Stella’s lap as she sat up. ‘I wanted to say thanks awfully for everything, Stel.’


Stella shook her head, smiling. ‘My pleasure, Con. It’s nice to share a room again. And it’ll be fun to have a new mate at the factory. Most of the girls there hate me for being posh and hate Val for being Irish. It’ll be nice to have a fellow outsider. Cheers for the tea and toast, ladies. But Val, don’t you dare light up one of your deadly fags in here. They’re revolting!’ 


Eating toast, sipping tea and chatting took up the next hour or so. They talked about Miss Trigg and how she always cooked a decent dinner on a Sunday evening for her girls, so that was something to look forward to later; then they discussed the nasty girls and their cutting little comments at the factory – Haddington’s – where they’d take Connie the following morning to sign up for work; then they gossiped about Scarborough and the top places to go dancing and which pubs had the best-looking clientele. It all felt thrilling to Connie, this escape to paradise from the gloomy reality of school. 


Then, the memory of not yet having telephoned her mother assaulted her and she told the others she must pop out to do so. Both Stella and Valentine said they wanted to get outside in the spring sunshine, so they all agreed to go together, for Connie to make her call first and then they’d go for a walk into Scarborough. Stella got dressed and Valentine popped to her room to do the same, also brushing out her glossy black curls and touching up her lipstick. An absolute stunner, thought Connie, who’d never really cared one way or another about her own blondey-brown hair that had taken on a distinct reddish tinge in the past year or so. Then she saw Valentine’s crowning glory tumbling over her shoulders – the sheen and colour of crows’ wings – and realised she wanted to have black hair like that more than perhaps anything else in the world. She felt proud to walk down the street next to Valentine. Stella was pretty too, of course, but in a more ordinary way, a broad beaming smile and mid-brown naturally curly hair. She’d bonded with Stella from their earliest days at school, both keen on hockey and not keen on studying, though Stella was better at it than Connie, having finished school and done her exams before leaving legitimately. But Stella understood Connie’s aversion to classrooms and fully supported her absconding early. 


The three of them walked down the street to the telephone kiosk, Stella linking arms with Connie. They gathered together enough change between them for Connie to make the call. Once the operator had connected them, the first voice she heard was not her mother’s.


‘Raven Hall?’ It was Bairstow, the good old mainstay of home, chief cook and bottle washer and – since the war began and most of the staff had left – the housekeeper, butler and head maid all rolled into one.


‘Hello, there, Bairstow. It’s me, the troublesome one.’


‘Oh aye. Tha’s in a heap of trouble, worrying thi poor mother this way.’


‘Yes, sorry about that. Is she there? I’m quite all right.’


‘Wait then.’


Connie grimaced but felt she’d got away lightly with Bairstow, as she could be terribly stern when she wanted to. She pictured her mother hearing about the call and striding along the passage towards the phone in her study, but was she ready to tear a strip off her daughter or would she simply be relieved to hear from her? A bit of both, Connie guessed. 


‘Constance?’ came her mother’s voice, snappy and urgent. Never a good sign, using her full name like that.


‘Hello, Mummy. Before you start, let me assure you I’m quite all right. I’m in lodgings in Scarborough with two ripping girls and we’re all having a fine time.’


She heard her mother let out a long sigh. It was unreadable, but she hoped it meant relief.


‘I’m just glad you’re safe, Connie, dear,’ she said, much more softly.


‘Are you not terribly angry with me, Mummy? I am sorry about it all, but it was quite impossible to go on at that dreadful place. It really was crushing the life out of me, like a jack boot upon my very soul!’


‘Always a flair for the dramatic, Connie. I am disappointed you didn’t stay for your exams. But I can’t say I’m surprised. I’ve been expecting that phone call from school for months, if not years.’


‘So you’re not too vexed with me then, Mummy?’


‘No, not too much. Just wish you’d stuck at it a few more weeks. Seems such a shame when you were in the final stretch. You could still go back, you know . . . But I know it’s not your thing, darling. So I’m annoyed with you but also I understand you.’


‘Oh, you really are the best Mummy in the world, do you know that?’


‘Flatterer! And the truth is that I’m far too busy dealing with the arrival of the maternity home at the hall. The staff are already here and the mothers are coming imminently. So I’m too preoccupied to be really furious with you.’


‘Good-oh!’ cried Connie, genuinely delighted she didn’t have to suffer a long sermon on her inadequacies. Her mother had always known she hated school and listened sympathetically to Connie’s rants over the years. But her mother was also keen on finishing things you started, something Connie had never been very good at, unless it was a sporting match. Then, Connie would run and jump and throw and catch and score and save until the cows came home. Anything involving her legs, feet, arms and hands (and preferably a stick of some sort) and she was stubborn and hardy as an ox. Anything bookish and she had the concentration span of a gnat. Her body was long and strong and did what she told it to, unlike her mind, which was as tidy as a scribble.


They talked a bit more about Connie’s lodgings and her mother wrote down her daughter’s new address: Seamer Road, Scarborough, just along from Haddington’s factory where she was hopefully going to work alongside her friends. ‘They used to build buses and coaches there, but now they’re making all sorts of things for the war effort, lots of woodwork, apparently. They need girls with good strong arms – like me – to handle the carpentry and so forth. All that sporty business finally paying off, eh, Mummy?’


‘Yes, I know of Haddington’s. I’m not sure you’ll be doing carpentry straight away though, Connie. It’ll take a lot of training, months of it. You’ll probably be sweeping floors for weeks first, you know that, don’t you?’


But Connie didn’t want to hear anything like that, anything vaguely realistic. Stella had told her that they needed girls to work with wood and that sounded marvellous. Connie had always been the practical sort, good with her hands and quick to learn. Surely the bosses at Haddington’s would spot this in her straight away and she’d learn on the job and have a super time, sawing up planks and building all manner of things. Wouldn’t she? As usual, her mother had given her a dose of realism and Connie was determined not to let it spoil things. She disliked the way mothers did that; they meant well, but always brought you down to earth with a bump.


Other than that, her mother seemed somewhat agreeable to it all, glad that Connie was reasonably local, as Scarborough was only a few miles down the coast from Raven Hall. Lastly, her mother insisted on coming to see her as soon as possible, to check it was all hunky-dory and to bring clothes and things she’d need.


‘I’ll be there tomorrow,’ her mother said. 


‘No, Mummy, I’ll be working tomorrow. Stella’s taking me to Haddington’s in the morning and then I’ll be at work all week.’


‘Well, then, Friday evening? I’ll bring something for tea.’


‘Thank you, Mummy. You’ll see. It’s ripping here!’


‘If you say so. And darling, if it turns out that it’s not so ripping, and if you feel like it’s all a bit of a mistake, and it’s not what you think it is, you can just come home with me on Friday. Or any time you like. And we’ll sort it all out. You know that, don’t you, darling?’


After she’d finished the telephone call, Connie replaced the receiver and stood quietly for a moment in the limited privacy of the kiosk. She felt her eyes well up with tears and shook her head, annoyed at herself. It was hearing her mother’s voice that did it. All her bravado suddenly withered away when she’d heard her mother’s concern, and she felt seven years old again, when she’d got lost on the moors and they’d sent out a search party for her and Mummy was at the head of it, tramping for hours in the fog calling for her. She knew she gave her mother a rare old time of it, and she was miffed at herself for that. But mostly, she missed her mother, and Raven Hall, and yes – she had to admit to herself – she even missed awful old school, just a little bit. Everything here was so new and strange, from Valentine’s nasty cigarettes filling the kitchen with smoke to the terribly uncomfortable mattress on her bed. But she’d made this choice and it was done now. She had to pull herself together. She knew it would be at least 80 per cent adventure and 20 per cent difficulties. But she was determined to overcome that fifth of trouble and have the time of her life.


The three of them trooped down to the seafront in a jolly mood and it was only about a half hour walk. It was a sunny, breezy April day and they had great fun strolling on the seafront, watching the soldiers marching up and down, spotting the handsome ones and laughing at the funny-looking blokes with sticky-out ears or trousers too short. Despite all the newness of her situation, Connie knew Scarborough well enough, having been there many times as a child. It was interesting to see how the town had prepared itself for invasion, which still hadn’t come but, who knew what would happen? Better to be safe than sorry if Hitler’s chaps showed up all of a sudden. There was barbed wire all along the slipways down to the beaches and it was mostly out of bounds and in the harbour, as there were mines everywhere down there. She read signs that said you could go down onto the beach in the early morning, up to 9.30, but it was closed off after that, and even then, it was constantly patrolled by soldiers with guns. Val told her a woman had been shot dead on the beach one evening the year before, because she hadn’t answered an armed soldier when he’d challenged her. Connie shuddered at the thought of being killed in her home town, on the beach, by a British soldier. What a terrible waste. So she wasn’t sure she wanted to risk walking on the beach. 


The whole business of pleasure strolls seemed a bit fraught in these days of war. Quite a few of the gardens and promenades also had barricades up, though some were still open. She saw big lumps of stone designed to block tanks, as well as pillboxes and water chambers posted here and there, while there were also other barriers at the entrances to streets leading into town, all guarded by the Army. Connie and her two companions got plenty of looks from the men around and about, but Connie wasn’t particularly bothered about soldier lads or any other sort of lads, far more interested in the fact that she saw a bunch of them off-duty, sitting on a low wall playing cards and she’d much rather join in with that than waste her time with the tedious practice of flirting. Games were much more fun. Connie noticed that Val was known by quite a few servicemen they saw around, giving her a wave and calling over to her by name. She’d nod and smile at them, but not go over to them or chat, just walking on blithely as if she knew every nice-looking man in Scarborough and so could afford to take her pick. Val was so pretty, that Connie wasn’t surprised. She did wonder what it must be like to walk down the street and have every man stare at you, every woman too. It must feel like being a film star. Though it didn’t seem to bother Val at all, Connie decided she’d much rather be invisible, but she felt that no young woman could be invisible, as some man would always stare at some point. How liberating it must feel to be a man and not be the subject of scrutiny. 


After they’d tired of too much fresh sea air, they headed home, just in time to find Miss Trigg preparing their Sunday dinner. The introduction went well and her landlady seemed to approve of Connie, as she was polite and helpful, peeling carrots and turnips to add to the frightful-looking sheep’s head stew Miss Trigg was boiling up. But actually it turned out to be rather tasty and the mashed potatoes that went with it soaked up a lot of it and filled her belly nicely. Miss Trigg was nice enough, but a bit hard-nosed. 


‘I won’t be making up thi rooms or preparing thi fires or any of that nonsense. That’s up to thee to sort for thissen.’


‘Right you are,’ said Connie and smiled, used to doing her bed at school, but no clue as to how to lay a fire, as it was always done for her at school and at home. Hopefully, Stella and Val would show her. After dinner, they went back to their rooms and chatted a while, looking through some of Val’s extensive magazine collection, the others choosing between Clark Gable and Tyrone Power for most eligible film star, while Connie kept it to herself that she’d always had a thing for Bob Hope, because even though he was a bit odd to look at, he did make her laugh till her sides hurt. She told them about Harry, the dishy RAF sergeant who’d lived at the hall for a while last summer when he was recovering from a bashed-up arm he’d sustained in an air raid. 


‘I used to be slightly in love with him, or so I thought. But it only lasted a day or so. He’s nice enough but not terribly sophisticated or interesting,’ she lied, knowing full well that she’d had an awful crush on him and suffered pangs at the mere thought of Sergeant Harry Woodvine for ages. 


But then her sister Evvy had told Connie she thought there was something going on between Harry and their mother, which Connie had vehemently denied – especially because he was only in his twenties and their mother Rosina was in her forties, for heaven’s sake! Connie had insisted instead that Mummy was having a thing with that Colonel Allan Vaughan, who’d come to the house when the Army invaded it during the requisitioning last autumn. The Army were all gone now and so was the colonel fellow, but Connie thought he and her mother were still in touch. But it haunted her, what Evvy had told her, and after that she couldn’t look at Harry in the same way. Could he really like a woman of her mother’s age? Rosina was beautiful, that was true. And a lovely person, of course. Any man would be lucky to know her. But when Evvy said it, there was a part of Connie that knew it was true, and scenes popped into Connie’s head of the way they looked at each other, and how often they were to be found together talking quietly, even conspiratorially . . . and Connie was convinced. Her feelings for Harry fell away and she went back to her usual practice of avoiding any romantic thoughts. The very idea of kissing and all that tosh bored her. She had fallen for Harry because he was kind and nice and handsome, but she had never imagined them doing anything together, other than playing cricket, which he did with her and she learnt a lot from him about batting stance and her bowling arm and such. She couldn’t picture how it would be to kiss him or do anything else with him other than playing outdoor games; even playing chess would not be her thing, which he did for hours with the evacuee boy Ronnie, and she loathed chess. So, it was no great loss to ditch her crush on him. And nobody had replaced his position in her affection. But she was fascinated with boys and men, not because she wanted to do anything passionate with them – quite the opposite, as she’d grown up with four sisters and an absent father, and went to a girls’ boarding school, so knew very little about the ways of boys. So all she really wanted to do was hang about with them and play stuff, have a drink and a smoke and a laugh. She hoped that factory life would help her with this aim, to mix with men as an equal and to be treated as just another worker, and not the dreary position of being a girl and all the restrictions that came with that.


Val asked her more about Harry and she laughed it off, telling her instead about how rotten the Army were when they lived at the hall, breaking windows and churning up the garden and even crashing a tank into the house. 


‘Thank heavens that lot have gone now,’ she said, as she watched Val flick through another magazine, lying on her tummy on the floor, her legs bent at the knee, pretty little feet crossed at the ankle, swinging back and forth gently. Val was fun yet a little remote at times, being a few years older than Connie and Stella. She also had a look in her eyes that glazed over, as if she were far away. Maybe she missed her home in Northern Ireland; maybe she had something on her mind. Connie wasn’t sure. But she carried on talking, as Val seemed to like it. ‘And now Mummy has a new Army coming. Not men this time, not soldiers. But nurses. And mums. And babies.’


Val looked up from her magazine. ‘What babies?’


‘Raven Hall is going to be turned into a maternity hospital, any time now. Mummy’s been cleaning and painting and getting it all ready, with the help of some local ladies and our housekeeper. The nursing staff have arrived now. The Army left it in such a mess, so they’re all working hard to get it spick and span for the mothers coming.’


Val had pushed her magazine aside now. ‘What kind of mothers go there?’ she asked.


‘Oh, all sorts, I suppose. I don’t really know. I mean, I’m guessing it’ll be mums from cities. You know, where they’d get bombed if they stayed at home. Or maybe it’ll be from hospitals that have already been bombed out. So they’re moving them en masse to places like the hall. I think this first lot are coming from York.’


‘What’s it like there, where you live?’ said Val.


‘Oh, it’s ever so fancy,’ interjected Stella, who was brushing through her lovely curls before bed. ‘It’s proper landed gentry.’


‘It really isn’t! It’s awfully old-fashioned and a bit shabby-genteel really. Well, more shabby than genteel!’ 


‘So, these mothers,’ said Val. ‘They’re all sorts, so they are? Married and . . . otherwise?’


‘Oh, I don’t know about that. All married, I suppose. I don’t really know. They’re not there yet. What did you mean . . . otherwise?’


Just then, the lights in their room and the landing beyond flickered for a few seconds. 


‘Here we go,’ sighed Stella, while Val jumped up and tossed her magazine on the bed. ‘Grab my spare coat, Con.’


‘What is it?’ asked Connie, alarmed.


At that moment, the whine of an air-raid siren sounded, before increasing in volume louder and louder, as if it were in the very room itself. It must’ve been just along the road. Connie had never been so close to a siren, had never been in a proper raid. Fear and excitement coursed through her veins in equal measure. They all got their coats on and hurried downstairs, to find Miss Trigg in her curlers, pulling on her coat too and heading towards the back door. But Stella and Val went the other way, to the front door and out onto the road. In this street packed full of terraced housing, the houses had come alive. It was still light and not quite time for blackout yet, but everyone was pulling down blinds, before some of them headed out of their front doors bundled up in coats with bags carrying this and that, in different directions. Some went down alleyways, Connie supposed to shelters in back gardens, while others joined up with clumps of neighbours striding along the street together. 


‘Where are we going? Is Miss Trigg not coming with us?’ asked Connie, as they bumped along the street, milling around behind others causing a bit of a traffic jam at the corner. 


‘She goes in the Anderson shelter in the back yard,’ said Stella. ‘But we wouldn’t be caught dead in there.’


‘That’s the problem!’ said Val. ‘We would be caught dead in there, if it got a direct hit. Only eejits waste their time in the flimsy things.’


‘We’re off to the market instead!’ said Stella, cheerfully. 


‘Going shopping? Now?’ 


‘You’ll see,’ said Val and linked arms with Connie, which made her feel better, but she still had no idea what was going on. Then, at the end of the next street, there was a slowing of pace and she saw the crowd ahead filtering into the entrance to a market and heading down some steps. 


‘These are the market vaults,’ explained Stella. ‘Safest place to be round here.’


‘Safe but chilly,’ added Val. ‘They keep the frozen meat and ice down here, so it’s fecking cold, so it is!’


‘Watch tha language!’ said a nearby woman covering her little boy’s ears, looking daggers at Val. 


‘Wind your neck in!’ scoffed Val, completely unrepentant, laughing as the woman shook her head in disgust and pushed away through the crowd to rescue her innocent child from such scandalous words. And Connie fell a little bit more for the wondrous Valentine. 


Once safely ensconced down in the market vaults, Connie and the rest of them spent a few uncomfortable hours hanging around, waiting for the raid to end. Everyone else seemed used to it. But for Connie, this was all brand new. At school and at the hall, the sight of a German plane was pretty rare. She’d heard them fly over the hall from time to time, on their way to Hull or other targets along the coast. But she’d never been in a raid, not directly underneath it and in a town, while the bombers came and unloaded their deadly cargo. There were bangs and crashes and shaking of the ground, the struts of the vaults shivering in the darkness. Some bloke called out, ‘We’re getting some hammer tonight from that bleeder Hitler!’ and other people told him to shut up. 


It was very cold down there, as Val had warned, so the three of them cuddled up on the ground, leaning against the far wall, as far as they could get from where the ice and frozen meat were kept. The place was crowded and the smells of tobacco, bodies and cabbage circulated amidst the people, while the tang of cordite and smoke drifted down the steps from time to time. At one point, the whole market place above seemed to shake and Connie screwed her eyes tight shut and pictured how quickly they’d be buried alive if it all collapsed. Her chest was tight with fear and she could feel her body start to quiver, from fear as much as from the cold. But she was not alone, as her flatmates were either side of her, and they snuggled up and comforted her. 
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