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      To my father, Adrian Troy.

      I remember hearing many stories from his time as an evacuee in the Second World War, and although this book is set during the Great War I believe that listening to those stories sparked off my fascination about ordinary people and how they coped with the extraordinary in times of war.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            Phoebe

          

          OCTOBER 1916

        

      

    

    
      Stationary (Base) Hospital in Étaples, France

      Phoebe heard a commotion coming from somewhere outside and, leaving her food, ran to see if she might be of any help. She stopped in her tracks when she saw the dishevelled group of soldiers, some carrying others.

      ‘What’s happened?’ Doctor Parslow called as he joined her, closely followed by Doctor Marshall, Hetty and several orderlies and nurses.

      ‘Trouble at the Bull Ring,’ one of them replied, clearly distressed by his friend’s head injury and what he had witnessed.

      Phoebe had heard of the infamous training grounds in the sand dunes nearby. Soldiers she had treated claimed being at the front was preferable to being in the army base camp. Phoebe had thought it exaggeration but now she wasn’t so sure.

      ‘I want you two to help take this man through to admissions,’ Doctor Parslow said, pointing to two orderlies. ‘Nurse Robertson, kindly take this gentleman …’ he hesitated, staring past Phoebe as he thought, ‘… and the others who are uninjured for something to eat and drink.’

      ‘Yes, Doctor Parslow.’

      She waited for the injured men to be taken away and then motioned for those waiting behind. ‘Please follow me this way.’

      The weary-looking group followed her to the canteen. Phoebe got them each a cup of tea and something to eat then sat with them, curious to know what had happened.

      ‘How did those men get hurt?’ she asked.

      There was a mumbling and several of the soldiers spoke at once, until one of them raised his hand and the others went quiet, allowing him to speak. ‘Trouble broke out on Sunday.’

      ‘That was three days ago, mate.’

      The man, a sandy-haired private who Phoebe assumed could be no older than twenty-five, closed his eyes and shook his head. ‘Was it? So much has happened, I’ve struggled to keep track of time.’

      She supposed they were also probably suffering from shock.

      ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I was telling you what happened, wasn’t I?’

      ‘It’s fine. You don’t have to if you’d rather not.’

      ‘No, I want to. People should know.’ He took a mouthful of his tea and swallowed. ‘It’s a terrible place and yesterday there was an altercation with one of the New Zealanders. He was arrested.’

      Phoebe was horrified. ‘Arrested? What for?’

      ‘Apparently he tried to bypass the military police pickets at the bridges,’ he explained, his eyes wide. ‘They were there to stop access to Le Touquet.’

      Another of the soldiers continued. ‘It’s common knowledge that men visiting the township walked across the mouth of the river when it was low tide. I think, though, that in this chap’s case the tide had come in and so he used the bridge and was caught by one of the Red Caps.’

      ‘Then he was locked in a cell.’

      ‘It was disgusting,’ one of the other soldiers added. ‘Uncalled for but typical of that place.’

      ‘What happened after that?’ she prompted.

      ‘A crowd amassed and we were all pretty irate by then. They did let him go but there was too much bad feeling by that time.’

      ‘It’s not the first terrible thing that has happened,’ the other soldier interjected.

      ‘Nah,’ another chipped in. ‘It was just what lit the flame and set us all off.’

      The original private gave them both withering looks and they sat back and focused on their tea and the bowls of soup and bread in front of them. ‘Then we heard shooting.’

      Phoebe gasped, horrified.

      ‘I heard that a corporal was killed,’ the private said. ‘I think a local woman was injured too but I heard she was going to be all right.’

      ‘How, then, were the men you brought in hurt?’

      The private and his companions exchanged glances, seemingly deciding whether or not to tell her. ‘We marched through the town today and …’ he thought for a moment, ‘… there was a riot.’

      ‘A riot?’

      He nodded. ‘It sounds bad but tension has been building since Sunday and it sort of happened.’

      ‘Your friends were hurt in the rioting then, I imagine?’

      He shook his head. ‘No, they brought in cavalry and machine-gun squadrons, and we knew we had run out of any chance to keep going without a lot of us being killed. Everyone began to disperse and we brought those blokes here to be treated.’

      ‘Nurse Richardson, we need dressing!’ Matron called from the doorway, and Phoebe said a quick farewell to the soldiers and rushed back to her post.

      Why hadn’t she given herself more time to grieve, she wondered for the hundredth time since signing up for British Red Cross voluntary aid detachments training that summer. What made her think she was in the right state of mind to focus on anything, having just lost both her parents and her brother Charlie in a Zeppelin attack?

      Phoebe felt her lack of steeliness keenly and hated that she wasn’t as good at the job as she had imagined she would be. She should have taken time to consider that her sister Celia was better at being a nurse because she had been qualified for a few years already and it was all she’d ever wanted to do. Whereas Phoebe had been happy working as a kindergarten teacher until the devastation of her brother and parents’ deaths had made her react drastically and change her job to train as a VAD. She had thought it might ease her sense of loss to help care for men worse off than herself near the front line. It hadn’t.

      She pushed aside thoughts of her family that she missed so deeply and hurried to deliver the fresh dressing to Matron, unable to take her eyes from the gruesome sight in front of her.

      It had been six weeks since her arrival and despite her best efforts, Phoebe was finding it difficult not to regret her hasty decision to come to France. What had she been thinking? If only she could have followed Celia to Jersey where she was now working in that prisoner-of-war camp. Then she would at least have been able to speak to someone about their shared loss. She had misjudged what life here at the base hospital would entail and had even contemplated putting in for a transfer to a hospital back in London. She had never been a quitter though, and so she was going to do her best to stick to this work and try to get used to what was expected of her.

      The traumatised soldier cried out in pain as Matron and the nurse in front of Phoebe attempted to redress his badly damaged ankle.

      ‘Don’t just stand there gawping, Nurse,’ Matron snapped. ‘Make yourself useful and help prepare the new patients for surgery.’

      ‘Yes, Matron.’ She glanced around her at the bustling ward where a new influx of patients had arrived earlier that morning and spotted a nurse frantically waving for her to join her at a patient’s bedside. ‘Coming.’ She ran over, gritting her teeth when she saw the state of the young man lying on the bloodied bed, his eyes wide with fear as he turned his gaze towards her.

      The nurse grabbed Phoebe’s wrist and pulled her hand to the soldier’s blood-soaked leg. ‘Keep the pressure there while I fetch the doctor,’ she instructed, running off without waiting for any reply.

      Phoebe did as she was told and, recalling her training when they had explained that the patients would take their lead from the nursing staff, forced her expression into one of confidence and calm. If she didn’t seem panicked by what was happening, she knew the patient would be less likely to become distressed by his condition.

      ‘Will I die?’ he asked, eyes wide.

      ‘We’re going to look after you,’ she said, having no idea whether or not he might survive but aware that she needed to calm him as soon as possible. ‘The doctor will be here soon.’

      ‘He will?’

      She gave him a shaky smile. ‘As soon as he can be.’ She softened her voice. ‘Lie back, if you can. You’re in the best place you can be right now.’

      ‘Nurse is correct,’ Matron said, giving Phoebe a satisfied look as she stepped over to join them. ‘You need to calm yourself and trust us to look after you.’

      ‘Yes, Matron,’ he mumbled, squeezing his eyes shut before collapsing back onto the bed, unconscious.

      ‘What are you doing here, Nurse?’ Matron asked, taking a fresh dressing and indicating for Phoebe to remove the bloodied one quickly, before replacing it with the new one.

      ‘Waiting for the nurse to fetch one of the doctors, Matron. She told me to keep pressure on his leg wound.’

      ‘Right, then you keep doing that.’

      Phoebe willed the doctor to come to the bed. If he didn’t hurry up and do something, the soldier was going to bleed to death.
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        * * *

      

      ‘I heard you had a bad one today,’ Hetty said as they lay on their beds that evening in the newly built hut they shared with other VADs. ‘Poor chap didn’t stand much of a chance, so I’m told.’

      Phoebe shook her head miserably and gazed at her hands. She could still feel the stickiness from his wound on her palms, despite having washed her hands many times during the day. ‘I’ve no idea how he survived as long as he did. One of the nurses told me that they thought a piece of shrapnel might have moved in his leg when he was lowered to the bed and pierced an artery.’ She brushed away a tear. ‘Do you ever think that we’re fighting a losing battle here?’

      She stared at her petite, pretty, blonde friend and was once again grateful for her presence. Phoebe had taken to her instantly. There was something about the girl that made Phoebe smile, and she thought it was probably to do with their new roommate’s cheerful countenance.

      ‘It does sometimes feel like we’re trying to stop an incoming tide,’ Hetty said thoughtfully, keeping her voice down so as not to disturb any of the other women resting on nearby beds. ‘But we are making a difference, and even though not all of the men survive, we’re helping others to, and that surely is worth staying here for.’

      Phoebe contemplated her colleague’s words. Hetty was right. Then again, she usually was about most things. ‘Thanks, Hetty. I sometimes feel like I don’t know enough to even be here.’

      ‘You’re not the only one.’ Hetty sighed. ‘I heard two of the doctors chatting the other day when I passed their hut, and they were saying how no training could have prepared them for what they’re dealing with, day in and day out here. I think we’re all just going to have to try to keep on doing our very best for as long as it takes.’

      Phoebe agreed. ‘I’m glad I’m here with you,’ she admitted. ‘You’re always a comfort to me, do you know that?’

      Hetty’s face lit up. ‘As you are to me, Phoebe. We’ll be fine, mark my words. This is all still very new to us, don’t forget. Anyway,’ Hetty continued, ‘I’ve heard a rumour that they’re bringing in more nurses in the next day or so. We certainly need them.’

      ‘What, VADs like us or trained nurses?’ Phoebe hoped it would be more trained nurses.

      ‘No idea, but whatever training they’ve had, they’ll at least be more hands to help do the work that we’ve all been coping with these past few weeks. That can only be a good thing, don’t you think?’ Hetty asked.

      ‘Definitely.’ Phoebe pictured the field where their dormitory sheds were housed. ‘Where do you think they’ll sleep?’

      Hetty’s cheery smile faded. ‘Ahh, I hadn’t thought of that.’

      ‘Right, I’m going to be late to my shift if I don’t hurry off.’

      ‘True, and Matron wants to speak to me.’ Hetty grimaced.

      ‘What do you think she’s summonsed you about?’

      ‘I’ve no idea.’ Hetty sighed. ‘But if we don’t hurry, one of those things will be a reprimand about me being late because I was chatting with my colleague.’ Hetty widened her eyes and they both moved swiftly towards the door.
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        * * *

      

      Phoebe left Hetty outside Matron’s office, giving her a reassuring smile. ‘Good luck. I’ll probably see you on one of the wards later.’

      Before Phoebe could say anything further Matron called her name. ‘Nurse Robertson.’

      ‘Yes, Matron, I’m here.’

      ‘Accompany this patient to the ward and clean him up, ready for the doctor’s inspection.’

      Phoebe acknowledged the orderly who was finishing unloading the patient out of the back of an ambulance. ‘This way,’ she said, seeing the mud-caked body of the soldier lying unconscious on the stretcher and wondering how she was supposed to clean him properly with just a sponge and a bowl of warm water.

      The orderly followed her into the admittance area and lifted the patient onto a bed before returning to the ambulance.

      Phoebe looked at the unconscious patient and wondered what had happened to him, as it wasn’t clear where he had been injured. She pulled a screen around his bed and hurried to fill a bowl with water and grab some dressings, sponges and dry cloths. She then began unbuttoning his uniform and slowly peeling off his heavy, filthy clothes. It was disgusting work and soon her hands were caked in mud. It looked as if he had been wounded on his side as he wore a bloodied bandage just below his muscular torso, near his waist. There was another around his thigh.

      Once she had finally stripped him of his mud-caked uniform, she covered the lower half of his body with a cloth and began cleaning him from the head downwards. It took a lot of water to shift all the muck from his face, torso, hands and arms, but she finally finished with his upper half. Taking a deep breath, she moved the towel and began cleaning around his private region, relieved that he was still unconscious and oblivious to what she was doing. Finishing as quickly as possible, she moved on to his legs, and before long she was satisfied that his entire body was as clean as she could possibly make it.

      Phoebe saw one of the other VADs collecting the discarded uniforms and realised she hadn’t emptied the soldier’s belongings from his. She delved into his pockets and pulled out a few coins, a comb, a notepad, two pencils and a penknife, and laid them on top of the small table by his bed before dropping the uniform onto the floor.

      Having washed her hands yet again, Phoebe asked another VAD for help changing the bedding so that he was lying on clean, dry sheets, then manoeuvred the soldier into the pyjamas she had taken from the store cupboard at the back of the room. She was leaning forward to tie the pyjama bottoms when the soldier gasped and pushed her away.

      ‘What the hell are you doing?’

      Phoebe frowned. ‘My duty, soldier. What do you think?’

      She stared at him, surprised to see how dark his brown eyes were and noting mortification register on his face.

      ‘You washed me?’ he whispered. ‘All of me?’

      She realised that he was in shock. ‘Yes, I did.’

      He looked down at the flannel pyjama bottoms and grabbed both ties, wincing in pain at the sudden movement.

      ‘Here,’ she offered, ‘let me.’

      ‘No.’ He sounded indignant at the thought. ‘I can tie my own trousers, thank you, Nurse.’

      When he cried out and fell back against the sheets, Phoebe took the opportunity of him being distracted and tied them herself. Covering him with a sheet to make him feel more comfortable, she took a folded blanket, shook it out and covered him with that too.

      ‘I assure you I’ve seen it all before, if that’s what you’re worried about,’ she said, hoping to reassure him.

      ‘It is what I’m worried about,’ he said, frowning at her before closing his eyes. ‘You might have seen other men in my state, but this is my first time waking to find a strange woman has seen me naked.’

      Phoebe stared into his chestnut-brown eyes and saw that they were flecked with gold and framed with long black lashes. What was wrong with her? This wasn’t the first time she had washed a man’s naked body and probably not the hundredth either, but this was the first time she felt embarrassed for a soldier to discover that she had done so.

      ‘I understand,’ she said, her voice gentle. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to shock you, um…’ She went to find the document that had been delivered with him, to learn his name.

      Suddenly a look of panic crossed his face. ‘My notepad. I had a pad in my uniform. Where is it?’

      She was surprised he wasn’t as bothered about the level of his injuries as he seemed to be about a notepad, but she had enough experience as a VAD to know that many patients reacted in ways she wouldn’t expect. Wanting to keep him calm, she reached out and picked up the pad, holding it in front of him. ‘I put it here next to you. And two pencils, as well as everything else that was in your uniform.’

      His shoulders relaxed and he took the pad from her, resting it against his chest with a sigh. ‘Thank you, Nurse. I’m Captain Archie Bailey,’ he said sheepishly in his northern accent. ‘I’m sorry for making a fuss. I hope you’ll excuse me this once.’

      Her heart gave a tug. How could she not forgive him?

      She took a steadying breath and clasped her hands together to try to at least look as if she was in control of the situation. ‘I do, Captain Bailey. I will allow you to snap at me this one time only.’ She reached for a second pillow and, taking him by the shoulders, urged him to sit forward, and plumped up the pillows so that he was sitting more comfortably and better supported.

      ‘Now, if you’ll wait quietly, the doctor will be in to see you shortly.’

      ‘Nurse?’

      ‘Yes?’ She tried not to sound impatient and wasn’t sure if it was because he had snapped at her, or due to her unexpected reaction to him when she’d looked into his eyes.

      He reached out and took her hand in his, his touch making her flinch, but she didn’t pull her hand away. ‘I am grateful for what you’ve done for me,’ he said, his voice weary. ‘You don’t know how much of a relief it is to be clean, wearing freshly laundered clothes and to be lying on a bed instead of making do in a muddy trench.’

      He stared at her and for some reason she wasn’t able to tear her eyes from his. After a few seconds she found her power of speech and slowly withdrew her hand from his. ‘There’s no need to be grateful, Captain,’ she said. ‘All I ask is that you mind your manners and allow me to do my work.’

      She didn’t miss the confusion in his eyes as she turned from him and wished she didn’t feel the need to push him away. Her attraction to him was disconcerting, though, and she had no idea how to deal with it. Anyway, she thought as she took his filthy discarded clothes and dressings to the laundry to be boiled clean, she was here to look after these wounded soldiers, not seek a husband.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            Celia

          

          OCTOBER 1916

        

      

    

    
      Les Blanches Banques Prisoner-of-War Camp, Jersey

      Celia watched her colleague handing a pile of disgusting-looking washing to an orderly and waited for Elsie to notice her. They weren’t close but as two of the trained nurses working at the camp, they were often in each other’s company.

      ‘I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to working here with that lot,’ Elsie grumbled.

      Celia wasn’t surprised Elsie was upset. Ever since the women had been sent to work at the camp from the general hospital where they had worked briefly together the previous year, Elsie had shown her distaste for the German patients. ‘When I trained as a nurse no one mentioned I would be forced to look after German soldiers.’

      ‘I understand how you feel,’ Celia admitted.

      ‘I know you do,’ Elsie said nodding. ‘We’ve both lost family to these bastards.’

      Celia cringed. ‘We have, but we need to remember what we were told before being sent here, Elsie.’

      ‘What? That they’re wounded soldiers and need our care?’

      ‘Yes, exactly that,’ Celia snapped, unable to help herself. She couldn’t imagine getting used to working in this place either, but both of them had little choice but to act professionally and do their level best in the circumstances. ‘I would also rather be working in the General, but I’m here now. It’s war time and we all have to do what we’re told.’

      ‘Don’t you think it’s beyond the pale?’

      Celia sighed. ‘Yes, if I’m honest with you, I do. But whether we like it or not, they are our patients and we are duty bound to care for them, so we can’t allow ourselves to think of them simply as the enemy.’

      Elsie folded her arms across her chest. ‘I can’t look at each one I have to nurse without wondering if he pulled the trigger that killed my brother.’

      Celia rested a hand on Elsie’s shoulder. ‘I know. I have trouble not asking if they might have been flying on the Zeppelin that dropped the bomb that landed on my parents’ home the night they and my brother died.’

      Celia’s grief still caught her off guard months later. As painful as it had been to lose her parents, she struggled most to come to terms with her brother Charlie being killed while he had been home on leave. Supposedly safe. The irony of him being in more danger while off duty haunted her.

      Thank heavens her sister Phoebe had been staying with a friend that evening and survived, or she would have no one left.

      Elsie frowned. ‘Are you all right?’

      Celia nodded. ‘I will be. Look, Elsie,’ she said, hoping to pacify the girl. ‘We’ve all lost people we love and I’m sure these soldiers in the camp have as well.’ Determined to avoid Elsie’s scowl, Celia looked over towards the back of the sheds that made up the ward. ‘We have a choice of constantly blaming these men for what happened to us, or treating them as the patients they are. I know which choice I’ve made,’ she said, wondering if saying it enough would make her feelings come into line with what was expected of her. ‘And if you don’t want to get into trouble, I suggest you do the same.’

      ‘Fine. If I have no choice, then I suppose I shall have to do as I’m told. But I won’t like it.’

      ‘I’m sure you won’t,’ Celia said, noticing the newest sister enter the ward. ‘But I know your professionalism will make you do the best you can for them.’ She lowered her voice. ‘Sister O’Brien has just arrived, so we’d better get a move on.’

      ‘Fine.’

      ‘Girls, that’s enough chat,’ Sister O’Brien said, turning to them when she reached the ward door. ‘Remember, you are expected to leave outside the ward any reservations or hostile feelings you may have towards the men.’

      Celia and Elsie swapped confused glances. Had Sister overheard them chatting?’

      ‘Do you hear me?’

      ‘Yes, Sister,’ they said in unison.

      ‘Good. I expect the best from those working under me and will not stand for anything other than complete professionalism. Is that clear?’

      ‘Yes, Sister.’

      ‘Good. Now, follow me.’

      Celia took a deep breath, unsure what to expect when she walked inside the ward. They were just men, she reminded herself as she closed the door behind them and waited for Sister to speak.

      ‘Guten tag,’ Sister began, speaking to the men.

      Celia and Elsie swapped astonished glances. Celia wasn’t sure why she was so shocked to hear the new Sister speaking in German, as it made perfect sense that Matron would appoint someone who was fluent in their language to be in charge of the ward, but she couldn’t help wondering where the woman had learnt to speak the language in the first place.

      ‘At least she’ll know what they’re saying behind our backs,’ whispered Elsie.

      ‘That’s true.’ But Celia felt little comforted by the thought that Sister O’Brien had the sense to let the men know that they would be understood, by her at least.

      She realised Sister O’Brien had finished speaking and was addressing her. ‘Nurse Robertson?’

      ‘Er, yes, Sister O’Brien?’

      The sister narrowed her eyes briefly. ‘I want you to go and change the dressing on Oberleutnant Hoffman over there. You will find that he speaks a little English, so you should be fine conversing with him.’

      Celia nodded. ‘Yes, Sister O’Brien.’

      ‘Nurse Baker, you see to Hauptmann Meyer on the bed nearest the window. He also speaks a little English. Wachemeister Schmidt does not and so communication might be a little difficult at times. I shall see to him now, but any problems, come and fetch me if I’m not here, understand?’

      ‘Yes, Sister O’Brien.’

      Celia braced herself for what was to come, and before she had time to think further, stepped forward and made her way over to the oberleutnant’s bedside. She wondered how Phoebe was getting on. It was still strange to think that her sister had left teaching children to train as a VAD, especially as Phoebe had always been a little squeamish and it was difficult to imagine her dealing with a bloodied patient.

      She arrived at the patient’s bedside. ‘Good afternoon, Oberleutnant, um…’ She tried not to panic as she attempted to recall his name.

      ‘It’s Oberleutnant Hoffman,’ the soldier said. ‘Otto Hoffman.’

      Celia knew she should look him in the eye when she spoke to him but couldn’t quite bring herself to. This man could have killed my family, she thought, but quickly pushed the notion away. She couldn’t think like that if she was to do her job properly.

      ‘I, er, will need to check your dressing and change it,’ she said, wishing she could force herself to speak louder, but her nervousness was threatening to take her voice from her completely.

      ‘Thank you, Nurse,’ he said, his voice clipped but not as harsh as she had imagined it would be.

      Celia looked up then, straight into his eyes. They were almost aquamarine, she thought, stunned for a moment by a strong pull of attraction to the soldier as she stared into his vivid blue eyes. Repulsed by the strength of his appeal to her, Celia cleared her throat and looked away. What was she thinking? He was an enemy soldier.

      Fetching a dressing from the small cupboard across from the doorway, Celia took a moment to gather herself.

      ‘You’re well, Nurse?’ Sister asked at her shoulder.

      Shocked to have her in such close proximity, Celia wondered how quietly the woman must have walked, not to have alerted her to her presence. ‘Yes, Sister O’Brien.’

      ‘Good. Then kindly do your duty.’

      Clearly the new sister was intending to watch her nurses very carefully, she realised. Celia took hold of a kidney bowl, a fresh dressing, some cotton wool and saline solution, and returned to the patient.

      Placing everything onto a small table near to his bed, she quickly read his notes. ‘You have a bullet wound to your right calf and also on the right of your chest, is that correct?’ She looked at his wounded leg hanging in a sling contraption above his bed. It looked very uncomfortable.

      ‘It is, Nurse.’

      She pulled back the sheet and blanket covering his torso and undid the buttons of his pyjama jacket, opening the right side. His chest was surprisingly smooth, unlike most of the British patients she had seen so far. He also had a slight tan, and she wondered where he might have been able to make the most of what little sun there had been in the past few months.

      She untied the bandage around his broad chest and then carefully began to peel away the dressing a couple of inches below his collarbone. He clamped his teeth together and sucked in his breath, alerting her to the pain she was causing him.

      ‘Sorry. I’ll try to be gentler,’ she said, aware that her hands were shaking. She glanced up, hoping Sister O’Brien hadn’t noticed what she’d done. ‘I’ll attempt to soak the dressing off.’

      ‘That would be kind, thank you.’

      As she worked on the stubborn dressing, Celia couldn’t help thinking how odd it was that the previous year she had arrived in Jersey, excited to be in the place where her family had brought her on summer holidays, then working in the General Hospital in St Helier as a newly qualified nurse. Now she was attending an enemy soldier, whether she liked it or not. It was disconcerting and a little surreal.

      The dressing looked as if she had freed it enough to try and peel it back further from the dried blood that had glued it to the oberleutnant’s wound. ‘I hope this isn’t too painful,’ she said, surprised that she meant it.

      What had happened to the woman who had decided all Germans were equally guilty for causing her parents’ and brother’s deaths? She glanced up into his face, taken aback to find him staring at her. She looked away, angry with herself for giving in to her curiosity.

      The dressing finally came free, revealing the red wound that had been caused by an Allied bullet. Celia knew that only earlier that day she would have expected to be pleased to see such damage to an enemy soldier. Yet already, after working with this patient for just a few minutes, for the first time she was beginning to see them simply as men rather than the enemy.

      ‘I’ll give it a bit of a clean,’ she said, looking up at him again and finding it a little awkward that her face was so close to his. Maybe it would have been better to start working on his calf first, before dealing with this wound?

      She washed the wound slowly and carefully, aware that the biggest dread for the doctors and nursing staff was infection. She had no idea what had happened to this man or where he had been caught, and most of all she had no wish for her lack of attention to result in an infection of tetanus or gangrene.

      ‘There,’ she said, satisfied she had done a good job. ‘I’ll dress it now for you, and then we can look at doing the same with your calf.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      She glanced up at him. ‘I’m only doing my duty, Oberleutnant.’ She knew she should probably be a little friendlier and she would have been, if he was an Allied soldier. These men, though, needed to be kept at a distance.
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      ‘This stew is tastier than I imagined it might be,’ Phoebe said before taking a mouthful of the warm concoction, which consisted mostly of boiled root vegetables. It was better than nothing and at least they had a slice of bread to go with it this evening. She smiled at Hetty as her friend placed her bowl on the table opposite her and sat down.

      ‘How did it go today?’ Phoebe asked. She wasn’t sure if she was envious or not that Hetty had been asked to assist the theatre nurse during surgeries.

      Hetty stifled a yawn. ‘Not as bad as I had anticipated.’

      ‘No?’

      Hetty shook her head. ‘No, thankfully.’ She lowered her voice and waved for Phoebe to lean in closer to her. ‘Sister Evans speaks fluent German.’ She looked over her shoulder before adding, ‘What do you think of that then?’

      ‘Maybe she spent time in Germany before the war,’ Phoebe said. ‘I’ve heard that many people liked to travel there and some likely went as exchange students. But how do you know Sister Evans speaks German?’ She mouthed the word ‘German’ so as not to alert anyone who might be able to overhear their conversation.

      ‘One of the operations was on a German prisoner and I heard her speaking to him,’ Hetty whispered. ‘He was brought in sometime after dawn this morning and had tried to kill himself.’ She shuddered. ‘He must have been terrified about what might happen to him here.’

      Phoebe hated to think that someone was frightened enough to cause themselves injury.

      ‘Did you see him when he was conscious?’

      Hetty nodded. ‘He was only a boy,’ she said sadly. ‘He looked petrified, but we were in the theatre at that point, and I’m unsure whether he was more terrified by how heavily he was bleeding, the fact that he was about to be operated on by a British surgeon, or that he was in a British hospital at all.’

      Phoebe thought of being in the boy’s situation and could only imagine his fear. ‘This war has a lot to answer for.’

      ‘I agree.’ Hetty indicated her food with her fork. ‘I think we should eat this while it’s warm. It’s only going to become less tasty as it goes cold.’

      She had a point. They sat in silence, eating the rest of their meal, and Phoebe tried to block out the chatter and noise of the other staff as they caught up with their friends. Her shoulders ached, as did her back and feet. She really should be used to this work now, she decided. Her mind drifted to the captain and to his handsome face and dark-brown eyes that reminded her of the deep pools she used to stare into in the shady pond in the wood near her childhood home.

      ‘Phoebe.’

      She realised she was staring into her half-empty bowl and that Hetty was addressing her. ‘What is it?’

      ‘You were miles away,’ Hetty said, a suspicious tone to her voice. ‘Has something happened that you want to tell me about?’

      ‘Sorry? Um, no.’ She shook her head. ‘It’s nothing,’ she fibbed, not wanting to share her thoughts about Captain Bailey. ‘I’m just a little tired, nothing more.’

      ‘I’m not certain I believe you,’ Hetty said, staring at her thoughtfully for a few seconds. ‘But I know what you mean about being tired. I don’t know what’s more painful at the moment: my head, my feet, or my poor lower back.’

      ‘I feel that way too,’ Phoebe agreed. ‘I think we should finish up here and go to bed as soon as we can this evening. Who knows what we’ll have to face tomorrow?’

      ‘I’d rather not think about that right now,’ Hetty said, focusing on her food once again. ‘I feel sorry for the new VADs. I saw some arriving earlier and they looked terrified. I’m not sure they expected to come somewhere so busy.’

      Phoebe recalled how she had felt arriving almost two months ago at this hectic place. ‘I know that I felt like turning around and going straight home five minutes after my arrival.’ Her mind drifted back to the captain. It was his first day at the hospital too, although he was seeing things from the opposite side to her and Hetty. She hoped he was settling in. But what was she doing, thinking about this man all the time? She shook her head to dispel all thoughts of him and ate the last mouthful of the stew.

      ‘Do you mind if I make my way back to the dorm before you?’ she said, pretending to yawn.

      ‘Don’t be silly.’ Hetty smiled. ‘I’ll see you there soon.’

      Phoebe left the canteen and realised it was raining slightly. She folded her arms and concentrated on not slipping on the wet boardwalk. A loud crack of thunder made her jump. That was close, she thought, relieved she wasn’t as terrified of thunderstorms as she had been as a little girl. That was one outcome of this war, at least; it was now more unnerving hearing distant canon fire than seeing forks of lightning shoot through the sky.

      The rain fell harder and she realised she was outside Ward III. She decided to escape the worst of the rain in the ward and wait for it to subside. She closed the door just as thunder rumbled loudly and a flash of lightning lit up the miserable October sky.

      ‘Nasty night,’ one of the VADs said as she hurried past, carrying a blood-soaked dressing.

      Phoebe wondered if she should at least offer to help while she was in the ward. She turned to see where the nurse was coming from, realising for the first time that she was in the same ward where the captain was situated. Her stomach twisted in anxious dread. Please don’t let him be the one who was bleeding so heavily.

      She automatically looked in his direction and saw he was watching her as he rested on his pillow, his head on his arm. He smiled and Phoebe instinctively smiled back.

      ‘What are you doing getting in the way here, Nurse?’ Sister Taylor asked, scowling. ‘You’re not on duty, are you?’

      Phoebe shook her head. ‘No, Sister.’ She could sense the captain’s gaze on her and tried to ignore it, not wishing to antagonise the sister further. ‘I’m sorry, I stepped inside from the rain. It’s torrential out there.’

      ‘You’re dripping on my clean floor, Nurse. I suggest you get a move on and find your way to wherever you’re supposed to be, and leave what little room we have left in here to those attempting to perform their duties.’

      ‘Yes, Sister. Sorry, Sister.’

      Without a moment’s hesitation she turned and left the ward, wincing as the driving rain hit her and soaked her almost instantly. She had no option but to run and hope she didn’t slip over.

      ‘Hey! Watch where you’re going.’

      Phoebe leapt out of the way of the oncoming doctor, slipping on the muddied wood.

      Doctor Marshall grabbed her arm. ‘Steady on.’ He almost slipped over himself and Phoebe, mortified to have caused such a scene, grimaced.

      ‘I’m sorry, Doctor, I was…’

      ‘Trying to get out of the rain. Yes, I can see that.’ His eyes went to his hand on her arm and he let go. ‘On your way, Nurse. No harm done.’

      ‘Thank you, Doctor Marshall,’ Phoebe said before doing as he had instructed and hurrying on again.

      She ran into the dormitory and was about to slam the door behind her when someone stopped it from closing. Phoebe smiled when she saw it was Hetty. ‘I didn’t see you there.’

      ‘I think that much is obvious.’ Hetty wrinkled her nose, holding out her dripping hands. ‘I decided to follow you after all,’ she explained.

      ‘I think we need to get into some dry clothes before we catch our death.’

      ‘Good idea.’

      Phoebe led the way to the other end of the room where their beds lay and grabbed her towel, hurriedly drying her wavy auburn hair. ‘I hope we don’t have an entire winter of this weather to look forward to,’ she grumbled, walking over to stand near the small iron burner giving out a meagre heat that you needed to be standing within a few feet of to feel any benefit.

      ‘I saw Doctor Marshall say something to you,’ Hetty whispered. ‘What happened?’

      Phoebe told her, her cheeks reddening, feeling embarrassed about her clumsiness.

      ‘That’s a shame, I thought it was something a little more friendly than that.’

      ‘He’s an important man. Why on earth would he look at a volunteer? Let alone during a storm when he’s in a rush to get somewhere.’

      ‘I was only teasing.’ Hetty shook her head. ‘You shouldn’t take things so seriously.’

      Phoebe knew Hetty was right and opened her mouth to speak, but all thoughts of what she intended to say vanished as the front door burst open and a sodden woman stepped inside. She didn’t recognise her and presumed she must be one of the new intake of VADs.

      ‘Grab a towel and come and dry yourself off a bit over here where it’s warmest,’ Phoebe said, seeing rivulets of water cascading from the woman’s coat onto the wooden floor. ‘When we’re changed, I’ll make us all a cuppa.’

      ‘Thank you,’ the girl said, going to one of the bedside cupboards and taking out a towel. ‘My name is Aggie. I’m new here.’
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      Twenty minutes later Phoebe sat on her bed facing Aggie and Hetty as they sipped their cups of tea on Hetty’s bed.

      ‘It’s good to be dry again,’ Phoebe said, running her hands through her damp hair. ‘I hate this weather. I don’t mind when it’s windy or raining, but both together is too much.’

      ‘I’m used to wild weather, as I’m from near Exmoor,’ Hetty said before taking a sip of her drink. ‘For some reason, though, I assumed that the weather here would be much nicer. Sunny, even.’

      ‘You did?’ Aggie asked.

      ‘Well, we’re in France, after all, aren’t we?’ Hetty sighed. ‘This is northern France, though, and from what I’ve seen, it’s not too different to back home in Britain. More’s the pity.’

      ‘It’s a shame.’ Aggie sighed. ‘Mind you, we’ll probably be happy for it not to be too hot when summer does eventually get here.’

      ‘We’ll have to wait and see if that is the case.’ Phoebe smiled at their new friend. ‘Tell us how your first day went, Aggie.’

      The girl crossed one slim leg over the other. ‘It was busy.’ She laughed. ‘I think the thing that surprised me the most was the sheer number of different injuries that can be caused by shrapnel,’ she said, her voice quieter as she stared into space. ‘I’ve no idea how some of them survive what happens to them.’

      Phoebe was still astounded by the same thought.

      ‘How were your days?’ Aggie asked them.

      Phoebe listened as Hetty described her day in vague terms. Usually she went into detail about a soldier, his state and what she had done for him, but this time she kept details to a minimum, and Phoebe couldn’t help being suspicious as to why that might be.

      ‘And how about you, Phoebe?’ Hetty asked, sipping her drink again.

      Phoebe told her about the men she had helped with and how tired she felt, but didn’t mention the captain. Her eyes shifted from Aggie to Hetty. Maybe Hetty, too, had a patient that she had connected with more than usual?

      At least the patients they attended to were Allied soldiers. She thought of Celia in Jersey nursing German prisoners of war, and just for a moment wondered if these kinds of connections were happening there, too. But no, her sister could never fall for a German soldier. She wasn’t that disloyal.
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      Celia was busily scrubbing floorboards and grumbling to herself when one of the patients screamed something in German. Not realising that she was the only medical member of staff in the hut, she took no notice for a few seconds, expecting the sister to deal with it.

      ‘Nurse?’ She heard panic in the man’s voice and looked up. For a moment Celia couldn’t work out what was happening. Then she realised that Hauptmann Meyer, in the bed next to Oberleutnant Hoffman, was in a terrible state. He had only arrived at the camp a few days before and was struggling to come to terms with the loss of one of his legs. She looked around frantically as she rose to her feet. Where the hell had the other nurses gone?

      She hurried over to the patient. ‘It’s all right, Hauptmann Meyer, try to calm down.’ His eyes were wide with terror and he was grabbing hold of the amputated end of his leg, screaming something at her. ‘Please try to relax,’ she said, wishing she had learnt more German.

      ‘He is asking where his leg is,’ the oberleutnant said, throwing back his sheets and trying to climb out of his bed, then wincing in pain when he moved too quickly.

      ‘You mustn’t get up,’ she shouted, flinging her arm in his direction to try and stop him doing anything that would damage his fragile wounds. ‘Please, you must stay in bed.’ In the moment that she was distracted, the panic-stricken hauptmann’s hand connected with the side of her face, almost knocking Celia off her feet.

      Oberleutnant Hoffman ignored her orders and got out of bed. ‘You need help.’

      ‘No!’ she shouted, seeing him remove his leg from the sling. ‘You mustn’t do that.’

      The hauptmann grabbed her by the hair and pulled her towards him, screaming in her face, but then Oberleutnant Hoffman hobbled over to her side and grabbed the hysterical patient’s arms and helped restrain him, talking to him calmly.

      Celia had no idea what Oberleutnant Hoffman was saying but he seemed to be getting through to the patient. She was terrified that he had done damage to his already badly injured leg by helping her, but was secretly relieved that he had.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Celia asked when Oberleutnant Hoffman then began inspecting the patient’s leg.

      ‘I need to tell him that he will be all right,’ he said, his voice strangely calm. ‘He must be sedated, and soon, if he’s not to hurt himself,’ he added. ‘Leave now and fetch a doctor.’

      ‘Surely he can’t have forgotten he has lost his leg?’ she asked, confused.

      ‘He’s delirious, Nurse.’ He seemed surprised that she hadn’t worked that out, and Celia felt put in her place. ‘I believe he has an infection.’

      She stared at him in stunned silence. ‘I hope not.’

      ‘He needs the surgeon to look at him.’

      ‘I’m not allowed to leave you alone,’ she said, unsure what to do.

      ‘You have no choice, Nurse,’ he said, pointing to the door.

      Celia shook her head. She couldn’t do anything without this other patient’s help, but to leave was to go against the rules. ‘No, I can’t leave you here without anyone to watch you.’

      ‘Nurse, I can only restrain him for a limited time. He needs a doctor immediately.’

      ‘You don’t know that,’ she argued.

      ‘I do.’

      Celia frowned at him. ‘I’m sure you might think that you do,’ she began.

      ‘Nurse, listen to me.’ She could see the patient was now struggling against him again and the oberleutnant was looking pale, as if he might pass out soon.

      ‘I am a doctor.’ He shook his head in frustration. ‘Or at least, I was a doctor. I know what I am dealing with here and he needs proper medical attention. He is in a lot of pain and I will not be able to hold him much longer.’

      He was a doctor? She had no idea if he was lying to her or not, but she had little choice but to run for help. ‘Hang on,’ she said, running out of the ward only to be confronted by Sister O’Brien.

      ‘Where do you think you’re going, Nurse Robertson? How dare you leave your post.’

      ‘Sister, I had no choice. Hauptmann Meyer is in a terrible state. I think his leg might be infected. I’m going to fetch the doctor.’

      ‘Wait a minute.’ Sister opened the door and went inside the ward. She had barely spent any time at his bedside when she turned to Celia, her face ashen. ‘Never mind the doctor. Fetch a couple of orderlies instead. I’ll give him something to sedate him, but we need to get this man to the operating room.’

      ‘Yes, Sister.’ As she ran towards the canteen, Celia heard the sister shouting at someone else to tell the doctor to prepare for surgery. ‘I need two orderlies,’ Celia shouted from the door of the canteen, furious when a couple of them laughed and then made a rude comment. Refusing to be intimidated by their immaturity, she glared at them, her heart racing. ‘What’s wrong with you?’ she snapped. ‘You’re mocking me when there’s a patient who’s running out of time.’

      ‘Come along, chaps,’ one said, amusement vanishing from his expression. He stood and moved towards her.

      ‘Fine,’ the oldest one grumbled, looking shame-faced as he went to follow his colleague.

      Celia stepped back to let them pass. ‘You know where to go. I’ll go and warn the doctor that you’re on your way with the patient.’ Without waiting for them to reply, she ran out of the canteen.

      Celia reached the theatre, relieved to see Doctor Burton gowning up. He looked surprised to see her bursting into his space.

      ‘I’m so sorry, Doctor, but there’s a patient, an amputee who I believe was operated on just before being sent here. Sister believes his leg is infected and is having him sent to you.’

      His surprised expression vanished.

      ‘He’s delirious,’ Celia explained, hearing the oberleutnant’s voice in her head. She saw Doctor Burton narrow his eyes as he noticed her bruised cheek. Celia’s teeth were chattering as she spoke, and she clamped them together for a couple of seconds, willing her jaws to relax so that she didn’t sound as if she was cold.

      ‘It’s fine. Take a breath and tell me everything that’s happened.’ As she did, another nurse came in and handed him a fresh mask and gloves.

      They both looked up as footsteps and voices could be heard outside. ‘In here,’ the doctor shouted.

      Celia moved out of the way to make space for the orderlies carrying the stretcher.

      ‘Thank you,’ Doctor Burton said. ‘Nurse, I suggest you go and make yourself a cup of tea. You’ve clearly had a bit of a shock.’

      She realised he was addressing her. ‘Yes, Doctor.’ She looked briefly at the now unconscious patient before following the orderlies out of the theatre. He might have been fighting for the enemy but he looked a similar age to her brother when he had been killed.

      She went to pass the orderlies when they stopped to light cigarettes. ‘Thank you for helping.’

      ‘Don’t thank us, Miss,’ the taller one said. ‘We should have assisted you as soon as you asked.’

      ‘Yeah, we should have.’ The youngest of the two looked a little sheepish. ‘We didn’t notice you’d been hurt, at first.’

      Celia left them to their cigarettes and returned to the ward. She needed to check there was nothing else Sister needed her to do. And, she realised, she felt the need to check that Oberleutnant Hoffman hadn’t been too disturbed by the incident. She doubted he would be if he was in fact a trained doctor. He must be, she mused as she walked back to the hospital ward. He’d seemed more in control than she had been, hadn’t he?

      Celia entered the ward and saw that the oberleutnant was now back in bed, his leg in the sling and the colour in his face slightly better. Sister looked up from where she was checking his wound and looked her up and down. ‘I know you’ve had an upsetting time,’ she said. ‘But that isn’t any reason to allow yourself to look anything less than professional, Nurse Robertson.’

      Celia’s hands went to her hair, and she realised her veil was crooked and her hair unkempt. ‘Sorry, Sister, I hadn’t realised.’

      ‘You have a cut on your face.’ Sister moved closer to inspect Celia’s cheek. ‘Clean it with iodine and then get back to work. It’s little more than a scratch, but you’ll probably have a bruise for a few days.’

      Celia stifled a groan. ‘Yes, Sister.’

      She tidied herself up and returned to her work, relieved to see the sister was busy speaking to another nurse.

      ‘You did a good job.’

      She heard the German accent and looked up at the oberleutnant. Celia wiped her forehead with the back of her right hand, realising she hadn’t had a chance yet to have that cup of tea.

      ‘Are you really a doctor, Oberleutnant Hoffman?’ she asked.

      ‘I am.’ He sighed. ‘Would you please call me Otto when the sister is not around?’

      She wasn’t sure she should do something like that. ‘I beg your pardon?’

      ‘Do you not think you can, Nurse?’

      ‘I’m unsure whether I should,’ she said honestly. ‘We’re not supposed to fraternise with…’

      ‘The enemy?’

      ‘I was going to say Germans,’ she admitted, unsure whether that sounded any better.

      ‘I might fight for the German Army.’ He gave her an amused grin. ‘But I am not German. I’m from Austria.’

      ‘That’s irrelevant, really. I’m not supposed to fraternise with any patients,’ she corrected him, and saw the sadness that crossed his face. How difficult it must be for these men to not only be patients in a hospital far away from their homes, but to also be hated by everyone treating them. He couldn’t help where he was from, any more than she could. Would it really be all that harmful to call him by his first name when they wouldn’t be overheard by one of the senior staff? It would certainly be easier than using his rank and last name. She decided to try to be a little more friendly. After all, he had rescued her from a dangerous situation. ‘Otto. That’s an unusual name.’

      ‘Not really. I was named after my uncle.’ He smiled at her. ‘May I be so bold as to ask your name?’

      She contemplated refusing, then felt ridiculous. What harm could it do? ‘My name is Celia.’

      ‘Celia.’ He said it as if it was a name he recognised. ‘That is a beautiful name.’

      She wondered if he had ever known another person with the same name, but didn’t like to be nosy. ‘How do you speak such fluent English?’

      ‘I studied at Oxford for one year,’ he said. ‘I made good friends there…’ His voice trailed off and she realised that his reminiscences were making him sad. ‘It is hard to imagine that my friends from that time are now on the opposing side of this terrible war.’

      ‘It must be,’ she said, deciding to change the subject slightly. ‘Do you miss being a doctor?’

      ‘I do.’ He nodded. ‘Very much.’

      He reached out and touched her cut cheek lightly. ‘I’m sorry he caught you like that,’ he said, frowning. ‘Does it hurt much?’

      She shrugged. ‘It aches a little, especially since I had to put iodine on it, but it’s fine.’ She felt her legs starting to
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