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Chapter One

Norfolk, July 1944

Glorious sunshine, a skylark singing its crystal-clear notes overhead and the delicate scent of sun-ripened strawberries wafting towards her – Phylly Greenwood sighed happily as she pedalled the trade bike along the lane towards the village. This sort of day was perfect, so lovely that it deserved to be bottled up, preserved like summer fruits in a jam, ready to be brought out on days when being a Land Girl wasn’t so lovely. Like the days in winter when the icy North wind roared across the fields and nipped at her nose and ears, while her fingers turned numb from picking frozen sprouts. Phylly smiled to herself; she wouldn’t change any of it, every job had its good and bad bits, and she knew that joining the Land Army was the best thing she’d ever done. If it wasn’t for the fact that there was a war on, then life would be perfect.

Phylly glanced at her colourful cargo of strawberries nestling in their punnets in the basket at the front of her bike; picked before breakfast, they looked glossy, plump and delicious – she’d tasted a few as she’d picked and could vouch for how good they were. But dawdling along and daydreaming wasn’t going to get her anywhere – the strawberries needed delivering to the village shop and she had a bus to meet. Gracie was coming back this morning and Phylly wanted to be there to meet her friend and fellow Land Girl. Knowing Gracie she was sure to come back to earth with a hard bump after her holiday, and if Phylly could be there to meet her it would help soften the blow. Hooking back a lose strand of her wavy blonde hair behind her ear, she pressed harder into her pedals and picked up speed.

‘Phylly!’ Gracie called out, smiling broadly as she ran down the steps of the bus, her brown leather suitcase clutched in one hand and the other hand checking that her neat red hat was still perched at a jaunty angle on top of her hair. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘Waiting for you.’ Phylly threw her arms wide in welcome. ‘I brought some strawberries to the shop, so I thought I’d wait and meet you off the bus and escort you back to the farm to make sure you come back.’

Gracie kissed Phylly’s cheek and squeezed her friend’s hands. ‘Thanks for waiting for me, it’s such a lovely surprise having you here.’

‘You’re welcome.’ Phylly heaved the trade bike off its stand. ‘Pop your case in the basket, it’ll save you carrying it.’

Gracie did as she was told and slipped her arm through her friend’s and they fell into step with Phylly pushing her bike.

‘I don’t suppose you’ve finished all the jobs and have nothing left for me to do?’ Gracie asked as they walked through the village heading in the direction of Catchetts Farm. ‘I rather fancy having another day or two off relaxing in the sunshine.’

Phylly laughed. ‘Never – if anything, there’s even more. We were out picking the strawberries before breakfast this morning! Enough about work, tell me about your holiday – how’s Richard?’

‘Oh, he’s wonderful.’ Gracie let go of Phylly’s arm and skipped on ahead a few paces, making her glossy dark brown curls bob around her shoulders. When she twirled back to face Phylly, her face was glowing with happiness. ‘It was so lovely to be together again. It was bliss. We did lots of walking and talking, and just enjoying being together again.’ She sighed. ‘I only wish we had longer than a week.’ A shadow clouded Gracie’s face and her happiness suddenly dissolved, her large brown eyes sparkling with unshed tears. ‘I didn’t want it to end, Phylly. Saying goodbye this morning was so hard, I don’t know . . . ’ her voice wobbled, ‘when I’ll see him again, or even if . . . He’ll probably be flying on an op again tonight . . . ’

Phylly pulled the bike onto its stand and put her arms around Gracie, who’d fished a handkerchief out of her handbag and was dabbing her eyes with it. ‘I know how much you worry about him, but try to focus on the wonderful time you’ve just had together and how much fun you had. I’m sure there will be plenty more good times for you in the future, too.’

‘Will there? Are you sure?’ Gracie looked up at Phylly, her face hopeful as if she was grabbing for a lifeline.

Phylly nodded. ‘Now come on, everyone’s looking forward to seeing you again and hearing about your holiday.’

Giving Gracie a final squeeze, Phylly wished that she could ease her friend’s worries, but it was a bitter fact of wartime that nobody knew what the future held – whether a wife would ever see their husband return safely when it was all over, or not. Phylly glanced up at the sky, which was criss-crossed with white contrails against the clear blue, each one marking the path of men from the American Air Force out on their way to who knew where in their planes. How many of them would never come back again? Phylly understood Gracie’s fears for her husband; just like those men up there, he risked his life every time he flew out over enemy territory. All they could do was hope he’d keep coming back, because Phylly knew the reality of losing someone in wartime and she desperately hoped it would never happen to her friend.

‘Thank you.’ Gracie stepped back and noticed Phylly looking upwards. ‘Oh, look at that, all those men up there in broad daylight and anyone can see them for miles around, including the enemy.’ She threw her arm up, pointing at the trails. ‘They know they’re coming and they’ll be waiting for them.’ Gracie shook her head. ‘It’s one small mercy that at least the RAF fly under cover of darkness, so Richard’s not such a sitting duck as those poor men.’ She shuddered. ‘I suppose I should be used to it by now, but I’m not. I knew he was a flyboy when I married him, but it doesn’t make it easier. I worry every night in case he’s on an op.’

‘I know,’ Phylly spoke quietly, putting her hand on Gracie’s shoulder. She hated seeing her friend so worried and anxious when there was little she could do to help other than listen, reassure her and be there for her. Gracie was her best friend, the closest one she’d ever had, despite the vast difference in their backgrounds. Like chalk and cheese they were, Gracie with her plummy voice and well-to-do background and Phylly with her working-class upbringing. They’d probably never have come into contact, let alone become friends if it hadn’t been for the war, and she was glad that they’d been sent to work at Catchetts Farm together. Life in wartime wasn’t all bad, despite the danger and worry being faced by people every day; some good things had come out of it, her and Gracie’s friendship being one of them.

Phylly smiled at Gracie. ‘Let’s get you home and back into your Land Army uniform – there’s work to be done, you know,’

Gracie nodded and managed a smile as she linked her arm through Phylly’s. ‘That’s something I haven’t missed, wearing our delightfully dull uniform,’ she said, looking at the brown Land Army dungarees which Phylly was wearing. ‘It’s been so lovely to wear proper clothes.’ Gracie smoothed down the skirt of her pre-war silk dress with its full swishing skirt and sighed. ‘Come on, take me home if there’s work to be done, at least working hard helps to take my mind off things for a while.’

London

‘Can’t I stay here with you? Please, Aunt Min, please don’t send me away again.’ Ten-year-old Jimmy Hopwood was trying hard to keep the threatening tears from flooding into his eyes. Inside, his stomach felt like it was clenching tighter and tighter, and his legs were lead-heavy, making it hard to walk in the direction of the place he so desperately didn’t want to go.

Aunt Min stopped walking and turned to him, putting her hands on his shoulders so that they faced each other. As she looked down at him, Jimmy was sure her soft blue eyes were unusually bright behind her round glasses.

‘We’ve talked about this before, Jimmy.’ Aunt Min’s voice sounded strange, as if it was being squeezed out of her. ‘It’s for your own safety ’cos London ain’t safe any more with these flying bombs. I’m sorry, but there’s no way round it but to evacuate you out to the countryside.’

‘But we managed all right in the Blitz,’ Jimmy reasoned. ‘We survived that running down to the Underground when the bombers came.’

Aunt Min sighed. ‘I know, but it ain’t like that this time. Hitler’s rockets don’t come with much warning.’ She rubbed his shoulders. ‘I promised your father that I’d look after you, Jimmy, that I’d do the best I could for you and that’s why you’ve got to go away. It’s what he’d want you to do if he were still with us.’

‘But what if it’s like last time . . .’ Jimmy couldn’t stop tears from spilling out.

Aunt Min fished a clean handkerchief out of her handbag and dabbed gently at his face. ‘It won’t be like last time, I promise you. You were unlucky, that’s all, this time it’ll be different. Come on now, we mustn’t be late.’ She put her arm around his shoulders and hugged her to him.

As they neared Liverpool Street station the pavements became crowded with mothers taking their children to be evacuated. Each child was carrying their belongings in a case or wrapped up in a brown paper parcel tied with string. Jimmy had his things in a small brown leather case which had belonged to his father. Every step he took nearer the station, felt like he was going to his doom. He’d done this before, had left home, gone to be safe and looked after in the countryside, only it hadn’t turned out like it was supposed to. He felt shaky inside at the memory of what had happened. What if it happened again? Jimmy understood Aunt Min’s reasons for why he should go, but if it was up to him he’d rather stay and face the risk that one of the flying rockets had his name on it than be evacuated again.

‘Name.’ The strange voice of the teacher interrupted Jimmy’s thoughts and he realised that while he’d been going over and over his worries in his head, they’d reached the station and it was nearly time.

‘James Hopwood – Jimmy,’ Aunt Min told the teacher.

The teacher ticked off his name and checked Jimmy’s name tag which Aunt Min had carefully tied through a buttonhole on his coat. ‘Right, quickly say your goodbyes and then Jimmy can join the line over there.’ She turned briskly and started to deal with the next waiting child.

‘Well, Jimmy, you look after yourself and remember your good manners. Write to me tomorrow to tell me where you are, and I promise I’ll write straight back.’ Aunt Min brushed at some invisible specks on his shoulders.

‘Please . . .’ Jimmy began in a last attempt to convince his Great Aunt.

‘It will be fine this time, I know it will.’

Aunt Min bent down and kissed his check, her lavender smell so familiar and comforting that it made Jimmy want to throw his arms around her and cling to her like a toddler. He could refuse to go, shout and scream and kick, but before he could do anything a strong arm was around his shoulder and leading him to the line, where the teacher left him and by the time Jimmy looked back Aunt Min was gone.

He searched desperately for her in the sea of faces, but couldn’t see her anywhere – there was no sign of her familiar face with her grey hair in its bun at the back of her neck and her old brown hat with the jaunty little feather sticking up perched on top of her head. She was all the family he had left now; he’d never known his mother as she’d died not long after he was born, and it was Aunt Min who’d brought him up. She was really his Great Aunt Min, his father’s aunt and over seventy years old. She’d always looked after him when his father was away at sea on the merchant ships, a job he’d done before the war, and which had taken him to the bottom of the Atlantic after his ship had been hunted down by a U-boat. It was just him and Aunt Min left and now she had gone, and he was completely on his own.

A short while later Jimmy was seated in a train compartment with children he didn’t know and the teacher who’d ticked him off the list. Outside on the platform the guard blew his whistle and the train started to glide smoothly out of the station. A few of the children were crying, but most seemed excited to be going. Jimmy stared out of the window, drinking in the last sights of London, the familiar-looking streets and buildings, the spaces where bombs had wiped out houses leaving gaps like missing teeth. As the train picked up speed, the buildings gradually thinned out and they sped out into open countryside. The sight of all the space and greenness made Jimmy’s insides clench tighter. There was nothing he could do about it, nothing he could do to change what was happening to him. He felt completely helpless and alone, with no idea what his future held.

Catchetts Farm, Norfolk

Phylly and Gracie were met with the smell of freshly cooked bread when they walked into the kitchen at Catchetts Farm.

‘Oh, that smells lovely,’ Gracie said, sniffing appreciatively.

Florrie Bray, her cheeks rosy from tending the oven, looked up from where she was turning loaves out of tins to cool. ‘Gracie! Welcome back, my woman.’ Dusting her hands down on her paisley-printed, cross-over pinafore, Florrie rushed over and gave Gracie a warm, welcoming hug, her petite frame a head height smaller than Gracie. ‘Did you have a lovely time?’

‘Yes, it was wonderful,’ Gracie said, returning her embrace. ‘Though the cooking at our guest house wasn’t a patch on yours.’

Florrie laughed, making the corners of her blue eyes crinkle up, and she patted Gracie’s arm. ‘It’s nice to be appreciated. It won’t be long till dinnertime, rabbit stew and dumplings suit you?’

‘Yes, please,’ Gracie said. ‘That’s music to my ears.’

‘I’ll take your case upstairs for you,’ Phylly said, ‘then I’ll get back to work.’

‘The basket’s ready for you to take out for the break when you come down, Phylly,’ Florrie said, nodding at the full basket on the end of the table, making her thick grey curls bounce. ‘They’ll be gasping for a drink of cold tea.’

Phylly and Gracie’s clattering footsteps up the wooden staircase brought Bea out of one of the bedrooms. ‘Welcome back, Gracie!’ Like her mother had downstairs, Bea put her arms around the Land Girl and gave her a warm hug. Bea was taller than her mother but looked similar with the same blue eyes and her thick hair, still a honey blonde which she wore in a Victory roll at the nape of her neck. Stepping back, she studied Gracie’s face. ‘You certainly look like you’ve had a lovely time, plenty of rest and time with your husband – it’s done you the power of good. I’m just finishing changing the bedrooms around, did Phylly tell you about the new sleeping arrangements?’

‘No,’ Gracie looked at Phylly. ‘What’s going on?’

‘You’re going to have to share your room with me from now on, look . . . ’ Phylly waved her arm, encouraging Gracie to peer in through the bedroom door. ‘We’ve moved your room around to make space for my bed, it’ll be like how you used to share a dorm at your old boarding school.’

Gracie shuddered. ‘Don’t remind me of boarding school. Cold rooms, awful food and terrible teachers – believe me, this can never be anything like that.’ She frowned as she looked through the doorway at the room which had scarcely more than two feet between the two beds, just enough for a peg rug lying on the floor between them. ‘Why’s Phylly got to move in with me?’

‘Because we’re having an evacuee,’ Bea explained. ‘Your room’s the biggest so it was a choice of putting the evacuee in with you or giving the evacuee Phylly’s smaller room and having her move in with you. We thought you’d rather share with Phylly than an evacuee.’

‘Quite right, too.’ Gracie nodded. ‘I’d definitely prefer to share with you than some strange child, Phylly, but I hope you don’t snore.’

‘Of course not,’ Phylly said. ‘Do you?’

‘Absolutely not!’ Gracie said, one hand on her hip. ‘So, when’s the evacuee arriving, Bea?’

‘Today.’ Bea’s smile lit up her face. ‘It’ll be lovely to have a child about the place again. We had a couple of evacuees in thirty-nine, two young sisters. We loved having them here, but their mother missed them badly, so when nothing happened to London to begin with she came and took them home again.’

‘What happened to them then, did they stay in London during the Blitz?’ Phylly asked.

Bea shrugged. ‘I don’t know – the mother wrote to us for a little while, but then we didn’t hear any more. I hope they survived.’ She shrugged. ‘Right, I’ll get this done and come out and join you with the hoeing, Phylly. Gracie, once you’ve changed you’d better go and see Ned to find out what he wants you to do to start with.’

‘No rest for me, then.’ Gracie sighed dramatically. ‘I was hoping for today off.’

Phylly laughed. ‘No chance of that – you’ve had your holiday, now it’s back to work, so hurry up and change out of that fancy frock and get back into your dungarees because there’s lots of fruit and veg to attend to.’

Gracie gave a mock salute. ‘No wonder they call it the Land Army.’

‘Just be grateful we don’t have any square-bashing to do, like in the real army,’ Phylly called over her shoulder as she went down the stairs. ‘You wouldn’t last five minutes.’

‘No, I don’t suppose I would,’ Gracie called after her.

Bea laid a hand on her arm. ‘It’s good to have you back, Gracie. We’ve all missed you, especially Phylly.’

‘I was lucky to be sent here with Phylly, she’s a good friend. Keeps me on the straight and narrow,’ Gracie’s voice was serious, then she smiled at Bea. ‘Time to swap my pretty dress for dungarees and an aertex shirt and get on with doing my bit for the war effort.’

‘That was good, Florrie.’ Jacob Bray placed his knife and fork together on the empty plate in front of him and smiled warmly at his wife, his face crinkling up beneath his thatch of unruly white hair which never lay flat.

Florrie smiled across the table at her husband. ‘You can’t go wrong with rabbit stew and dumplings.’

Phylly looked at the older couple sitting near each other at the end of the scrubbed wooden table. They were a perfect pair, although complete opposites with Florrie being a small whirlwind of a woman, who was never short of a thing to say, whereas Jacob was tall and quiet with an air of kind gentleness about him, they were both in their late sixties but still worked as hard as anyone else on the farm.

Catchetts Farm had become Phylly’s home and she knew that she’d landed on her feet when she’d been sent to work here. Along with Florrie and Jacob, their son Ned and widowed daughter Bea had all made her and Gracie so welcome that they were now like part of the family. Phylly thought how lucky they were; she’d heard awful tales from other Land Girls about how farmers treated them badly and cared nothing for their happiness. Catchetts Farm had become a real home to her, the first proper home she’d had since she’d shared one with her mother and brother. They’d been a close family, having pulled themselves together after her father had died when Phylly was just six. He’d never truly recovered from being gassed in the Great War and pneumonia had finally carried him off one winter. But that home, where she’d felt loved and wanted, didn’t last . . .

‘Nearly forgot, postman’s been.’ Florrie’s voice brought Phylly’s thoughts back to the present. ‘I put them on the dresser.’ Florrie got up from the table and took two letters from the dresser, passing one to Ned and the other to Phylly.

Phylly recognised the writing on the front of her letter at once – it was from her twin brother, John. He was somewhere in France with his Army engineering unit, rebuilding bridges or something like that, though Phylly knew this letter – like all the others – couldn’t tell her exactly what he was doing because of the censor. She put the letter in her dungarees pocket to read later when she was on her own so that she could savour the contact with her brother, flimsy and distant as it was.

‘We’ve got them!’ Ned said from the other end of the table waving his letter in the air. ‘And they’ll be starting tomorrow morning.’

‘None too soon either.’ Florrie said.

‘Who’s starting what?’ Gracie asked.

‘We’ve got two POWs, Italian ones, coming to work here,’ Ned said.

‘I didn’t know we were having any POWs,’ Gracie said.

‘Nor did we for sure, until now.’ Ned stood up and pushed his chair back under the table, signalling the end of the dinnertime break and the need to get back to work. ‘Gracie and Phylly, can you start in the big greenhouse this afternoon? The tomato plants need checking over, stake and tie up any that need it.’

Phylly nodded and started to collect the empty plates together, taking them over to the sink where Bea was pouring hot water from the kettle into the sink for the washing up.

‘Bea, what time are we going to meet the evacuee?’ Phylly asked.

‘They’re supposed to be there at five o’clock. I expect the poor little thing will be worn out after all that travelling.’

‘Can I come with you?’

Bea looked at Phylly, her blue eyes wide in surprise. ‘Well, yes, if you want to.’

‘I’d like to, it would be nice to welcome them here.’

‘Why do you want to go and get the evacuee?’ Gracie asked as she and Phylly went outside and headed across the farmyard towards the big greenhouse. ‘You’ll see them soon enough when they get here.’

‘Because I know what it’s like to be sent to live with strangers,’ Phylly told her. ‘I remember know how it feels, and if I can go along and help our evacuee feel a bit happier then that’s what I’d like to do.’
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