

		

			[image: 9781409192015_FC.jpg]

		


	

		

			Dedication


			The Nightingales in Mersey Square is dedicated with love to our old Newcastle college friends Anne and Phil Read


		


	

		

			The Nightingales in Mersey Square


			LILLY ROBBINS


			[image: Orion-2017-Logo-20.tif]


		


	

		

			Contents


			Cover


			Dedication


			Title Page


			


			Chapter One


			Chapter Two


			Chapter Three


			Chapter Four


			Chapter Five


			Chapter Six


			Chapter Seven


			Chapter Eight


			Chapter Nine


			Chapter Ten


			Chapter Eleven


			Chapter Twelve


			Chapter Thirteen


			Chapter Fourteen


			Chapter Fifteen


			Chapter Sixteen


			Chapter Seventeen


			Chapter Eighteen


			Chapter Nineteen


			Chapter Twenty


			Chapter Twenty-One


			Chapter Twenty-Two


			Chapter Twenty-Three


			Chapter Twenty-Four


			Chapter Twenty-Five


			Chapter Twenty-Six


			Chapter Twenty-Seven


			Chapter Twenty-Eight


			Chapter Twenty-Nine


			Chapter Thirty


			Chapter Thirty-One


			Chapter Thirty-Two


			Chapter Thirty-Three


			Chapter Thirty-Four


			Chapter Thirty-Five


			Chapter Thirty-Six


			Chapter Thirty-Seven


			Chapter Thirty-Eight


			Chapter Thirty-Nine


			Chapter Forty


			Chapter Forty-One


			Chapter Forty-Two


			Chapter Forty-Three


			Chapter Forty-Four


			Chapter Forty-Five


			Chapter Forty-Six


			Chapter Forty-Seven


			Chapter Forty-Eight


			Chapter Forty-Nine


			Chapter Fifty


			Chapter Fifty-One


			Chapter Fifty-Two


			


			Acknowledgements


			Author Biography


			Copyright


		


	

		

			Chapter One


			Stockport, Cheshire
June, 1940


			Clare felt an elbow in her ribs, and turned towards her nursing colleague.


			‘Oh, he’s going to kiss her!’ Gaye said, her eyes wide with excitement. ‘Isn’t Laurence Olivier absolutely gorgeous?’


			Somebody behind them made a loud tutting noise.


			‘Shush or you’ll get us thrown out,’ Clare whispered to her friend, before turning back to the breathtaking scene. Gaye was her closest friend in England, and she enjoyed her company and her quirky sense of humour, but at times like this she often wondered what had drawn them together. Gaye – tall and red-headed – tended to be impulsive and could be embarrassingly loud at times, while Clare, smaller and chestnut-haired, was naturally quieter.


			Clare sat in enraptured silence, watching as Cathy wrestled out of Heathcliff’s grip then lifted her billowing skirts to scramble higher up on the craggy rocks. Heathcliff halted for a few moments, looking moodily out over the desolate, windswept Yorkshire Moors, giving her enough time to think she had escaped him. Then, her laughter bringing a smile to his usually serious face, he quickly moved up and over the rocks to catch her again and pull her into a rough embrace. Clare’s breath caught in her throat as she watched Cathy turn towards Heathcliff with teasing eyes. There was a breathless moment as he bent his head towards her again – and then the large black-and-white screen suddenly froze. There were a few seconds’ silence as the figures flickered into life again and then died off into complete darkness. Murmurs of discontent descended over the audience as they waited for the film to kick into action again.


			Instead, the main lights came on momentarily blinding everyone, and then a calm, formal voice sounded over the cinema system. We have just received a warning of an air raid over Manchester, and we would ask all our patrons to immediately leave the Plaza building, and make your way in an orderly fashion to the nearest air-raid shelter. This is situated to the right of the building and a short walk from the cinema entrance.


			‘Bloody typical!’ Gaye gasped, her Newcastle accent stronger than usual. ‘The Jerries would have to turn up just when they are going to have a proper kiss. I hope they let us in free tomorrow night to see the rest of the film.’


			‘We better move,’ Clare said, collecting her coat and bag from the floor. Everyone around them was beginning to rush out of seats and into the aisles. When she looked upwards to the balcony circle, she could see the audience there moving quickly too. ‘It could be serious; Manchester is only seven miles from Stockport.’


			Gaye rolled her eyes, and then stood up. ‘It will be a drama about nothing, as usual. If they do decide to drop a bomb somewhere, it’s not going to be in flamin’ Stockport. They’re only interested in big places like London and the places down south.’


			‘Manchester is a big city too,’ Clare said. ‘Oliver told me they have been warned about air raids over in Liverpool and that’s not too far away from here. They could easily drop bombs in this area as they’re flying over.’ Oliver was Clare’s older brother who had come over to work in England, leaving their home in Ireland several years ahead of her. He worked as a photographer for one of the Liverpool newspapers, and often heard news before it was publically printed or came on the radio.


			‘We’re more likely to get killed because of the blackout than we are by any bombs,’ Gaye said.


			Clare had her coat and scarf on now, and was putting on her gloves. ‘If we don’t get out of here soon, the air-raid shelter will be mobbed and we might not get a seat.’


			‘Keep your hair on, bonny lass,’ Gaye said casually, pulling her coat on. ‘We’re perfectly safe in here. One of the porters was telling me that the Plaza is as good as a shelter because it’s built into a rock face. We could just stay in here and watch the rest of the film.’


			‘We can’t,’ Clare replied, ‘and the film is gone off the screen anyway.’ She watched anxiously as the other cinema patrons moved towards the exit.


			Gaye pulled her felt cloche hat down over her red curly hair, and finally made a move towards the nearest aisle, Clare following closely behind. People were still moving out of the rows of seats, all heading towards the exit. Clare stopped to let an old lady with a walking stick out first. Then two young boys suddenly came running through the crowds, laughing and dodging around people as they went.


			The old lady turned around to see what was going on, and one of the boys bumped against her, knocking her stick out of her hand. As she tottered sideways, Clare stepped forward instinctively to catch her, Gaye quickly behind her. Together they managed to get her into in an upright position again.


			‘Are you okay, love?’ Gaye checked, her voice kind and caring, just as they’d been taught in their training classes when handling elderly patients. ‘You take your time now, there’s no rush. There will be plenty of room in the shelter.’


			Clare looked at the old lady. ‘I think you might be best sitting down for a few minutes, just to catch your breath.’


			They guided her into the seat nearest the aisle.


			‘Those flamin’ kids,’ Gaye said. ‘They should have better manners. I’d say that gave you a bit of a scare, didn’t it?’


			‘It did …’ the old lady replied. ‘When I went to the side, I came over a bit dizzy like … I get that sometimes.’ She looked around her now, a look of panic on her face. ‘My stick – I’ve lost my stick …’


			Clare cast around and saw it on the floor beside the row of seats. ‘Don’t worry, your stick is here,’ she said, bending down to retrieve it.


			A petite young woman with bobbed black hair glanced as she passed them by in the flow of traffic, then she stopped and turned back. ‘Is there anything I can do to help?’


			Clare looked at her, surprised that someone with such an upper-class accent would even think of stopping to help. ‘Thanks, but I think she’s fine now.’


			‘Thanks, love,’ the elderly lady said, looking at the girl. ‘I’m all right now, and we best be moving to the air-raid shelter.’ She suddenly stopped. ‘My gas mask …’


			Clare looked down at the floor once more and picked up the box she found below the seat. ‘It’s here,’ she said, with a cheery smile. ‘I’ll carry it with my own.’ She looped it over her shoulder alongside her own.


			‘Thanks, love.’


			The dark-haired girl stepped forward again. ‘If you’re sure there’s nothing I can do?’


			‘I think she’ll be fine,’ Gaye said, still using the soothing voice the nurses had taught them to use when dealing with patients. ‘We’ll walk her over to the shelter.’


			A male usher came quickly down the aisle, and the dark-haired girl stepped into a row of seats to let him by.


			‘I could see there was a bit of a commotion going on down here, and I said to myself, I’m sure that’s Mrs Atherton.’ He bent down towards her now. ‘You all right, love?’


			‘Just makin’ a fool of meself, Frank,’ Mrs Atherton said. ‘I don’t know what came over me. One minute I was on me feet and the next minute I was tottering around.’


			‘It was those cheeky young buggers who knocked you over,’ the usher said. ‘If I find out who they are, they’ll be barred.’ He looked at the girls. ‘I know Mrs Atherton. She comes here regularly, don’t you, love?’


			Mrs Atherton nodded her head.


			‘She loves all the old films. She lives down near the market with her daughter. They own the fish and chip shop there. They have a bit of a café area – a few tables – where you can eat in.’ He studied the old lady. ‘Would a glass of water help?’


			‘No, no … I’ll wait and get a cup of tea in the shelter. I’m fine to get up and go now.’


			‘Are you sure?’ Gaye asked.


			Mrs Atherton patted her hand. ‘I would feel responsible if a bomb was to drop down on us and we all got killed.’


			‘Ah, I doubt it, love,’ the usher said. ‘The war will be over soon enough, and all the lads will be back home again.’


			‘I hope so,’ Mrs Atherton said. ‘I’ve two grandsons out there …’ She looked up at Gaye and Clare. ‘I think I’ll try getting up now, if you wouldn’t mind giving me a hand.’


			Then, very carefully, holding on to Clare’s arm with one hand and leaning on the cinema seat with the other, Mrs Atherton stood up. ‘Yes, I’ll be fine,’ she said, ‘if I take it steady …’ She took her stick from Clare, took a few testing steps forward and then nodded her head.


			‘How do you feel?’ Clare asked. ‘Are you feeling dizzy or seeing double?’


			‘Maybes just a bit light-headed …’


			‘Are you up to walking?’ Gaye asked.


			‘I’ll be all right, and we need to get out of here,’ she said.


			Glancing around the empty auditorium, Clare realised they were the only ones left, but she pushed that thought from her mind and tried to focus on keeping Mrs Atherton calm, happy and safe.


			Slowly, they made their way up the aisle and out into the dimly lit foyer.


			‘You go on ahead, while I switch off the lights,’ Frank told them.


			With Clare taking Mrs Atherton’s arm and Gaye carrying her crocodile-skin handbag, they slowly made their way out into the night air. They stood in silence for a few moments, getting used to the pitch blackness, and trying to make out buildings or any landmarks that would guide them along the street. There was no one else outside; everyone had already made their way to the shelter.


			‘I hate this bloody dark,’ Mrs Atherton said, a tremor in her voice, ‘and there’s hardly a moon out at all tonight.’


			‘The shelter is only a minute away,’ Clare reassured her. ‘We just have to get across Mersey Square and walk down to Chestergate.’


			‘I’m glad I have your company,’ the old lady said. ‘I heard there are young buggers who are taking advantage of the blackout and robbing houses and shops and everything.’


			‘I’ve never seen any trouble here at all,’ Gaye said reassuringly.


			Clare stayed silent, as they had had several incidents with prowlers around the hospital at night. The older nurses had told them that the female accommodation block was a magnet for certain sorts of males, and it had definitely got worse since the blackout. The student nurses had been advised to go everywhere outside the hospital in twos where possible.


			‘Don’t you worry,’ Gaye said. ‘I’ll brain anyone who comes near us with your walking stick!’


			‘Good girl, I’m glad I met you!’ Mrs Atherton said, and they all laughed, trying to dispel the sense of unease that was creeping over them now they were out in the pitch-black night.


			‘So, you live down near the market?’ Gaye asked, keeping the conversation going and Mrs Atherton’s mind off the danger of their situation.


			‘I do, it’s only a few minutes’ walk on an ordinary night when you can see where you’re going. Where do you girls live? Are you here in Stockport?’


			‘Not too far,’ Clare said. ‘We’re actually living where we work—’ She halted abruptly, hearing heavy footsteps behind them.


			‘It’s only me,’ Frank the cinema usher said. ‘I could hear Mrs Atherton’s voice and followed you along.’


			‘You’re as bad as my son with your sharp ears,’ the old lady said, laughing, ‘He’s always telling me I talk too loud.’


			They walked along now, Frank behind the women, and everyone keeping a slow pace with Mrs Atherton. They crossed the road over to Chestergate and walked onwards towards the shelter.


			‘Thank God,’ the old lady said, ‘I’m dying for a cup of tea. I usually go down to the number six tunnel, and meet up with some of my neighbours there. They’ll have kept me a place.’ She gave a little sigh. ‘I’m not sure there will be room in it for three more, but you never know.’


			A car engine sounded from Great Underbank now, and everyone quickly moved in towards the safety of the buildings as the vehicle, its headlamps muted, went past.


			‘Those blooming cars,’ Mrs Atherton said. ‘Even in daylight they’re a danger. My son-in-law has one, and I dread getting into it.’ She took a few steps forward and then seemed to lose her balance again and fell against the wall. The girls caught her as she sank to the ground in a faint.


			‘Did she bang her head?’ Gaye asked Clare anxiously as she knelt down next to the elderly lady.


			‘I couldn’t see,’ Clare replied, trying to keep her voice calm as her mind began to race. ‘It all happened so quickly.’


			‘How can we get her into the shelter when she’s like this?’


			‘We’ll have to get her help,’ Frank said. ‘Some of the ARP should be around, and they have stretchers down in the Red Cross area in the tunnels.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Do you think it’s something like a stroke or a heart attack?’


			‘It’s hard to tell …’ Clare said. She didn’t want to start explaining about them being student nurses. While they were used to dealing with sick patients in the hospital, it was under the orders of the staff nurse or ward sister. It was a very different situation for them to make decisions on their own.


			Mrs Atherton suddenly moaned and in the dim light they could see her eyes flutter open. ‘What’s happened?’ she said, her voice thin and crackly. She lifted her head. ‘Where are we?’


			‘You’re okay, Mrs Atherton,’ Frank reassured her. ‘You just had a bit of a faint.’


			Everyone froze as the noise of aeroplane engines suddenly sounded in the distance.


			‘We better move,’ Frank said urgently. ‘They’re probably our own lads training out of Manchester, but you never know.’


			‘Can you sit up?’ Clare checked, her heart racing now. They were constantly warned in the hospital and on the radio or in newspapers about the risks of being outside during an air raid.


			Mrs Atherton moved into a sitting position. ‘I’m just a bit shaky, like …’


			‘Take your time,’ Gaye said, her voice gentle, but firm just like Sister Townsend’s. ‘We’ll stay with you until someone comes to help you.’ She flicked an anxious glance at Clare and whispered, ‘You go on, I’ll wait here with her until she’s up to moving.’


			Clare gulped. She didn’t want to go out into the dark street alone. Trying to swallow her fear she took a tentative step forwards, her heart hammering, when she suddenly heard footsteps and voices echoing in the black night.


			A group of three Red Cross members – two men carrying a stretcher and a woman carrying blankets – appeared out of the darkness to stand in front of them, accompanied by the dark-haired girl from the Plaza.


			‘I waited at the door of the shelter for you,’ she explained with a smile, ‘and when I heard the planes and saw no sign of you, I got worried and fetched the Red Cross.’


			The two men quickly got to work, lifting Mrs Atherton onto the stretcher and wrapping her in blankets, and then everyone moved at a fast pace in the direction of the shelters.


			Clare found herself side by side with the dark-haired girl, who was striding confidently ahead, seemingly calm despite the pitch-black night and the sirens still sounding across the sky. Clare couldn’t help but be impressed by the kindness and concern the obviously upper-class girl had shown for the old lady.


			When the air-raid shelter came into view Clare felt relief course through her, especially when the ARP wardens went ahead of the Red Cross, loudly telling people to clear a path for the stretcher and the accompanying group until they were all safely inside. She hadn’t realised how terrified she’d been. Hadn’t this been exactly the kind of situation her mother had feared? Stockport was supposed to be safe from the dangers, and this may well have been just a drill, but what if there had been a German bomber flying overhead? Clare shivered and then pushed the thought away as she watched Mrs Atherton be taken away into the makeshift Red Cross room.


			After a few minutes, a kindly nurse opened the door and said, ‘There’s only room for one person inside, and she’s asking for the girl with the red hair.’


			Gaye glanced at Clare with wide eyes. ‘Why would she want me?’ she asked in a low voice. ‘Shouldn’t it be you?’


			‘Because you were so good with her,’ Clare said, squeezing her friend’s hand. ‘You managed to keep her calm and feel safe. You did all the right things we were told to do in training.’


			‘We both did,’ Gaye said.


			‘But I was absolutely terrified,’ Clare admitted, ‘and you were really professional. You carried on as if you were dealing with one of the patients in the hospital.’


			‘Get away …’ Gaye laughed.


			‘You should feel proud of yourself for doing everything right,’ Clare said. ‘I hope I’m like you and not so frightened when anything like this happens again.’


			‘Thanks,’ Gaye said, her voice emotional. ‘That’s one of the nicest things anyone has ever said to me.’


			When Gaye went into the Red Cross room, the girl turned to Clare and smiled, then put her hand out. ‘I’m Diana.’


			‘And I’m Clare,’ she said, smiling back, inwardly admiring the girl’s easy confidence.


			The two girls found seats near the room, while Frank went to get them all a cup of tea. He had only just moved away when they heard a bit of a commotion further along the tunnel. Moments later, one of the wardens and a middle-aged man came into view, supporting a younger man with a panic-stricken look on his face.


			‘You’re all right,’ the warden said in a brisk manner. ‘Just take a good deep breath and try to calm yourself down.’


			‘If he could get a good deep breath he would be fine,’ the older man snapped back. ‘Surely you can see that’s what his problem is?’


			‘He’ll be fine,’ the warden said, guiding the young man into the sick bay. ‘It’s only claustrophobia, we get this all the time.


			Diana leaned in closer to Clare. ‘Poor boy,’ she whispered.


			Clare nodded, feeling sorry for the young man, who she thought would feel mortified at his situation later.


			Frank returned with their drinks and they chatted companionably for a while about the film they had all been watching, when the Red Cross door opened and Mrs Atherton and Gaye came out.


			‘You’ve all been very good,’ the old lady said, evidently touched to see them waiting for her.


			A smiling Clare immediately helped her take a seat. She was so pleased to see Mrs Atherton standing and with a rosy glow to her cheeks.


			‘I wouldn’t have managed without your help,’ Mrs Atherton said, reaching a hand out to Clare in thanks. ‘And I believe you and the young lady from Newcastle are nurses up in St Timothy’s?’


			‘Yes,’ Clare said, ‘but we’re only student nurses, we’re still training.’


			Mrs Atherton smiled up at her. ‘Two proper young Florence Nightingales helping me out, and I never even got your names …’


			‘Well, I’m Gaye Robinson, and she’s Clare O’Sullivan.’


			The elderly woman looked at Clare. ‘You’re Irish, aren’t you, love? I thought it early on, I can tell by your accent.’


			‘Yes,’ Clare said. ‘I came over last summer.’


			‘Stockport must be a big change. Are you all settled here?’


			‘Yes,’ she said, ‘although I do miss home at times.’


			‘Course you do. It’s only natural.’ She then turned to Diana. ‘And what about you, love? I didn’t get your name either. Are you from around here?’


			‘I’m Diana,’ she said quietly. ‘I’m from Cheshire … out in the country, near Macclesfield.’


			‘Oh,’ Mrs Atherton said. ‘Out in the country. I’d say that’s very nice?’


			‘I suppose it is.’ She smiled. ‘I’m staying with my aunt in Davenport now and I like it there too.’


			Mrs Atherton nodded her head approvingly. ‘Davenport is very nice. I go to the church there, if the weather isn’t too bad.’


			‘My aunt goes to that church too,’ Diana said. ‘Maybe you know her? Her name is Rosamund Douglas.’


			‘Douglas …’ the old woman repeated vaguely. ‘Can’t say the name rings a bell.’


			‘There’s some cracking houses up in Davenport too,’ Frank chimed in cheerily. ‘Some of them are huge.’


			‘Well, it’s certainly very convenient for buses into Stockport or Manchester,’ Diana said with a smile.


			‘We’re just down the road from you,’ Clare said in surprise. ‘We’re in the nurses’ accommodation in the hospital. Are you getting the bus home when we get out of here?’


			‘Yes, it’s a bit far to walk, especially at night.’


			‘You can travel back on the bus with us,’ Clare offered.


			Diana’s face lit up. ‘Oh, that would be lovely.’


			The sound of an accordion playing ‘Danny Boy’ drifted towards them from deeper into the shelter and the group turned towards the music as general conversation died down and everyone started to listen. Then, to Clare’s surprise, people quietly began to sing along.


			Clare felt tears come into her eyes as she listened to the mournful sounds of her mother’s favourite song. Images flooded her mind: her parents and grandparents, her married sister and new nephew – who she had only seen photos of – and her two younger brothers and sister. She hadn’t seen any of them for eighteen months. As a tear slid down her face, she searched in her coat pocket for her hanky, hoping no one would notice.


			Gaye gently linked her arm with hers and then whispered, ‘Are you okay?’


			Clare nodded and forced a little smile. Gaye was used to her bouts of homesickness and although she teased her, she always gave a comforting smile or squeeze.


			When ‘Danny Boy’ finished, people clapped and then they gave a loud cheer when they recognised the opening strains of the next one – Vera Lynn’s popular ‘We’ll Meet Again’ – and joined in singing with even greater gusto.


			All three girls sang along, and as usual, people’s heads turned when they heard the sound of Gaye’s perfect-pitch, alto voice standing out from everyone else’s. Diana looked at her in surprise, and then smiled and held her hands up in a silent clap of approval.


			When the song ended, those sitting close by praised her voice.


			‘Not only are you a great little nurse, but you have the voice of a nightingale,’ Mrs Atherton said, her eyes wide in wonder. ‘We could do with you in our church choir or teaching the younger ones in Sunday School.’


			‘You should be on the stage,’ Frank said. ‘You have a cracking voice – you’re as good as, if not better than, Vera Lynn.’


			‘Everyone in the hospital tells her that when she sings at parties,’ Clare said with pride for her friend. ‘I’ve told her she should be doing it professionally, on the stage or on the radio.’


			‘Get away!’ Gaye laughed, flapping a hand at them all. ‘I only do it for a bit of fun.’


			‘Where did you learn to sing like that?’ Diana asked. ‘Your voice is beautiful.’


			Gaye shrugged, embarrassed, but Clare could just about see her flush with delight in the flickering light of the shelter. ‘I was in the school choir,’ she said, ‘and I used to sing in church every Sunday.’


			‘Something told me you would be good helping with a choir,’ Mrs Atherton said knowingly, ‘and I was right.’


			Gaye laughed. ‘I hardly ever sing now, because I never go near the church since moving away from home.’ She poked Clare. ‘Not like this one, she’s a right little angel, in the church every day, praying for everybody.’


			Clare blushed. ‘I don’t have far to go, the Catholic church is next door to the hospital, and all the Irish girls go to mass whenever they get the chance.’


			‘I sometimes go to church with Aunt Rosamund,’ Diana said. She rolled her eyes and smiled. ‘She keeps trying to get me involved in the Women’s Institute too.’


			‘Not the Women’s Institute!’ Gaye laughed. ‘Keep well away from that lot or they’ll have you roped into all sorts. Me mam’s a member of the one in Newcastle. You’re far too young; it’s all knitting and jam-making and boring stuff like that.’


			‘I like knitting,’ Clare said, grinning at her. ‘I find it relaxing and it gives me something new to wear.’


			‘Good girl,’ Mrs Atherton said. ‘There’s nothing wrong with knitting, and there’s truth in the old saying: busy hands are happy hands.’


			Diana smiled at Gaye now. ‘And I like sewing, so that makes two of us that are very practical, although some girls might find it a bit boring and mundane.’


			‘I don’t think any of you girls are the slightest bit boring,’ the old lady said. ‘And if I had more time with you tonight, I’d be doing my best to persuade you to help up at the church.’


			The siren suddenly sounded, signalling that all was safe outside again. The music stopped and people started lifting bags and putting coats and hats on.


			‘That’s always happens,’ one disgruntled middle-aged lady said. ‘I was just startin’ to enjoy meself and they have to go and spoil it on us, makin’ them sirens go.’


			‘Never mind,’ her friend said happily, ‘there’s always tomorrow.’


			‘Aye, there’s always tomorrow,’ an air-raid warden repeated loudly, as he made his way through the crowds. ‘But tomorrow could be the day when they drop a bomb on Stockport, and none of youse would be singing and laughing then, would you? It would be a totally different tune then.’


			The three girls looked at each other, then Gaye made a face behind the warden’s back and they all stifled a laugh.


			‘I think,’ Clare said, ‘it’s time we went for our bus.’


		


	

		

			Chapter Two


			‘Here it comes,’ Clare said to Gaye and Diana.


			Diana looked into the distance and narrowed her eyes. ‘Yes, I think you’re right.’


			Gaye turned to where they were looking, and after a few moments she saw the dim lights of the double-decker bus coming towards them. ‘You always spot them before me.’


			‘You were used to having lights everywhere in Newcastle,’ Clare laughed. ‘In the countryside, you become used to the dark and you listen for any noises too.’


			‘Absolutely,’ Diana said. ‘Although it’s surprising how quickly you adapt to new places. When I first went to live in London – I studied art there – I found the traffic and the Underground and all the people overwhelming, but within weeks I was trundling around it without a thought.’


			The darkened bus drew to a stop now and they all boarded. Clare went first, and spied two empty seats near the front. They moved inside, then she and Gaye sat across the aisle from Diana.


			Gaye turned eagerly to Diana. ‘Did you like London? I’ve always wanted to go there.’


			‘I loved it. When you are a student, there is always something going on.’


			‘I would be terrified living in such a big place’ Clare said. ‘It took me weeks to find my way around Stockport.’


			‘Well, I was used to big cities like Manchester,’ Diana explained, ‘and I’ve often gone to London for weekends with my parents. Of course, it was rather different getting around on my own, as I was used to my father driving us to Oxford Street or to places for lunch or dinner.’


			Gaye and Clare glanced at each other, both suddenly aware that Diana’s world was a very different one to theirs. Clare had never even seen a black Dublin hackney cab until she was twelve years old, and Gaye had grown up in a terraced house outside the city.


			‘So how d’you find Stockport, like?’ Gaye asked


			Diana’s brow creased. ‘It’s fine. I’ve only been here a month, so I’m still getting used to it.’


			‘I was very homesick when I first moved over from Ireland,’ Clare confessed, ‘but I’m used to it now, and the people here are very friendly.’ Her face brightened. ‘There are plenty of Irish girls working in the hospital too, so you get to know each other quickly.’


			‘Have you made many friends?’ Gaye asked.


			Diana’s face flushed. ‘No, not really. I think the other women in the factory see me as a little different.’


			‘What kind of factory is it?’


			‘Textile – parachutes and uniforms.’


			‘Are you a secretary?’


			‘No,’ Diana said, ‘although I was offered an office job, but I told them I really enjoy sewing. I preferred it to working in a munitions factory, and since I’m a bit squeamish with blood, I didn’t think I would be much help in a hospital.’


			‘You sound as though you come from an upper-class background – couldn’t your family get you something more important than factory work?’


			‘Gaye!’ Clare gasped. ‘There’s a war on and everyone has to muck in the best they can.’


			‘It’s okay, I don’t mind,’ Diana said, smiling. ‘I was helping my mother run the estate at home, as most of the younger men who worked on the farms have gone into the armed forces. I was manning the phone, working in the stables and helping the housekeeper with the ration books – all those sorts of things. I even helped drive the tractors.’


			‘Didn’t you prefer that to a factory?’ Gaye asked.


			Diana shrugged. ‘I didn’t fit in with the other girls. No matter what work I did and how hard I tried to fit in, the tenant farmers and their workers still saw me as the daughter of the estate family. They always seemed on edge, and I’m not very good at giving orders to men much older than myself and telling people what to do.’ She pulled an anguished face. ‘It was even worse when the land girls arrived to help out, and I knew they couldn’t relax when I was around. They were expecting me to report them to the farmers, or even worse – my mother.’


			‘I suppose you can understand that,’ Gaye said.


			‘I wanted to do a job that would make a difference, and making and packing parachutes is an important one. The airmen’s lives depend on us checking every little detail.’


			‘But it must be hard,’ Gaye replied, ‘working with girls who aren’t very friendly.’


			‘But it’s me who’s different,’ Diana said, matter-of-factly. ‘Most of them are local girls, and they have their own circle of friends to go to the cinema or dances with.’


			‘We’re not local girls either,’ Clare said, ‘and the hospital has a mixture of people from all different places. You would be welcome to join our group of friends, wouldn’t she, Gaye?’


			‘Of course,’ Gaye said, grinning. ‘We often work different shifts, and we’re glad to have someone to go to the pictures with. And there’s usually four or five of us from the nurses’ home, when we go dancing in Stockport or into Manchester.’


			Diana’s face lit up. ‘Oh, I’d love to go to a dance with you! It gets a bit boring listening to the radio with Aunt Rosamund every night.’ She halted, thinking. ‘There’s a phone box outside the hospital, isn’t there? You could ring me from there to make arrangements.’


			‘Yes,’ Clare said, ‘and we have a payphone in the nurses’ residence too, so we can make calls and receive them. If we’re working, you can always leave a message with anyone who answers it, and they’ll pass it on to us or put a note under the door in our room.’


			‘That’s terrific.’ Diana lifted her handbag and took out a small notebook and a pencil. ‘I’ll give you my aunt’s phone number, and I’ll take your number down now too.’ When she had finished writing, she tore a page out and gave it to Clare. ‘I’m really excited now at the thought of going to a dance. My mother drags me to functions in hotels in Manchester, hoping to find me a husband, but I’d much rather go to a real dance hall with people my own age. You two sound as though you have a wonderful social life.’


			‘There’s usually something going on, especially at the weekends,’ Clare told her. ‘We often have staff dances too, and every few months we join up for a big dance in the town hall with the staff from Stepping Hill Hospital.’


			‘It sounds fabulous,’ Diana said.


			Gaye’s eyes lit up. ‘Some of the doctors are really dishy, and a lot of them are good dancers.’


			‘Gaye is usually one of the first asked up on the floor,’ Clare laughed. ‘She’s very popular.’


			‘I can imagine,’ Diana said, smiling warmly at her.


			Gaye shook her head and laughed.


			The bus moved up past the ornate town hall and the two nurses got up for their stop.


			‘My stop is the one after this,’ Diana told them.


			‘Do you want us to stay on and see you home?’ Gaye offered.


			‘It’s very kind of you,’ Diana said, ‘but I’ll be fine.’


			As the girls walked arm-in-arm across the road towards the hospital, Clare said, ‘Well, that wasn’t what we expected when we set out tonight, was it?’ She laughed. ‘And we didn’t get to see the end of Wuthering Heights after all.’


			‘We can blame that on the Jerries,’ Gaye said. ‘And there wasn’t a bomb in sight either.’ She looked at her friend. ‘Ah, we’ll get to see the film another night. I’m glad the way it worked out, as it meant we were around to help that poor old soul.’


			‘You were very good with her,’ Clare said. ‘I only wish I had been half as professional as you.’ There was a little note of regret in her voice, as she knew she needed to improve her own nursing skills in this area. ‘You should be really proud of yourself.’


			‘We all did our bit, even the fella from the cinema and that posh girl, Diana.’


			‘You were really calm when the planes were heading our way.’ She sucked her breath in. ‘I was absolutely terrified …’


			‘Well, luckily our number wasn’t up tonight.’ They both laughed, then Gaye turned to her friend. ‘What did you think of Diana? I was dead surprised that she had waited for us at the shelter.’


			‘So was I,’ Clare said. ‘I’d forgotten all about her by the time she appeared again. She was really concerned about Mrs Atherton.’


			‘You just don’t imagine that somebody like her would have been so bothered about an ordinary old lady. Her being so upper class and everything.’


			‘She’s seems very down to earth, and very practical.’


			‘She said she was an art student, and they’re usually a bit on the weird side.’


			‘She didn’t seem weird to me,’ Clare mused. ‘She’s lovely looking, too, isn’t she?’


			‘She has a beautiful little face,’ Gaye said thoughtfully, ‘although I’m not mad on her hairstyle. That black bob is a bit severe and old-fashioned for a young girl.’


			‘I think it suits her.’ Clare thought for a few moments. ‘It makes her stand out more, and you notice her eyes.’


			‘Well, there’s no doubt she is beautiful,’ Gaye conceded, ‘and she is a lovely person. Though I thought it was a bit strange she’s come over to Stockport when she could be living in a big fancy house in the country. I bet her mam is dead worried about her, in the middle of the town where she doesn’t know anybody.’


			‘I thought that too,’ Clare said. ‘Although she does at least have her aunt. It was different for us, because we knew we were coming to train in a hospital with other girls all around the same age in our class.’


			‘Those factory girls sound like proper bitches, not asking her to join them for a night out, even if she is different.’


			‘I’m glad we asked her to join us,’ Clare said, ‘although God knows what we’re going to talk to her about.’


			Gaye started giggling again. ‘Well, you were the one that invited her, so you’ll have to sit with her.’


			‘Don’t you dare leave me on my own all night with her,’ Clare said, wagging her finger. ‘I haven’t a clue about art or the sort of things she’d be talking about. You’re much better at making small talk than me.’


			‘I thought the Irish were meant to have the gift of the gab?’ Gaye said.


			‘There’s not an Irish person who could hold a candle to you!’


			They both started laughing, falling in against each other as they went in the hospital gates.


		


	

		

			Chapter Three


			The following afternoon, Clare was having lunch in the nurses’ canteen, having just told the others about the incident in the cinema, when Gaye hurried up to her excitedly. ‘Some of the girls were telling me this morning, that the Co-op have some lovely new flowery dresses in, and I was thinking that we might go mad and buy one each. We should have enough coupons for them.’


			‘Flowery would be great,’ Clare said, thinking of the rather limited choices she’d had before the last dance. ‘And the different colours make it easier to match with cardigans and jackets.’


			‘They have lovely coloured bags in too,’ Gaye said, glancing up at Clare through her eyelashes, ‘big enough for our gas masks as well, which would be dead handy.’ She knew that the sensible Clare would be more easily swayed by the practicality of the bags.


			Clare shook her head. ‘We’d never have enough coupons for bags as well, and I’m trying to save some of mine along with money to buy a new pair of shoes for work.’ She looked down at her plain black, lace-up nurse’s shoes. ‘These ones won’t last much longer.’


			Gaye looked thoughtful. ‘Maybe we could put our coupons together and buy one bag to share when we’re on different shifts. What do you think?’


			‘Good idea,’ Clare said, smiling. ‘We’ll go together to make sure it’s one that suits us both.’


			Gaye looked delighted that Clare was agreeable. ‘What about tomorrow?’


			‘We have classes up in Stepping Hill.’


			The nurses from the various local hospitals all went to the bigger hospital on specified days for their nursing lectures. They usually finished their class around four o’clock and were expected back in the hospital to help give out the patients’ evening meal. They got the bus outside Stepping Hill and got off on Wellington Road, just outside a café, and the girls usually had a sneaky coffee break before going back to work.


			‘Instead of going for our coffee,’ Gaye said, ‘we could stay on the bus and go down to the Co-op. If we’re quick, we could be back up at the café again and nobody would even miss us.’


			Clare looked doubtful. ‘We might be better waiting until we’ve more time.’


			Gaye shook her head. ‘I’m on late shifts this week, and you’re on earlies. Those dresses are going to be gone if we don’t get down there tomorrow.’


			‘Do you think we would make it back up to the ward in time?’


			‘We’ll make sure we do.’ Gaye’s eyes lit up. ‘I’d love a new summer dress. I’ve been wearing the same ones for the last two years.’


			‘Wouldn’t it be great if we had a sewing machine? We could make dresses for half the price.’


			Gaye rolled her eyes. ‘I’m bloody useless at sewing. My mam banned me from using the machine at home after I broke the needle making a bag. Our Audrey is lucky, she can make anything.’


			‘Okay,’ Clare said. ‘We’ll go down to the Co-op tomorrow, but it’s straight in to the shop and back to the hospital on the next bus.’


			‘Fantastic! We’ll be able to wear the dresses to the next dance.’


			The next day the girls went on the bus up to Stepping Hill Hospital, with their precious coupons and money safe in their work bags. They sat through their class on Human Biology, and every time they caught each other’s eyes, they both grinned at the thought of their shopping spree when they were finished.


			As they queued with their trays in the canteen, Gaye told the other girls in the group what they were planning. ‘We’re going to rush like mad,’ she said, ‘so hopefully nobody will miss us.’


			‘What if the sister asks us where you are?’ one of the other student nurses asked.


			‘We usually take about half an hour in the café,’ Gaye said, ‘so if you take an extra five minutes, then walk slow to the ward we should be back around the same time.’


			‘But what if something happens?’ the girl persisted. ‘Where are we supposed to say you are? We don’t want them quizzing us, and then they might find out we were in the café, and it would spoil it for everyone.’


			‘She’s right, Gaye,’ Clare said, looking anxious. ‘It’s not fair, putting anybody else in an awkward position. We can’t expect the girls to cover for us.’


			Gaye thought for a few moments. ‘Right,’ she said. ‘Just say we weren’t on the bus with you, and that we must have got held up at Stepping Hill.’


			The girls looked at her.


			‘I don’t know what you’re all worried about,’ she said with a laugh. ‘We’re not going to be late in any case.’


			As soon as the class was finished, Gaye grabbed Clare’s arm and said, ‘Right, we’ll make a run for it out to the main road, and we might even catch an earlier bus.’


			Their luck was in, as they came rushing out, they could see the red double-decker bus in the distance. ‘God’s on our side!’ Gaye panted. They both took to their heels – hands on their hats and capes flying – and made a dash for the bus stop.


			The Co-op ladies’ department was very quiet, and as soon as they entered the area, two assistants came over to serve the girls. Gaye took charge and explained what they were looking for.


			‘They’re going like hotcakes,’ one of the women said when she’d returned with the girls’ correct sizes. ‘As you can see, they’re lovely and bright, and a decent price. You won’t get anything like them in the other shops in Stockport. You would have to travel to Manchester, and you might not be lucky there either.’


			Gaye asked the other lady about the coloured handbags, and they were guided over to a corner where there was a display of bags.


			There were several the girls loved and they would have looked great with their new floral dresses, but even with their coupons pooled together, it was still a stretch for just one bag.


			‘We’ll think about it, thanks,’ Gaye said, her voice heavy with disappointment.


			While the woman was putting the bag back on the display stand, Gaye whispered to Clare. ‘Some of the nurses said there’s a fella who has a stall at the market on Saturdays, who can get things cheaper and without coupons. We might be better waiting until we get paid, and we can afford a bag each.’


			‘Do you mean the “black market”?’ Clare said in a hushed voice.


			Gaye raised her brows and nodded.


			‘But you can get into serious trouble for that.’


			‘Who’s going to know?’


			‘I’m not sure,’ Clare said. ‘You’ve seen all the notices everywhere about how we shouldn’t buy anything without coupons.’


			‘Loads of people I know in Newcastle get stuff on the black market,’ Gaye said. ‘So why shouldn’t we?’


			‘I don’t feel right about it … I’d rather save up and buy something.’ She glanced down at her watch. ‘Oh God, if we don’t hurry we’re going to be in trouble.’


			‘We’re fine,’ Gaye said. ‘The others will still be in the café. You worry far too much.’


			After they’d paid for their dresses, they rushed out of the shop up towards the bus stop at Wellington Road.


			‘Oh no, I don’t believe it,’ Clare said speeding up, ‘that’s a bus just pulling in.’ Just as they made it across the square, the bus engine revved up and started to pull out. Both girls ran as fast as they could, waving and shouting at the driver to wait for them. The bus gave a lurch and picked up speed. Gaye made a last, desperate effort to catch up with it, and then lost her footing, going over on her ankle and falling to the ground.


			Clare immediately ran to help her. ‘Are you okay?’


			Gaye looked around her dazed and out of breath. ‘I don’t know what happened,’ she panted, ‘I think I’ve hurt my leg, I hit a stone …’


			Clare got down on one knee, her bags thrown on the ground. ‘Let me check.’ There was a big hole in the knee of Gaye’s thick black stockings, which revealed a bad graze with blood oozing from it.


			Gaye tried to move and then moaned in pain. ‘My ankle is bloody killin’ me as well. I must have twisted it when I fell over.’


			‘Lean on me,’ Clare said, ‘and I’ll try to help you up.’


			Gaye tried to move, but it was too painful. Clare’s heart was racing now. Not only was she worried that her friend had hurt herself, she was worried that they were now late, and were going to find it hard to explain away Gaye’s injuries.


			A young couple were walking nearby and when they noticed the trouble the girls were in, they moved to help Clare get Gaye back on her feet again.


			Taking a few deep breaths, Gaye gave them a weak smile. ‘Thank God, it’s easing a bit now. I feel a total fool, having that happen to me.’


			‘We have to look after our nurses,’ the young man said, grinning at her, and Clare was suddenly grateful that they were wearing their student nurse uniforms. ‘If things get worse with the Germans, we’ll need every nurse to be on hand.’


			The kindly couple insisted on waiting until the bus came and then helped Gaye on board.


			When they were finally settled in a seat, Gaye turned to Clare. ‘Thankfully, my ankle has eased, although God knows what I’m going to say when we get in, and I’ll feel terrible if I’ve got you into trouble as well.’


			‘I’m just glad you’re okay,’ Clare said, trying not to sound anxious, as she took another peek at her watch.


			Walking towards the hospital gates, Gaye was still limping. ‘It’s Jimmy on the porter’s lodge,’ she said, sounding relieved. ‘Quick, give me your bag with the dress.’


			‘Why?’ Clare asked.


			Gaye just tutted and grabbed the bag from her and limped as quickly as she could to the wooden cabin. ‘Jimmy,’ she said hurriedly to the middle-aged porter, ‘would you do me a big favour? Would you keep these bags for us until I finish later? We haven’t time to go back to our rooms and we don’t want to carry them in with us.’


			Jimmy looked doubtful. ‘We’re not supposed to …’


			‘Ah, go on,’ she said. ‘We’re going into Sister Bennett and she won’t be best pleased if she sees them.’


			‘Sister Bennett?’ His eyebrows shot up. ‘I wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of her. Here, give them over.’


			Clare’s heart was racing now.


			‘One more hurdle to go,’ Gaye said, as they carried on towards the ward, arms linked together to help Gaye, who was limping quite badly now. ‘Now, don’t you say anything, just agree with everything I say – all right?’


			‘You’re making me really nervous,’ Clare hissed.


			‘Try to relax and act normal,’ Gaye told her as they entered the ward. ‘Just keep a hold of my arm as though you’re helping me along …’


			They passed the other student nurses, who were wheeling in the meal trolleys, and one of the girls whispered to them, ‘Sister just sent somebody over to the residence looking for you.’


			‘Did you say anything?’ Gaye checked.


			‘We said we never saw you.’


			Then Sister Bennett came out of the office, and when she saw them she pointed and crooked a finger, beckoning them into the office. Clare’s hand was shaking as she gripped Gaye’s arm as they followed the Sister inside.


			‘Well?’ Sister Bennett demanded, her trademark scowl in place. ‘You’re nearly half an hour late. What’s your excuse?’


			‘Oh, Sister …’ Gaye said, her voice quivering. ‘I had an accident up at Stepping Hill …’ She gestured toward a chair. ‘Can I sit down please? I don’t feel too well.’


			‘What’s wrong with you?’


			‘She fell, Sister …’ Clare said, hurriedly. ‘If you look at her knee.’


			Since there had seemed no objection, Gaye collapsed into the chair, moaning for good effect.


			The sister bent down to look at the torn stocking and bloody knee. ‘What on earth happened?’


			‘I was rushing,’ Gaye told her. ‘I didn’t want to be late getting back here from our classes, and I went over on my ankle. I nearly fainted with the pain, and had to sit down. It’s still killing me.’


			‘You need to get that cleaned up and bandaged straight away.’ The sister sighed. ‘I know we have to keep to times, but there’s no need to run from one place to the other.’


			‘I’m sorry, Sister,’ Gaye said, her voice still trembling. ‘And poor Clare was late because she had to help me.’


			‘Well, I’m glad she was with you, because you gave yourself a sore one.’ She made a clucking noise with her tongue. ‘Get a bandage and gauze from the nurses’ station, and then clean that knee properly and put a good dab of TCP on it before you put the bandage on.’ Her voice softened to a tone that neither Clare nor Gaye recognised. ‘Are you okay to walk back?’


			‘I think so.’ Gaye leaned on the arm of the chair and then very carefully stood up. She gave a little shiver. ‘My ankle is still paining me …’


			‘It should settle down when you rest it.’ Sister Bennett looked over at Clare. ‘Make sure she gets back to her room all right, and stay with her for a while. A fall like that can hit you harder afterwards. If we were at home, I’d even suggest a drop of brandy for the shock.’


			‘I will, Sister,’ she said, nodding her head. ‘And I’ll bring her meal over to her room, too.’


			Clare took Gaye by the arm, and they slowly made their way out into the corridor and outside.


			As soon as they were out of sight, Gaye came to a standstill. ‘Thank God we got away with it!’ she said gleefully.


			Clare looked at her surprised. ‘Did you put the whole thing on?’


			‘No,’ Gaye said, ‘my leg is killing me. Even Sister Bennett believed me.’


			‘My nerves are in bits,’ Clare said, as her heart finally started to return to its normal rhythm. ‘I thought I was going to be sick when the sister took us into the office. I’ve never had anything like that happen to me before. That’s what we get for telling lies.’


			‘We didn’t tell lies as such. We just missed bits out.’ A glint of devilment came into Gaye’s eyes. ‘At least we got our dresses, and now we’ve been let off doing evening meals.’


			Clare’s eyes went wide in disbelief.


			‘Come on,’ Gaye said cheerily. ‘We need to get to the porter’s lodge to collect the dresses before we go up to our rooms. I’m so excited, I can’t wait to wear mine on our next night out.’ She looked down. ‘Although I’ll have to be careful with me leg for the next few days, so that it’s all right for when we go dancing.’


			‘You are unbelievable …’


			‘And don’t forget you’ve to bring me my tea up on a tray, and then you have to run down to the nearest off-licence and get me a drop of brandy.’


			‘Brandy!’ Clare exclaimed and started to laugh. ‘I know what I’d be doing with the brandy – hitting you over the head with the bottle.’


		


	

		

			Chapter Four


			Bit by bit, the noisy machinery ground to a halt, and the sound of the radio filtered through. Workers, dressed in overalls and turbans, all turned in their chairs to look towards the door expectantly.


			‘Not another bloody dignitary come to inspect us!’ one of the women said in a loud whisper.


			‘This one is wearing all his necklaces and chains,’ another one scoffed.


			Diana looked towards the door and there stood their supervisor, Phyllis Hackett, alongside the mayor, bedecked in his robes and chains of office.


			When all the machines were stopped, the supervisor held her hand up to silence the women. They were unused to being able to talk during working hours, and usually communicated by facial expressions and basic sign language. Two women from the office had come out to see what was going on, and the supervisor signalled to them to turn the radio off, and one went rushing back to do as she asked.


			‘Now, ladies,’ the supervisor said when she had total silence. ‘I’d like you all to be upstanding for our local mayor, who has taken time out of his busy schedule to come to see you all today. He would like to say a few words.’ She simpered up at him and made a small curtsying gesture, then the mayor took a step forward.


			‘I won’t keep you long, ladies,’ he said, his voice echoing in the silence of the factory floor, ‘because I know you have very important work to do. I came here today to say that I appreciate everything you are doing for the war effort. I know that’s easily said to almost anyone, as everyone is contributing in their own way. But … I want to recognise the very specialised area that the workers in this particular factory are engaged in. Work that means the difference between life and death for so many of our troops overseas.


			‘When I met up with your supervisors to arrange this visit, I asked them to talk me through the manufacturing of the parachutes.’ He waved his hand towards the benches where yards of silk were laid out for cutting, then gestured towards the sewing area, and then over to the area where the parachutes were meticulously folded. ‘I know that the making of parachutes is no easy task, and it is a big commitment to ask of you to come here day after day working these machines to make something very special.’ He paused for effect, looking around officiously at the women. ‘Make no mistake about it: your work in this factory is invaluable to the war effort. What you are manufacturing here saves the lives of our young men when they are bravely plunging from aeroplanes into the open skies.’


			As Diana listened, she felt a stab of emotion at the picture this man was painting of the value of their work. She glanced around her, and saw that all of the women were now listening with a solemn intensity.


			‘And it is not just the making of the parachutes,’ the mayor continued, ‘the measuring and cutting, the careful stitching and attaching the strings or lines – it’s also the packaging of them, the checking that every fold is meticulously in place before it is put into the package. And then the work that goes into testing them …’


			Diana could see that the women were impressed with the mayor’s knowledge and understanding of the work they did. Most of the officials who made a visit on behalf of the local government gave a few stock phrases about ‘keeping up the good work’ and how the women were now the backbone of the country, leaving the workers with the feeling that they were just one factory in a chain of dozens of similar ones.


			‘I said I would not keep you back from your work for too long, so I just want to again congratulate you on the fine work that you are doing here – and to remind you that you are helping to bring home safely another woman’s husband or another woman’s son.’ He paused again and in the ringing silence Diana could see that every woman was hanging on his words. ‘There is no more important work than that – and I applaud you all for doing it so well.’


			Phyllis Hackett started clapping and was quickly joined by all the other women. Diana had never seen such an enthusiastic response to the speeches that the visiting dignitaries gave, and she knew it was because he had reminded them all – including herself – that they were making a worthwhile effort to help all the brave men fighting for their country.


			The machines were switched on once more and all the women turned back to their tables or machines, firm determination in their eyes, while the supervisor showed the mayor around each section. When they came around to the sewing area, they stopped at Diana’s table. She turned off the machine as it was impossible to hear anything when it was running.


			‘Miss Thornley is one of the quickest and most accomplished sewers that we have,’ the supervisor said proudly. ‘On one day alone she completed five parachutes.’


			‘And what would the usual output be?’ the mayor asked.


			‘Three would be the most in a day. You have to be very careful sewing the silk as it is so delicate, and we can’t afford to have any wastage.’


			The mayor rubbed his chin thoughtfully, while Diana felt her cheeks begin to burn red at being singled out. ‘Five,’ he said, ‘that’s an amazing output, and would make a huge difference to the timescale of getting the parachutes out to our young fellows abroad.’


			After he left, Diana could see the other girls looking over at her and then turning to raise eyebrows to each other.


			When break time came, Diana went to the canteen and got herself a cup of tea and a scone, and sat at a small table by the window on her own. The women serving her were always civil as they poured her drink – as were most of the other girls from the factory floor – but the conversations never went beyond superficial small talk.


			She took out a little notebook and pencil from her overall pocket, then ate her scone and sipped the tea, while jotting down a few ideas for her art work. She’d started carrying the notebook at all times because she had often seen or thought of something that would be striking or unusual, only to forget it by the time she returned home.


			When she first became interested in art, she had leaned towards delicate florals and landscapes in watercolours, then she had moved on to working with oils and had gone through a phase of still-life paintings. When she felt reasonably accomplished working with oil paints – and had built up a varied collection based on the gritty, realistic style of Caravaggio – she knew that art was going to be her life’s passion. The more she learned, the more she realised she needed to study the subject in more depth. Her mother and father were concerned that she wanted to pursue a career in art when other girls her age were busy preparing for the ‘coming out’ season. Painting was very useful as a hobby and a talking point when meeting prospective husbands, and as a woman, there was no need for Diana to have a career. However, both had bigger issues to concern them: her father’s ill health and her mother in trying to maintain the lifestyle she had enjoyed before the war had wreaked havoc with it.


			Moving to London had opened Diana’s eyes to a much bigger world both in daily living and also in the artistic field. She loved studying the history of art, and in between classes she spent hours in the library reading up on the lives of the famous painters, like Van Gogh and Rembrandt, studying their work in great detail.


			Since embarking on her three-year art course, she found her interests in both art and life had changed quite dramatically. She was now drawn towards artists who depicted real life in a variety of shades of grey, such as Wyndham Lewis and Paul Nash – as opposed to her family, who tended to see everything resolutely in black or white. She made friends easily with the other art students and was invited back to modest homes in other parts of England as far flung as Newcastle and the Cornish coast, homes that bore no resemblance to the houses her family moved between.


			Seeing and hearing how other people lived made her realise that she had grown up in a small, protected cocoon in which she had assumed that most people had all the privileges in life that she had taken for granted. This led her to seek truth in both her work and in the people she mixed with, and she quickly found she was not alone in her search. Within months of moving to London she discovered like-minded students whose questioning of the class system had led them down a more political route. While she had not become involved in the party politics to the extent others had, Diana had been affected by it in a way that she and her family would never have envisaged.


			After three years of living away and mixing with people of all backgrounds, returning to her family’s estate in Cheshire had been almost a bigger culture shock to her than leaving had been. The daily routine of meals and socialising was suddenly unnecessarily formal, and she became increasingly aware of the different kind of lives that the owners and the servants of the homes she’d always visited led. She’d even given her parents a fright by broaching the subject with some of the staff whom she had known since she was a child, only to find that they too were baffled by her new attitude. It became quite clear to her that having and knowing their exact place in life was so entrenched that neither side of the class divide was concerned enough to make any great changes.


			Added to that, the changing climate as war reared its head had left her feeling that she wanted to prove something to herself about her own individualism and integrity; and it was not something that she could easily do at home. When the farmhands had left to join the forces, the land girls had arrived from the cities and towns to work on the estate. She had relished joining in with them, as she had done with the other students in London, and much against her mother’s will, she put on overalls and turbans like the other young women and went out into the field to work with hoes and spades and whatever implements were necessary for the job in hand.


			Within a short time she began to realise that the other girls did not see the situation the way she did. Their natural position was to defer to her as they did with her mother, and when she explained to them that she wasn’t comfortable in the role assigned to her by the class system, and that she wanted them to treat her as they would any other land girl, she thought they would happily agree. Given that the country was at war and all the women were being asked to pitch in, to Diana it seemed the obvious way to proceed in the new system that was now in place.


			On the face of it, the young women did start off including her in the work schedules, and she was delegated the same duties as the others out in the fields and gardens. She dug and planted and lifted and carried whatever was necessary, the same as the others, and joined them in the estate farmhouse kitchen for tea breaks. And it was during those breaks that the difference between them became apparent, because the other women were silent and awkward when she was around. Eventually, when she went on ahead to make tea for the workers, the others stayed outside while one of them was delegated to tell her they did not want her to join them for breaks. They could not be relaxed and natural, the embarrassed girl explained, with the estate owner’s daughter listening to every word they said.


			Aunt Rosamund had unexpectedly come to the rescue when she took ill with shingles and needed someone to stay with her in Stockport for a few weeks until she had got over the worst of it. While there, Diana had come upon the notice looking for women to work in one of the big textile factories that had now been requisitioned to make parachutes. Helping her aunt had been the perfect excuse to get away from the oppressive lifestyle at home and yet feel she was being useful to someone at the same time. She had always loved creating things – drawing, painting, collage – and over wintry weekends the housekeeper in their home in Cheshire had taught her sewing and knitting. She had graduated to a sewing machine and found the time spent on it was both relaxing and rewarding.


			Making parachutes, she knew, would certainly not be relaxing as it required total concentration to make sure every stitch, every seam was perfect and secure, but in a way it cleared her mind of everything else, and she left the factory each evening with a sense of satisfaction.


			When she finished her tea, she made towards the ladies’ lavatories before going back into her work area. There were half a dozen cubicles, all empty, apart from one at the end, so Diana went to the one at the opposite end. She thought she heard a sort of muffled retching sound of someone crying, and was unsure as to what to do. She had no idea who was in the cubicle and it seemed whatever was wrong, they wanted to keep it private. She came out and while she was washing her hands, she heard the sound again and stood for a few moments, uncertainly. When no one appeared, she shrugged to herself and then went back out into the corridor.


			She walked a few yards and then slowed down, and then something made her go back into the lavatory again. There was a young woman there, holding onto the sink as though to steady herself. Diana recognised her from the cutting department: she was friends with the loudest group of women – a group who had never been particularly nice towards her.


			‘Are you all right?’ Diana asked. ‘I hope you don’t think I’m interfering, but I was here a few minutes ago, and I got the feeling you might not be too well …’


			The woman turned towards her, her face pale and her eyes wide and staring. For a moment she looked as though she was going to speak, then her eyes closed and she suddenly seemed to crumple. Diana caught her just as she slipped down onto the floor. Then, just as she was about to shout for help, she heard footsteps and the sound of laughter, and then the door opened and two workers came in. They stopped in shock at the scene in front of them.


			‘It’s Judith!’ one of them said. ‘What are you doing? What on earth has happened?’


			‘I don’t know,’ Diana said. ‘I heard her in the toilet being sick … and I was worried about her and I came back to check. She looked very unwell, and then she suddenly fainted.’


			The smaller girl looked at the other one. ‘I told her not to come in,’ she said. ‘She was sick yesterday morning too …’


			The taller one shot her workmate a warning glance, then she moved to kneel at the side of her friend. ‘Keep your voice down. Do you want everyone to know her business?’ She looked at Diana. ‘Did she say anything to you?’


			Diana shook her head. ‘No, she wasn’t really fit to speak and then she just seemed to collapse …’


			As though she could hear them, the woman on the floor moaned and her eyes began to flutter.


			‘She’s coming around,’ the smaller woman exclaimed quietly, bending down in front of her friend’s prostrate figure. ‘Can you hear me, Judith? Are you all right?’


			‘What happened?’ Judith said in a quivery voice. ‘Why am I here?’


			‘It’s okay, you’ve just been sick and fainted. Take your time.’ She looked confusedly up at Diana who was cradling her head in her lap and then back to her friend. ‘She’ll be all right now. Hopefully, no one will have missed her …’


			‘Hopefully not.’ The taller girl stared at Diana, her eyes narrowed. ‘We’ll look after her now, and let you get back to work in case you’re missed. The less people involved the better.’ She knelt down, moving to take over from Diana, and together the two women eased Judith into a sitting position.


			As Diana stood up she noticed blood on the legs of Judith’s overall. She went to speak, then halted, not wanting to frighten her. She motioned to the smaller girl to come a little further away from Judith, towards the door. ‘I’ve just noticed that she’s bleeding,’ she whispered. ‘I don’t know if she’s cut herself or if it’s … if it’s her period or something.’


			The girl’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Go back inside, and don’t say a word to anyone.’


			‘What if she needs a doctor? Surely the supervisor will need to know.’


			‘Say nothing!’ The woman moved her face closer, her eyes shining with malice. ‘Do not go near the supervisor or anybody in the office. If any of the bosses finds out what’s happened here, we’ll all know who’s to blame.’


			Diana’s breath caught at the injustice of it. ‘I don’t understand,’ she mumbled, ‘I’m only trying to help, and I’m worried that Judith …’


			‘You don’t understand! You know nothing about the situation. You’re too busy trying to be the fastest sewer, making the most parachutes, and showing the rest of us up.’


			Diana looked at her. ‘That is absolutely not the case.’ She wanted to say more, but it was neither the time nor the place. Shocked and wounded, Diana turned to the door, giving a final glance back to see Judith being helped to her feet, her two friends crowding round making supportive noises. Realising that there was nothing more she could do, she went back out to the canteen, just in time to join the others returning to the factory floor at the end of break.


			Soon the machines were whirring again, and every so often Diana glanced towards the cutting area to see if the women were back. At one point she saw the smaller woman coming in, along with the supervisor, but there was no sign of the other two. Judith had obviously not recovered enough to return to her work. Diana shrugged to herself, and turned back to her machine.


			She wasn’t quite sure why she was left feeling as if she had done something wrong. Would it have been better for her not to get involved? And yet she knew that would have been impossible. She could not have left the girl lying on the floor, and pointing out the blood stain might have been embarrassing, but it was obviously one of the reasons she had fainted. While she herself only got a fuzzy headache and slight stomach cramps, she knew other women suffered quite badly with periods. Were the other two so old-fashioned that they were annoyed she had brought it up, she wondered.


			As she was in the queue in the corridor waiting to clock out that evening, Diana caught a glimpse of the smaller woman rushing out of the main door, and a sense of injustice washed over her. Was she forever to feel like an outsider in this place? She had always worked hard because she liked feeling she had accomplished something, and there was a part of her that was determined to prove she could work just as hard as the others. And yet she had now been accused of working too hard and showing up the other girls. Nothing she did was ever right. Maybe her mother was correct after all, she thought ruefully. Sticking to her own kind was easier than trying to mix with people from different backgrounds who did not accept you.


			She punched her card in the time machine, slipped it back in her bag and strode angrily out into the fresh air. Taking in a few deep breaths, Diana slowed her steps to a more relaxed but steady pace. She would not let the situation in the factory get her down. So far it was no better than working with the land girls back home, but it was not any worse, she reminded herself; at least she got to escape from it all in the evenings. She just had to look at the bigger picture – remember the words that the mayor had said that very morning – and focus on how important her work was to the men out fighting for their country. Her petty problems were tiny in comparison, and she would not let the situation with Judith or the anger of the other women get her down.


			Sighing, Diana looked about her and smiled. Things were looking up in other areas, now she had met Clare and Gaye and they had invited them to join her at a dance soon. Her thoughts flitted back to the night at the cinema and then to Mrs Atherton. She must call on the old lady some evening and check how she was doing. Then she remembered that she needed some new sketching pencils and suddenly decided to walk into Stockport. It was quite close to the market area where Mrs Atherton’s family had the chip shop, she remembered. Maybe she could call in and ask after her, then she would be able to give Clare and Gaye an update too.


			By the time she had picked up her pencils and a new sketch pad from the local shop, the incident at work had faded to the back of her mind, and she was planning what art pieces she would work on later tonight. She didn’t have the same range of materials in her aunt’s house as she had back at home, but she was adaptable and had become used to drawing or painting in whatever circumstances she found herself.


			When she moved to her aunt’s in Stockport, her mother had managed to get petrol from somewhere, and Diana had packed the car up with as much of her art supplies as she could manage, such as canvases, two easels – one free-standing and a smaller one for a table – bags and boxes filled with paints, brushes, chalk pastels, charcoal, inks and pencils. She had also brought her old paint-splattered aprons and dungarees.


			‘What on earth are you planning to do with this lot?’ her mother had asked, leaning against the car, smoking with an elegant cigarette holder.


			‘I’m not sure,’ Diana had said, smiling. ‘But I feel better knowing that I have everything with me just in case.’


			In a strange way – which she could never have explained to anyone, especially her mother – having canvases and brushes at her fingertips made her feel more secure. It provided her with her own little imaginary world she could retreat to wherever she was, and regardless of what was going on around her. It made her feel more herself, in a way she could hardly explain in her own mind.


			Her mother had sighed – but then her mother constantly sighed. ‘Oh dear, Diana, you truly are a Thornley, and oddness runs through that family. Your father is the most normal of them all, at least he was when I first met him. I just hope you grow out of it and become more jolly and ordinary like our side of the family …’


			Diana had almost laughed. ‘I’ll let you know the minute I feel more ordinary,’ she said, in a light tone. Her mother was far from ordinary and her idea of being jolly was more extreme than most people’s – even in their own social circle


			Her mother had shaken her head and given a rueful smile. ‘Well, I suppose I can live in hope, can’t I?’ She walked towards the open boot of the of the car where Diana was juggling around with her bags and boxes, trying to make sure nothing got squashed or damaged on the drive. ‘You do know I will miss you, don’t you?’


			Diana stopped what she was doing and looked at her. Their eyes met. ‘And I’ll miss you,’ she said. ‘And I’m sorry if you feel I am abandoning you.’


			‘I’ll manage,’ her mother said wearily. ‘The world has changed, and like everyone else, I will just have to manage with the remaining estate workers and the land girls.’ She moved forward to put her arms around Diana. ‘I know I complained and tried to stop you going, but really, I admire you for sticking to your guns and doing what you actually want.’


			Diana had moved back surprised. ‘Do you?’


			‘Yes. I want you to be happy, and I know it’s been hard settling back in here after living an independent life in London.’ Her mother paused. ‘I know what that feels like, and I don’t want it foisted on you.’


			As she walked along the narrow winding Stockport street now, with the bumpy cobbles, Diana ruminated over her mother’s comments. She knew she was perhaps a little odd and definitely different. The girls in the factory certainly would have agreed with her – she was a square peg in a round hole.


			London was the only place she had felt accepted. Maybe she should go back there. She shrugged to herself. For the time being she would just have to make the best of things, and concentrate on the positive things, like her new friends and visiting someone nice like Mrs Atherton. She turned a corner and there was the family chip shop in front of her. She smiled to herself at the thought of seeing the lovely old lady again.
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