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Prologue

Elsie

Summer 1941

I woke with a start, my heart thumping, and it was a minute before I remembered where I was. I’d had the nightmare again – the same one that had plagued me since I left London. In my dream, the book had been uncovered and passed around. Everyone knew everything that had happened. Everything I’d done.

‘How could you?’ they said to me, their faces twisted in hatred, fingers pointing in accusation. ‘How could you do such a terrible thing?’

Knowing I’d not be able to go back to sleep after such a sudden wake-up, I wiped my clammy brow and swung my legs out of bed. Uncomfortable now that the baby was getting so big, I smoothed my nightdress over my rounded midriff and went to the window, looking out over the quiet city. It was peaceful. Everyone was still sleeping, though the sun was beginning to rise over the horizon.

Feeling my heart rate begin to slow, I took a deep breath, thanking my lucky stars that I was here, safe and sound, away from the bombs and the sirens, and …

It was over, I told myself firmly. The book was gone. It was buried beneath the rubble, never to be found. No one would ever know what I’d done.




Chapter 1

Elsie

1940

It was astonishing, I thought, as I clambered up the few steps from our neighbour’s Anderson shelter, how quickly we’d all got used to something that would have seemed unimaginable a year ago. I couldn’t believe that I’d slept through what Mrs Gold, our neighbour, told me had been another bad raid.

‘I barely slept a wink,’ she’d said when I’d woken. ‘Didn’t drop off until I heard the all-clear.’

I straightened up, hearing my spine click in a very satisfying fashion, and looked round. Things weren’t as bad here as in the East End, but the bombers seemed to follow the railway line that ran along the backs of the houses and we’d had some hits. I could see smoke in the distance and the air felt gritty with brick dust. But the houses in our street were still standing.

‘Thank you,’ I said to Mrs Gold who had followed me out of the shelter and was blinking in the dim early morning light. ‘I’m working tonight so I won’t be here.’

‘What about Nelly?’ she asked, brushing a bit of something from the arm of my coat – I’d learned very quickly that it was better to wrap up warm when I was spending the night in the shelter.

‘She’s worked an extra night shift,’ I said. ‘Someone on her ward was bombed out so she had to cover while the other nurse got herself sorted. But she’ll probably be home now actually.’ I checked my wristwatch. ‘Gosh it’s much later than I thought. I can’t believe I slept so well.’

Mrs Gold, who was barely ten years older than me but who treated Nelly and me like her daughters, clucked fondly. ‘You work so hard, you girls,’ she said. ‘I’m not surprised you’re tired.’

She grinned at me, adjusting one of her curlers under her hairnet. ‘Right, must get on. Don’t want those chaps in the office to be forced to type their own awfully boring documents, do I?’

I smiled back, taking in her innocent gaze. I was fairly sure Mrs Gold wasn’t actually “just a typist” like she claimed, because I’d seen her with some very important-looking papers, and she was often away for long periods of time. But I didn’t argue. Instead I waved as she hurried off up the garden path towards the kitchen where I could see Mr Gold making tea. I’d not even heard him get up and leave the shelter, I’d been sleeping so deeply.

Still feeling slightly snoozy, I went up the side passageway round the side of the Golds’ house and out on to the front street. We had a side door out to the back garden, but I liked to go in at the front after a night in the shelter. I liked to see what had happened while we were safely tucked away at the bottom of the garden.

Now I marvelled again – as I seemed to every morning – at the resilience of London and its people. It was just like a normal day, if you pretended you couldn’t smell the smoke in the air, and see the rubble at the corner where last night’s raid had taken out three whole houses and half of the Evans family’s home, in the street next to ours, leaving their living room sliced clean in two.

A bus rumbled past – more normality, even though it was covered in dust – and I stepped back to avoid being splashed as it drove through a puddle, and then I headed up our path, feeling in the pocket of my coat for my key so I could let myself into our maisonette.

‘Nell?’ I shouted, bending down to pick up the post from the doormat.

‘In the kitchen,’ she called.

I took off my coat and hung it from the bottom of the bannister, then went to find Nelly. She was sitting in a chair in the kitchen, still wearing her outdoor clothes, with her face streaked with dirt and her eyes red with tiredness.

‘Letter for you,’ I said, handing it over. She took it and glanced at the front then dropped it on to the table. ‘Bad night?’

‘Just never-ending.’ She sighed. ‘I need to go to bed, but I’m running on adrenaline.’

‘I’ll make you tea,’ I said. I filled up the kettle and lit the hob with a match. ‘Why don’t you have a bath – see if that relaxes you?’

Nelly shook her head. ‘Too much effort,’ she said. ‘I’ll have my tea, then I’ll have a wash and go to bed.’ She frowned at me. ‘You should get your head down later if you’re on nights now.’

‘I’m going to work early to help with the blankets,’ I said. We had a bewildering lack of blankets at the hospital and it seemed to be a full-time job to sort them out and allocate them to wards. I’d heard friends at other hospitals talk about nurses going into bomb sites and taking them. We’d not got to that stage yet, but I sometimes thought it wasn’t far off. ‘Aren’t you going to read your letter?’

Nelly sighed. ‘No point. I know what it says.’

‘How can you know if you’ve not read it yet?’

‘Because my mammy writes the same thing every time,’ she said. ‘She tells me how it’s so peaceful in Dublin, and you’d barely know there was a war on, and Dr Connalty says there’s a job for me at the Sisters of Mercy hospital whenever I want one …’

I grinned at her. ‘Maybe this time she’s written to say you’re doing a grand job here in London and you should stay as long as you want.’

Nelly laughed. ‘Maybe.’

‘She’s just worried about you,’ I said softly. Even though Nell’s mother sounded overbearing and fussy, I knew it was because she loved her daughter, and I envied Nelly’s family connections. She had brothers and sisters all over Ireland, and relatives in America, and she was always getting letters and once – thrillingly – a parcel from her sister in New York with stockings and a lipstick inside. I’d got the occasional note from Billy of course, and then I’d got the telegram, and now I got nothing.

Nelly got up from the chair with a groan. ‘I’m going to sleep,’ she said. She leaned forward and kissed me on the cheek. ‘I’ll see you later?’

‘You will.’

I waited until she’d gone into her bedroom and then I took the letter from her mum and put it in the drawer in the sideboard, where I put all the other envelopes that came from her home and that she didn’t open. I knew Ireland wasn’t involved in the war and that Nelly’s mammy was safe in that way, but I also knew bad things happened in wartime too, and that perhaps Nelly would want to see her mother’s handwriting one day, and read her caring words.

I could really do with a bath myself, but I didn’t have time if I was going to help with the blankets before my shift started. I settled with a proper wash in my bedroom, even though the water was cold and made me shiver. I found a clean uniform dress in my wardrobe and folded it up neatly and put it in my bag – I’d get a fresh apron when I got to the ward.

Then I went into the kitchen to look for some food. There wasn’t much choice. Nelly and I still hadn’t really got to grips with rationing and because we ate at odd times, we were often left with empty cupboards. Luckily there was half a loaf in the bread bin, so I stuck a couple of slices on the end of the toaster fork and toasted it over the fire, warming myself up at the same time because I was still shivering after my wash.

I worked in South London District Hospital. It wasn’t far from where we lived. Before the war I had often cycled to work, but now I was usually too tired so I normally jumped on the train for two stops. We worked long shifts and we’d doubled the number of patients we looked after since the bombing started. We were a casualty clearing hospital now, and took in people who’d been injured in air raids. Most of them were local, but sometimes if it had been an especially bad night, we got casualties from Central London too. They would arrive in specially converted buses, because there weren’t enough ambulances to transport all the patients.

With my bag packed and my tummy full, I finished my cup of tea, and left a note for Nelly saying I’d see her later, put on my coat and a hat because there was a definite nip in the air now, and headed outside to walk to the station.

I’d not walked more than a hundred yards, when someone fell into step beside me.

‘All right, Elsie?’

My heart sank. It was Timothy Jackson – an old schoolmate of my brother Billy. As far as I knew, he and Billy had only really been acquaintances, but Jackson – as everyone always called him – seemed to think they had been great pals.

I scowled at my feet and then turned towards him – still walking – and forced a smile. ‘Hello.’

‘Are you off to work?’ he said, keeping pace easily with my quick stride, despite the flat feet that he’d told me had kept him from enlisting on medical grounds. ‘You’re not due at the hospital until later, are you? I thought this was your first night shift?’

I felt a tiny shiver of unease. How did he know my shift pattern? Jackson always appeared when I was out and about and it wasn’t the first time I’d suspected he was watching me. But Billy had always said he was a nice enough bloke. A bit of an oddball, perhaps, but harmless. I found him more sinister than strange, but I didn’t want to be unkind.

‘I’m doing some extra work for my matron,’ I explained, quickening my steps a little bit and loosening my top button because walking so fast was making me sweat.

‘You’re not overdoing it are you?’ Jackson’s expression darkened. ‘I don’t want you wearing yourself out.’

‘I’m fine.’ I gritted my teeth, resisting the urge to say it was nothing to do with him, and anyway, weren’t we all worn out right now with the bombs dropping every night and Nelly working extra shifts and us all just doing what we could for the war effort?

‘Billy wouldn’t want you tired out.’

‘I need to catch a train, Jackson. It’s been lovely to catch up.’

‘Because I promised him, didn’t I? That I’d look after you.’

I stopped walking so suddenly that Jackson kept going for a couple of paces before he realised, and then scurried back.

‘Are you all right, Elsie?’

‘What do you mean you promised Billy you’d look after me?’

Jackson scratched his nose. ‘It was the last thing he said.’

‘Unless you were at Dunkirk, then I very much doubt that.’

My sharp tone didn’t seem to bother Jackson in the slightest. ‘The last thing he said to me.’

‘What?’

‘He was here, actually. Or maybe a little bit further down the road, more towards the bus stop …’

I glared at him and this time he did understand. ‘Anyway, he was going to catch the train, and he was in uniform, all smart, with his kit bag on his shoulder. And I said was he going to the war, and he said yes, and I wished him luck and he said thank you, and then I said I’d look after you for him, and he said I’d better.’ He took a deep breath and looked at me, triumphant. ‘And then he got on the train.’

The train. I glanced round and with relief, saw the smoke of the approaching engine. ‘I have to go,’ I said to Jackson. ‘My train is coming.’

I hitched my bag further up my shoulder and took to my heels, running down the street in a most unladylike fashion to the station. I got to the platform and straightaway the train pulled in. I hurried aboard, slamming the door shut behind me and slumping on to an empty seat. How dare Jackson lay claim to my brother’s final words? I thought. I wiped my clammy brow and leaned forward to open the window as the train chugged across the bridge over the road. Down below I saw Jackson standing where I’d left him, shielding his eyes from the low autumn sun and scanning the carriages, clearly looking for me.

I shrank back into my seat, for some reason not wanting him to spot me. And then I chided myself. He was being nice, I told myself. He was just lonely. After all, there weren’t many men his age around now, his parents had moved away shortly after war was declared, and I knew he didn’t have siblings. Perhaps we had more in common than I liked to think. I should be kinder to him. More understanding.

I leaned my head against the firm seat back and closed my eyes, thinking about Billy. I wondered for the hundredth time what his final thoughts had been. If he’d said any last words. Had he been scared, I wondered, when the German bomb landed on the beach as he was waiting to escape? Or had he not had a chance to be frightened before the darkness took him? I’d had a letter from his commanding officer, but he’d not been with Billy when he died. He simply said he’d been a fine young man and a credit to his fellow soldiers. It was true, I was sure. Billy was a hard worker. Brave and steady.

But I remembered how frightened he’d been when our mother died, a few years ago. How for a minute, his stoic expression had dissolved and his eyes had filled with tears. Back then, I’d put my arms round him and promised him we were a team and that he’d be all right because he had me by his side. I couldn’t bear the thought of him being scared in France, looking out to sea as the little boats came to their rescue and feeling hopeful, not knowing what was round the corner. Or worse, bleeding and in pain, frightened and all alone. I sighed. I would never know what was in his head when he died, and I was going to have to come to terms with that.




Chapter 2

Sometimes I looked back at when I’d started nursing, before the war began, and marvelled at how I ever thought it was difficult, or tiring, or that shifts were busy when we had five beds on each ward and they were all full. Because it was a different kettle of fish now and no mistake.

I always felt tense when I was getting ready to start a night shift. I could feel my jaw clenching and my shoulders tightening, as I prepared myself for what the evening would bring. Today I felt even worse. I was unsettled by bumping into Jackson and I felt a bit off kilter.

Nelly and I worked on different wards, but I was hoping to see her before our shifts began, after I’d finished sorting out the blankets.

Sure enough she was in the cloakroom when I had delivered all the bedclothes to the right wards and had gone in search of a clean apron before we started work properly. She was looking much livelier than she had earlier.

‘You look better,’ I said.

‘Amazing what forty winks can do for a girl,’ she said. She opened her locker and pulled out a mirrored compact, checking her reflection.

‘Is Dr Barnet working tonight?’ I teased, as she pinched her cheeks to make them glow.

‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’ She shut her compact with a snap and gave me a wink.

‘Then you won’t be interested in the dance at the Pig and Whistle,’ I said, turning away from her. ‘Never mind, I’ll find someone else to go with.’

Nelly shot out her arm to stop me leaving. ‘You wait a minute, Elsie Watson. What’s this about a dance?’

‘There’s an advert on the noticeboard in the nurses’ accommodation,’ I said. ‘I saw it when I was looking for blankets.’

‘You’re stealing blankets from your fellow nurses now are you?’ Nelly shook her head sadly. ‘Sure that’s terrible.’

I nudged her, laughing. ‘Do you want to hear about the dance, or not?’

‘I do.’

‘It’s on Friday week.’

Nelly’s eyes gleamed. ‘We’re off.’

I nodded with enthusiasm. ‘Exactly. It’s downstairs at the Pig and Whistle – you know, the big pub on the main road? It’s got a huge cellar apparently and they’ve done it all up for dances. There’s going to be a band playing.’

Nelly’s eyes lit up. ‘And will there be soldiers?’

‘Undoubtedly.’

‘Will we go?’

‘We’ll have to double-check our shifts – you know how things can change – but it could be fun.’

Nelly clutched my arm dramatically. ‘I can’t even remember what fun is.’

‘Then we will definitely go.’

I tied my apron round my waist and checked my own reflection in the spotted mirror on the wall. My cap was wonky so I straightened it. I loved that Nelly brought out the fun in me. I’d always been rather quiet when I was young. And losing my mother when I had barely left school made me grow up fast. Billy and I learned to look after ourselves when she was poorly, and there wasn’t a lot of time left for nights out when you had to do the cooking and cleaning and the laundry. I’d met Nelly when we lived in the nurses’ accommodation when we were training. Billy had stayed in our house, fixing cars in a garage nearby. He had loved engines, my Billy.

When Nelly and I qualified and the war began, there were so many new nurses jostling for spaces in the hospital digs, it made sense for us to move back to our old family home. And heaven knows I’d been glad of her company when I got the news that Billy had been killed. Living with Nelly had shown me that there was more to life than housework and worrying about money. She always said I’d rediscovered my youth, even though I was only twenty-one.

‘I saw Jackson again on the way to work,’ I told her.

She made a face. ‘I don’t like him, Elsie.’

‘I don’t like him much either,’ I admitted. I pinned my watch – a present from Billy – on to my apron and checked the time. Then, making the most of the couple of minutes before the shift began, I sat down on one of the battered armchairs in the staffroom, and sighed. ‘He said he saw Billy as he was leaving, and he asked him to look after me.’

‘Well that’s not true,’ Nelly said immediately. ‘Billy knew you could look after yourself.’

I smiled, but it was a bit of a sad smile. ‘He did.’

‘And if he’d wanted someone to look after you, he’d have asked me.’

This time my smile was bigger. ‘That is very true.’ Billy had adored Nelly. He always said she was a “right card”. ‘If there’s anyone you want in your corner,’ he’d said to me more than once, ‘it’s Nelly Malone.’

‘Well, there you are.’

I nodded. ‘It just made me feel a bit prickly, you know? Him having spoken to Billy when he left.’

‘Because he spoke to Billy more recently than you did?’

‘That’s it.’

Nelly came over to where I sat and gave me a hug. I had never been much of a hugger before I met her either. But she was so affectionate and open, that I’d soon had to learn to love her impromptu expressions of friendship. ‘Your Billy knew how much you loved him,’ she said. ‘And you know that he thought the world of you too. Nothing Jackson can say can change that.’

‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘I just wish I’d had the chance to tell him, that’s all.’

‘I know.’ Nelly looked thoughtful. ‘I was thinking that last night. There was this man brought in, and he was bleeding so badly, and he knew he was going to die – you know how some people just know? And he was saying “tell Susie I love her” over and over.’

I found myself blinking away tears, even though we dealt with death every day. ‘Did you?’ I asked. ‘Did you tell Susie?’

‘Ach, no. How could I? I didn’t even know his name, let alone who Susie was,’ Nelly said. ‘He was brought in wearing his pyjamas.’

I felt desperately sad for the man who’d died without telling Susie what he wanted her to know. Was she his wife? I wondered. His daughter? Maybe even a secret lover. But she’d never know that this man had been thinking of her in his final moments.

‘This war,’ I said, my voice slightly croaky. ‘This awful war.’

‘Ladies,’ a voice said. ‘Should you be sitting in here, or should you be on the wards?’

We both looked round to see the matron from Nelly’s ward at the door. She sounded cross but she was smiling.

‘Just going,’ I said.

‘Nurse, there are tin hats on every ward now,’ Matron said. ‘Make sure everyone puts them on when the siren goes.’

I groaned. ‘Really?’

‘Really. We’ve got more sandbags being delivered and the operating theatre downstairs is up and running now, but we can’t be too careful.’

I nodded and Nelly did too.

‘Go on then,’ Matron said. ‘Off to the wards please, Nurse Malone and Nurse Watson.’

*

I worked on a women’s ward. It was meant to be a surgical ward, but all bets were off now we were a casualty clearing station and part of the Emergency Medical Service. We were already double the capacity we’d been before the war, and they’d put up huts in the grounds too that were going to be used as more wards. The children’s ward was now where the dining room had once been, and the staff canteen, which had been in the basement was – as Matron had said – now the operating theatre. It had taken some getting used to, and things were still changing. I kept thinking that these nightly raids couldn’t last much longer, but the Luftwaffe didn’t seem like they were giving up. And I was fairly sure the powers that be wouldn’t have made so many changes to the hospital if they were expecting the bombs to stop. That thought made me shiver every time something new was built, or more alterations were made.

‘This war has made them do more for this hospital in ten months than they’d done in the previous ten years,’ Matron was fond of remarking, pointing out the new equipment we had, and the extra staff. Though the fancy new bits and pieces weren’t much use when the electricity went out in a raid and we had to sterilise equipment in a saucepan of water heated on a Primus stove.

It was dark outside already and the windows were covered. I cast an experienced eye around the ward. We had three empty beds, which was unusual.

‘Calm before the storm,’ said another nurse, Phyllis, coming to stand by my shoulder.

And she was right. It wasn’t long before the siren was wailing and we knew our steady evening routine, giving the patients their medication and settling them down for the night, would soon come to an end.

We didn’t move the patients when the siren went. We didn’t have enough room to transfer them all downstairs to the basement – and even if we had, some of them were so poorly they wouldn’t have lasted the trip. Anyone who was able went to the hospital shelter, but our patients were normally too weak. So we just kept going. When the siren went we pushed the beds into the centre of the room, away from the windows even though they were boarded up, just to be on the safe side.

‘Hats please, nurses,’ Matron called, handing out tin helmets just like the ones the ARP wardens wore. Feeling faintly ridiculous, I strapped mine on, making a face at Phyllis as I did so. She grinned back, rapping her knuckles on the top of her head.

The planes were overhead now, and I could sense everyone holding their breath, while we pretended to be normal. Phyllis and I were giving one of our patients a bed bath, and changing her sheets, so we carried on our jovial conversation.

‘I reckon a couple more days and you’ll be back home, Mrs Marsden,’ Phyllis said, raising her voice over the sound of the anti-aircraft guns. ‘What do you reckon, Nurse Watson?’

I reckoned poor Mrs Marsden wasn’t actually a missus, for one thing. She’d got a nasty infection from a backstreet abortion and the ring she wore on her left hand had gone green underneath. But that was none of my business, so I smiled at Phyllis and then at Mrs Marsden.

‘You’ll be up and about in no …’ I breathed in sharply as I heard the whistle of a bomb falling. ‘In no time.’

Mrs Marsden winced as something crashed nearby. ‘You think?’

‘I know,’ I said, gently sponging her face. ‘The infection’s gone.’

She gave me a small smile. ‘That’s good. I like your helmets.’

‘I think they make us look like ARP wardens.’

She chuckled. ‘That’s right.’

Another huge rumble made us all shriek. We were on the ground floor, but the boards beneath our feet shook with the impact.

‘Lord, that was close,’ Phyllis said. ‘Must be aiming for the railway line.’

‘If it’s this bad here, think how it must be in the East End. I can see the smoke hovering over the docks from my bedroom window each morning.’

‘My sister lives in Oxfordshire and she says they can see Coventry burning,’ Mrs Marsden said. ‘It’s miles away but they can see the flames every night.’

‘You should go and stay with her,’ Phyllis told her. ‘Sit up and I’ll do your pillows. Much safer than here.’

‘I think I might,’ Mrs Marsden agreed. She twiddled the ring on her green-tinged finger. ‘Not much point in staying round here.’

In the nurses’ station at the end of the ward, the phone rang and Phyllis and I exchanged a look. We knew that meant more casualties were on the way. Sure enough, Matron called: ‘Nurse Watson? Can you go and meet the ambulance please. Only one for us at the moment.’

‘Will do.’

I left Phyllis looking after Mrs Marsden, and walked down the ward and out into the corridor. The main entrance of the hospital was already in chaos. There were people everywhere in the corridors. Doctors and nurses dashing from ward to ward. Injured people on chairs, looking dazed. Someone crying. And more patients about to arrive. I had no idea where we’d put everyone.

Bracing myself I pushed open the door to the outside and went out into the chilly evening air.

It was pitch-black, of course, but the darkness felt heavy with smoke. Every now and then the sky was lighting up with flashes as bombs exploded in the distance, and there was a red glow to the night air in front of me that I knew meant something, somewhere was burning. There were tall trees around the perimeter of the hospital grounds, and as the sky brightened with the explosions they appeared, silhouetted against the light, and then disappeared.

I shivered, wishing I’d thought to bring my coat out with me and wondering if I had enough time to run back to the staff cloakroom and grab it. But then there was a rumble from the road and I could see the faint outline of the bus-turned-ambulance coming. It pulled into the hospital grounds and stopped in front of the doors where I was standing. The driver, a woman about my own age with a streak of dust across her face and a tin helmet like mine, jumped down from the front of the bus. ‘Three casualties,’ she said. ‘Two men, one woman. Crush injuries.’

I nodded and next to me, two other nurses I knew by sight added their voices to mine. The bus doors opened and there was a flurry of activity as we got the patients out of the ambulance and into the hospital.

‘Will there be more?’ I asked the driver as I signed the sheets she gave me, and she signed mine, in a vain attempt to keep track of patients. She rubbed her nose with the palm of her hand and nodded.

‘Oh there will definitely be more. It’s a bad one. This lot are all from the same place – direct hit on a pub full of dock workers. They were all in the basement but it collapsed.’

And then she pulled herself up into the driver’s seat and started the engine. With the help of a porter, a lovely chap called Frank who we were all ever so fond of, I took my patient along to the ward and we got her settled. The poor woman was in a bad way. She had been crushed by a falling beam that had pinned her to the ground. One of her arms was broken and needed to be set and put in plaster. It was in a sling with a splint holding it firm, and I was glad that the ambulance team had managed to do that at least. Her other arm, though, was simply a terrible mess. It was covered in blood and hanging limply at her side. Clearly the emergency team hadn’t thought it was worth even trying to fix it.

‘She’s going to lose that arm,’ Phyllis said as she helped me take the patient’s vitals.

I nodded grimly. ‘Sooner rather than later too. Don’t want it infected.’

The woman’s eyes flickered open and I grimaced. I hoped she hadn’t heard us talking about her like that.

‘My kids,’ she croaked. ‘The kids.’

We were used to families being separated. ‘We’ll find them,’ I told her, frowning slightly because hadn’t the driver told me the casualties were all from a dockers’ drinking den, which didn’t seem like somewhere children would be. I looked at her notes. ‘Violet is it? Where were your children, Violet? Were they with you?’

She shook her head slowly. ‘They’re in Wales.’ She groaned in pain, trying to sit up. ‘They were evacuated.’

‘Stay still, Violet. The kids are safe – don’t worry.’

Violet gritted her teeth. ‘But they won’t know what’s happened or where I am.’

‘You can write to them when you’ve had your op, and you’re in the convalescent hospital,’ Phyllis said cheerfully. I kicked her, hard, on her ankle, looking meaningfully at poor Violet’s useless arms. ‘Ouch,’ Phyllis grumbled. Her eyes widened as she realised what she’d said. ‘Well, someone can write for you.’

‘I’ll do it,’ I said. ‘Do you know the address?’

‘Course I do.’

I felt in the pocket of my apron for a pencil and then got a fresh sheet of paper out of Violet’s notes. ‘Tell me.’

She reeled off the address, breathy and clearly in pain but determined to pass on the information.

‘What are your children’s names?’

‘Winifred, Ray and Jimmy.’

I scrawled that on the top of the page. ‘I’ll write to them as soon as I’m finished on the ward,’ I promised. I saw Violet relax a little bit.

‘Thank you,’ she said.




Chapter 3

Stephanie

Present day

It was raining again. Of course it was. I looked up at the sky, wondering whether to risk it or go back inside and find my waterproofs. A distant rumble of thunder made my decision for me, so I darted back up the stairs at the side of my tiny flat and hurried inside. I took off the battered leather jacket that had once belonged to my brother, and instead pulled on my bright yellow cagoule and managed to cover my rucksack in a plastic carrier bag so everything inside wouldn’t get soaked. Then I dashed back outside again.

My flat – if you could call it that, which you couldn’t really – was above the detached double garage set slightly to the side of the big house where my dad’s friend Bernie lived with his wife and teenage kids. Bernie owed my dad a favour, which was why he let me live in the flat that had once been used by a succession of au pairs. I hadn’t asked what the favour was, but it must have been a big one because Bernie let me stay there for a tiny amount of rent – which I still struggled to pay.

I clattered down the metal staircase and opened the garage door to get my bike out, keeping my gaze away from the corner where all my canvases were stacked against the wall, and my art equipment was gathering dust in the bags for life I’d stashed it in.

After adjusting the straps of my rucksack, I wheeled my bike outside and came face to face with Micah, Bernie’s teenage son.

‘No,’ I said, wheeling past him.

‘Oh come on, please.’

‘No. Go to school.’

I was not Micah’s au pair but he seemed to think I was. Or at least he thought he could use my flat whenever he wanted, to hide out when he should be at school. But when Micah bunked off, it was me who got the blame. I had a suspicion that Bernie’s wife, Jan – nice as she was – had been forced into welcoming me into their annexe. She’d had plans to convert the garage into a gym before I landed on their doorstep, so I didn’t want to give her any excuse to get rid of me. I couldn’t risk losing this flat, even though it was tiny and cramped.

Micah scowled at me and I scowled back, but good-naturedly because he was a nice lad really and I saw something in him that reminded me of myself. A fluttery anxiousness that made me want to look after him.

‘The thought of going to school is worse than it’ll actually be when you get there,’ I told him, as I got on my bike. ‘It’s never as bad as you think.’

‘Is that how you feel about work?’

‘Totally,’ I lied, because while I didn’t dislike work it was always a bit of an effort. ‘I’m working with Tara later. If you come by after school, I’ll give you the key and you can hang out at mine all evening.’

Micah gave me a dazzling smile. ‘Thanks, Steve,’ he said.

‘It’s Stevie,’ I said with an overexaggerated sigh. Micah had been thrilled when he discovered my friends and family all shortened Stephanie to Stevie, and he delighted in giving me his own version of my nickname.

‘Okay then, Steve.’

‘It’s Stevie,’ I called over my shoulder as I rode off down the drive and out of the automatic gates. ‘Stevie!’

*

Tall Trees residential home was surrounded by a low hedge, a red-brick wall, and absolutely no trees, tall or otherwise. It was a large building shaped like an L with the long bit of the L parallel to the road and the gravelled car park, which I’d long ago learned not to cycle across, at the front. I locked my dripping bike up in the empty rack, and took my helmet and my shopping-bag-covered rucksack into the staffroom.

‘You’re late,’ said my boss, Blessing, hurrying past the door to the room with a pile of clean towels as I peeled off my wet outer layer. Then she stopped, and grinned at me. ‘Here.’

She threw me a towel and gratefully I caught it and wiped my face.

‘It’s still raining then?’

‘Actually it’s stopped.’ I squeezed my damp ponytail with the towel then hung it over the door of my locker while I got out my clean uniform tunic.

‘But …’

‘Bus,’ I said wryly. ‘And puddle.’

Blessing raised an eyebrow. ‘You’re on the bottom corridor today. They’ve all had tea, but they’ll need you to help get them up for breakfast. Then when you’re ready and if the rain’s holding off, can you take Mr Yin out into the garden? He wants to see if the peonies have flowered yet.’

‘Will do.’

I finished buttoning up my tunic, tidied my hair, shut my locker, and hurried off to the bottom corridor.

‘Morning, Val,’ I sang as I went into the first room. ‘How are you today?’

‘I wish I was dead,’ said Val who was ninety-five, and who spoke her mind without hesitation. ‘Can’t even get a proper cup of tea in this rotten place. Is it too much to ask for an Earl Grey of a morning?’

I grinned at her. ‘Ready to get up?’

‘What’s the point?’

With a flourish, I pulled two little Twinings sachets – like the ones you got at a hotel breakfast buffet – from my tunic pocket and waved them at her. ‘Would you get up if I promised to make you a cup of Earl Grey?’

Val smiled at me suddenly and uncharacteristically. ‘You know what you are?’ she said. ‘One of the good ones.’

I busied myself filling her little kettle so she didn’t see the tears that had sprung into my eyes at her kind words. Just about anything made me well up these days. Tears were never far away now.

‘Right then, shall we get you out of that bed?’ I said, falsely jolly. ‘What would you like to wear today?’

*

Once all five of the residents on my corridor were up and dressed and in the dining room for breakfast, I went to find Mr Yin. He was sitting in the lounge, drinking coffee and looking out of the window. ‘This building was once a hospital,’ he said.

I nodded. ‘It spooks me a bit if I think about that when I’m on a night shift,’ I admitted. ‘When it’s quiet and dark, the corridors give me the willies.’

‘The willies?’ Mr Yin raised an eyebrow. He was a clever, distinguished man who had spent his younger days jetting between the UK and Hong Kong, but sometimes my South London idioms made him scratch his head.

‘Shivers,’ I said. ‘Give me the shivers.’

Mr Yin nodded and I knew he was storing away the knowledge for another day.

‘How are your legs today? Do you want me to get a chair?’

With a sigh, Mr Yin nodded. ‘I think that would be easier.’

Some of our residents were in wheelchairs all the time, but others – like Mr Yin – only used them when they had to, so we had a line of them by the reception desk.

‘Two mins,’ I said to Mr Yin, heading out of the lounge to grab a chair. A man – my age or perhaps a bit older – was signing in at the front desk. I’d never seen him before and I wondered which resident he’d come to see. He looked a bit like Louis Theroux. All tousled hair and thick-rimmed glasses.

‘Morning,’ I said, and he looked up at me and smiled.

‘Morning.’

I got the chair, and helped Mr Yin into it, and we went out the front door and round to the side of the home. The gable end of the home was painted white – a dirty, peeling white, but plain enough to be a tempting canvas for any passing graffiti artist.

As I pushed Mr Yin round to the garden, I noticed that today some scumbag had scrawled “f*ck the govermant” in red spray paint, right across the gable end. I couldn’t say I entirely disagreed with the sentiment, but the spelling made me wince.

Some of the other residents were on the terrace.

‘Want to join your mates?’ I asked Mr Yin. ‘You can see the peonies from there and keep dry if the rain starts again.’

‘Thank you, Stephanie,’ he said.

I pushed him over and got him settled and then, just as I was about to sit down myself and have a chat with them all, Blessing leaned out of the window.

‘Stephanie, you can go and see your nan now, if you like.’

I shook my head. ‘I’m just with Mr Yin at the mo.’

‘I’m fine,’ said Mr Yin, giving me a puzzled look. ‘Unless you don’t want to go?’ He studied me with his sharp eyes and I made a face.

‘I know I should, but it’s so hard. She doesn’t always remember me.’

‘My wife’s mother was the same. It’s very cruel.’

I looked away from him and blinked to stop the tears coming again. ‘She’s not going to be here forever,’ I said. ‘She’s really gone downhill recently. I should go.’

‘I agree.’ Mr Yin nodded. ‘You’ll regret it if you don’t.’

‘Are you sure it’s okay?’ I called to Blessing.

‘Go on,’ said Blessing. ‘I’ll send someone else out to stay with the residents.’

With a stifled sigh, I nodded. ‘Right then.’

The dementia unit of Tall Trees was at the far end of the building, behind locked double doors to stop anyone wandering off. I walked slowly towards the entrance, because much as I loved my grandmother, and lucky as I was to be on-hand and get to visit her all the time, it was hard seeing her there.

‘You look like you’ve got the weight of the world on your shoulders,’ said the home’s handyman, Cyril, as I walked past where he was mending a fence. ‘When you should have the world at your feet.’

‘Going to see my nan,’ I told him, and he made a face.

‘Worse is she?’

‘Good days and bad days,’ I said. It was that I found difficult really. I didn’t like not knowing how she would be when I got to her room. ‘Have you seen the graffiti round the side?’

Cyril rolled his eyes. ‘No. What is it this time?’

‘Very badly spelled. Fairly offensive.’

He shrugged. ‘Well it’ll have to wait. This fence needs mending, then I’ve got to do the leaky shower on the top corridor, and that new lady down the end’s got a window in her room that won’t open, and another one that won’t shut.’

‘Can’t you just paint over it? It won’t take long.’

‘You’re supposed to be the artist,’ said Cyril. ‘You do it. There’s paint in the shed.’

‘Maybe I will,’ I said, ignoring his comment about me being an artist. ‘I’ll see you later.’

‘Not if I see you first,’ said Cyril, like he always did, and I carried on to the dementia unit.

I found my grandmother in their lounge – much smaller than the one at our end of the building because other than the occasional choir, they didn’t have much entertainment – looking out of the window. I wondered what she was seeing, because she didn’t seem to be focusing on the cloudy sky or the plants outside.

‘Hello, Nan,’ I said. I sat down next to her and took her hand. Someone had painted her fingernails and that touch of kindness made my eyes fill with tears again. She’d always been really smartly turned out, my nan. I’d written that on her “all about me” form that was kept next to her bed for her carers to look at.

‘You look nice,’ I told her. She turned to look at me, with her sharp eyes searching my face.

‘Stephanie,’ she said.

My heart leapt. ‘That’s me, Nan. How are you?’

‘I’ve been dancing.’

‘Have you?’ They often played music for the residents in this part of Tall Trees. ‘Who did you dance with?’

She leaned towards me. ‘Just myself,’ she said. She patted my knee with her manicured hand. ‘Never rely on a man,’ she said. ‘Independence. That’s what a girl needs.’

‘You’re right, Nan.’

‘I’ve got a granddaughter,’ she said. She sat up a bit straighter, looking proud. ‘Stephanie, her name is. She’s independent.’

I nodded. ‘That’s me, Nan. I’m Stephanie.’

She blinked at me. ‘Well I never.’

I looped my arm through hers, giving her a squeeze. ‘It’s good to see you.’

‘They’re twins, you know? Stephanie and Max. A pair. A right pair of Charlies, I always call them.’ She chuckled and I breathed in sharply.

‘I know, Nan.’

‘Stephanie?’ Nan said. ‘Where’s Max? When is he coming to see me?’

I’d known it was coming but it never got any easier. One of the nurses in the unit had told me to go along with Nan’s forgetfulness, telling me it was distressing for her to be corrected all the time. It was certainly distressing for me to have to tell her the same awful thing over and over. And so I tried to smile, even though my mouth didn’t want to move in that way.

‘Max is …’ I breathed in deeply, trying to think of the right words. ‘Busy,’ I lied. ‘He’s busy.’

Nan looked at me fondly. ‘He’s such a good boy,’ she said. ‘Is he on holiday?’

I rolled my eyes. It wasn’t exactly a holiday and Max wasn’t exactly what you’d call a good boy. ‘He is away, yes.’

‘He’ll come and see me tomorrow.’

I pinched my lips together, feeling anxiety pulse in my chest as my forehead grew clammy with sweat. It was getting harder and harder to lie to her, but I thought her knowing the truth would be even worse. ‘I’m not sure, Nan,’ I said quietly trying to catch my breath.

‘Maybe he’ll come tomorrow,’ Nan repeated. ‘My grandson, Max.’

I swallowed. ‘Maybe.’

With a nod of satisfaction, Nan turned her attention back to the window and for the hundredth time I cursed my stupid, selfish brother who’d managed to get himself sent to prison and left me to pick up the pieces.




Chapter 4

‘You’re late,’ Tara said as I rushed into The Vine that evening. She was sitting at the end of the bar, reading a book. There was one customer, a man who was hunched over a coffee in the corner, looking glum.

‘Are you busy?’ I said, glancing round the empty bar in an overdramatic fashion.

Tara raised a well-groomed eyebrow.

‘Sorry, sorry, sorry. It’s been a bit of a day.’ I was still wearing my bike helmet and my cagoule, so I began unzipping my jacket as I went towards the tiny back room where we stashed our belongings.

I threw my coat and my rucksack inside, then I took off my helmet and balanced it on top, checked my reflection briefly in the mirror on Tara’s desk, and quickly pulled out my ponytail and brushed my hair with my fingers.

‘Were you at Tall Trees today?’ Tara asked as I emerged from the office, twisting my hair up into a bun because it was tangled and knotty from my helmet and the rain and my fingers couldn’t make it look better. I nodded.

‘How’s your nan?’ The word sounded funny in her drawling Californian accent, but I quite liked it. I shrugged.

‘Same,’ I said.

‘Did she ask about Max?’

I pinched my lips together and nodded again.

‘Don’t you think you should tell her the truth?’

‘No,’ I said feeling very tired suddenly. ‘I don’t want to upset her.’

‘I don’t see why you have to cover for him.’

‘I’m not doing it for him.’

‘Good,’ Tara said. She didn’t think much of my dysfunctional family, which I quite liked. She was protective of me and I appreciated it. ‘What did you say to your nan?’

I held my hands out, showing that I was at a loss. ‘I just said he was away.’

‘It’s not an outright lie,’ she said with a small smile. ‘But that’s tough for you. I’m sorry.’

‘It’s fine,’ I muttered.

Tara’s expression darkened briefly. ‘What does your dad say?’

‘He just pays the Tall Trees invoices,’ I said with a barb in my voice. ‘He doesn’t get involved in the emotional side of it. Things have always been tricky with him and Nan. Since my mum sodded off anyway. And now he says it’s too risky to come home in case he ends up inside, like Max.’

Tara rolled her eyes. ‘He’s such a drama queen. What exactly has he done wrong?’

I hauled myself up on to a stool next to her and rested my chin in my hands. ‘Not a clue,’ I said. ‘Fiddled a bit of tax, perhaps? He lost his business but a lot of that was because he bailed Max out and paid a fortune for his solicitor and that. I’m not completely sure it was all legit but I think the worst that would happen is that he’d get a big bill. He’s hardly Donald Trump.’

‘It’s an excuse?’ Tara said.

‘Probably.’ I sighed. ‘At least he came back for Max’s trial.’ I closed my eyes briefly, remembering how my parents hadn’t even put their differences aside to support their son in court. Not that it had been the first time he’d been in the dock, but this time we knew he wasn’t going to get off with a slapped wrist.

My mother had shown up wearing drapey white trousers, a floaty shirt and sandals even though it was November. She’d not said a word to anyone – not even me – when she arrived but when Max had come into the court, flanked on either side by the security officers, she’d gasped loudly and theatrically, and stood up, clasping her hands to her chest. My father’s face had grown red and his eyes bulged a bit and he’d started muttering about “what gives her the right” and “she would have walked past him in the street” which wasn’t entirely true, but felt it.

Before Dad exploded and got himself arrested, I had edged over to Mum on the shiny wooden bench where families sat, and gently made her sit down. She’d sat with her eyes closed throughout the whole thing, and I’d fixed my gaze on Max, willing him to glance in my direction. But he didn’t look up. Not even when he was taken away to the cells. Afterwards, when we loitered outside the court building, like awkward strangers, my mother looked at me properly for the first time.

‘Stephanie,’ she said. She gave me a tight hug, her bangles jangling, and said: ‘How did this happen?’

But I thought what she was really saying was: “How could you let this happen?”

Even though she clearly blamed me for Max’s “troubles” as she called them, I was pleased to see her. I clung on to her, desperately, because she was still my mum and I’d not seen her for so long. But she’d carefully backed away from my embrace. ‘I can’t stay here,’ she’d said, looking round at my dad and his partner Chrissy, talking to Max’s – very expensive – solicitor.

‘I need to be alone,’ Mum added. She was like that, my mother. Ethereal. Impossible to pin down. She had never been one to go along with the normal trappings of everyday life or to be bothered by things like parents’ evenings, or graduations, or court cases. ‘This is not where Max would want me to be.’

And I’d nodded, sympathetic even though I thought Max didn’t really care where she was. I wanted to go with her, away from this murky autumn street, and the people in suits spilling down the stairs of the court building. Away from the guilt. But I knew if I asked to go with her, she’d say no, and that would be worse than not asking at all. So I’d watched her leave, wafting down the dingy street like a shaft of sunshine breaking through a cloud. It reminded me of when teenaged Max and I had pressed our noses to the living-room window and watched her dance down our front path with a rucksack and her passport in her hand.

‘I need to be me,’ she’d told Dad at the time. ‘Not a mother, and certainly not a wife.’ She’d not even looked up at us though I was pretty sure she knew we were watching.

Of course Max had thought it was brilliant. ‘Yes, Mum,’ he’d breathed, doing a little air punch. He’d always been far more accepting of her “free spirit” than I was.

I had watched from outside the court, as she reached the end of the street, where she climbed into the passenger seat of a battered camper van parked in a disabled space, and embraced the driver who was wearing a cowboy hat and looked vaguely like our old next-door neighbour Graham. I’d not seen her since.

‘What about your mum?’ Tara asked, reading my mind. ‘Could she help with your nan?’

I snorted. ‘She never liked Nan anyway,’ I said. ‘Which was a bit rich, to be honest, seeing as Nan was the one who looked after us when she went off to find herself.’

Tara looked at me carefully, like she was weighing up what to say. Then she slid off her stool and took a step towards me. I held my hand out to stop her.

‘Don’t,’ I warned. ‘Don’t. You know it’ll make me cry if you’re nice.’

‘I wasn’t going to be nice.’

I narrowed my eyes. ‘You were going to hug me.’

‘Was not.’ She reached a hand out towards me and I batted it away.

‘Stop it.’

‘Stevie, Jesus. You’ve got something in your hair. I was just going to pick it out.’

‘Really?’

‘Really. I promise not to be nice to you, okay? God forbid I show you a bit of affection.’

I gave a small laugh. ‘Sorry,’ I said. I leaned my head towards her. ‘Go on, pick it out.’

Tara reached out her hand again and yanked a strand of my hair.

‘Ow!’ I jerked my head away. ‘No need to be so heavy-bloody-handed.’

She grinned. ‘Got it,’ she said holding up her fingers so I could see.

‘And half my hair.’ I clasped my head. ‘What is it?’

Tara rubbed her fingers together. ‘Oh my God, Stephanie Barlow,’ she said in wonder. ‘It’s paint. Have you been painting? This is brilliant.’

‘Don’t get excited,’ I warned her. ‘It’s emulsion. I’ve been painting a wall.’

Tara went round to the other side of the bar and washed her hands in the metal sink. ‘I thought you were a carer, not a handyman.’

The gloomy customer had finished his coffee and was heading to the door, just as a group of women who I recognised as teachers from the local primary school came in. It was Friday so I knew we’d be busy and I was glad we’d had a chance for a break before things got too hectic.

‘I am a carer.’

‘Then why …’

‘Painting over some graffiti,’ I said. I stood up and went to get the empty coffee cup and give the table a wipe while Tara served the teachers who all greeted her like an old friend.

The Vine had once been a run-down backstreet boozer whose only regulars had been a bedraggled stray cat and an elderly lady called Vera, who came in every day for three neat whiskies and then left again showing no signs of being any the worse for the drinks. It had been owned by Tara’s ex-husband and when they divorced, instead of packing her bags and heading back to the Californian sun – which was totally what I’d have done – Tara had negotiated for him to sign over The Vine to her, and stayed put in this rainy corner of South London. She’d transformed the place and made it a quirky bar with good drinks – and enough craft beer to attract a hipster crowd. I’d been working there since I was at college and Vera – who still came in every day but who had taken to drinking artisan gin instead – was the only customer. So I’d been thrilled when Tara took over. She was like my boss, my best friend and my favourite auntie all rolled into one. And it seemed the customers felt the same way I did.

‘Can I have the key?’ Micah was standing at the end of the bar, managing to look awkward and bullish at the same time.

I turned to him. ‘Please?’

‘Please can I have the key, so I don’t have to spend all evening listening to my mum and my sister talking about Love Island?’

‘Shouldn’t you be hanging out in the park and drinking cider?’ I dug my hand into my pocket and found my keyring, then began sliding my bike lock key off it so I could get home later.

‘I’m a teenager, not a tramp,’ said Micah. He held out his hand. ‘Please.’

‘Don’t make a mess.’ I held the keys over his palm. ‘And no booze.’

He gave me a look of total disdain. ‘I’m going to be gaming.’

‘Fine. Unplug your thingy when you’re done. And don’t put your feet on the coffee table.’

‘It’s a PlayStation. And your coffee table is an old trunk you nicked from my dad’s garage.’

‘I like it and I don’t want your feet on it.’

‘Okay,’ he said reluctantly.

I dropped the keys into his hand and to my surprise he gave me a very quick hug, which was mostly
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