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This story is dedicated to Patricia Owtram, whose work as a wireless telegraphist Wren in World War Two played a crucial role in saving lives and protecting our country. To Pat and all the secret listeners like her, my eternal respect and gratitude.






Prologue


September 1939


The house stood at the edge of nowhere. It was perched on the cliff above the endless sea, surrounded by grounds peppered with hiding places. When the fog rolled in, it became a seat in the kingdom of the clouds. When the sun was out, it was a throne to the best view in the world: the sweep of the bay, bordered by cultivated fields and wild moorland tumbling steeply down to the beaches. Beyond it stood Robin Hood’s Bay; from here one could spy just a hint of its intricate network of alleys and lanes crowded with fisherman’s cottages. To the north lay Whitby, to the south, Scarborough. And here, above the village of Ravenscar, the gulls chattered and swooped beyond the walls of the grounds of Raven Hall, mocking the generations that had made their home there, hemmed in by walls, feeling safe against encroaching nature: the bracken and nettles bristling against the stone, the sea below crashing against the rocks ceaselessly, the salty wind assaulting the planted trees by the border walls causing them to bend over like women picking strawberries, the lowering sky frowning down upon the house and its ordered grounds. The battlements that were built upon the walls acted as though the house imagined itself a fortress against nature, but everywhere nature encroached, the rock walls mottled with lichen and creeping ivy. The gardens of Raven Hall were tamed and orderly: box hedges, fuchsias and roses. Domesticated, yet surrounded by wildness, the sound of the constant, distant roar of the sea below a reminder of the abandon beyond these safe walls. The undercliff below the house was replete with thick foliage, sweeping down to the rocks below. The lush plants looked soft, as if they’d cushion a fall, but of course the ravine was steep, jagged and deadly.


Rosina stood on the path, inhaling the sharp smoke of her cigarette, gazing out towards the bay, watching the tiny waves break harmlessly on the shingle below. The sea fret was patchy that day, rolling in like playful clouds, revealing a perfect patch of blue sky or a swathe of many-hued green fields, replaced by white fog in an instant. She could hear the sheep bleating in the fields that surrounded her home, the gulls calling and the little brown birds twittering in the trees and she watched the swifts dip down for insects on the wing. The sky was vast, the sea looked endless, a glimpse of the horizon revealing it misty and mysterious. The fog rolled in, silent and stealthy. Rosina shuddered, slightly from the chill held in the mist, yet partly too from the feeling that unseen forces were moving over the sea towards her home, just as the fret trespassed on her land beyond her control. She glanced back at the house and exhaled a puff of smoke that obscured the view as one of her daughters appeared at a window then disappeared again. All five of them were home for the announcement. All of the servants were assembling in the servants’ hall too. Rosina needed to get back inside soon. But she wanted these last few moments of peace to herself. Peace from the busy household and all its demands, but peace too from the historic moment that was about to be played out on the wireless. For the family and servants were all gathered for one reason only: to hear the Prime Minister announce what they had all feared for months.


Rosina finished her cigarette and stubbed it out on the stone wall. She didn’t wish to litter the rose bed so took it in with her and dropped it in the ashtray on the hall table that was emptied periodically. She could hear the girls inhabit the house. They weren’t making much noise yet their presence was as obvious as sound to their mother. For mothers are always on duty when their children are around, even if they’re not doing much, even if they’re asleep, even if they’re grown up. Rosina was happy to have her brood all back under one roof. It didn’t happen much these days, what with Grace down at Oxford and Evelyn over in France until recently, whilst Constance and the twins Daisy and Dora were mostly away at school. She’d need to walk the house over to summon all five of them, or send one or two to find the others. She found Grace at the writing desk in the window of the study. A quick look over her shoulder confirmed that her eldest daughter was working on her modern rewrite of the Greek myths. She’d just finished her degree in Classics and her head was still buried in that ancient world.


‘It’s nearly time, darling,’ Rosina said.


Grace looked up, her grey-blue eyes concerned, her long, straight russet-brown hair draped in a curtain across her back. ‘All right, Mummy,’ she said and nodded, placing the lid carefully on her ink pen. She looked younger than her twenty-one years and seemed younger too, Rosina thought. Three years at Oxford had seemed to have had little impact on her experience of life. She was still the reserved, modest girl she’d been when she’d left school.


Rosina walked back out into the hallway and along the corridor to the stairs, past the lounge through whose windows the sun now streamed in defiance of the sea fret. She took the steps up to the small landing, standing beneath the stained-glass window there, the coat of arms of her family name Lazenby emblazoned in rich coloured panes.


‘Evvy?’ she called


‘All right, Mummy,’ came her second daughter’s strident voice from the room on the first floor that had once been the playroom and had now become the art studio when Evelyn was at home.


‘Is Connie with you?’ Rosina called.


‘Yes, driving me mad with her incessant ball throwing against this wall.’


‘I am not driving you mad!’ Rosina heard Constance’s throaty voice exclaim. ‘You said the rhythm helps you concentrate, you big, fat liar!’


‘Oh, do shut up, Connie!’ snapped Evelyn.


Always at each other’s throats, those two, yet when it came to boys, they were thick as thieves and knew all of each other’s secrets. Rosina walked upstairs and stood in the doorway, noting the floor strewn with paint tubes, brushes, canvas and paper.


Evelyn looked up at her mother and said, ‘We’re coming! Don’t fuss!’


She was a messy genius, that one. Nineteen going on twenty-nine, with strawberry-blonde hair and a freckled, peachy complexion, a lipstick-wearing, cigarette-smoking, adventure-seeking beauty. Rosina smiled and shook her head, glad in a way that Evelyn had been in France for a year, beyond her mother’s reach, where she had little knowledge of what scrapes her daughter had got herself into and thus could only worry vaguely from a distance.


Constance started up her ball throwing again and the ball hit the wall hard, straight and true. The girl had an excellent aim. At sixteen, she was captain of the lacrosse and hockey teams, as well as a keen shot-putter. Stocky and strong, she had none of Grace’s tall gangly frame or Evelyn’s curves. Her straw-coloured hair in a perpetual bob since she was eight, she despised preening or make-up of any kind. Still striking in her way, her skin creamy-pale and freckled, she would be the perfect model for a government poster about rude health. Rosina chuckled at the thought.


‘Come on then, you two. And clear up that mess on the floor later, Evvy. The last thing we need is paint stains on the carpet.’


She went back down the stairs and turned right to walk along the passageway to the games room. There she found her twins, Daisy and Dora, identical in appearance with their mid-blue eyes and long, wavy fair hair, yet alike as two snowflakes in character: same design, different details. Now fifteen years old, they had come as a surprise so soon after Constance. This meant that the three of them grew up inseparable, especially Connie and Dora. Daisy was the odd one out of the whole family in some ways, more similar to her eldest sister Grace than anyone, both pianists, both a little awkward in company. Daisy was playing at the upright piano, a little piece by Bach that had her fingers in a twist. She kept on at the same phrase, over and over, forcing her muscle memory to learn it. Rosina smiled at how much better a pianist her daughter was than she herself. That should be the way of things, that your children outshine you, she thought. She glanced over at Dora, who was making notes on her latest natural experiment: this time, an ant farm in a glass case. Dora loved living, breathing things and studied them, sometimes killing them to study them further. A scientist’s cold eye had that one and an analytical brain, yet when it came to matters of the heart, she was as hopelessly romantic as Connie. How different all her girls were and yet how much they overlapped and echoed each other, as well as having aspects of herself and, of course, their father, dead three years now.


The thought of George Calvert made Rosina shudder. Though she missed virtually nothing about him, his death being a blessed release from an ill-conceived and poorly executed marriage, she realised that his absence now gave her a slight feeling of panic as she felt more alone than ever. Usually, this sustained her because she valued her independence above everything, but now that history was moving its shadowy purpose towards her own door, as it was to every house in Britain that morning, she suddenly felt wholly alone – the matriarch, in charge of these five girls, this vast house and grounds and all the servants and farmers and tenants who made it work. After three years of widowhood and years before that of orphanhood, Rosina thought she’d be used to this by now. And so she was, in peacetime. But change was coming and fear gripped her. She swallowed it down and tapped on the door to alert the twins.


‘It’s time, girls,’ she said, and they stopped what they were doing and turned their heads in the same way, with the same slight tilt to the right.


Rosina turned and walked back along the passage towards the lounge. On the way, she heard footsteps behind her and turned to see a housemaid, head down, clutching a dustpan and brush. The girl stopped dead at her mistress’s notice and dropped her gaze to her feet.


‘Hardcastle, hurry back to the servants’ hall,’ said Rosina.


‘Yes, ma’am. Sorry, ma’am,’ said the maid, bobbing a curtsey, eyes still down, too shy to look at her mistress.


‘It’s only that you’ll miss the Prime Minister’s broadcast if you’re not careful. And it’s important that you hear this. Everyone should hear this.’


‘Yes ma’am. Sorry, ma’am,’ the girl said again. Only fifteen years old, Rosina recalled, younger than Constance.


Rosina reached the lounge and found Grace about to switch on the wireless. Evelyn and Constance came in, still bickering, the twins arriving quietly behind. They were all gathered together and found seats around the fireplace to sit on and wait. Rosina hoped that at the other side of the house, the housekeeper and butler had managed to gather all the servants together around the kitchen wireless, as families all over the country must be doing at that very moment. A nation acting as one – how rare that was. How admirable. And how terrifying.


The Home Service announced its star speaker, the Prime Minister. The girls’ slight restlessness was stilled and every head in the room was bowed slightly, eyes intent, ears pricked. They’ll remember this moment for the rest of their lives, thought Rosina.


‘I am speaking to you from the Cabinet Room at 10, Downing Street. This morning the British Ambassador in Berlin handed the German Government a final note stating that unless we heard from them by eleven o’clock that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland a state of war would exist between us. I have to tell you now that no such undertaking has been received, and that consequently this country is at war with Germany.’


There it was. They all knew it was coming but it was truly shocking to hear it spoken aloud by Chamberlain himself.


‘Oh, good lord,’ muttered Grace and Evelyn hissed, ‘Ssh!’, as Chamberlain went on about assurances and settlements and Hitler and the Poles and France, about God and the Empire, about evil and force and injustice.


‘And against them I am certain that the right will prevail,’ he said and then there was a pause. He had come to the end of his speech. They listened to the announcer say important details would follow, then they heard the bells ring out of the wireless, tinny and eerie in the lounge. There followed a list of directions for the foreseeable future, about places of entertainment being closed until further notice and that people should not crowd together for any reason. It went on about air-raid warnings and how they would sound; about shelters and what people should do in a gas attack; sirens, rattles and handbells would be used. Schools would be closed for a week but thereafter open again. Many children would be evacuated. Everyone must carry gas masks. There were other things they could have listened to after this, but Rosina stepped over and turned off the wireless to silence it. She did not wish to hear any more at the moment. The fact of war was enough, that morning. Glancing outside at the gardens she saw how the sun was now completely free to shine down on their house, all morning mists having dissolved away into the warmth of a balmy September late morning. It seemed to mock the sombre mood of the room, of the country, of Europe and beyond.


‘What does it all mean, Mummy?’ asked Dora, always questioning, always wanting to know more.


‘It means the end of every bloody thing,’ said Evelyn in a grump. Selfish as ever, she thought only of her art studies in France coming to an end.


‘Evvy, language,’ chided her mother, though gently.


‘Oh, who cares about words now!’ cried Evvy, dramatic as ever.


‘Come on, girls,’ said Grace, sitting upright and forcing a smile. ‘Now is not the time for strife, but for togetherness. Mummy needs us to help her. And so does our country.’


‘Thank you, Grace,’ said Rosina, at which Evelyn huffed and folded her arms. Rosina went to Evelyn and gave her long, red-blonde hair a single, affectionate stroke, which soothed her a little. ‘Grace is right, girls. Now is the time to think not of ourselves, but of others. Of what we can do to help, to support, to provide and to manage without. It won’t be easy. Remember that I have lived through a war before and never thought to see it again in my lifetime.’ She shuddered inwardly at the thought of it, the horror of the Great War burned into the memory of her late teens and early twenties. Her mother had died the year before the war started and Rosina could chart the downward spiral of her life, and indeed the world’s it seemed, from that moment. ‘But here it is. And here we are. And we must make the best of it.’


‘Will we have to fight?’ asked Daisy, her face unreadable. Rosina couldn’t tell if she liked the idea or not.


‘I’ll fight ’em!’ cried Constance.


‘I was going to say that!’ added Dora.


‘Nobody will be doing any fighting,’ said Rosina. ‘Now—’ But she was talked over by another daughter.


‘I’ll be off to London,’ said Evvy. ‘They’ll need artists there, I’m sure of it. To design posters telling us all to do our duty.’


‘I’m not sure that London—’ Rosina began and was interrupted again.


‘I’ll join the Air Force then,’ announced Constance, ‘and fly planes and gun down Germans floating on parachutes into the sea and a watery grave.’


‘Don’t be a dunce,’ scoffed Evvy. ‘You’re far too young.’


‘Am not!’ cried Constance, her cheeks colouring, eyes blazing.


Rosina noticed that Grace had been sitting quietly and staring at the fireplace, pensive.


‘Are you all right, darling?’ Rosina asked her eldest daughter. ‘I know it’s a lot to take in.’


Grace turned round and surprised her mother by giving her a bright smile. ‘Actually, Mummy, I’ve been thinking a lot about this over the past few months, since we knew that war was inevitable. And I’ve come to a decision: I want to join the Wrens.’


‘Really?’ said Rosina, quite shocked. ‘I’m not sure the Navy would be right for you.’


Evvy added, ‘It’s rough and ready in the Navy, Gracie. Sure you’re up to it?’


This is what Rosina feared too. Grace was so . . . unworldly. Evelyn often said the thing that Rosina herself was thinking, but didn’t have the nerve or did have the tact to keep it quiet.


‘I’m not sure I’ll ever be up to it,’ said Grace thoughtfully. ‘But I’d like to do my duty. And duty is never easy. It’s not meant to be easy, I think. They say the Wren uniform will be the nicest, with a smashing hat! But seriously, I feel it’s about time I saw a bit of the real world, don’t you, Mummy? And when I was a girl, living on the edge of a cliff, I always loved the idea of running away to sea.’


‘Ooh, can I come?’ piped up Constance.


‘Oh, Connie, do put a sock in it,’ said Evvy, with a toss of her hair.


‘Will school be closed forever?’ added Daisy, hopefully. Her twin adored school but Daisy had never found boarding school easy. All those people in close quarters . . . She was the kind of person who found small talk horrifying and sharing her space utterly draining.


‘No, dear,’ said Rosina. ‘Only for a week or so while they sort all the evacuees. But your school is deep in the countryside and will be safe, so you will go back there. Life must go on, you know, the things that matter must prevail. Grace and Evelyn, we will discuss your plans later. Connie and twins, you will study at home this week. I’ll see to it you will have plenty to keep your mind occupied. Now, girls, I must go and see the staff for there will be things to discuss. I’ll see you all at luncheon in an hour and we’ll talk everything through then. Try not to fret too much; some things will change, but many will stay the same, school being one of them! Take comfort in that, my darlings.’


As Rosina left the room, she heard Constance tut and Daisy sigh, probably at the thought of school going on as normal. She knew she ought to stay with the girls and let them bombard her with their inevitable questions, but the truth was that she felt as clueless as them. She even wondered if Grace knew more about the state of affairs than she did. Rosina read The Times each day, but she did not pay such close attention to worldly matters as Grace did. Evelyn was worldly in a different way, had more knowledge of the streets than herself or her other daughters had. The others were young and foolish, except Daisy, who had a kind of otherworldly peace about her. She’d be stoic, Grace would be sensible and the other three would probably go wild, falling in love with soldiers and sailors and airmen.


Rosina sighed as she walked down the passageway that led towards the ballroom and, further on, to the servants’ hall, kitchen, scullery and outhouses. Again, she felt very alone walking down that long corridor that stretched the depth of the house, facing away from the sea beyond. She saw, through the ballroom’s glass-panelled doors, the trees of the driveway stretching away in parallel lines and thought of the horses she and the girls had ridden on, ambling down that driveway on to the moorland they would gallop across for fun. She’d probably have to sell some of the horses, if all the grooms were called up. She thought then of her two gleaming motor cars parked in the garage, of petrol and food, of how both would probably be in short supply. The land and the farmers surrounding her estate – how crucial they would be! How could she be crucial too? What could she do to help her nation?


As she approached the servants’ hall, Rosina could hear the hubbub of her staff discussing the news. She knew her entrance would hush them all and, for a moment, she had a strange desire to be one of them, amidst colleagues and friends, talking about their families, their futures, relying on each other for advice and hearsay. As she arrived at the door to the servants’ hall, in the moment before her appearance was noted, she saw a kitchen maid – Nancy, her name was, Nancy Bird – stand up from the table and announce something to the room.


‘I’ll be joining t’Wrens!’ she said and beamed a beautiful smile.


She was scolded by Cook, Mrs Bairstow, This is reading a bit confusing. Suggest rework to something like “think on the fact that she’d be . . .” But as the servants near the door noticed Rosina’s presence and the customary hush fell, Rosina realised that while Nancy might be the first to announce her role in the new world of wartime, many other servants would also leave – the young first, of course, but if the war dragged on past Christmas, as the last war had, then perhaps this room bustling now with staff would dwindle and empty, leaving only the middle-aged to keep the big house and estate from grinding to a halt. That would be her task, to keep all this going, with little to no help. She’d have no time to be noble and aid the nation. She’d drown in the responsibility of Raven Hall and all its hungry needs. The thought both energised and exhausted her.


‘Now then, everyone,’ she said brightly and smiled. But nobody else was smiling, except the kitchen maid, who looked extremely pleased with herself. My Grace will join the Navy with Nancy Bird, thought Rosina and in this one bare fact, she saw how the world would be changed forever by this war, bringing some together, separating others. And she felt as if the room would tip, that she’d lose her footing and slide down into nothingness. But it didn’t and she didn’t. She heard herself talking to her staff calmly, reassuringly. Whatever changes came, she knew that through all the years of loneliness since she’d lost her beloved mother, she had built an iron spine for herself to see her through the hardest of times. War would be no exception. Whatever the world threw at Raven Hall, would dare to aim at Rosina Calvert-Lazenby, she would face it. And prevail.






Chapter 1


January 1940


Grace was glad she had found a seat by the window. As the bus heaved its way up inclines and raced down dips, wending its bulky way through the country lanes of Hampshire, she stared across the fields and tried to swallow her nerves. She was surprised she was anxious because she had already faced her worst fear – the weeks of initial training she’d completed down in Devon from October to Christmas. Leaving her digs in Oxford and then the comforts of home and arriving in Plymouth at a Women’s Royal Naval Service barracks had been pure terror and she’d spent the first evening on and off the loo due to a worried belly. Full of zeal four months before in September when signing up to the WRNS – known as the Wrens – she had closed her mind to the reality of bunking down with dozens of other women and living with them for weeks in very close quarters. She had detested this at school, had enjoyed far more the civilised rooms she had had at Somerville College in Oxford. But she had put a brave face on that, as well as the other strange and sometimes awful rigours of initial training as a Wren, such as endless marching and scrubbing floors.


The marching had been her greatest trial and she had found it so hard she’d nearly given up. She’d always felt like a clumsy person, feeling too tall and too awkward, her legs too long, her feet too big. And marching in step eluded her to begin with and so she was shouted at a lot. Mortified, feeling that she was letting the side down, she had practised in the toilets when alone, marching on the spot and often lying awake in bed at night, going over the marching drills in her mind to force herself to keep time. And it had worked; before long she got the knack of it and fell into rhythm with the others. Her first victory! Everything felt easier after that. She had survived and even made a bunch of friends in the process.


Her initial training had been done at Devonport and she’d adored being so close to the sea. The drills and constant chilblains from wintry marches and other privations of those early days were not much fun, but she enjoyed meeting a wide range of girls from different backgrounds. They were mostly young women in their early twenties, some as young as eighteen, some in their late twenties – these older women often nicknamed Mother or Ma – or even one at twenty-nine that everyone called Gran! They had all become fast friends very swiftly, in the way people often do when thrown haphazardly into an unexpected and difficult situation together. It was a kind of trench camaraderie, as people compared it to the last war. Once she’d completed her initial training and gained her smart blue Wren uniform, she was informed that she was being drafted to the village of Bramshott in rural Hampshire, where she was to begin training as a wireless telegraphist. All she knew of this mysterious occupation was that it involved listening to wireless communications through headphones and that you needed to know the Morse code, which she’d heard of but knew little about.


And now here she was, on the bus to her new temporary home. She had been given a week’s leave at Raven Hall and had travelled down that day from Whitby to London on the train, then taken one bus to Basingstoke and now this second bus to her destination. She was exhausted, cold and worried. She knew that only two of her Devonport colleagues were being sent to the same place as her and they were very pally and not that close with her so she knew she’d have to make new friends quickly and she was dreading it. Having only known them a few weeks, she missed her Plymouth friends desperately already, having surprised herself at bonding swiftly with them, despite finding it hard in her younger life to make new friends. Now she was having to start all over again. She hoped there would be at least one nice girl there who liked reading and talking as much as she did, who she could pair up with and not bother anyone.


As she tried to picture this person, she saw a young woman stand up at the front of the bus clutching a bag and holding on to the pole to steady herself. Immediately Grace realised two things: this girl must be going to the same place as her because she was dressed in the Wren uniform of navy-blue serge jacket and skirt, white shirt, collar and tie, black stockings and the smart hat worn at an angle. The second thing Grace realised was that not only had she not noticed this girl when she got on the bus, but that she vaguely recognised her face. Was this the girl who’d been a maid in her own home, the girl from Raven Hall? She recalled her mother saying, back in September, that one of the kitchen maids was also joining the Wrens but, as they must have been sent to different training establishments, she’d thought no more of her, couldn’t even remember her name. This bus had been full of different people in uniform when she boarded it at Basingstoke and so the girl must have been hidden from Grace’s view until now. She wanted to call out to her but was too shy to do so and, anyway, the girl seemed to know something she didn’t as the bus was starting to slow as it drove past the outlying cottages of a village or hamlet.


Before long, the bus pulled up in front of a large house which was surrounded by fields, with chicken coops and other sheds in its grounds. This must be it, her training establishment and Wrennery, the place where she would spend the next few months in specialist training. The other Wren got off and Grace followed her, stepping down on to the road and glancing at the bus as it went on its way. She almost wanted to jump back on it, but she knew that was daft. She really must develop more courage, she scolded herself, especially in a time of war.


‘Hello,’ Grace said, smiling at the girl and trying to sound cheerful, though she actually felt sick.


‘Ma’am,’ the girl replied and nodded.


‘Oh gosh, please don’t call me that. We’re all equals here.’


‘All right, then,’ she said. ‘’Ow do?’


Well, there was a Yorkshire voice if ever she heard one. Was this the maid?


‘You stood up first on the bus, as if you knew where to get off. That’s awfully clever of you.’


‘Ah no, I were just chatting with a local woman on t’bus and she told me what t’village were like and what to look out for. It’s hard to know when all the road signs’ve been ferreted away to confuse German spies!’


‘It is! Oh, well done! I didn’t have the nerve to talk to anyone. I’m still a bit shy with total strangers, if truth be told.’


‘That’s all right. I can talk enough for t’both of us. And we’re not exactly total strangers, but ’appen tha don’t know that . . . ?’ The girl looked at Grace with a twinkle in her eye. It was then that Grace noticed the name of her training establishment – H.M.S. Raleigh – on her Wren’s hat. Though not actually trained on a ship, instead in mostly ordinary buildings, all Wren training establishments were named after ships and each Wren proudly wore the name of their ship on the ribbon on their hat.


‘My goodness, you were in Plymouth too!’ said Grace. ‘Look,’ she added, pointing to her own hat ribbon: ‘I’m H.M.S. Drake. Did we meet at a dance or something?’


‘Nay, it were closer to home than that. But tha’d not be expected to notice t’likes of me.’ She said it good-naturedly, with a wry smile and Grace liked her already.


Grace said, ‘Actually, I did recognise your face. I think you might be a maid at Raven Hall.’


‘Aye, I were! I were a kitchen maid there for three year. I’m Nancy Bird. And tha’s Miss Grace, eldest of t’Calvert lasses. Sorry, that’s what folk call thee; I should’ve said, Calvert-Lazenby girls.’


‘Oh, don’t be sorry! I’m sorry I wasn’t sure who you were at first. It’s only because I’ve been away at Oxford for three years and when I’m home I don’t go down to the kitchen much. Would you accept my apology for my utter gaucheness?’


‘If I knew what it were, I would. But I dun’t need no apologies. You’ve not done nowt wrong, Miss Grace.’


‘You’re too kind, Nancy. And for heaven’s sake, please don’t ever call me Miss Grace or ma’am again. We are the same now. We are Wrens, after all.’


‘That we are,’ smiled Nancy. ‘Shall we go in?’


‘Yes, we shall.’


And that was how Grace walked into her second phase of Wren training, with a new friend beside her, bolstering her confidence to such an extent that as they arrived in the room where they were to sleep, filled with bunk beds with perfectly smart blue-and-white counterpanes, Grace realised she didn’t feel sick any more, just excited. The room was filled with young women, all around their age, all chattering away, bags on their beds, belongings already splayed across bedside tabletops. Nancy wended her way through them and found them two unclaimed beds beside each other, their top decks also empty. Grace noticed that some of the women had Wren uniforms on but quite a few were wearing civilian clothes. They must have come ‘straight from shore’, as the Naval slang had it. They were new recruits. But they did not seem nervous. None of them did. Not for the first time in her life, Grace felt that everyone was part of clique to which she had missed the invitation. Again, she felt desperately glad that Nancy was there with her. They dropped their bags on the beds and sat down, taking a few items out and negotiating which drawers they would have to themselves and which they’d share in the bedside cabinet.


‘Why did tha choose t’Wrens then, Grace?’ said Nancy.


‘Oh, I’ve been fascinated by the sea for as long as I can remember. I harboured delusions of running away to sea, or being kidnapped by pirates or such nonsense. Then, when I was a bit older, I learnt about the polar explorers and became quite obsessed with them, as well as reading the Greek myths. I wanted to be Odysseus and . . . ’ She paused. ‘You may not have heard of Odysseus, sorry.’


‘Is it that story, The Odyssey? We were doing that at school before I had to leave. It were a grand tale.’


‘Yes! That’s him. Wonderful story.’ Grace wondered why Nancy ‘had to leave’ school, but felt it was too personal to ask. ‘So, why the Wrens for you?’


‘Well, I signed up as cook, but I made it known that I had ambitions to better missen. I wanted to use my brain. So, I argued and argued that they should let me change to t’writer side of things, which eventually they did, when I got my father to send some of my old schoolwork from four year ago and they saw I wasn’t a dullard. And here I am.’


Grace was impressed, hugely so. Such determination! Her own reasons for joining seemed pathetically childish in comparison. ‘That’s extraordinary. What strength it must have taken to fight your way here on your own merit. I’m full of admiration. Well done, Nancy!’ she said. She wanted to say more, but a voice behind her interrupted them.


‘And who in the world might you two be?’ Grace looked round to see a pretty blonde Wren standing beside her bed, her hand draped loosely over the top bunk as she primped her perfectly curled fringe.


‘How do you do?’ said Grace and nearly bashed her head on the bunk above, before remembering it was there and shooting her head forward at a crazy angle, which made the blonde girl giggle. Not for the first time in her life, Grace felt graceless. At five feet nine inches, she always felt too tall. She gathered herself and stood up straight. ‘I’m Grace Calvert-Lazenby.’


‘Jolly good name,’ said the blonde. ‘I’m Lucinda Pryce-Masterson, of the Norfolk Mastersons. Are you the Dorset Lazenbys or the Kent?’


‘The North Yorkshire ones, actually,’ said Grace. ‘And this is Nancy Bird.’


Nancy stood up and said, ‘Of t’Robin Hood’s Bay Birds. Me and my father, that is. And t’two bairns, my brothers. And my cousins. ’Appen there are more Birds about than Pryce-Mastersons, I’d wager.’


Grace watched as Lucinda’s face turned from a simpering smile to a clouded look of disgust, replaced finally with a smirk.


‘Ah . . . ’ Lucinda said. ‘A local.’ She spoke the word as if she were pronouncing the name of some kind of vermin. Grace glanced swiftly at Nancy, who was beaming at Lucinda and didn’t seem to be fazed in the slightest.


‘That’s right,’ Nancy said. ‘And proud of it. Now, if tha’ll excuse me, I need to answer a call of nature. Nowt like a long bus ride to make tha need to piss like a shire horse, eh?’ And with that, Nancy walked confidently across the room, watched in shock by others around who had heard her extraordinary utterance.


Lucinda turned to Grace and said, ‘However did you end up with that? I would have thought better of the Navy letting rubbish like that into telegraphy training. Best change your bunk now, dear.’


Grace wanted to tell this Lucinda person to get knotted, in no uncertain terms. She wanted to defend Nancy. And she wanted to say something devilishly cutting and put this awful snob in her place. Instead, she muttered, ‘Well, my things are all unpacked now, so . . . ’ letting her utterance trail off, accompanied by a vague hand gesture.


‘All the same, think about moving. And never fear, we’ll look after you.’


Oh, I do hope not, thought Grace, resolving next time to be braver and to stand up for her new friend, although she could see that Nancy could absolutely stand up for herself; Grace felt a pang of envy that the younger girl had so much confidence, a quality she lacked herself.


Lucinda introduced Grace to a few of the others nearby. From their accents and demeanour, Grace could easily tell that all the girls had been born with silver spoons in their mouths. This was so different from her time in Plymouth, where she had delighted in the mixture of classes and types, which though it was unsettling, at first, she had soon realised it had given her a sense of everyone clubbing together to face their foe. She felt it was the way of things these days, that all differences must be put aside in favour of unity. Grace realised that there must have been a very particular type of selection taking place here by the powers that be, to bring these well-to-do women together in Hampshire. Yet, somehow, Nancy Bird had sailed above this snobbery and earnt her place here beside these posh girls. She was indeed a local girl with a local accent and local dialect, with no attempt to hide it or fit in, and Grace liked her all the more for it.






Chapter 2


There was little time to settle in, as classes began the very next day at 9 a.m. sharp. The first class was a gas lecture. Grace had heard these before and sighed to think she’d have to sit through it all again. It was a local Air Raid Precautions man who gave them this lecture and he had a face like thunder as he warned them all of the dangers of gas. He told them that if they got a whiff of gas before they managed to get their masks on, they might end up vomiting inside their mask and so, to ensure they didn’t suffocate, they must immediately eat the vomit. This was met with great hilarity by the Wrens, who were scolded. Grace thought of their old family cat Pickle who she and her sisters once saw in the courtyard gobbling up its own vomit and how they’d all shrieked with disgust. And now she was being asked to do the same! But despite the Wrens’ laughter, they all knew that gas was a deadly threat and could arrive at any time. It was now early 1940 and the war had been going on for a few months, with little sign that the Germans were about to invade immediately, but the constant fear was there and it was thought by many that gas would be the first thing to come, drifting over in deadly clouds, so Grace pulled herself together and listened carefully to the ARP man, though his red face made her smirk at Nancy, who was also trying not to giggle.


Next, they went into their first Morse code class, taught by a Chief Wren telegraphist, an impressive woman with a perfectly pressed uniform, marvellous coiffed hair and a wedding ring: all things Grace wanted one day and feared she’d never attain given that she’d always felt clumsy and ungainly.


Dit dah. Dah dit dit dit. Dah dit dah dit.


And so on. Those were the letters A, B and C in Morse code. All twenty-six needed to be memorised, of course, as well as numbers and a few other symbols. So began their education in a brand-new language. That evening, back in the ‘cabin’ on their ‘bunks’ (as Wrens called their dormitory and beds), Grace and Nancy tested each other on Morse.


‘Let’s do t’easy ones first,’ said Nancy. ‘What’s dit dah?’


‘A,’ said Grace, emphatically.


‘Correct. What’s dit?’


‘E.’ So Nancy was going through the vowels. That would be simple.


‘Right. Now then . . . dah dah dit dit.’


‘I. No, it isn’t. Uh . . . oh, I don’t know that one. I thought you were going through the vowels! What is it?’


‘It’s Z. I’m not going to make it too easy for thee, lass,’ chuckled Nancy.


‘Oh, you rotter! All right then, it’s my turn.’ She grabbed her own Morse book they’d been issued and said, ‘What’s . . . dit dit dit dah, then, clever clogs?’


‘Easy. That’s V.’


‘You’re too good at this, Nancy Bird!’


Some of the other girls nearby saw them practising and wanted to join in.


‘Sounds awfully dull to me,’ said Lucinda. ‘Morse code is just a lot of gobbledygook. I’m waiting for them to give us something important to do, not these childish games.’ Lucinda was sitting on her bunk with her shapely legs stretched out, looking as if she were reclining on a chaise longue in the ancestral home.


But the others ignored her and soon a great quiz was underway, with most guessing incorrectly, except Nancy, who rarely put a foot wrong. After that they went to dinner, which was served in the ballroom of the house, now adapted to become a dining room. The food was cooked by Wren cooks, as Nancy used to be, and served by Wren stewards, another job Nancy said had been suggested to her, but she’d refused. It was good, hearty food – lots of stodge served with gravy for the main course and more stodge with custard for the pudding. Afterwards, they went back to the bunk and chatted.


‘You’re so good at Morse already, Nancy. What’s your secret?’


Nancy was sitting on her bed, her legs crossed, one of her civilian dresses on her lap as she sewed up a hole under the shoulder. Grace had been delighted to discover that Wrens were the only women in uniform who were permitted to wear their civilian clothes when not on duty and thus dresses for dances were in great demand. Nancy stopped sewing for a moment, tapped her nose and winked.


‘Oh, don’t be so mysterious. How do you manage it?’


Nancy leant towards Grace, who moved forward to be closer. Nancy whispered, ‘I learnt it on t’railway journey down. I copied it down from a library book.’


‘Oh, I wish I’d thought to do that! I just stared out of the window.’


Nancy smiled and went back to her sewing. ‘Girls like me need a bag of tricks to get ahead, Grace.’


‘I suppose so,’ said Grace thoughtfully.


‘I know so,’ said Nancy, turning to her sewing bag and pulling out a very pretty piece of lace. She began to pin it to the rather plain lapels of the dress.


‘What do we have here?’ said a sneering voice, which Grace immediately recognised as Lucinda’s; she was now standing right next to their bunks. ‘The poor little seamstress girl sewing her poor little collar on her poor little ragged dress?’


Nancy carried on pinning, a little smile on her face, acting for all the world as if Lucinda had never spoken.


‘Didn’t you hear me, local?’ said Lucinda, annoyed she was being ignored.


Nancy put her last pin in and looked up at Grace, then said, ‘Can you hear owt? Sounds like a fly caught in a trap, buzzing away. Wish someone’d swat it.’


‘Oh, you think you’re so clever, don’t you, local? Well, someone needs to teach you a lesson. You can’t swan around here, thinking you fit in. You should at least show a little bit of humility that they’ve let the likes of you in.’


‘We’ll see how the likes of me and thee fare when we get our first Morse code test. Tha was hopeless in today’s class. Tha dun’t even remember what a vowel is. Sounds like all that money thi parents spent on thi education were a waste. Will tha be so sure of thissen when we sit our exams, eh, Lady Muck?’


Lucinda looked utterly floored by this comment and Grace saw that Nancy had accurately pinpointed a sore spot. Lucinda had been awfully dismissive of learning Morse and Grace had thought it meant the snobbish girl knew something they didn’t. But perhaps it was a lack of confidence and Nancy had had the insight to spot it.


‘I’ll beat you easily, local. You’ll see.’ Lucinda stomped back to her bunk and Nancy carried on sewing, that same little smile on her face. Oh, to be like Nancy. But Grace feared she’d never have such aplomb, such inner strength.


That night, once the lights were out, Grace found the day’s experiences were swimming around in her mind, as well as the incessant tap-tap-tap of the Morse code she heard in the pipes above her bed. She lay curled up on her side and listened to the sounds of snoring, sighing Wrens around her, glancing across at Nancy, who was fast asleep on her back with her mouth open. Grace smiled and remembered Nancy’s little victory over injustice. The look on Lucinda’s face was something she’d not forget in a hurry. It must be marvellous to stand up to such a bully. Grace closed her eyes and snuggled down beneath her rather scratchy blanket and felt a huge determination to stand up to Lucinda’s – or anyone else’s – bullying in future.


Over the next few weeks, their Morse classes continued apace. Hearing these sounds over and over and over again, Grace soon realised that her brain was moving from seeing these as dots and dashes on a page to an instantaneous connection between what she heard and what she wrote down. It was like learning to read music: instead of seeing a crotchet, she heard a beat. Now she would hear the dit dah and immediately see an A, instead of thinking of its constituent parts.


Grace, Nancy and the others spent so many hours each day listening to the strange music of Morse that they began to hear it in everything: dripping taps, birdsong, a tapping foot, the creak of tree branches, rain on a windowpane. It all began to become a code in their Morse-addled minds. One of the girls said it was a kind of madness and called it going ‘dit happy’. It was a strange, new world for most of them, but Grace found it comforting; she had spent so much of her education buried in the antique worlds of Latin and Ancient Greek or in playing the piano, that thinking in different languages was nothing new for her. Nancy, too, had a great knack for it. She had not had Grace’s linguistic experience, but she had such a quick mind that she picked things up swiftly, without ever needing repetition.
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