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      For the student nurses I trained and lived with at St. Margaret’s, Epping during the ’70’s.

      We worked hard and played harder. Thankfully we had no war to deal with, only Matron!
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      Kitty Pattison looked at the small group around her, then down at her blood-spattered apron. Her body trembled with cold from the snow, and shock. Her tongue struggled to move around her dry mouth as she tried to call for help. People lay everywhere and she struggled to understand what had happened. The screaming voices, and the rattling bells of the fire engines vibrated her eardrums, and she clamped her chilblained hands over her ears.

      Exhausted from another night of heavy bombing, Kitty wondered how much more northern England could take – how much more she could endure; the deaths were getting to her, and her body ached less than her heart after the recent attack. Winter cold was another obstacle and she watched people struggling to keep warm as they headed in nightclothes towards the makeshift medical or tea marquees.

      ‘Another night like this and we’ll have nowhere to work,’ complained a doctor Kitty was seconded to work alongside.

      ‘It’s better than not having anywhere to live or parents to watch over you,’ Kitty retorted. The man had done nothing but moan all evening. She appreciated he was tired and frustrated, but talking like a defeatist in front of frightened victims was not – in Kitty’s opinion – the professional approach.

      ‘We’re sitting ducks, doesn’t that scare you, Kitty?’ asked one of the other Red Cross nurses working nearby.

      ‘I think Hitler invading frightens me more, but yes, areas like this make those living around here easy targets,’ Kitty replied and continued to assist the doctor attempting to stem the blood flow from a pregnant woman’s leg. The woman looked exhausted and Kitty wondered what her life was like before the war. Going by the five children hanging around her skirts – faces black with soot and dust – not an easy one, but better than today, of that Kitty was certain. The woman was pulled from the wreckage of her home and refused to budge until all of her children were found. She said her husband was a stevedore on duty, but they feared he was crushed in the first wave of the bomb attack and her children were all she had left to remind her of the love they shared.

      The British docks were large targets for Hitler, and he ensured his pilots kept up their endless attacks. Quite often the pilots would offload excess bombs when they headed home, and residential properties bore the brunt of their disposal. The latter part of 1941 was proving to be a nightmare with back-to-back rescue missions. Every spare minute was spent helping the injured and the duty rota at the hospital rolled into one long week of working nonstop, and brought about the same horrific duties for Kitty on a daily basis. Her dreams were now nightmares and she often only had two quiet hours per day, which were frequently disturbed by night sweats and the calling out of the other girls in the room, enduring their own horrors.

      Kitty knew she was at the end of her tether with mopping up blood and seeing young men lose their limbs, or their bodies burned beyond recognition or help. She sobbed in private and smiled at those who needed someone strong and supportive in their lives. They deserved that much from her, but she was not sure how much longer she could paint on the smile. She had lost hope and it was a dangerous thing to lose during World War Two.

      With a heavy heart, Kitty had sent a letter to Michael, expressing her feelings – in need of his guidance and the comfort of his wise words.

      She gave up on his response when, after weeks, she had not received a reply. The silence haunted her. Would she ever know if he was still alive? Had he remembered to name her as next of kin when they got engaged? She had added him to her list alongside her aunt and uncle. In her last letter she asked if she was to be contacted should anything happen to him. When they spoke about being orphans, Kitty remembered he had never spoken about other living relatives in Canada. Would she ever become Mrs Michael McCarthy and visit the land of his birth? Questions pounded her each day and drained her emotional bank.

      The more Canadian patients she met, the more curious she became about the country. With the recent bombing of Pearl Harbor, she took more notice of America and – along with the rest of Britain – waited for news of their forces also arriving on British soil for support against Hitler.

      Life for a twenty-one-year-old was not what Kitty had imagined and she felt sure a lot of people her age felt the same. One of the biggest troubles rambling around her mind was that of finishing her nurse training. The positivity she felt at the start of it all had now dwindled, the more exhausted she became, but she knew something else nagged away at her and she had a decision to make which might alter her life path.

      Her friends Stanley and Jenny Walker-Fell had a house full of local orphans and Jenny’s health had declined during the winter months. Stanley had gone from strength to strength since leaving Kitty’s ward in Shotley Bridge Hospital and his gait had now improved to no more than a minor limp. Allowing him back into the RAF was the best thing the force could have done, for him and for themselves. Kitty’s friendship with his wife had grown into a strong one, and Kitty didn’t hesitate to join them when invited to enjoy Christmas at Fell Hall with the children. In between festive activities, Kitty spent time encouraging those floundering in their new life to speak about their fears – telling them she understood. Their faces often showed a little more interest in life when she confided she too was orphaned at a very young age, and they could trust her to help where she could.

      Two of Kitty’s favourite orphans, the Gaskin brothers Peter and David, were now living on a farm but joined them for Christmas dinner. They made the most of their day away from chores by hiding under the table tying Kitty’s shoelaces together or sneaking extra pieces of ham, their gift to Jenny for the celebration table, to feed the dog. Kitty loved how the two orphans embraced life – how they handled the devastating loss of their parents. They met with Stanley on a regular basis, and he gave them school lessons inside his home, which gave them sanctuary when they needed it most. They were the first of Jenny’s successes and they adored her.

      The other children Kitty met all benefited from a newfound dose of affection. Some of them had never had any before they lost their parents, and often rebelled at hugs and regular bathing. Others climbed from the darkness into a bubble of awareness and possibilities. Kitty vowed she would visit whenever she could and help bring a little joy into their lives, much as she had with the Kindertransport children in her hometown. In her last call home, Aunt Lil said they still arrived via Holland into Harwich, and she volunteered to help the children along with the other ladies from her church. Kitty recalled the distressed, sad faces looking to her for comfort and how they triggered the carer inside of her, which led to her applying to the Red Cross for nurse training. The children of Fell Hall pulled her emotions in another direction – away from nursing adults.

      When she left the hall on Boxing Day for night duty at the hospital, it was with a heavy heart.

      At the end of her shift, Kitty yawned and stretched. Her body ached, and she needed sleep. She knew her mind needed clearing and release from the thoughts racing around inside. Rushing through her tasteless evening meal, and declining various invitations to join the other girls in her quarters, Kitty curled into a ball on her bed and fought the nightmares which threatened.
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      The harsh wind hissed through a rotten window ledge and Jo’s voice echoed down the telephone line. ‘Happy New Year! A week late, but what the heck, 1942, can you believe it? Let’s hope it’s the last one of this darn war.’

      ‘We can only hope!’ Kitty called back and sat shivering as she chatted with her friend in the old guard room. Her sympathies went out to the guard, who sat at the entrance of the hospital gates day after day. She’d taken him a warm cocoa and a cheese sandwich on Boxing Day and from then on he allowed her to use the telephone to call Jo, which meant she no longer had to wait in a long queue in the nurse quarters. ‘Jo, I’m like a walking shadow. I can’t eat properly, and I’ve realised I’ve given nursing everything I have. I knew it in November, and held off until now. I can’t keep hiding from the truth.’ Kitty leaned her forehead against the wall in front of her, desperately trying not to cry. Jo had already made a switch from nursing to become a driver for the Red Cross and understood the sacrifices Kitty had made in the past year.

      Before she could draw breath, Jo jumped in with a forthright response. Her voice was firm and steady. ‘And then some, Kitty. You have gone above and beyond. I’ve seen you burned out but still jumping to the call for someone to crawl down dangerous holes, choking on gas. Rescue and orphans, that’s your passion and you know my thoughts on leaving a placement you no longer feel you can give your all. You’ve done your duty in every hospital you’ve worked in, and it’s time to change direction,’ Jo said.

      Jo’s voice was a comfort and bold – reassuring, but Kitty still struggled with the idea of walking away from a nursing career.

      ‘That’s true, but why am I feeling guilty?’ Kitty replied, untangling her fingers from the telephone cord. Her nerves were twitching with anxiety.

      ‘Probably ’cos of the team you are in – you’re a loyal soul, but another nurse will take your place and you’ll soon be forgotten. Start thinking about yourself for a change. Listen, get some rest, I’ll keep my fingers crossed for you. Speak soon and remember how happy I am now I’ve made the move.’

      ‘Thanks, Jo. Not hearing from Michael isn’t helping.’

      ‘Take a break. I’ll deal with it for you. Get yourself to Trix, she’s our calming force. Regroup and, whatever happens, you will be stronger. No arguments, I’ll get back to you. Speak soon.’ Jo hung up and Kitty knew she couldn’t argue against taking a break. She replaced the handset and took a moment to reflect on the conversation.

      Relieved Jo had proved herself to be a loyal friend once again, Kitty managed to relax, eventually, and thought about her future.

      It was New Year when Stanley and Jenny approached Kitty about a Red Cross project, under discussion with the Durham section, wanting her advice on who to employ in Jenny’s place. Jenny no longer had the strength to help the two local volunteers and needed to step away from the more hectic side of housing the orphaned children. They were also the reason Kitty wanted to do more for the orphaned children in their area. The Walker-Fells deserved the support.

      She telephoned Jo from the draughty guard room to seek out her advice. Once the general chit-chat was over, Kitty explained her quandary over the job opportunity.

      ‘Listen, Kitty, what Fell Hall offers sounds the perfect job and, don’t forget, not many would know what to say to an orphaned kiddy, but I’ve seen you in action – as I say, the job’s perfect for you,’ Jo said down the line. ‘Apply for it. You can always return to nurse training if it doesn’t work out – take the chance, Kitty. Darn it; I have to dash, speak again soon. Stay safe, my friend.’ Disappointed their chat was cut short, Kitty returned her goodbyes and replaced the handset. Later, as she thought over her friend’s response, Jo’s positivity boosted her determination to make the necessary changes in her life.

      The following day, another call for all staff to the ward after only one hour of leaving made up her mind. Kitty took in the fresh batch of horrors facing her and her colleagues and her knees buckled beneath her. She bent to regain her balance and courage, but knew this was no longer the path she could follow. It broke her heart, but if she was going to do any good during the battle against Hitler, it had to be done with a strong mind and hers was no longer of any use inside Shotley Bridge Hospital. It was time to face the facts and speak to Matron.

      The matron of Shotley Bridge tore into Kitty for abandoning those in need and accused her of thinking only of herself. The accusation stung and Kitty drew upon the last source of energy left inside her war-torn body to remain calm; the actions and verbal reprimand of her elder angered and upset her. She removed her cap and bloodied apron, laid them both on her senior’s desk and, despite trying to hold onto a smidgen of dignity, she caved in and broke down in tears. Once the tears subsided, she looked the matron directly in the eye and realised it was not the first time the woman had dealt with the same sort of situation.

      ‘I’m sorry you feel I’ve let the side down, Matron. However, my inner desire to help orphan children during this war burns like an ache – it’s a painful reminder of my own loss at such an early age and I can no longer ignore the calling. I’ve worked hard to complete my nurse training, but just know I can’t continue. I’ve nothing left to give here anymore and if it makes me selfish, then you are right, I am. I’m just…’

      Kitty drooped her head. She had chosen her words carefully between sniffles, still annoyed at herself for becoming tearful and out of control. She knew it was frustration created by the woman in front of her with a furrowed brow and dismissive manner relating to Kitty’s desire to care for orphans.

      ‘It’s a passing fancy. You became too close to the Walker-Fells, and they’ve confused you. You have a lot to give us here.’ Matron wagged her finger and scowled at Kitty.

      With resentment that the woman wasn’t taking her seriously, Kitty gave a vigorous shake of her head to emphasise her denial of the woman’s words. ‘No. It’s not a fancy. It’s something I did before signing up. I cared for children pulled away from their parents; Jewish little ones – bewildered and lost. I beg you to help me by writing to my Red Cross recruitment leader and explaining I am the right person to run Fell Hall – even for a brief time. The Walker-Fells have sent their recommendation, but your referral would have more influence. I’ll be joining the emergency rescue team in Brancepeth, making use of my valuable skills learned here, too.’

      Kitty watched as Matron stood listening; to her relief, she saw the hardened face gradually soften to a semi-friendly smile.

      ‘I think I’ve heard enough, Nurse Pattison. Your loyalty to the Red Cross is commendable and your passion to help the orphaned amongst us is not something to be ignored. I see it now. I will telephone, not write, and offer my recommendation. If your mind is elsewhere, you will only perform half a job on my wards, and I need full commitment from my nurses. You are an asset to the rescue teams and have exceeded your assessment expectations. I’ll let you know the outcome. I suggest you compose yourself and join your colleagues, but keep this between us for the time being.’

      With a gush of thanks and gratitude that Matron understood the path Kitty laid out for herself was the best for her to follow, Kitty headed onto the wards, her heart lighter but her stomach in knots hoping for a favourable outcome. Her shift was another tough one, but with Matron’s support, Kitty no longer felt the despair inside and worked solidly for over twelve hours with optimism, knowing she had made the right choice.
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      ‘Kitty. There’s a telephone call for you.’ One of the girls shook Kitty awake. She glanced around the room and realised she had slept a good hour past dawn and breakfast. It was a week since she expressed her need to leave and each day she hoped for positive news from the Red Cross.

      As she jumped from her bed and ran down the corridor, hastily wiping away the sleep from her eyes, she suddenly felt lightheaded and put her hand to the wall to stop herself passing out. She cursed herself for missing supper and breakfast. She grabbed the perched handset and whispered a fearful hello.

      ‘Miss Pattison?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Good. I’ve had a call about the Fell Hall Orphan home we’ve taken over to help Mrs Walker-Fell. A most unusual event for us, but a necessary one from what I gather.’

      Kitty recognised the voice of the woman she spoke to in Harwich and drew comfort from a distant contact from her hometown.

      ‘Mrs Deeks? Hello. Yes, it’s a wonderful place set up by an ex-patient’s wife. Sadly, she’s ill, but they’re so generous and have given over their home to the children.’

      A slight cough from the other end of the telephone stopped Kitty from gushing out her praises for Jenny and Stanley.

      ‘Your matron at Shotley Bridge has only good things to say about them, and you as a potential nurse, but has also given us enough evidence to show you are more than capable of undertaking the task of running the home on our behalf.’

      ‘She did?’ Kitty questioned in disbelief.

      ‘She did, and she also hinted we’d be foolish to look only at your age and miss the opportunity to have an orphan with understanding as our lead on this trial project. We will review the situation after twelve weeks, then we will assess it. See how you are coping.’

      ‘I see. Yes, thank you.’ Kitty’s heart thumped inside her chest. She had a lot to prove, and twelve weeks wasn’t anywhere near long enough for her to help one orphan, let alone several, but she would do as much as she could to show them she was the person they needed on a permanent basis.

      ‘As I understand it, you have accumulated a week of leave and need a break. Take the rest period, use it wisely. I’ll send further details – but congratulations, the position is yours. When I took the call this morning from HQ, I can tell you I was so proud of you. Come and see me when you come home again.’

      Kitty gripped the handset and stopped a loud scream of joy escaping her lips for fear of deafening Maureen Deeks.

      ‘Thank you. Oh, that’s wonderful news. My aunt and uncle don’t know yet, but I’ll write to them soon, so please don’t mention it yet, if you see them. Oh, I’m so happy, thank you.’

      ‘Get that rest and again, well done. You do us proud, Kitty.’

      Kitty waited for the click announcing the telephone call had ended before taking a deep breath. The wait was over.

      

      The following forty-eight hours moved so fast, Kitty barely caught her breath.

      On her last day on the ward, she received a cool farewell from some of her colleagues, but others told her they knew exactly how she felt and envied her ability to deal with the situation.

      Jo telephoned Kitty and kept her promise to oversee Kitty’s wellbeing by buying her a train ticket to Cleveland for a visit with Trix. Kitty was to recuperate in the guest room of the cottage Trix’s fiancé Smithy rented for his GP practice. Grateful for such caring and supportive friends, Kitty no longer felt guilty about not returning home for her break. She knew if she returned to Harwich, she would not find peace, and would only upset her guardians by resenting them fussing about her future and health. A good rest with a dear friend would set her up for working at the new Red Cross orphanage.

      The train to Yorkshire trundled at a slower than normal pace through the heavy snow flurry which, to Kitty’s relief, looked in no great hurry to settle into large drifts as in the previous year. The places where it did sit glistening under the flittering rays of sunshine, trying its best to brighten a dull sky, reminded Kitty of the icing on past Christmas cakes made by her aunt.

      She could not recall any made by her mother, but if she had made them, Kitty would have only enjoyed a slice of one or two, before her mother’s death. She remembered days of lifting soft peaks of icing with a fork, then her aunt giving her permission to lick the utensils after the baking sessions. She smiled out towards the pretty countryside of Yorkshire and marvelled at how a fleeting glimpse of snow could bring back such vivid memories – and the urge to have luxury items such as Christmas cake with dried fruit and icing once more. Rationing and shortages ensured none of the treats were available to them anymore. The want of a ceasefire and a return to a life she recognised threatened to dampen the excitement of seeing Trix again, so she pushed the thoughts to the back of her mind and picked up a newspaper left on the seat next to hers. The news did nothing to lift her spirits, each article recording the Japanese forces putting strain on the already battle-weary British allies. She shed a tear whilst reading of the invasion of Singapore and of Japan’s attacks on northern Australia. She pushed the paper to one side and inhaled deeply.

      At last, the hiss of steam, the slow dub-dub sound of the wheels on the track and the appearance of the guard alerted Kitty they had arrived at her destination.

      Any doubt of whether she was at the right place vanished within seconds of hearing Trixie’s voice call out her name. From the other end of the platform, she waved wildly above the heads of other passengers heading for the exit.

      ‘Kitty, over here!’

      With a high wave in return, Kitty rushed towards her friend and the moment they were a few inches away from each other, she dropped her case gently to the floor and they hugged. A tight hug of reassurance from Trix and one of gratitude and relief from Kitty.

      ‘Oh, it’s so good to see you. And look at you, a proper picture of health,’ Kitty exclaimed as she held Trix at arm’s length. Her friend was no longer the pixie-haired girl, but a rosy-cheeked woman with her dark hair tied into a bun. Her skin was tanned and her smile wide.

      ‘I’m happy and the air is good around here. Being able to work alongside Gordon is wonderful and we are grateful for a good life. Plus, when there is no money in a home, he is paid with vegetables in return for medical care. I’m an unofficial midwife, too. I’ve delivered four babies now – one in a barn – it was a calf! The vet was dealing with another too far away, and the farmhand decided I’d be the next best thing for advice. I made him do the dirty work, believe me! A far cry from life in Birmingham.’

      Kitty gave a loud laugh. ‘It conjures up so many images, Trix. I wish I’d been there.’

      They chatted as they walked the short distance through Pinchinthorpe village to Rosehome Cottage, the place Gordon Smith – otherwise known as Smithy – had set up his GP surgery. Kitty admired the pretty lanes lined with stone cottages, and smiled at the local people who greeted Trix with hearty waves or friendly shouts of ‘Hello’. Everything settled over her like a blanket of comfort, easing a weight from her shoulders, and by the time Gordon Smith gave her a crushing hug of welcome, Kitty knew the week was the recipe for coping and acceptance.

      After dropping off her bag, they collected eggs from chickens who scratched around the doctor’s surgery garden. They walked a few yards to Trix’s home, a small rented cottage at the end of the lane from the practice. Smithy lived in another around the corner with a doting housekeeper, ensuring gossip was kept from both doors. The pair only met at work or in public, never alone in Trix’s one-up, one-down home. The cottage was tiny, but Trix had made it home and the thick walls retained the heat from the stove, giving it a cosy feel. Kitty felt the weight of the past few months ease from her shoulders as she sank into one of the two comfortable chairs either side of the front window. She took in the magnificent view of the rolling hills before the late afternoon bled into a cold, dark evening.

      ‘I bet that’s beautiful when spring comes,’ she said, waving towards the hills with her fork as she and Trix ate their meal of scrambled eggs.

      ‘It is glorious. It looks pretty in the snow, but it’s not easy to walk to the next village when it lays heavy.’ Trix rose from her chair and placed her dishes in the sink. ‘They’ll soak ’til morning. I’m done in.’ She waved her hand at Kitty, who suppressed a yawn. ‘You’ve had a long day, too. I’ve got an early start and I’m on stand-by for Mrs Richards and her first child. If you hear hammering on the door, it will be for me. Now, let’s get you back to the surgery and settled down for the night.’

      Trix handed Kitty her coat and they embraced the freezing air outside with gasps and giggles as they took the brief walk to Rosehome Cottage.

      Trix gave Kitty a quick tour of the cottage and when they stepped inside the guest bedroom, Kitty was grateful to see a small coal fire.

      ‘Precious coal, thank you, Trix. But don’t burn it every night just for me.’

      ‘The room needed airing and warming through. You deserve a bit of comfort. You’ve been through a lot, Kitty. I couldn’t have coped with what you’ve dealt with since leaving the bombings when we started out in Birmingham. Scotland blitz rescue, Roker Beach bombing and then joining the rescue teams in towns and villages near the hospital – on top of your ward practice and studies. Not to mention the running back and forth for the orphan house.’

      Kitty lowered her head, tiredness taking its toll on the last of her strength. She gave Trix a soft smile and stretched. ‘I could sleep all week,’ she said.

      ‘I'm sorry my place isn't big enough for you to stay with me, but sleep and get some energy back. We’ll talk more tomorrow. I’ll head home and leave you to it – sweet dreams.’ Trix turned back the covers and patted the bed. Kitty smiled her thanks. Once unpacked she checked herself in the mirror and saw what Trixie had seen. Lank chestnut hair, with curls struggling to find their place on her shoulders, grey-blue eyes set above dark circles of tired flesh. Her skin was paler than normal and Kitty was shocked at the image facing her. She could only hope the break would restore her to her usual healthy state. She teased the unruly curls around her ears and set about resting for the night, unsure she would be able to sleep through the nightmares always threatening to take away her precious rest.
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      A cockerel crowing and the clip of horses’ hooves on the cobbled street below alerted Kitty to the start of a new day. She reached over and peered at her watch. Six o’clock. Miraculously, she had managed to sleep with no interruptions.

      Aware Smithy would arrive for work at some point, Kitty slipped on her dressing gown and headed for the small kitchen where Trix informed her there was milk, bread, an egg and a slice of bacon for her breakfast. The smell of the bacon sizzling in the pan soon filled the building, and Kitty enjoyed the small moment of domesticity. She never cooked for herself, nor had the pleasure of eating breakfast in peace. Even before she left home, breakfast with her aunt and uncle was always a time of chatter.

      A mist rolled down the hills and a layer of pale gold formed across the horizon. A soft overnight snowfall melted under the early morning rays. The kitchen window steamed up as the room warmed through, and Kitty rubbed a small space to watch the sun struggle awake. Wiping her bread around the plate to catch the last delights of bacon grease and egg yolk, she gave a contented sigh. Only one thing could improve on the moment and that was if Michael sat opposite her at the table and they spent a few hours enjoying each other’s company. Not wanting the melancholy of missing him to take over her improved mood, Kitty placed the dishes in the sink to soak and rushed upstairs to wash and change into a warm woollen skirt and jumper, with newly darned woollen stockings.

      Rinsing away the last of the washing-up water, Kitty heard Smithy enter the front door to the surgery. She dried her hands and before she could call through that the kettle was still hot, and would he like a cup of tea, he poked his head around the door.

      ‘Morning, old girl. My, it smells wonderful in here. Sleep well?’

      Kitty smiled. She could never help smiling when Smithy was around. His sandy hair and freckles added warmth to an already friendly face. Like Trix, he looked the picture of health.

      ‘I did! What a wonderful place you have here – it’s bigger than it looks from outside. The garden is enormous. It seems a world away from the war – peaceful. I’m so happy for you both.’

      Smithy placed his medical bag on the countertop, pulled his gloves from his hands and removed his coat and scarf. ‘The village suits us, but we need more young blood around the place. Most of the residents are over fifty. Haemorrhoids and old age are my speciality. Trix will need to go elsewhere to deliver babies. The last of the younger mothers has now left.’

      Kitty poured Smithy a tea and handed him a mug. She watched as he wrapped his hands around it for warmth and blew the rising vapour across the rim of the cup. Life was as fragile as the steam, scattered to the atmosphere with one act. His words were loaded with emotion. She knew he meant the last of the young men had gone to war, and the guilt he felt for an injury preventing him from signing up with Michael as a medic.

      ‘You are needed here. People need assurance that their life is precious, too. They want to feel healthy in readiness for whatever comes their way. You are important, Smithy. Maybe it’s time you and Trix considered bringing your own young blood to the place. Settle down. Make an honest woman of her. Live here and build a life of happiness.’

      Smithy placed his empty mug in the sink. He turned back to her and shrugged his shoulders.

      ‘She won’t be able to practise as a nurse once married. I can’t make that decision for her, I’ll wait.’

      Kitty gave a short nod. ‘But she will still be able to help the practice and probably become an unofficial midwife once young folk settle here again – and they will. As a married woman, Trix can volunteer for many things. The war is changing our lives every day. Women are valued much more than before. Speak to her, tell her what you feel. Men need to tell us women, not leave us guessing.’

      Smithy nodded.

      ‘I know, we have to stop dallying.’

      A shadow outside caught Kitty’s eye.

      ‘Oh, I think you have a patient walking up the path. I’ll finish up here and venture down to meet with Trix. Have a good day and Smithy – remember your worth.’

      Once he left the kitchen, Kitty got to thinking about her friends and of how divided within the village they were. In a few hours she’d realised that if they failed to move forward, they would struggle to forge a future together. Dreams and duty were not the same, but they could be combined to bring a positive outlook. Goodness knows, happiness was in short supply for all caught up in the political clamber for power around the world; it had to be found wherever possible, for sanity’s sake. Death and fighting divided her and Michael through no choice of their own, and she could never take a guess on when he would return – if ever – but Smithy and Trix were a couple she could help see a way towards a future and bring hope to what Smithy described as a hopeless place.

      During the morning with Trix they walked through drizzling sleet, greeting neighbours and friends. Another powerful sense of peace washed over Kitty and for a few hours her mind drank in the beauty around her, despite the dark clouds flitting across the sky at great speed. Occasionally the images in her nightmares flashed through her mind, but Kitty suppressed them. At first it felt disrespectful to those she had once nursed, but she knew her mind was in desperate need of light, just a chink, enough to see things clearly.

      As they left the home of a woman who had received a telegram of loss, again Kitty experienced the warmth of friendship and welcome from a village in mourning. She was in awe of Trix and of how she comforted her neighbour, and admired Smithy as he ensured the wellbeing of a new widow was in hand.

      ‘You are both good for this village, Trix,’ Kitty said as they walked home. ‘You are trusted, and I can see you have set your hearts here. I mentioned to Smithy this morning, it’s about time he made an honest woman of you.’

      Linking her arm through Kitty’s, Trix gave a light laugh. ‘He tries so hard to encourage me to become a midwife, and we discuss every option of me retaining the position after marriage, until it becomes a circle of conversation. A roundabout of words which never results in a conclusion. I’ve often considered leaving the Red Cross, marrying him and giving up on midwifery training, just helping with deliveries as and when, but I’m proud to be part of something so wonderful.’

      Walking through the narrow streets and across fields over three days with her friend, Kitty became more convinced this was the place where Trix could do her best work. The villagers adored her. Who would not? She was gentle, firm, kind and loving. Her smile radiated from morning until she said goodnight. Stepping away from Pinchinthorpe would send her spinning into a world of bombed-out homes, shattered limbs and no Gordon Smith for her to dote upon each time they met during the day. It was a world Kitty feared would destroy her friend, no matter that she declared herself a strong woman. Both Jo and Kitty had exchanged concern about their friend’s fragile mind.

      On the last day of her visit, Kitty took Trix to one side. ‘Listen. I know you have ambition and dreams, but make sure you also consider your future. I thought becoming a nurse was the dream job, until another opportunity opened my eyes – Jo’s the same. Don’t lose something precious over what you think might be the right path – I’ve seen enough here to know this is where you should stay. They need you. Bring your family up here, give the village hope.’

      Unloading her shopping and folding her bag away, Trix pulled on her pinafore and gave Kitty a smile.

      ‘You’ve made me do some serious thinking this week, Kitty. You’ve opened my eyes – and Gordon’s – to what we have and how lucky we are. We spoke last night and have agreed I will support his practice as I do now, but as his wife. How do you feel about being my bridesmaid in a few months?’

      With a loud whoop of joy, Kitty rushed to her friend and pulled her close.

      ‘I’d be honoured. Oh, I’m so happy for you, but you let me bleat on and on, I must have sounded a right nag. I’m sorry.’

      Trix patted a seat at the table and pushed a small pile of potatoes Kitty’s way.

      ‘Mash those as punishment,’ she quipped.

      A new light-hearted atmosphere filtered around the small cottage and by the time they had taken a meal to the surgery, both Kitty and Trix were wedding planning. Smithy interrupted with ideas and suggestions about adapting the surgery into a home and workplace, which would help them save money on rent. Kitty left them both discussing their future whilst she went to her room to pack for her journey home the following morning.

      It was a refreshed and contented Kitty who sat on the train early the next day, after promising to return to help Trix with the wedding now set for the end of July.
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        Fell Hall,

        Brancepeth

        2nd March 1942

      

      

      
        
        Dearest Michael,

        Another letter in the hope you receive it, and you are safe and well, my darling. After I wrote and told you about my stay with Trix and Smithy, I settled nicely into my new post at Fell Hall. I’ve a beautiful bedroom at the back of the house, facing the garden and Brancepeth Castle, and no snoring companions!

        The army are active around the area and now live in the castle, much like when I lived in Buchanan Castle in Scotland. Ah, the memories of meeting you there again and rekindling our love. If only we could kiss like that again, hold hands and whisper our wishes – if only. Anyway, I mustn’t look back, only forward. Life here is good and my nightmares are subsiding. It is odd not seeing Stanley limping around his home, and Jenny fussing over him, but it is good to be here and knowing I am helping them both ensure their war effort is fulfilled.

        Jenny is weaker than when I arrived and, sadly, the doctor cannot help her any more than he already is, which is frustrating those around her, but Jenny is accepting of her cancer which means we don’t fuss around her, just ensure she’s comfortable each day.

        Stanley is so busy; he has accommodation with his squadron and comes home when he can for short visits. It scares him – his future without Jenny – so he is forging a strong bond with the RAF once again. After nursing him and encouraging him to return, I feel it wrong of me to suggest he gives it all up to sit all day beside his wife and become the helpless husband. He depends on us, and we have a duty to him. He’s the man who defended us and gave up his home to ensure children have a safe haven when they need it most.

        Fortunately, Jenny has a woman from the village to tend to her needs, as I am busy with the children. I sit and read to her in the evening. They have a wonderful library of books.

        We (my four staff – all Red Cross volunteers) care for ten children at a time and have managed to settle seven into new homes during the time I’ve been here. Five with relatives and two with potential adoptive parents.

        I’ve been busy using my brain and nearly wore it out (I can hear you laughing and suggesting I don’t have one – stop it, you tease). I’ve created a file of parental responsibilities and our requirements for those outside of families, going by my personal experience. It is under review, but I have been told to follow it here at Fell Hall. It’s also to ensure the children are not taken as slave labour; it has been reported that some of the evacuee children have been used in this way. As if the kiddies haven’t been through enough!

        Jo visits when she can and she’s great with the boys. She teaches them mechanics and takes no nonsense from them, which helps me when they play me up. A threat of no time with Driver Jo always gets the chores done.

        The Gaskin brothers are regular visitors and are proving helpful with settling in some of the traumatised children by sharing their own experience. Life on the farm has helped them come through their own nightmares. They are still a pair of little devils, but lovable ones. They’ll always have a place in my heart. As do you.

        Trix has upset the applecart with her parents, but I understand her thoughts on getting married in the village she and Smithy are to live in, and not Somerset. The village needs something happy to lift their spirits. I must admit, a wedding will lift mine.

        I miss you so much, my darling. I’ve still not received any letters from you, but am sure you write them – you promised me, and I trust you. I pray you are well and not captured – or worse.

        On a positive note. I get to see the sea each time I visit the rescue team for briefings or to help roll bandages. The smell of salty seaweed reminds me of when you surprised me back home. What wonderful memories we made. What I’d give to go to Dovercourt and Durham with you again. Oh, Michael, come home to me safe and sound.

        My love always – always

        K x
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Fell Hall,

        Brancepeth.

        2nd March 1942

      

      

      
        
        Dear Aunt Lil and Uncle Frank,

        

        I hope this letter finds you well. Since I last wrote to you, I’ve experienced a whirlwind of children coming and going. Their little faces filled with fear and confusion never fail to bring a lump to my throat. Thank you for the tips and advice you learned when taking me on after Mum and Dad died, they have been valuable. I give the children space and time alone, but not so much they feel lonely and afraid. I often wake in the night with a little one curled up at the end of the bed, and, as you suggested, I lift them back into their own despite the temptation to comfort them in mine. It’s true, they must learn to deal with sleeping alone, but most are in a room of four, so they are not totally isolated from the comforting noises of others.

        We have a little boy who insists on sitting upright to sleep. I think his fear is if he lies down, the nightmare he’s lived through will return. One young girl of eight, Nancy, is embracing her new life. She’s never had new clothes, a bath or the opportunity to speak with other children. She’s in awe of everything she sees. Her family had very little money, and from what I gather from neighbours it wasn’t an untroubled home. She’s my shadow and wonderful with the little ones. A child with an aged head on her shoulders, she often has a way of making me feel like the child. She is accepting of her mother’s death, and, as I understand it, there is no father on the scene. I’ll leave it there and share others with you another time, as for now I am recovering from cleaning boot polish spread across the kitchen flagstones. I tried to teach a few children to clean their own shoes. I’m not sure it was worth the effort. Tomorrow, I have the pleasure of combing for headlice. Oh, the joys!

        

        Take care of yourselves,

        Much love,

        Kitty x

      

      

      ‘I still itch.’ Kitty scratched her head out of sight of the children. Daphne, the loyal cook to Jenny and Stanley, laughed. Kitty gave a theatrical shiver and cupped her hands to prevent more scratching.

      ‘The bairns gave you a run for your money this morning, that’s a fact. I’ve never seen a child squirm and squeal so much as young Nancy – but ee, she’s a canny lass.’

      Kitty agreed. Nancy had a cheeky wit and challenged the most patient person in her company, but was a loving child.

      

      
        
        Fell Hall

        Brancepeth

        19th March 1942

      

      

      
        
        Dearest Michael,

        Oh, the joy of receiving your letter – and clever you, coming up with the idea of coding them. This is letter C, and I look forward to reading A and B if they ever arrive.

        As you are still TS, I’ll simply imagine you are on home turf – Great Britain, I mean, not Canada. If only you could tell me where you were, I’d be there in a flash. I pray you are safe from letter C onwards as you write of experiencing harrowing ordeals. I understand the toll it can take as I mentioned in my letters and plead with you to try and remain strong of mind.

        My darling, I wish we could communicate with our minds when we are apart. I look at the moon every night it is visible and hope you are somewhere where you can see it too. Dreadful stories of prisoner camps are filtering in from RC support teams abroad and my stomach churns at the thought of you ever being captured.

        I heard from Belle Farnsworth last week, it appears she is running the family pub in Cornwall and has returned to the Red Cross for part-time duties. She’s helping the war effort by making visiting soldiers welcome. She’ll be like a cat who got the cream with the hundreds of men she must come across.

        Jo sends her love, as does Trix. Smithy sends a special request: ‘Old man, please stand beside me when I marry Trix. Come home and be my best man.’

        Obviously, he realises you might not be able, but isn’t it lovely of him to ask?

        I am writing this perched on a rock in semi-sunshine. The clouds keep threatening to drop a shower, but nothing happens. We had a bus ride to Roker Beach. The seaside smells are triggering fond memories of us together. I’ve enclosed a few pictures drawn by some of the children. Their chosen subject? Me! But I’m sure you will recognise me; tall, one arm longer than the other and stick thin with green curly hair. I can assure you though, since we last saw each other, I’ve not gone boss-eyed!

        

        Take care of yourself, my darling, and come home to me soon.

        My love always,

        Your loving fiancé

        K X

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Fell Hall

        Brancepeth

      

      

      
        
        Dear Sarah,

        Just dropping you a line to see how you are doing. How are things at Drymen? I bet the castle is cold! I hope you are still making friends and your gran is still sending you those precious parcels to cheer you up.

        I wanted to let you know I have a new assignment and you will notice a new address. It’s a long story but basically I had an offer to remain in the Red Cross caring for orphan children. They are orphaned due to the local attacks from the German planes and are now housed with us until we can find them a new family. Thanks to the generosity of a wealthy pilot and his wife, they have a better chance than the many still out there floundering on the streets.

        I will keep you updated on their antics, as some are finding their feet again and put my patience through daily endurance tests!

        Take care, my friend, and I look forward to hearing your news from Scotland soon.

        Kitty x
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