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      September 1944

      A blackbird tugged at a worm on damp ground beneath the park bench opposite and Kitty Pattison watched him pull, wholeheartedly relating to his frustration. He stomped his feet to gain better ground and eventually succeeded in his task.

      ‘If only my tug-of-war situation was as easy,’ she muttered to herself as she watched the bird fly away with its prize. She also felt sorry for the worm and understood the feeling of being tugged and pulled, although in her case it was mentally rather than physically.

      Life was so very different now from the one she had lived in Parkeston. Long gone were the innocent days of playing in the narrow street between the small, terraced houses, or roaming along the Essex seafront and enjoying the English coastline. There was no more helping at the local holiday camp given over to the evacuated Kindertransport children.

      Childhood memories of her dead parents were like faded words on a page.

      Even the loving arms of her aunt no longer wrapped themselves around her, and Kitty reflected upon the many dramatic changes every man, woman and child were faced with the day war between Great Britain and Germany was announced that September in 1939.

      A year later, in September 1940, her life had suddenly become a series of never-ending challenges, when she decided to answer the government’s call for young women to help with the war effort. Her aunt and uncle had bravely let her go to do her bit for the greater good. The loving couple, who had brought her up and doted on her from the age of four following the death of her parents and sibling in a boating accident, let her leave the safety of their home even after having already suffered the pain of losing their son in a battle against the enemy.

      Kitty’s innocent observations of life changed dramatically when she moved to train as a Red Cross nurse in Birmingham and met three young women who would become important influences: Joanne Norfolk, Trixie Dunn and Annabelle Farnsworth. Each one brought their unique outlook on the world to intersect with hers and, along with it, friendships and friction. They had influenced her in more ways than just how to wear lipstick or do her hair; they were by her side as she grew from a protected, small-community girl into a woman who faced the horrors of war. Joanne – or Jo, as she preferred – was a practical person not fond of frills and lace, whereas Annabelle – otherwise known as Belle – adored life’s fripperies and had expensive tastes. Trixie had a quieter nature, and like Kitty, preferred practical but feminine fashion.

      All three taught her different levels of tolerance, kindness and of what other people’s lives were like before they were forced into dramatic situations thanks to Hitler and those intent on holding the world hostage.

      In her new world of survival, everything changed for Kitty the day she met a doctor, a Canadian working in Great Britain who eventually joined the British Army as a medic.

      The night Michael McCarthy found her lost in a snowstorm with a twisted ankle and helped her back to the hospital was the night she fell in love with him.

      At times, their relationship had the dips and dives of the waves at sea – some days stormy, and others calm and soothing – but distance couldn’t pull their love apart, even when they were sent on different postings, and their bond was tight.

      That was … until her dreams of becoming Mrs McCarthy, wife of Dr Michael McCarthy, were dashed. Michael’s return to England from France with severe head injuries had resulted in a transfer back to Canada to undergo experimental medical treatment. She missed his soft accent, his wide smile and reassuring ways. She missed his lips upon hers and the way he held her tight. Kitty held onto his image through a photograph, but longed with an aching heart to hear his voice once again, for him to tell her he loved her, for them to have an opportunity to sit and talk about what life could be like after the war – marriage, a family, where in the world they would honeymoon and live. Not being able to bury her head into his neck and inhale his unique masculine scent felt like a punishment for something she had not done.

      Despite putting on a brave face, when away from her friends, Kitty often sat and reflected upon her life without Michael. Today, unfortunately, the Cornish coastline no longer brought her the comfort she sought. Unlike the blackbird, Kitty could not fly away with a prize, or flee from her obligations. She could only adapt to those sent her way.

      The war still raged in 1944, and Kitty’s newspaper declared that although Allied forces were making great advancements, Germany was not prepared to give up its fight for world supremacy. Attacks by the enemy along the South East Coast of Great Britain proved that fact, and the devastation caused once again brought fear that this war would be never-ending, which in turn increased determined vows of defiance.

      Kitty was sure that, if drawn on a graph, the peaks and troughs of the emotions belonging to the British people would show that hope and courage overruled despair on many an occasion.

      Kitty had seen Jo through the loss of her family members in Bristol as a result of a bomb attack, giving the same love and support Jo had given her during her most miserable times. And though most days were thick with the fog of daily struggles to see the end of the ruthless war with Germany, both friends tried their hardest to cling onto happier memories of the past in order to battle through the heavy-hearted moments. They accepted invitations to dances and the cinema far more than they had in previous years and threw themselves into anything that took their minds off the dark days.

      Earlier that day, Kitty had received news of a new placement within the Red Cross, one which excited her, and yet saddened her at the same time. She was to nurse orphaned children injured in the blitzed city of Liverpool, in a private home funded by a wealthy family. Her reputation for orphan support work within the private home of her friend, Stanley Walker-Fell, and his late wife, Jenny, at Fell Hall, Brancepeth, had been brought to the attention of the allocation officer by Kitty’s original recruitment contact. With no hesitation, Kitty jumped at the opportunity to be working with children once again. Shrugging off the dull mood of melancholy, Kitty stretched her legs and readied herself to head back to The Stargazy Inn. She reflected upon the time she had first walked into the place, made new friends, and discovered new things about an old colleague that had horrified her.

      The small, sleepy Cornish village was now busy with important wartime work, thanks to the American forces moving in to support Great Britain in defending against Hitler’s advances. Kitty gave a sigh. Wherever she went, there were always reminders that the past four years had brought so many tragedies into her life. Her head was filled with confessions of dying men, and of the cries of women and children faced with heartbreak.

      Looking at her watch, she saw it was time for her to do something practical and take her mind off the tough times of the past few years. Kitty stretched her arms above her head and took a deep breath.

      With Michael out of the picture, it would be so easy to let herself get carried away with some other soldier, falling into a hasty marriage. However, Kitty was not one for taking the easy road out of anywhere. Besides, she was not prepared to give up on Michael. She loved the man with every bone in her body and would wait as long as it took for him to return and hold her once again.
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        * * *

      

      Kitty thought through the telephone conversation she needed to have with her uncle later that day. He had struggled with his wife’s death but slowly built a new relationship with his widowed neighbour, and Kitty had given him her blessing. She knew her aunt would just want him to be happy, the same way Kitty did. She wanted to speak to him and tell him about her new posting, rather than just writing. There had been so many moves for Kitty in the past few years and as she had endured some horrendous outcomes when Hitler dropped his bombs, she knew her uncle fretted and it would be easier to assuage his fears over the telephone.

      Kitty had always reassured her aunt and uncle that she was strong enough to handle whatever came her way, but given that Michael was incapacitated in Canada and she was alone in the war, aside from those whom she worked alongside, Kitty knew her uncle would worry even more than usual. Kitty was particularly concerned as his heart had endured more than enough stress recently.

      Moving onto a new position in a new city no longer fazed Kitty having worked in Birmingham, Scotland, Consett, Brancepeth, Cornwall and Southampton, with the addition of a horrendous experience spending forty-eight hours belly-crawling across a bloodied Normandy beach. Her new kitbag – a gift for her birthday from her uncle – and his old one, from the Great War, which he had given her the day she left home, were packed and waiting for her to pick up when she had finished in the gardens.

      Kitty’s heart was heavy and saddened by so many losses, and she wanted to make her final wishes of good luck and safe passage for those still fighting for her right to freedom. Most of all, she wanted to honour and pay respect to those who had already died on French shores for Great Britain. Rising to her feet, she stood tall and gave a salute, which she followed with a kiss blown towards the sea. Nothing she could do would bring them home, but inside her heart she had a knot, one which would not be untied until she had taken a moment to set her mind in order and ensure she lived a life showing respect for the reason they lost theirs.

      Her friends, Wenna and Pots, were busy in The Stargazy Inn, where she had stayed for a week after enjoying a surprise birthday visit from her other friends Trix, Smithy, Meryn, and baby Kedrick, who had come down from Yorkshire. The sight of Trixie’s tiny body supporting her already rotund pregnant belly made them all smile, and as they teased her about delivering before Christmas, Kitty felt a kind of peace settle on her shoulders. It was a welcome change from her usual worries.

      Several villages in Cornwall were experiencing the departure of the American troops, so chaos was all around them, but Kitty never failed to love the place, especially when her friends were around her. Her greatest dream was to enjoy time there with Michael once again, but she was wise enough to know it was simply a dream for now, given that his return from Canada – and even his survival – was not guaranteed. The pain in Kitty’s heart would never leave, and she hoped the burden of guilt she had felt waving her fiancé goodbye would eventually ease. Her time as his personal nurse was over and she had to step back into her working role. Kitty needed to be focused upon others in need.
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        * * *

      

      ‘It’s Kitty, Uncle. How are you keeping?’

      Kitty listened to the muffled cough and tinny echo down the telephone line as her uncle organised himself. She could see him now, laying down his pipe on the ashtray, standing awkwardly whilst getting the earpiece to his ear, then shuffling himself into a comfortable standing position. She remembered with fondness her aunt reprimanding him for wasting Kitty’s precious time with his ritual.

      ‘I’m well. How are you? How is Michael, any news?’ he replied.

      Kitty smiled to herself as she held the handset a few inches away from her ear. No matter how many times she told him he didn’t have to shout, he always did – again, her late aunt’s voice rang in her ears, telling her uncle they didn’t need a telephone, he just needed to bellow his message to Kitty from the back garden.

      ‘I’m ticking along fine, thanks. Listen, I haven’t got long, my telephonist friend here has turned her back for just a moment so I can let you know that I am on the move again – to Liverpool, this time.’

      Kitty tried to ignore the scathing remarks about inconsiderate co-ordinators and leaders, that were flowing down the telephone line.

      ‘I worry about you, Kitty, that’s all. All this moving around the country and the danger you are in on those rescue missions, it’s not right.’ He spoke like the true father figure he was, and Kitty heard his concern as he stressed his words heavily down the line.

      ‘I used to mind, but now I understand the need. It’s fine, Uncle. You don’t have to worry about me as I am going to care for orphans in a home, something I have plenty of experience with. I wanted to let you know that I’ve only got a forty-eight-hour turnaround though, so can’t get home yet. Sorry.’

      She heard the gentle sigh and the draw of him puffing on his pipe. In the past, she had often felt guilty about not being able to visit home more often, but today she had to focus on getting ready and not allow the wall of protection she had built around herself to crumble.

      ‘I will get home as soon as I can, but in the meantime, the children need my help. From what I gather, it’s a private home, just like Fell Hall where I loved working. As soon as I’m settled, I’ll write and let you know how I am getting along. I love you, Uncle.’

      Another moment of silence came between them before she heard a gentle cough.

      ‘Yes, well. I, um … you take care of yourself and come home soon, you hear me. Stay safe, girl.’

      Kitty smiled. Her uncle was never one for expressing affection verbally.

      ‘I hear, Uncle. Take care and I’ll write as soon as I can.’

      ‘Well, goodbye and good luck, then.’

      Kitty heard the click of the handset and smiled. Her uncle was not a man of many words but the concern in his voice spoke volumes.

      ‘Goodbye, Uncle,’ she said as she went to set down the handset, and then before doing so swiftly added, ‘See you soon,’ for fear of jinxing their goodbye.
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      When Kitty arrived in Liverpool along with Jo, who was driving a new Red Cross entertainment van to the now Blitz-devastated Liverpool Docks, she was ready to accept another new challenge in life.

      Jo was to meet her colleagues later in the afternoon, which meant she could help transport Kitty to the city and spend some time with her. Both were thrilled with the news they were moving to Liverpool at the same time and would be living close to one another for the first time since they had trained together in Birmingham.

      Being an orphan herself, Kitty hoped the staff at the orphanage understood the needs of newly created orphans and those suffering trauma from either before the war or at the start of it. Sometimes she had noticed people never bothered to find the time to talk to orphaned children, they simply focused on getting them a new home. It frustrated Kitty as she knew from personal experience that a kind word could help a child find a way out of a nightmare corner.

      ‘Here we are then, your new home,’ Jo said, standing back to look at the large Georgian townhouse.

      Kitty pulled her belongings from the back of Jo’s van and joined her.

      ‘Not quite as grand as Fell Hall,’ Kitty said softly, ‘but it is somewhere new for me to explore as I help the little ones come to terms with being orphans. This war is becoming tiresome, Jo.’

      ‘You should get out of this side of the Red Cross then. Come drive for the American entertainment crews; it’s worthwhile and just as important,’ Jo said as she closed the van doors.

      ‘I’m not old enough. Besides, I need time to think about what it is I really want to do. I’m torn between medical nursing and caring for children – specifically orphans,’ Kitty replied.

      ‘Yes, but you are getting closer to recruitment age, so think about it,’ Jo said as she walked towards the front gate of the house. ‘Come on, let’s get you settled in before I have to leave again.’

      Being four years older than Kitty, Jo had recently become a permanent Donut Doll, driving a doughnut van. It was perfect for Jo as she loved driving and had no regrets about giving up her nursing post, but Kitty was still extremely keen to continue in her own callings – the two fields of medical nursing and assisting orphans through trauma.

      ‘Right, here goes, another city and more new people to meet,’ Kitty said in an upbeat voice as she rang on the doorbell.

      Inside the orphanage, the bustling matron of the house apologised, saying she could not give Kitty a tour just then as she was on her way to collect another batch of orphans from London at the rail station. She refused Kitty’s offer of help, insisting she rested after her journey and pressed a note into Kitty’s hand.

      ‘Take it to Cook, introduce yourself and enjoy a meal with your friend – goodness knows it will be the last quiet one you will have,’ the spritely, middle-aged woman said with a hearty laugh. ‘Take the rest of the day to rest and explore. We’ll meet again in the morning at seven o’clock sharp. Now, forgive me as I am already running behind schedule. It is a pleasure to meet you, Kitty – you, too, my dear,’ she said, turning to Jo. ‘And thank you for the doughnuts. What a gift to receive! I will enjoy one with Cook when I return.’ Matron addressed both of them with a genuine smile and gave Jo’s hand a firm shake.

      Jo’s gifts of doughnuts were always welcome wherever she went, and whenever she visited Kitty, she brought a treat or two. As a friend, Jo was not always as demonstrative in her emotional displays as Kitty was, but today she presented Kitty with a small plant for her bedroom, taken from the grounds of Fell Hall when Jo’s team had paid a visit to Brancepeth. Kitty’s expression and gasps of thanks were all Jo needed, but Kitty showered her with warm hugs as always.

      The matron was friendly, and Kitty had no concerns she would be unapproachable, as had been the case with some she had worked with in the past. Both Kitty and Jo agreed this would be the ideal place for Kitty to refocus her mind. The house had been given over to the orphans and stood proud behind high brick walls, with a sprawling lawned garden surrounding it. It was not set in the countryside, as Fell Hall had been, but closer to the city centre.

      After getting Kitty settled in her room, they inspected most of the rooms in the house, ate their meal and walked into the city, following instructions drawn by the cook, taking in the destroyed buildings around them and the heaped rubble mountains. Liverpool had taken a hit, much like the rest of the other cities Kitty had been sent to, and as she walked past elegant homes reduced to nothing, her mood altered.

      Jo chatted on about her new friends and work colleagues and gave comparisons between the British and Americans. Kitty listened with little interest. She said yes and no in the right places but all the while she took in her surroundings wondering how on earth Britain would ever be able to recover from such devastation. Displaced residents wandered amongst the crushed memories of what were once their homes in the vain attempt at finding something to treasure in whatever new home they would be allocated. Kitty’s heart went out to them. The bombings had happened three to four years previous, in 1940 and ’41, but many were still searching through the wreckage, never having given up hope. By the time they arrived back at her new residence, Kitty was upset by the destruction they had seen, and it triggered memories of the Blitz rescue missions she had undertaken in the past.

      Back in Kitty’s room at the orphanage, both women agreed it was a good size, airy, and came with the added bonus of privacy as it appeared she was not expected to share with anyone. The room was sparsely furnished with a single bed with a highly polished headboard, a wardrobe, chair and dressing table – each in varying types and shades of wood. A rag rug and dark green curtains were the only colour in the room as the bedspread was a beige cotton and the linen, white. A wooden cross hung above the bed and a small black Bible sat on the dresser. It was a room with no personality. Even when she put her own items on the dressing table it still looked bland.

      ‘It is much better than the cupboard I lived in at Drymen military base. I am lucky, considering,’ Kitty said and slumped onto the bed. Jo sat on the dressing table chair and grimaced at the hard seating beneath her.

      ‘Don’t be such a drama queen, you never lived in a cupboard. It will soon feel like home,’ she said to Kitty and gave a grin. ‘Mind you, I don’t think you’ll linger too long putting your makeup on; this chair is like a rock beneath my cheeks.’

      Kitty giggled then pulled a serious face. ‘You are right, and I should be grateful. I am not sharing, and I have a roof over my head. Many people are not so fortunate,’ she said.

      ‘Listen, don’t let yourself get into that low mood of yours. Bring out the happy Kitty again. Michael would be furious if he saw you upset each day,’ Jo said.

      Kitty gave a nod.

      ‘Some days I am afraid my legs tremble as I step outside, and it takes every ounce of courage for me to open my eyes and face the devastation in front of me. Other days are spent embracing the fact I am still alive to do these things. Then there are the days when I think about Michael – and only him. I carry a heavy load of mixed emotions and have no control over them, Jo. I am done with one man dictating to the world what he wants – I am fed up with the political mess dumped on our doorstep, and I am angry that they’ve made me angry…’

      On her last words, Kitty flung herself across her bed onto her back and gave a loud, dramatic sigh.

      ‘Finished?’ asked Jo, now sitting on the windowsill with her legs outstretched.

      With a laugh, Kitty threw her pillow at her friend.

      ‘No. Not by a long way. I am so angry right now,’ she replied. ‘When we see those newsreels in the cinema, I want to scream. How can one man become so powerful, and others allow him to destroy so much? What does he promise them?’

      Jo raised her eyebrows and gave a nasal huff.

      ‘Power. It is always the promise of power – and money – with those kinds of men,’ she said and joined Kitty on the edge of the bed. ‘Don’t become bitter, Kitty. Michael would not want you to become bitter. He was proud to fi⁠—’

      ‘IS,’ Kitty shouted. ‘Is proud to fight. Just because he’s shellshocked does not mean he is dead – he is still alive, and I am convinced he will re-join the medics. He’s a strong man.’

      Everyone she spoke to knew Kitty refused to believe otherwise. A visiting Red Cross nurse from Michael’s rehabilitation home had written her a letter, mentioning him smiling at a postcard of Dovercourt Bay which Kitty had sent him. The joy of the news had given Kitty a bolt of hope that Michael was simply buried deep inside himself and the memory of them walking the prom together in her hometown was just waiting to be retrieved, triggering his recovery and his return to normal life.

      Jo launched herself to her feet and raised her hands in the air.

      ‘Truce. Time for me to leave. Got everything?’ She looked around the room at Kitty’s few belongings still in their bags. ‘Need me to help you unpack?’

      Kitty stood upright and shook her head.

      ‘No, thanks. I’ll be fine. Thanks for the lift and for the cinema treat. I can’t believe you won’t be far away. I’ll let you know how I get on here. It is so quiet. I bet tomorrow will be different when the new children arrive,’ she said.

      ‘Good luck with that,’ Jo said with a laugh and gave Kitty a hug. ‘Be kind to yourself. I think they’ve done the right thing by sending you here but don’t go putting yourself in danger of not coping. The minute you feel on edge, head for a beach somewhere; you know the water always calms you.’ Jo pulled Kitty in for a hug, which was something she had only recently taken to doing, and Kitty drew comfort from her friend. ‘Right. I’m off. See you soon. I love that I can say it and I actually will for a change!’

      Kitty listened for the engine of Jo’s truck starting up and driving away, then watched from the window of the bedroom she was to call home. When Jo was no longer in view, Kitty set her few belongings out and settled down to read what was expected of her in her new position. An involuntary sigh escaped her lips as Kitty picked up her paperwork. A sudden lethargy overcame her, along with the realisation that she was tired of the nomadic life and hankered for a settled home, much like Trixie’s. Unsettled, she took another tour of her workplace and tried to find reasons to remain positive, talking to herself the whole time.

      ‘The children. You are doing this for the orphans. They need you,’ she told herself as she headed back to her room. ‘Once you are settled, this feeling will go away. Michael would be happy you are helping other orphans again. It will be fine, Kitty. Keep going.’
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      October 1944

      A month later, the cook, known as Mrs C, handed Kitty four letters wrapped in twine as she settled in the kitchen for her breakfast.

      ‘Morning. It looks as if someone in this room is popular this week,’ Mrs C said. ‘Oh, and if you are going out today, best take a brolly. It looks like rain. Tea’s mashed and ready. Sort yourself, I’ve gorra busy day. Read your werds and I’ll get her ladyship’s messages done. She wants me to find a decent pair of scissors today,’ she said, flicking her thumb towards the door to the matron’s office.

      ‘Given that all things metal are off the shelves and melting in the factories, it will be a task longer than five minutes, I tell you!’

      Kitty gave a giggle. She loved Mrs C’s accent with its exaggerated nasal r and throaty k sounds. The friendly manner of the Liverpudlians towards her had been overwhelming when she first arrived – even Matron couldn’t hide her softer side – and whenever Kitty walked through the city, the Liverpudlians she came across shared all they could with no expectations in return.

      ‘But we all know you will find a pair, Mrs C,’ Kitty said with a warm smile. The woman had friends in many places and often came home triumphant from even the most difficult of shopping missions.

      Kitty selected toast from the toast rack in the centre of the table, spread a scraping of butter and homemade damson jam on it, and took a bite. She looked around the kitchen and wondered how Mrs C managed to make it look as if rationing was not an issue. Her pantry was filled with items salted, stored in isinglass or in vinegar. Fresh – albeit a bit grey in colour – bread sat in rows of six by six on long cooling racks. Enough to feed the two children’s homes Mrs C catered for in the area. Kitty found the kitchen to be the cosiest place in the large house. Although it was a comfortable home, there was little personality to it and the children were made to keep quiet and move around in total silence. There was no happiness around her aside from the comfort of Mrs C’s cooking.

      If asked, Kitty would say her month of work in Liverpool had been an easy one, but, in her private moments she couldn’t help but acknowledge that she experienced an unsettled sensation from morning until night. As much as she hated to admit it to herself, Kitty did not feel fulfilled in her job.

      Walking the children to and from their school, taking them out for recreation time, attending to their scraped knees and wiping away their tears, were not jobs which challenged her enough. Not anymore. She wanted to nurse and nurture, but could not always find peace with her posting in Liverpool. And being told the work she did for the orphans and war effort was valuable was not enough.

      Kitty had lost the passion she once had – it had been slowly watered down and the fire in her belly at the beginning of her service to the Red Cross was now a minor flicker. Matron was a woman of many talents and loved to control everything. Even when Kitty volunteered to help ease her workload, the woman refused, stating that Kitty’s role was the one she needed to focus upon. For days Kitty sat wondering what to do with the vast amount of spare time she had on her hands. She felt guilty when others out in the wider world were juggling work with home life and the inconveniences and upsets of the war, many without the support of another. Kitty’s job was far too easy. It saddened her to think she felt that way, and it was something she needed to address. She had not seen Jo for a while as their schedules never seemed to work together, and so her days off were spent wandering alone around the battered streets. She knew Liverpool had more to offer, but her current mood did not allow her to seek out what that might be.

      At the start of the war the situation might have been acceptable, but the trials and turbulence of what she had seen and been through had altered Kitty’s view on what kind of work she found fulfilling. She had pondered whether to change her path and find something new to do to support her country, but her loyalty to the Red Cross was still strong, which meant it would take something special for her to leave. Orphans needed the support of anyone who could give it in peacetime, but even more so during war time. Kitty told herself to stop being selfish with her personal needs and look at the wider picture.

      She and Michael were orphans, she cared for orphans, she had nurtured orphans, but now, sometimes she felt at a loss as to what to say to them. She had run dry of the right words to use and knew some of her struggles stemmed from the loss of her aunt.

      Her death triggered the childhood emotions Kitty had carried with her since her parents had died. It was a stark reminder that if something happened to her uncle, with them having adopted her after her parents’ accident, she would become an orphan once again and it was not something she wanted to face.

      Turning her attention to the letters, Kitty carefully untied the string, wound it into a ball and popped it into her apron pocket. She laid them out on the table and stared wide-eyed and open-mouthed at the letter in her hand, which was stamped with an address for a building she hoped she would never see the inside of – Holloway Prison. The letter had been posted and delivered by the central Red Cross postal service.

      ‘Bad news?’ Mrs C asked as she bustled back into the kitchen from the pantry.

      Kitty shook her head. ‘I am not really sure why I’ve received this one, but I do have a good idea from the handwriting of who sent it. I am not sure want to read it, if I’m honest,’ she replied.

      The cook gave a harrumph of a cough and continued about her business.

      Kitty rotated the letter in her hand several times as she decided what to do with it. She was tempted to return it to sender unopened, but eventually chose to read it, despite it being sent by Annabelle Farnsworth who, from the moment they first met, had been an annoyance in Kitty’s life. When she dishonoured crown and country, Kitty had reported her as a German spy. From that moment on, Kitty had assumed she would never hear from Belle again.

      Now Belle’s words stared back at her, and Kitty fought two emotions: anger and pity. Anger for what Belle had become and pity because of a life wasted on an enemy intent on total world control. Resigned to the fact that she was too curious not to read the contents of the envelope, she slid the letter opener across the top and pulled out two pages of neat handwriting on cheap, off-white paper. Not something she would associate with the Belle of the past, as before her incarceration she would have used a top-quality brand of stationery and ink. The blotches on the paper in Kitty’s hand suggested a leaking ink pen from the cheapest range possible.

      
        
        Kitty,

        Before you tear this letter into shreds, please know I don’t blame you for what you did, it was the right thing. Reporting me to the authorities was brave on your part.

        I was such a fool! A naïve idiot.

        Where do I start? This is the only letter I am allowed to write and as my parents are no longer alive and I have no remaining family, my thoughts turned to you. Why, you might ask? Well, the truth is, prison is a humbling place, and you would no longer recognise me. There is also the fact that I long to be more Kitty than Belle right now.

        My parents drew me into something I thought was to be explored and the side of me which used to seek excitement, fell foul. I have apologies to make to Meryn and Pots, and ask you make them on my behalf. My solicitor will be in touch, but the long and the short of it is that you are a beneficiary of my will. The law has dealt with what is part of the investigation, but the inn is no longer of interest and my personal contents are yours, should you accept. I will not be around to know what your decision will be as I join my parents in twelve days. I wish you and Michael well. Remember me to Jo and Trix, not that they’ll be bothered either way.

        The Stargazy Inn has been bequeathed to you, with a percentage of the takings to go to Pots, Wenna and Meryn. I’ll leave you to explain the situation to them as my solicitor will not release the letters until my final hearing. My confinement in prison has given me endless days to think and time to form regrets, and one of those is not seeing what a friend I could have had in you. The night at Mrs Smith’s, the first time we met, I acted ungraciously and moved around as if the world owed me a favour. I apologise and if ever you meet with that patient landlady again, please tell her I no longer dress for dinner! I was a useless nurse and a dreadful person.

        I admire you, Kitty. You never walk away from those in need.

        Keep doing your duty as the kind-hearted, gentle soul you are, and I hope life is good to you. You and Michael are meant for one another, and I truly hope you are still a couple in love.

        It was my hope we would meet again someday so I could say these words to your face, but alas it is not meant to be. Be brave. Be strong. May God protect you.

        My regards and deepest respect,

        Belle (Annabelle Farnsworth)

      

      

      Belle’s letter pained Kitty, not for Belle but for her friend, Mrs Smith, who had lost her life in an air aid and never learned of Belle’s second career as a spy for German intelligence. Had she done so, Ma Smith would have had a few choice words to express about her ‘hoity toity’ resident. Out of the two, Kitty would far rather be reading one of Ma Smith’s letters, full of her reports on the comings and goings of her tenants in Birmingham.

      The thought of the fine clothes and trinkets Belle had mentioned, no doubt some of great value, served only as a reminder of Belle’s position as an aide to the enemy. She would explain the situation to Pots and tell the solicitor she did not want to take on the items Belle had bequeathed to her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      After spending a half hour wandering the building pondering Belle’s letter, Kitty decided to walk the surrounding streets, browse a few shops, and purchase a magazine and more writing paper. Anything to alter the pattern of her mind. Once she had finished her browsing, she chose her stationery and selected a local newspaper instead of a magazine. As she turned the corner at the end of the road she bumped into a woman with short black hair and round spectacles.

      ‘I am so sorry. Clumsy of me,’ Kitty said, but the woman just looked down at the newspaper Kitty had dropped in front of her as if it was an obstacle preventing her from moving forward. Kitty bent to pick it up, looked at the woman again and gave another apology, but the woman swiftly turned her head, ignoring her, and rearranged the large collar on her coat, which hid her face. Kitty noticed the red weal of a scar above the tip of the collar and looked at the paper now in her hand.

      ‘Again, sorry,’ she said and stepped to one side, allowing the woman to walk away. Kitty’s heart pounded and she refrained from looking over her shoulder as she walked across the road and turned into another street. Once she was well away from the area she stopped and leaned against a wall. Despite knowing it wasn’t her, the woman had reminded Kitty in some way of Belle. Especially when Kitty noticed the twist of lips before she bent to retrieve the newspaper, a habit Belle had when something annoyed her.

      Kitty tried to convince herself she could not have just seen Belle, but when she recalled the woman’s walk as she hurried away, she realised it too had had a similarity to that of Annabelle Farnsworth. If it was Belle, how did she escape from prison? At first, Kitty thought to tell Jo and see if they should report it to the police, but she suspected Jo would only laugh and suggest Kitty was fatigued and seeing things.

      Too curious to let it go, Kitty retraced her steps until she spotted the woman who now appeared slightly shorter than Kitty recalled Belle to be, but Belle was fond of shoes with heels, so it was hard to tell properly. The woman was with a man staring into a shop window, both constantly looking around and over their shoulders. Kitty froze. Had she stumbled across something? Was Belle free and back to spying?

      ‘Kitty Pattison, you stop it right now. Belle was captured and there is no reason to be so paranoid!’ Kitty whispered to herself. As she went to turn away a black car pulled close to the kerb and the couple climbed inside, and Kitty realised they had simply been looking around for their driver as they waited.

      Kitty cursed herself for having an overactive imagination, and headed for home, telling herself that she was simply overtired and the letter from Belle had triggered unwelcome memories and suspicions, nothing more. She dismissed the incident as fanciful.

      Back in her room Kitty read through Belle’s letter two or three times before putting it away, annoyed at herself for wasting time on someone who did not deserve her attention.

      She settled down to write a response to one of the other letters she had received, this one from Lewis Porter, a man Kitty classed as her newest but much thought of friend.

      Lewis was a soldier in the American Army who had been sent to support Britain. They met when Michael was still in England and had first had his accident. Lewis, also on sick leave, took control of a difficult situation and she and her friends drew him into their friendship circle. She lifted out her letters and reread his. Lewis reported he was still convalescing and was now in Yorkshire, which gave Kitty a twang of envy as he said he had written to her friends Trixie and Smithy, who insisted he visit them at the Pinchinthorpe surgery whenever he was free. He said Smithy declared Lewis had helped two of his dearest friends remain connected and the least he and Trix could do was to give him home comforts on his days off. Lewis signed off by encouraging her to join them as soon as she was able.

      Kitty snatched up her writing pad and penned a letter back stating she would most certainly make Pinchinthorpe a visit in the near future but had to visit her uncle back home first. Guilt tugged at Kitty when she acknowledged that she would prefer visiting her friends over her uncle at present. It wasn’t that she didn’t love her uncle, it was just that Lewis, Jo, Trixie and Smithy brought a different level of energy into her life. Her uncle had a new life with his new companion, and although Kitty was happy for them, she missed her aunt – her mother figure – so much when she visited that it was often too emotional to handle. So, she focused on her friends.

      Whenever they could, the group of friends would meet up and Kitty loved the vibrant personality of Lewis, which always lifted her spirits. He insisted on her attending dances and had introduced her to many of his own friends. The Americans were warm and friendly, and despite being in uniform, the soldiers made it feel as if the war was not hammering the world apart outside of whatever dance hall they attended. They had a way of lifting her morale even after a bad day, as their style of dancing and music filled the rooms with so much joy it overrode the memories of pain and loss. Whenever she went to a dance, Kitty’s chest would pound with excitement, and she embraced the opportunity to let off steam. Her only regret was she could not share those moments with her darling fiancé. She had once drafted a letter to him about one of the dances but felt a lot of guilt as she wrote of fun times and, as she still didn’t know enough about his medical situation to be sure, Kitty wondered if it might upset him and his recovery to hear about her having a good time. So, she tore the letter up and from then on only wrote more generally about her life and work.
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        * * *

      

      Autumnal weather brought with it crisp frosts and the coal shortage made the large house bitterly cold first thing in the morning. Kitty hoped the war would end and life would return to normal before the severe winter weather set in, as she feared many would lose their lives to illnesses relating to cold rather than the enemy bombs. For some time now the bombings had not been as fierce as in the past and Kitty, like many others, listened intently to the radio for news of the German Army surrendering.

      With France liberated during August and news of an air attack supporting Holland, Kitty clung onto the snippets of news filtering through that, along with the British Army, the Canadian and American forces, and other allies of Great Britain from around the world, were making headway. She was not naïve though and knew the cost of such successes and attempts would mean thousands of lives lost. Heroes who sacrificed everything to restore peace.

      Each day she shared a few thoughts to the ether and hoped her words of thanks and encouragement to remain strong would reach the service men and women fighting on her behalf. Kitty never failed to whisper out to those who had given their lives so she could live hers and vowed to their spirits that she would remember them and ensure others always did the same.

      Noises on the stairs shook Kitty from her thoughts and she strolled out into the hallway. Eight children aged between nine and twelve bounded down the stairs and were chattering amongst themselves.

      ‘Morning. A little quieter please,’ she called out to them and glanced towards the matron’s door, reminding them she may be in her office.

      ‘Shoes on. Coats, scarves, hats and mittens today. And please bring them home!’ she implored as she put on her own coat and stood with the front door open allowing leaves and a chill wind into the house.

      As they walked in a crocodile line towards the schoolhouse, Kitty let out a sigh. She was bored. The children filled the void with their questions and need to know what, why and wherefore, but this wasn’t what she was used to, and the frustration mounted. As she encouraged the children along, she spotted movement ahead.

      A man lighting a cigarette stood watching them, greeting the children at the front with a friendly ‘good morning’.

      As she got closer, he tipped his hat, blew out a puff of smoke and walked away. Kitty frowned. He looked familiar, but she
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