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  Chapter 1




  From her vantage point behind the polished oak counter of the Maypole grocer’s and confectioner’s in Holderness Road, young Muriel Dearlove was taking a moment to

  admire her own reflection in the plate-glass window, darkened by the billboard leaning up against it. Dark eyes, strongish nose, generous mouth. Abundant dark hair, tied back in a bun. Wispy

  corkscrew curls that always escaped the little cap she had to wear. Not bad-looking, as a matter of fact. She had to admit it herself. She breathed in, squeezing in a waist that measured just an

  inch or two more than she would have liked, and gave herself a smile of approval. The smile died as, beyond her reflection, Muriel spied old Mrs Musgrave looming out of the shadows of a January

  late afternoon.




  ‘Four farthing buns,’ Muriel muttered to herself.




  At a minute before closing time, the bell above the shop door tinkled the alarm and Mrs Musgrave came out of the greyness and into the light – and presented herself at the counter.




  ‘Four farthing buns,’ she demanded.




  One by one, Muriel carefully lifted four farthing buns with the tongs out of the glass-fronted display and put them in a paper bag, wondering how many times she must have served this self-same

  customer with these self-same bloody farthing buns. Must be fifty thousand, at least.




  ‘You’re a bit late,’ she remarked. ‘You’re lucky we’ve got four left. It’s only half a minute to closing time, and it’s only five minutes to

  blackout time.’




  Mrs Musgrave gave her a malevolent stare. ‘You’ve got six left, and I don’t want no rudeness,’ she said.




  Miss Chapman, the blonde, plump manageress of about fifty summers, looked up from her task of cashing up, glanced at the clock and went to lock the shop door.




  ‘Don’t be rude to the customers, Muriel,’ she said, on her return to the till.




  ‘No rudeness intended, I’m sure,’ Muriel said, with a shrug and a pert toss of her head. For the fifty-thousandth time she held the two top corners of the paper bag and swung

  it round to twist the ends to hold the buns in. Her mild irritation gave the movement just enough added velocity to burst the bottom of the bag and send the buns bouncing across the tiled floor.

  The manageress looked, but said nothing.




  With profuse and insincere apologies, Muriel emerged from behind the counter to pick them up, sauntering towards them with a careless, intensely feminine swing of the hips.




  Mrs Musgrave glared at her. ‘You’ve done that on purpose! I’m not having them now. Don’t think I’m having them, after they’ve been on the floor.’




  Muriel put the offending buns at the back of the counter. ‘Would you like the other two?’




  ‘I suppose I’ll have to, now.’




  Muriel put the two remaining farthing buns into a clean bag and put them on the counter with a distinct lack of contrition. ‘That’ll be a halfpenny, please.’




  ‘Have you got any ham?’




  ‘No,’ Muriel lied. She’d already put the ham back in the cold room, and a customer who habitually walked into the shop half a minute before closing time on a Friday afternoon

  didn’t deserve to have it dragged out again.




  For a fraction of a second Miss Chapman paused, and with an almost imperceptible twitch of her eyebrows she shot a fleeting glance in Muriel’s direction. Muriel held her breath, expecting

  an order to fetch the ham, but Miss Chapman was quietly concentrating on her cashing up as if the pause, the twitch and the glance had never happened. Keeping her own counsel, like all the three

  wise monkeys rolled into one, Muriel thought.




  ‘Any bacon?’




  ‘No, and the cheese ration’s down to an ounce a week,’ Muriel cheerfully announced.




  Mrs Musgrave gave her a baleful stare. ‘An ounce of cheese, then, and don’t drop it on the floor.’




  ‘Have you got your ration book?’




  Mrs Musgrave produced the book. ‘Don’t let your hand slip, will you, and give me a crumb more than I’m due to.’




  Muriel carefully clipped out one cheese coupon and put it in the cheese coupon box, then handed the book back and cut an ounce of cheese from the seven-pound block at the back of the counter to

  wrap it in greaseproof paper.




  Mrs Musgrave picked it up, her displeasure evident from the way she threw it in her shopping bag.




  ‘It’s measured out to us, Mrs Musgrave. We have to account for it all.’




  Mrs Musgrave’s lip curled. ‘It’s a good job you’re not made out of chocolate,’ she sneered, ‘you’d eat yourself. And don’t sell them mucky buns to

  anybody else, either!’




  ‘I don’t think anybody else will be coming in, at this time. Anything else?’ Muriel trilled, with a bright and glassy smile.




  ‘I’ve a good mind to report you. That’s what else!’




  Muriel took the money and then unlocked the door and bowed her out with insulting obsequiousness. Mrs Musgrave went off with a resentful glance at the very preoccupied manageress and dark

  mutterings about not wanting no cheek from that little madam. And they’d better watch out, because she knew someone who knew the managing director.




  Muriel closed and locked the door and mopped Mrs Musgrave’s footprints off tiles which had been immaculate before her arrival.




  Miss Chapman lowered the blackout blinds. ‘I wouldn’t put it past her to report you, either. Is it all back in the cold room?’ she asked, meaning the bacon, cooked meats,

  butter, lard, cheese and eggs, which were kept on a large and icy stone slab to keep them from going off.




  ‘All except the cheese.’




  ‘How far have you got with the coupons?’




  ‘All done, except the cheese.’




  Muriel put the cheese in the cold room, emptied the mop bucket and got back to the coupons – butter coupons strictly for butter, bacon coupons for bacon, and never to be swapped for

  anything else. Every day they had to be counted and balanced up as if they were money, to be sent on to head office. Muriel noted the totals, then handed them over, wondering if she’d still

  be sane when she got to Miss Chapman’s ripe old age or whether she’d have gone completely crackers from the constant snipping and counting of coupons in this freezing food shop, with

  its tiled floor in the public areas and concrete floors at the back of the counter, and no warmth anywhere except for one tiny gas fire in the staff room.




  Coupons done, she got the bucket of sawdust and spread a generous covering over the floor, to be swept up as soon as they opened the shop tomorrow morning. It would leave the tiles nice and

  shiny. Miss Chapman took a pride in shiny tiles.




  ‘There’s your wages, Muriel,’ said Miss Chapman, holding out ten shillings set aside from the day’s takings before cashing up.




  Muriel put the money in her pocket. ‘Thanks. I’ll be counting coupons in my sleep,’ she said, pulling off her little white cap and shaking her dark hair loose.




  They put on their coats. Miss Chapman switched off the light and they stepped out – out of the numbing cold of the Maypole Grocer’s and Confectioner’s and into the numbing cold

  of darkening, bomb-ravaged Holderness Road.




  Miss Chapman locked the door. ‘I wish they’d let us wear trousers, and warm socks,’ she said. ‘My legs and feet are frozen, and I’ve got bad circulation at the best

  of times. I could cry with my chilblains. And when I get home beside the fire, they’ll feel even worse.’




  ‘My circulation must be good. I don’t get them.’




  ‘Wait till you’ve stood about in food shops for thirty years! Well, thank goodness the nights are getting lighter. With British Summertime all year long now there’s just enough

  daylight to see our way home.’




  ‘And not enough to see our way back in the mornings,’ Muriel said, lifting her small-boned, five-foot-and-a-peanut frame onto her bicycle. ‘I hate the dark mornings even more

  than the dark nights.’




  Miss Chapman heaved her rather heavier body onto her bike. ‘Well, can’t have it all ways. Good night, then.’




  ‘Good night, Miss Chapman.’




  Muriel rode up Holderness Road and along Sherburn Street to Morley Villas, a tiny side-street with its three houses either side separated only by a narrow footpath. Her mother had already drawn

  the blackout curtains. Not even to be able to peep through your curtains and see a friendly light from a neighbour’s house felt depressing. For the rest of the evening they would feel holed

  up in some sort of underground existence cut off from light, air, wind and stars, and the rest of mankind. All right for moles and badgers, but Nature never intended people to live like that,

  Muriel thought. She put her wages on the mantelpiece, took off her coat and sat down by the fire with the Hull Mail while her mother got the evening meal ready. It was Friday, so it would

  be herrings fried in oatmeal, with spuds and turnip mashed together with pepper and salt. The ration didn’t run to butter.




  ‘I’ve just been reading the paper,’ her mother called from the kitchen. ‘The government’s lowered the call-up age to nineteen now, for single girls. Thank goodness

  you’re only eighteen next birthday. I hope the war’s over before it’s your turn. That lass of Broadheads’ writes home telling them what she has to put up with in the Land

  Army. Out in the freezing cold every day, digging sugar beet up, working like a slave – and horrible sandwiches in her pack-up. They’ve got a Scotch matron at the hostel, and

  she’s real tight with the food. She gave them cold mashed potatoes in their sandwiches! And they were that hungry, they ate ’em! Ugh! “I hope our Muriel never has to do anything

  like that,” I told her mother. “That’s a real nice job she’s got at the Maypole. She’ll probably be a manageress before long.”’




  Muriel rolled her eyes and shook her head. To be trapped for life in the Maypole grocery, never going anywhere else, with sour old customers like Mrs Musgrave and nobody new or interesting to

  meet – perish the thought. ‘Freezing cold in the fields can’t be any worse than freezing cold in the Maypole,’ she said.




  ‘You want to look after that job; they’re few and far between, jobs like that; you ought to think yourself lucky. And that lass of Broadheads’ is out in the wind and rain, as

  well as the cold. Course it’s worse.’




  ‘They won’t work when it’s raining. And at least she’s got a chance of getting warm, if she’s digging sugar beets up. She probably gets a sweat on. We can’t,

  stuck behind that counter all day. The only chance we get to thaw out a bit is when we wrap our hands round a cup of tea and sit on top of the fire in the staff room.’




  ‘Maybe, but you get home every night, and you don’t have to eat cold mash in a sandwich,’ her mother said.




  ‘I want a bit more out of life than being manageress at the Maypole for donkey’s years. I want a bit more out of life than going to bed with a cat, and trotting off to the

  spiritualist church for a regular séance.’




  ‘You’re talking about Doris Chapman. Who’s asked you to go to bed with a cat? Or go to the spiritualist church?’




  ‘Nobody.’




  ‘Why don’t you get yourself out dancing, like you used to?’




  ‘Because I’ve nobody to go with, now. Barnacle Bill’s in the middle of the Atlantic somewhere, and Irene Reynolds has joined the WAAFs. Her dad gave his permission. I’ve

  already told you.’




  ‘Well, there’s no chance of your dad giving permission, nor me either! So you’ll have to make the best of it. And don’t call him Barnacle Bill. What’s wrong with

  Kathleen Moss, anyway? Why don’t you get out with her?’




  ‘If he can call me “Podge” and sing “She’s Too Fat for Me” – meaning me, every time he sees me, I can call him Barnacle Bill. And I’ve hardly seen

  Kathleen Moss since she started walking out with that fireman.’




  ‘Oh well, you could find someone to go out with if you tried hard enough, I’m sure. Nip across to Bill’s mother’s and tell the bairns their tea’s ready, will

  you?’




  At ten past eight the sirens went. Muriel’s mother squeezed under the stairs with Arni and Doreen, the two youngest, while Muriel went to take refuge with the widow at

  number three. They’d all long since stopped going to the public shelters, since experience had shown that people were no more immune from being bombed to bits in them than anywhere else. On

  the contrary, public shelters seemed to be the bombers’ favourite targets – and they stank.




  At around nine o’clock a couple of massive explosions gave them some nasty moments, but by half past nine the all-clear sounded, and Muriel crawled out from under the stairs and went home,

  thankfully stretching her cramped limbs.




  Later on, curled round her hot water bottle in bed, she closed her eyes. There, dancing in front of them were – not bombs, but coupons. Stray bacon coupons jigging about among the egg

  coupons, and cheese coupons among the bacon.




  What had Miss Chapman said? ‘Wait till you’ve stood about in food shops for thirty years . . .’




  That thought was more horrifying than any air raid Muriel had ever experienced, and Hull had suffered plenty. The air raids were always terrifying, but she’d come out of them alive, and

  glad to be alive, along with everyone she cared about. But thirty years behind the counter in the Maypole seeing the same dreary old faces every day would be a living death. If she had to stand

  about in the Maypole counting coupons for the next thirty years, she’d have something a lot worse than chilblains – she’d be completely crazy. If life had nothing better to offer

  she might as well kill herself now.




  She pictured herself thirty years hence, a finicky old spinster with precise, fussy little ways – like lonely, loveless Miss Chapman, who had been doomed to perpetual spinsterhood by the

  ‘War to End all Wars’. That Great War had robbed her of her fiancé by robbing him of his sanity and landing him in De la Pole lunatic asylum. Miss Chapman had visited him for

  years and had never had the heart to take up with any other man, or so Muriel’s mother always maintained. But even if she’d had the heart, other men were thin on the ground, after the

  Great War.




  ‘I sleep with Stanley,’ Miss Chapman had once jokingly admitted, referring to her neutered tom cat, the only male ever to have had the honour of sharing her bed. Muriel had sometimes

  wondered, but had never asked, whether Stanley had been her fiancé’s name.




  Either way, if you wanted an example of a fate worse than death, you wouldn’t have to look much further than that, she thought.




  





  Chapter 2




  ‘Thank goodness it wasn’t the shop,’ Miss Chapman said, as she unlocked the door the following morning and stood scanning the place for damage.




  Muriel wasn’t so whole hearted. She was certainly glad there was none of the muck that often resulted from nearby explosions – windows smashed, ceilings down and tiles and plaster

  shaken off, making a mess that might take days of hard work to clean up. But would she have been sorry to see the place demolished beyond repair? Not really, she thought, with a smile – until

  the thought of being transferred to a branch further from home or missing the wages altogether wiped the smile off her face.




  Miss Chapman locked the door behind them, took off her coat and handed it to Muriel. ‘Only the sawdust to sweep up, I’m glad to say.’




  ‘Bilton and Marfleet Lane, this time, according to our ARP warden,’ Muriel said, taking the coat and going to the back of the shop to hang up both coats and fetch the sweeping

  brush.




  They worked together swiftly, until the sawdust was gone, the glass cleaned, counters polished, carving knives sharpened, coupon boxes at the ready and all the perishable food brought out of the

  cold room and placed conveniently at the back of the counter. At a quarter to nine, they opened for yet another day of slicing ham and bacon, cutting and weighing butter and cheese, counting

  coupons according to government regulations and all the other same-old, same-old jobs that added lustre to the days of manageress and assistant in the cold Maypole grocery.




  After a busy Saturday morning Muriel was making a paper cone to contain an ounce of pepper she’d weighed for a customer when the shop bell tinkled and Gladys Broadhead herself walked in.

  Muriel knew her from school, but Gladys was a full two years older, so although they’d always been friendly, they’d never been friends. Muriel was struck by how fresh and vital she

  looked, how rosy-cheeked and glowing, as unlike her pallid, city-dwelling former self as cheese from chalk.




  ‘Well, fancy seeing you here!’




  ‘Yeah, a dozen incendiaries and a couple of high explosives to celebrate my homecoming – nearly as good as a twenty-one-gun salute! My dad says you hadn’t had a raid for ages

  before I came home. But nobody hurt, thankfully.’




  ‘Plenty of people’s houses demolished, though.’




  ‘Aye, and you can get back where you came from, if you’re bringing raids with you!’ the customer chimed in.




  ‘Not until I’ve had my holiday. I’m due a rest.’




  ‘You are. My mother’s been telling me what a rotten time you’re having, what with the sugar beet and the wurzels. You don’t look bad on it, though,’ Muriel

  remarked, putting the pepper into the customer’s shopping bag with her other groceries. ‘Anything else?’




  ‘No, thanks.’ The customer picked up her bag and her ration book and went, leaving Gladys the last customer in the shop at two minutes to lunchtime.




  ‘Are you sorry you joined, then?’ Muriel demanded.




  ‘Well, I’d have had to do something, wouldn’t I? I’d rather have gone into the forces, the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force, or the Women’s Royal Navy Service,

  where you’re paid by the government and get all sorts of perks, like free rail travel. But I couldn’t get my dad to give permission, so it was a toss-up between the Land Army and

  factory work, and I didn’t fancy staying at home and going into factory work. So it had to be the Land Army – plenty of back-breaking work, no perks, and mean little wages paid out of

  the farmers’ own pockets. We do all right for a social life, though, and the laugh of it is that the officers aren’t allowed to fraternise with the women in the ranks in the

  Women’s Services, but they can fraternise with us all right, so we have a whale of a time at their dances. I didn’t even wait for them to send me the official form – I was ready

  for off. I’d had about as much as I could stand of the grumpy old sod in the armchair.’




  ‘That would be your dad, I suppose,’ Muriel said.




  ‘You suppose right. I don’t say much about the dances and outings in my letters. With a Victorian throwback like him for a dad I don’t want them to think I’m having too

  much fun.’




  ‘Time for your break, Muriel,’ Miss Chapman said.




  ‘Come round to our house. We can have a natter,’ Gladys offered.




  Muriel pulled a face. ‘What, and eat my pack-up with the grumpy old sod in the armchair watching me? I don’t fancy that.’




  The doorbell jangled and Muriel’s twelve-year-old brother Arni burst into the shop dragging a go-cart he’d made out of old pram wheels and wooden lats and looking as if he’d

  won the pools. In the cart lay a heavy green silk parachute tied into a bundle with its own rope.




  ‘Why aren’t you at school?’




  ‘Been up to Bilton Grove, to make sure Grandma French was all right after the bombing. There was an unexploded parachute mine in one of the gardens, with the parachute still stuck to its

  rear end! So I beat it to my grandma’s with my heart in my mouth, in case someone else nabbed it before I could get back with the carving knife to slice the rope off. You and our Doreen can

  have it for a skipping rope,’ he said, magnanimously.




  Miss Chapman looked horrified. ‘Going near unexploded bombs! You’ll get yourself killed one of these days, you silly boy.’




  Muriel reiterated the warning. ‘You will, so be careful. But I’m a bit too old for skipping, Arni. I wouldn’t say no to the parachute, though. I could get a few pairs of French

  knickers and underskirts out of that,’ she said, casting a covetous eye on the bundle of green silk. Clothing coupons were in short supply and she had few to spare for underwear.




  Miss Chapman nodded thoughtfully. ‘You could. I know a one or two who have.’




  Arni’s eyes locked with those of Miss Chapman. His nodding kept perfect time with hers, and he gave her a knowing smile. ‘Aye, I know a lot of folk who wouldn’t say no to

  that,’ he said. ‘They’re worth some money on the black market, them. You can make all sorts from ’em: curtains, skirts, knickers, all sorts of stuff.’




  ‘What do you want for it, then, Arni?’ Gladys asked.




  ‘Oooh, ten bob, maybe.’




  ‘Ten bob! What about a price for pals?’




  ‘Look in my eye,’ Arni said, presenting his right eye for Gladys’s inspection, with a forefinger directing her gaze towards the dark brown iris. ‘See any

  green?’




  ‘No, you cheeky pup. Only on the parachute.’




  ‘I’ll give you five shillings for it, Arni. You can have it this minute,’ Miss Chapman offered, quietly. Muriel looked at her, aghast.




  ‘Done,’ said Arni.




  Muriel recovered enough to round on him. ‘You’re heartless, you are. You’ve got no family loyalty at all.’




  ‘Business is business,’ Arni shrugged.




  ‘I’ll tell you what, Muriel,’ Miss Chapman said. ‘If you want to take Gladys for a cup of tea in the staff room, I’ll turn a blind eye.’




  ‘And we’ll turn a blind eye to you trading on the black market. I’m surprised at you, Miss Chapman,’ Gladys said, in mock reproach.




  ‘I’d say I’m surprised at you, Arni, but I’d be lying. You’ve always been a little Shylock,’ Muriel said, and the reproach in her dark eyes was genuine.

  ‘Come on, Gladys, I’ll give you a cup of tea, and you can tell me all about the Women’s Land Army.’ Without another glance either at Miss Chapman or her brother, she led the

  way to the staff room, closely followed by Gladys.




  ‘Did our Arni tell you he found a parachute?’ Muriel demanded that evening, as she stood at the mirror over the fireplace, examining her face. It was a pretty face,

  but her social circle was so limited it was tragic. Her youth and good looks were going completely to waste, she told herself, while squeezing her juiciest spot.




  ‘He never mentioned it.’




  ‘That’s because he sold it! For five bob, to Miss Chapman!’ Muriel exclaimed, watching a little worm of thick yellow pus extrude itself from the spot. She wiped it off with a

  wisp of cotton wool damped in witch hazel, and viewed the result with satisfaction.




  Her mother smiled. ‘He’s got his head screwed on right, our Arni,’ she said, her voice laden with maternal pride.




  ‘You could have had a pair of curtains out of that, or I could have had some decent underwear. You can get a few pairs of French knickers out of one of them. Instead of that he goes and

  sells it to Miss Chapman.’




  ‘Well, it was his parachute,’ her mother shrugged.




  ‘Aye, well, it’s her parachute now. I’m surprised at her, encouraging him to risk life and limb. And what does she want with silk French knickers?’




  If she was looking for sympathy, Muriel quickly realised there was none forthcoming.




  ‘What do you want with silk French knickers, come to that?’ her mother rasped.




  Muriel turned from the mirror and looked her in the eye. ‘I haven’t got enough underwear, that’s what.’




  ‘Maybe she hasn’t, either.’




  ‘I know, but she’s old.’




  Her mother’s eyes took on a dangerous light. ‘She’s the same age as me.’




  Muriel turned back to the mirror. Well, you’re old, she thought, but she saw the wisdom of keeping that observation to herself. She changed the subject.




  ‘Gladys said she hated it at first. She was billeted in a farm, and the farmer’s wife never spoke a civil word to her. She likes it better in the hostel. And they got the rep from

  the War Ag to come and give the warden a good talking to, so the food’s not that bad now, except they get too much beetroot. And like she says, you’ve got to do something. The ATS, or

  the Wrens or something, and her dad wouldn’t stand for her going into the women’s forces.’




  ‘Neither would yours, so you can forget it,’ her mother said.




  Muriel paused for a moment. ‘Gladys says she doesn’t know why any farmer grows sugar beet, it’s awful stuff to harvest, you have to dig it up, and bash two together to get as

  much muck off as you can, then lay them in rows, and then go along the rows cutting the tops off. She says it breaks your back, just about.’




  ‘You think yourself lucky, then, and stay where you are.’




  ‘But that’s only one side of it! Gladys says they’re near an airbase, and there’s plenty going on in some of the villages as well. She’s at a dance somewhere every

  week, with plenty of forces chaps to dance with. She says I should join them. I’d never be short of a partner.’




  ‘You’re never short of a partner at the dances here. There’s all the servicemen.’




  ‘Yes, but I’ve nobody to go with here. There, there’s always the other Land Army girls. And you’ve got more chance of meeting a good lad, going to forces dances. Meetings

  with these foreign servicemen don’t come to anything. They’re here today and gone tomorrow, like sailors, with a girl in every port. The lads in the forces though, there’s a fair

  proportion from round here. They understand us, we understand them, we know what we’re playing at, Gladys says.’




  ‘Hmph!’ her mother snorted. ‘Gladys has got a lot too much to say, if you ask me. But it’s what me and your dad say that counts.’




  ‘We’re going dancing tonight, me and Gladys.’




  ‘Well, that’s all right. Enjoy yourself, and make sure you’re back in this house for half past ten, and not a minute later.’




  ‘All in together girls, never mind the weather, girls . . .’




  Arni had given their little sister Doreen the parachute rope, impressing her with his generosity by telling her it was pure silk, and fit to hang a peer. With the ends knotted, it made a good

  skipping rope, long enough to stretch all the way across Sherburn Street. On Sunday morning Muriel found herself at one side of the rope with Gladys at the other, turning it so that ten-year-old

  Doreen and Bill’s sister Betty could skip in it together, along with half a dozen other children who’d escaped evacuation.




  ‘You ought to see us in the Land Army hostel, Muriel,’ Gladys called across the street. ‘It really is “all in together, girls” there. There’s a rota for

  everything.’




  ‘When I count twenty the rope’s got to be empty!’ the girls chanted. ‘One! Two . . .’ and one by one they dodged out between turns of the rope.




  ‘I wouldn’t mind being on that rota,’ Muriel shouted, above their voices.




  She was having the best weekend she’d had in weeks. Last night she and Gladys had been to the City Hall and danced their legs off, trying to do the ‘jitterbug’ with a couple of

  Canadian servicemen. This afternoon the Canadians were taking them to the pictures.




  When they came out of the cinema, the Canadians walked with them to the station, carrying Gladys’s luggage like the gentlemen they were.




  ‘I’m glad I bumped into you,’ Gladys said, after they’d gone. ‘I’d have had nobody to go about with, otherwise, but I shan’t be sorry to get back;

  they’re a great bunch of girls in the hostel. I’ll be dancing to the Coldstream Guards’ band, doing their quicksteps and Military Two Steps next Saturday night.’




  ‘I’d rather do the jitterbug,’ Muriel said.




  ‘Well, we haven’t got round to that yet, in Malton. But we’ve got whist drives, and pictures – everything. And the best thing about it is there’s no heavy-handed

  father laying the law down, telling you what you can do and what you can’t do, and what time you’ve got to be in. I’m certainly glad to get away from that.’




  Muriel listened, soaking it all up like a sponge. She waved Gladys off at the station for her journey back to Malton and the Coldstream Guards, and then set out on her own journey back home,

  more unsettled than ever. That welcome little flurry of dancing and pictures-going was over, and she had the prospect of another year of dreary routine facing her. She passed the Maypole at the

  railway crossing at the bottom of bomb-ravaged Holderness Road, despairing at the thought of another year filled with washing jam-jars and counting coupons and having to be in for ‘half past

  ten at the latest’. That’s if she ever went out – which she hadn’t done for weeks previous to Gladys’s arrival, and with Kathleen Moss walking out with a fireman, and

  Bill Peterson and Irene Reynolds gone, she would be staying in until someone like Gladys showed up again.




  No! She could not, and would not stand another year working in the Maypole and sitting in the house with her mother every night while Gladys and almost everybody else she knew was off having a

  good time, Muriel thought. She would write her notice out as soon as she got home, and hand it in to Miss Chapman the minute she got to work on Monday morning. Then during her dinner break she

  would go straight into Hull and sign up for the Land Army. It might make her a bit late back, but what did that matter? She’d be leaving anyway.




  The woman in the Land Army recruiting office told her they would need her parents’ permission, and handed her the form for her mother to sign. Muriel gave her a confident smile and took

  it, very tempted to sign it herself and avoid the row she knew would be coming at home, but she wouldn’t have put it past her mother to march straight down to the office and raise hell, so

  forging her signature would probably be going a step too far.




  ‘You’ve done what?’ her mother exploded, when Muriel presented her with the form. ‘Given your notice in? Have you gone daft? Well, you can take your notice back again.

  You’re keeping that job at the Maypole; it’ll keep you out of harm’s way for the duration. I’ll be down to see Doris Chapman tomorrow morning.’




  Muriel dug her heels in. ‘It’s not up to you, Mam, and I’m not taking my notice back. Anyway, Miss Chapman thinks I’m doing the right thing. They’ll take me on in

  the Land Army, so I’ll be leaving the Maypole on Saturday, and if you won’t sign the form you look like having to keep me on what my dad sends, because the Land Army’s the only

  job I’m having.’




  Arni cheered her on. ‘Good for you!’




  ‘You just wait till your dad hears about this!’ her mother threatened.




  But Muriel had no fears about that. Her dad was well out of the way in Wallsend, too far away to do anything, even if he’d wanted to.




  As the sole remaining masculine presence in the house, twelve-year-old Arni squared up to their mother and added the weight of his opinion to the dispute. ‘I think you should sign the

  form, and let her go,’ he said.




  Muriel saw her mother begin to weaken, and struck a patriotic note to push her argument further.




  ‘Bill Peterson’s off with the Merchant Navy, risking the U-boats to bring food into the country, and I’m going to help to feed us all by growing it on the home front,’

  she insisted. ‘I’ll be doing my bit for my country.’




  Her mother capitulated and signed the form, handing it to her with a sour expression. ‘You don’t know when you’re well off, but you’ll learn the hard way,’ she

  said. ‘You’ll have a rude awakening when you get to some of those farms, you silly little idiot, and don’t say I didn’t warn you. Don’t come crying to me, that’s

  all.’




  





  Chapter 3




  A week later, nothing daunted by her mother’s dire prophecies Muriel tootled merrily off for Hull train station, rigged out in the full Land Army uniform of green

  V-necked knitted jumper, fawn shirt, a pair of cord breeches that were so stiff she could barely sit down, topped by a thick bum warmer coat and a felt hat and carrying the rest of her kit in a

  small suitcase. From Hull she embarked on the first train journey she’d ever taken alone in her life, bound for the remote East Riding village of Griswold.




  It was standing room only on board. A young army recruit started chatting to her and left her with a cheeky: ‘See you darling!’ and a cheery wave when he got off the train in

  Beverley.




  She laughingly gave him the routine riposte: ‘Not if I see you first!’ and made a mental note to think of something a bit more original for next time. Hearing peals of laughter

  further down the train she edged her way past the standing passengers and tracked the laughter to its source - a group of Land Girls, and some of them in uniforms as new as hers.




  ‘Are any of you lot going to Griswold?’ Muriel asked.




  Three of them were, and they got off the train with Muriel at a stop called Griswold Halt, a mere platform with neither waiting room nor ticket collectors. Half an hour later they were walking

  up the sweeping drive to Elm Hall, and into its imposing entrance hall, part of which had been partitioned to make an office. As she led them up the grand staircase and into their dormitory, the

  warden, a skinny, sour-faced woman with greying dark hair who went by the name of Miss Hubbard, told them that the house had been the ancestral home of the local gentry until requisitioned as a

  Land Army hostel.




  Having claimed bed and locker, Muriel and a girl called Audrey set out together to explore their new surroundings before the evening meal.




  ‘The Yorkshire Wolds,’ Muriel said, gazing at the countryside. ‘Oh, wouldn’t it be grand to live here all the time! What a difference from mucky,

  bombed-out Hull, except you wouldn’t know, coming from Leeds.’ She inhaled the crisp, cold air and surveyed the fields and hedgerows beyond her, still deep in their winter sleep. The

  low January sun shed its brilliant light on tall, leafless trees, casting their gaunt shadows across the land. Her spirits soared at the sight.




  Audrey shivered, pulled her Land Army hat down more firmly over her fair hair, and thrust her hands into her pockets. ‘Aye. And cold enough to freeze the balls off a brass

  monkey!’




  A no-nonsense twenty-year-old, Audrey had joined the Land Army after finding factory work not to her taste, and the foreman even less to her taste than the work.




  ‘It’s lovely, though,’ Muriel said. ‘This is what we’re fighting for, Audrey. This. This is England!’




  ‘Feast your eyes on it, then,’ Audrey said. ‘It’s not costing us anything, is it? And it’s a better outlook than bombed-out Hull and mucky Leeds, I’ll grant

  you that. Although they were “England” as well, last I heard.’




  Muriel was feasting her eyes on it, and breathing it in, and the feasting and breathing filled her with the sort of rapture that no amount of cynicism could spoil. Poor Hull, she thought. Poor

  battered, broken Hull. Poor mucky Leeds, and all the towns and cities like them. Coming out of Hull, away from cramped houses in close-packed streets and landing here in Griswold was like going to

  heaven without even having to die. She pitied the poor people who had to stay in those streets, who couldn’t breathe this air and see this lovely, open countryside, and revel in all this

  light, and air, and space.




  ‘Did you ever do any Shakespeare at school, Audrey? Do you remember the bit about “this precious gem, set in a silver sea”? Only it’s better than a gem. Gems are hard and

  dead. This is a living, breathing thing!’ She gave a self-conscious little laugh at her own flight of fancy.




  ‘Maybe so,’ Audrey conceded. ‘Aye, I reckon you’re right. But if we want something to eat tonight we’d better be getting back to the hostel. We must have walked for

  miles.’




  There was nothing feminine about the way Audrey walked, Muriel noted. Shoulders back and arms swinging, she marched on, military style, with her eyes fixed determinedly on the horizon and her

  fair hair streaming in the wind. Muriel, a head shorter than Audrey, half-ran to keep up. Half an hour later, breathless, tired and footsore, she asked: ‘Why is it that the walk back always

  seems twice as long as the walk out?’




  ‘Probably because you’re generally half knackered going back.’




  ‘And you’re out to enjoy the scenery at the start of a walk, and on the way back all you want to do is get there in time. I hope we’re not too late for tea. I’m

  starving.’




  ‘Me too.’




  ‘My stomach thinks my throat’s been cut. Feasting on scenery’s all right when your stomach’s full, but it’s hard to keep your mind on it when you’re

  famished,’ Muriel said, brought down to practicalities by the stark prospect of going to bed hungry.




  ‘Let’s get a move on, then.’




  An army Land Rover passed them and pulled up a few yards ahead. They ran to catch it up.




  ‘Are you lasses from the Land Army hostel?’ the ‘Tommy’ in the driving seat demanded.




  ‘Yes!’




  ‘Want a lift?’




  ‘Not half!’




  ‘Hop in the back, then. Anything for the Land Girls. We’ll go the long way round, just for you.’




  They had no sooner hopped in the back than the driver was off, and Muriel’s heart almost stopped when she saw that the half-dozen men already sitting there were Germans – all dressed

  in prisoner-of-war uniforms. Looking at them, visions of demolished streets and people buried alive under the ruin of their houses arose before her. Trying to shield herself from all physical

  contact with them she sat down, horrified to be trapped in this confined space with men of the monstrous, goose-stepping race that had laid waste to her city.




  The man facing them spoke to her in broken English, and tried to show her a photo of his family. Muriel felt her face turn to stone. She stared at him as if he had two heads and said nothing

  throughout the whole of the journey, leaving Audrey to say ‘yes’ and ‘no’ in all the right places. Muriel was never so relieved as when the Land Rover dropped them off

  outside the hostel.




  ‘If I’d known they were Germans, I’d never have got in,’ Audrey declared as they went inside and joined about twenty other girls.




  ‘Huh,’ Muriel snorted, still stony-faced. ‘I feel as if I need a bath now – but a third-class ride’s better than a first-class walk when you’ve got to get

  somewhere in a hurry, I suppose. So we’re back in time for tea and I’m glad, because I’m starving. And at least we know what the buggers look like now.’




  ‘Not much different to the folk round here, as far as I could see,’ Audrey said. ‘That young one nearest the driver couldn’t take his eyes off you. Didn’t you

  notice him?’




  Muriel gave a short, sardonic laugh. ‘I can see you’re a comedian!’




  ‘No, honestly,’ Audrey nodded. ‘Straight up! God’s honest truth!’




  Muriel shook her head. ‘Hard luck for him, then. I’ve huddled under staircases while they dropped bombs on us too many times to be very fond of the Germans. And my dad certainly had

  enough of them during the Great War. He can’t stand ’em – none of our family can – so they’re not likely to get any encouragement from me. Anyway, they wouldn’t

  even bother. They’d see I hated ’em, straightaway.’




  ‘Are you talking about the German prisoners, like?’ asked a cheerful, friendly girl with auburn hair and a Geordie accent. ‘They’re a surly-looking lot, aren’t

  they?’




  ‘They’re evil. I hate them all. I’ll be careful about taking lifts, in future, and make sure I don’t bump into them again,’ Muriel said.




  ‘Why, that might take a bit of doing, like, if you end up working on the same farms. But they’re few and far between, thank goodness. There are plenty of Italians, though. I’m

  Eileen, by the way.’ Eileen smiled, exposing a row of white but crooked teeth.




  ‘Oh well, rather them than the Germans, if we’ve got to have any at all. You should see what they’ve done to Hull. We had a city before they started on us.’




  ‘And Coventry,’ another said. ‘If you saw Coventry you’d weep.’




  ‘And Liverpool, and London,’ other girls told them as they filed into the ornately decorated dining room and sat on long benches at the rough trestle tables that had replaced the old

  squire’s mahogany, telling tales of death and devastation dealt by the Germans throughout the length and breadth of England.




  ‘The Ities are all right, though,’ their leader Laura Martin said. ‘They’ll sing opera to you and try to feel your backside while they’re telling you what a

  bella donna you are and how they always hated Mussolini. You’ll be glad of your thick corduroy breeches when they’re about. Other than that, they’re harmless. But

  they’re absolutely bone idle.’




  ‘Well, at least they never dropped bombs on us, did they?’ said Muriel.




  ‘If I hadn’t been starving hungry,’ Muriel said, ‘I couldn’t have eaten it.’




  After a dismal meal of soggy, tasteless vegetables served under an equally soggy pie crust that went by the name of ‘Woolton Pie’ the girls had retired to the common room –

  formerly the squire’s drawing room – to relax as near to the fire as they could get, on a battered old leather settee, and various armchairs. In the corner stood an upright piano.




  ‘Why, no. It was as bad as food can get, man,’ Eileen said. ‘I’ve thrown better stuff to the pigs at home.’




  ‘It couldn’t get much bloody worse, could it? Unless she actually does start feeding us on pigswill,’ Audrey snorted, her voice loud enough to reverberate round the building.

  ‘Maybe she is feeding us on the pigswill, come to think. That bread had spots of mould on it.’




  ‘Shush! She’ll hear you.’




  ‘I hope she does.’




  ‘I’m nearly as hungry as before I sat down.’




  ‘I hope it’ll improve.’




  ‘Don’t bank on it,’ one of the girls who had been there a while said. ‘We’ve complained before, and it improves for a bit, and after a week or two it’s just

  as bad again. A couple of women come up from the village every day to help her do the work, and we suggested she let one of them do the cooking, but no. She insists on doing it herself.’




  ‘And after all the trouble I took to get here!’ Muriel said. ‘I’m a year under the age, and I was exempt, because I was working in an essential service – food

  – believe it or not. So I told them that I didn’t want to be exempt. I insisted on doing my bit and when they gave in I had to chuck my job up, or else my mother would never have signed

  the form.’




  ‘If tonight’s muck is a fair example of what we’re going to get to eat, you might be sorry you left both your job and your mother.’




  ‘I was working in a munitions factory, until I had a stand-up fight with the foreman, and told him where to stuff his job,’ Audrey said. ‘Then the government were on my back,

  so I ended up here. It’ll not be long before I’m having a stand-up fight with the warden, if this carries on.’




  Muriel poured oil on troubled waters. ‘Well, let’s give her a chance. It ought to improve – now she’s got all our ration books. What about you? What do they call

  you?’ she called to a woman who was sitting on the piano stool attempting to play, but the piano was sadly out of tune. She gave it up, and turned to Muriel. A little older than the rest, she

  had a pale, perfectly symmetrical face, fine featured with calm grey eyes and short, softly curling mid-brown hair.




  ‘Barbara. Barbara Barstow. I got my call-up papers shortly after my husband had been reported missing.’




  That put even more of a damper on the group’s spirits than the meal had, and a chorus of voices murmured sympathy. A few of the women knew from personal experience what war really meant,

  and told their own stories of loss and tragedy, of men killed or wounded in the forces, or of loved ones dead or injured in the air raids.




  Muriel listened to their tales of disaster with great sympathy, but no real comprehension. None of it had really touched her. Her father had been called up at the start of the war, but was safe

  in Wallsend, training other soldiers. Bill Peterson – who she’d been walking out with until he sang Fats Waller’s ‘She’s Too Fat for Me’ in her ear just once too

  often – had joined the Merchant Navy and was on the convoys, with no mishap, so far. She lived near to the most bombed area in Hull, but not one person close to her had suffered any loss

  beyond broken windows or missing roof tiles.




  She warmed to this group of young women, knowing they were going to be friends. In spite of the terrible food and the sad stories she was overjoyed to be among them, out in the world and free.

  Goodbye to the Maypole grocery and coupon-counting in bombed-out Hull. She was here, deep in the countryside, in this wonderful company, and loving it. Goodbye, kids’ games and skipping

  ropes, and listening to her mother and grandmother harping on about looking after that good job. Goodbye to having to be in by half past ten and not a minute later. Like Gladys, she would be at

  dances and do’s everywhere, and never lack for company. She could hardly wait for the fun to begin.




  At half past nine the warden appeared, and ordered them all to bed. They’d all better get to sleep, because they would have to be up by half past five in the morning to get breakfast and

  make their own sandwiches. And they’d have to get a move on because the lorry would be here at six o’clock, to drop them off at the farms.




  Muriel had the bunk above Audrey’s. Eileen was in the top bunk to her right, and Barbara top left. They had barely had the chance to undress and climb into them before the lights were

  snapped off. The bunk was ice cold, and they had no hot water bottles. It would take them ages to get warm enough to go to sleep.




  ‘I wish I’d thought to put my socks on,’ Muriel said.




  ‘Me too!’




  ‘And me! I’m bloody freezing.’




  ‘No talking! Go to sleep!’ the warden rasped.




  Muriel’s jaw tightened. That woman had fed them rotten food, and now she was ordering them about like kids. But there was no point arguing – in seven and a half hours she would be

  getting up in the cold and dark, just when her bed was nice and warm. But they were ‘all in together, girls’, in the glorious countryside, so Muriel was not downhearted. She closed her

  eyes, remembering the girls’ names and their stories, where the laundry was, and the iron, where to find the lavatories, the bathrooms and the kitchen, and where to put her boots . . .




  The silence was disturbed only by their rhythmic breathing. There would be no wailing sirens warning of air raids, no scrambling out of bed to hide under staircases here. There was nothing

  around here to bomb. And then Muriel heard the dull thrum-thrumming vibration of planes in the distance – not German planes, she could tell that by the sound. No, they must be RAF – not

  fighters but bombers, flying over to Germany to drop their loads. A few Germans might be scrambling under their own staircases before long, she thought.




  Serve them right.




  





  Chapter 4




  ‘Come on, shake a leg! Rise and shine, if you want any breakfast. The lorry will be here in half an hour. Come on, up, up, up!’ the leader, Laura Martin urged.




  Curled up into a tight little ball beneath the bedclothes, Muriel raised one bleary eye above the covers to see Laura up and dressed. Girls were sitting up and yawning and stretching their

  limbs, others scrambling into their clothes. Muriel groaned, and sank beneath the bedclothes. How she hated cold, dark mornings. An instant later, the bedclothes were rudely whipped back, and she

  was exposed to the freezing air.




  ‘Come on, Sleeping Beauty,’ Laura insisted.




  ‘It’s still pitch black outside,’ Barbara said. ‘It’s still the middle of the night. There’s no sign of dawn.’




  ‘There will be, before you get your sandwiches. And if you don’t get a move on and get into the common room to make your own, you’ll get none – and believe me, after a

  morning’s work, you’re going to be hungry,’ Laura said. ‘And remember to bring your oilskins. It’s rained every day for weeks, and it’ll probably rain again

  today.’




  Washed, dressed and in the dining room, they were confronted with a breakfast of dry bread and thin slices of cold fatty bacon, all laid out on one of the trestle tables.




  Muriel’s stomach rebelled. ‘Ugh! We’d have been ashamed to put that out in the Maypole, and the Maypole’s the sort of shop that sells broken biscuits.’




  ‘Bread and jam for me,’ Audrey grimaced, lifting a spoonful of plum jam out of a stone jar.




  ‘The tea’s not bad,’ Eileen called from a table further down the dining room.




  ‘Thank the Lord for that,’ Audrey said, and helped herself from a brown enamelled teapot that must have held two gallons.




  After a hasty breakfast, they hurried after the other girls into the common room to find a table laden with piles of bread and plates of grated carrots and mashed prunes, the two options for

  sandwich fillings. Then, with sandwiches, a screw of tea and a screw of sugar they all piled out before it was light to an icy lorry waiting in the yard. Muriel’s efforts to clamber into the

  back were not helped by breeches so stiff that she could barely bend her knees. She lost her footing on the floor of the lorry and, with arms and legs flailing, landed heavily on her back.




  The driver burst out laughing. ‘Oops! Watch out, girls! I forgot to mention, it is a bit slippy. I had to hose it out after carrying a load of something dirty yesterday, and the

  water’s frozen to ice.’




  Muriel had just enough breath to gasp: ‘A bit slippy? It’s like a bloody skating rink!’




  Eileen clambered in after her. ‘Are you all right?’




  ‘Aye, if you call a broken back all right.’




  The rest of the girls climbed in very cautiously. Still grinning the driver started the engine and set off, jerking Muriel off her seat.




  ‘Is he trying to kill me before I get there?’ she asked, struggling to her feet for the second time, to hysterical laughter from the other girls.




  After six bumpy miles the driver stopped. ‘Half a dozen wanted here.’




  ‘Audrey, Eileen, Muriel, Barbara, Betty and Vera,’ the leader said. ‘On you go.’




  The driver let the tailboard down and out they went, to stand beside a large field of something Muriel couldn’t have identified to save her life.




  A dour-looking man in his fifties provided them with implements. ‘Wurzels,’ he said, taking his cue from the vacant look on Muriel’s face. ‘You’ll be pulling

  wurzels. We’re late getting them up, and they’re needed, so put your backs into it, lasses.’




  ‘Well, it could be worse. It could be kale, or Brussels sprouts,’ the leader called, from the back of the lorry. She gave them a wave as it carried her away with the rest.




  A quick demonstration, and the pulling began in earnest. After an hour of it, Muriel stood up to see acres of still unpulled wurzels that looked as endless as the Siberian steppes.




  ‘How will we ever get to the end of it?’ she asked.




  ‘Are we really expected to get to the end of it?’ Barbara wanted to know.




  ‘What are wurzels, anyway?’ Muriel asked.




  ‘Cattle feed.’




  ‘I thought cattle ate grass.’




  ‘Well, they eat grass when there’s grass, and wurzels and silage when there’s none.’




  The farmer came and stood over them. ‘Come on, lasses, less talking and more pulling,’ he said. ‘I’m paying you for this.’




  ‘Why, I thought we were doing it for the country,’ Eileen said.




  ‘We’re all doing it for the country – and it’s costing me money, so put your back into it.’




  Muriel bent to the work again.




  ‘I think I’ve put too much of my back into it,’ she said when it was time for lunch, and trying to straighten up again was agony.




  Judging by the flood of groans and complaints coming from the other girls, she was not alone. Ravenous, gnawing hunger helped them to force down dry, curled-up-at-the-corners carrot sandwiches

  that would otherwise have been uneatable. Tea came up from the farmhouse in a greasy bucket, and it tasted good. They drank gratefully out of chipped enamel mugs with Muriel half wondering at the

  fact that they hadn’t been expected to pass the bucket round and drink from that.




  ‘I’m dying to go to the lavatory,’ Audrey said when everything eatable and drinkable had been eaten and drunk.




  ‘So am I!’




  ‘Me too!’ the rest of them chorused.




  ‘Get behind the hedge,’ the farmer said.




  ‘I’m not getting behind a hedge. I want to GO,’ Audrey insisted.




  The farmer frowned. ‘It’s a mile to the farmhouse. Grab a handful of dock leaves and manure the field instead.’




  ‘Ugh! That’s disgusting,’ Muriel protested.




  Audrey evidently felt it beneath her dignity to reply. Instead she turned and began the walk to the farmhouse, followed by Muriel and the other girls.




  ‘And don’t be long about it,’ the farmer shouted. ‘There’s plenty to do yet. You’ve hardly made a dent in it.’




  When they arrived at the farmhouse the farmer’s wife gave them a frown to match her husband’s, and directed them to an earth closet outside the house.




  Audrey went first. She emerged with a look of revulsion on her face such as Muriel had never seen in her life before.




  ‘I wish I had gone behind the hedge, now,’ she said, ‘and that’s what I would do, if I were you.’




  ‘If it wasn’t for the thought of him peering through the branches, and nettles stinging my backside, I might,’ Eileen said.




  Muriel shrugged. ‘Any port in a storm, I suppose. I don’t fancy baring my backside to the world either, whether anybody can see it or not.’




  And since they’d made the trek to the farmhouse they all used the earth closet, and all came out nauseated.




  ‘I am so very glad,’ Barbara said, as they walked back, ‘that we’ve already eaten our sandwiches.’




  It started to sleet shortly after they resumed work. Muriel looked towards the farmer, fully expecting the wurzel-pulling to be called off, but no such thing. They donned

  oilskins and with water running down their necks they pulled until it was almost dark, when half a dozen German prisoners who had finished their own work came over to help them finish their quota.

  Most of the girls kept themselves aloof, considering their men in the forces, but Eileen showed some appreciation. Audrey went even further, and treated the prisoners just as she’d have

  treated British lads, much to Muriel’s disgust. Fraternising with the enemy, she thought. Whose side was Audrey on, anyway? But she was glad enough that the work was done and thankful to see

  the lorry arrive to take them back to the hostel. She straightened up as best she could and walked to the lorry like a crippled crab, desperately trying to avoid any strain on her lower back and

  hardly able to pick her feet up for the weight of the mud clinging to her boots. The other girls were almost as bad. After an agonising ride they arrived at the hostel to be presented with a meal

  that looked as if it had been made from the leftovers of the last one. There were feeble protests, but no mutiny, since they were too exhausted. Neither was there any thought of going to the

  village pub, or to the pictures, or even of socialising with each other, except to moan and complain. Bed and oblivion seemed to be the highest ambition of them all.




  ‘This is not what I joined up for – a broken back, and blistered hands and feet,’ Muriel said, examining the blisters and broken nails on hands that looked as if they would

  never scrub clean again. ‘I joined up to dance with officers to military bands, and go card-playing, or to the pictures.’




  ‘Did you see anything about dances and the pictures on the form you got signed? It wasn’t on mine. But then, I didn’t see anything about getting behind hedges and manuring

  fields, either,’ Audrey said. ‘I always knew fields had to be manured; I just never realised I’d be expected to do it personally.’




  ‘I never read the form,’ Muriel said, after the laugh was over.
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