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Dedication

To Kate and Teresa, without whom the story 
of the nurses would never have been told. And to the 
staff of the Queen’s Nursing Institute, 
for being so welcoming.
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CHAPTER ONE

June 1944

It was not often that Superintendent Fiona Dewar opened the front door – someone else usually got there first, because the head of the nurses’ home had her office on the first floor of the big double-fronted house, but it just so happened she was at the bottom of the stairs when there was a loud rap.

She took a moment to glance around at the high-ceilinged hallway. Everything was in its place, the brass door handles gleaming, the post tidily stacked on its special shelf so that the many nurses who lived here could easily find any letters. The long, wood-panelled corridor stretched back to the lower ground floor, the door to the canteen standing ajar so that a low buzz of conversation reached her, from nurses between shifts, grabbing the chance of a cup of tea or cocoa.

She knew that each and every one of them deserved it. She was proud of them, her team who had kept going through all the privations that the war had flung at them. Fiona liked to think that she balanced strictness with tolerance when it came to running the place – it was no small thing to ask so many young women to stick to their posts when bombs were dropping – and none had disappointed her.

Wondering who would knock so sharply, she patted her neat auburn hair and went to open up. A young policeman stood on the step and she idly thought he must be new to Dalston, because she knew everyone in the service, as well as every ARP warden and most of the firefighters. Then her common sense returned and it hit her: this could not be good news. For a wild moment she wanted to rewind time, to pretend this hadn’t happened, that this young man, almost a boy with his pale face showing signs of spots, was not standing there, waiting to deliver a dreadful message. Then she squared her shoulders, forcing her diminutive frame into readiness to deal with whatever was coming.

‘Are … are you Superintendent Dewar?’ The boy was clearly consumed with nerves and hesitated to say any more.

Fiona knew she must take charge of the situation and asked the question to which she did not want to know the answer. ‘Yes,’ she said steadily. ‘You’d better come in. But first – just tell me who it is.’

The day had started with a telephone call.

Fiona had been reassuring but once she had replaced the receiver she had tutted in frustration. The regular midwife due to attend the woman about to give birth was unavailable because it was all happening two weeks too soon, but babies weren’t inclined to fit into nurses’ schedules and this child was set on arriving today.

Frowning, she made her way into the big room on the lower ground floor which served as a combined common room and canteen. ‘Has anyone seen Bridget?’ she asked, glancing around to see which of the nurses were still finishing their breakfasts.

‘You’ve just missed her.’ A tall nurse with dark blonde hair in a bun stood up from her table, balancing an empty plate and tea cup in one hand. ‘She’s only now left for her morning rounds. Can I help?’

Fiona tried not to let her frustration show, realising her accent grew more Scottish the more irritated she became. ‘Thank you, Alice, but no. I need someone with specialist midwife training. I know you’ve delivered babies but I’d prefer to send somebody who has completed the official course.’

The young woman who had been sitting with Alice now looked up. ‘Well, I’m trained. I did the course with Bridget, after all. What do you need?’

Fiona smiled but shook her head. ‘I know you did. You’ve been invaluable ever since, Ellen, but if I’m not mistaken it’s your day off, as you did extra rounds last weekend. It’s important to get your rest. Take advantage of it while you can.’

‘Yes, you never know when we’re all going to have to pitch in and work around the clock,’ said the third nurse at the table. ‘What if more of those horrid new bombs fall? You heard about that one near Bethnal Green, didn’t you? They say they make a noise and then the sound just disappears and that’s how you know it’s going to fall on you. Ugh, imagine.’ She shuddered, causing waves of her chestnut hair to swing around her face.

‘Yes, thank you, Mary, we all heard about that incident,’ said Fiona crisply, to put an end to the conversation. ‘It doesn’t help to speculate. Our job is to deal with whatever situation we are faced with, and this morning that includes finding a replacement for the unavailable midwife down at Victoria Park. What a shame I missed Bridget. Perhaps I can telephone the Tottenham nurses’ home – didn’t some of them go on the same course as you, Ellen?’

Ellen grinned and her dark hair bounced a little. ‘They did, but there’s no need, really there isn’t.’ Her voice still had strong traces of her Dublin background, despite several years of living and nursing in London. ‘I don’t mind in the slightest. I’ll swap today for an extra Friday off, that would be grand. So tell me where this baby’s being born and I’ll hop on my bike.’

‘If you’re sure …?’ Fiona pursed her lips. Despite Ellen’s enthusiasm, she had no wish to overtire her charges. They all worked hard enough as it was.

‘Think no more of it. I’ll go. Let me check my bag’s all refilled and then I’ll be away.’ Ellen stood and brushed the toast crumbs from her skirt. ‘Oh, I’d better get changed. But I’ll not be a minute.’

Fiona nodded, giving way to the inevitable. ‘Ellen Devlin, you are a life saver in more ways than one. Very well. Here’s the address. It’s a second child for the lady in question and we don’t anticipate any complications, other than it coming earlier than expected.’

Ellen smiled in acknowledgement. ‘Then I’ll be back here in no time. See you later, Alice, Mary. You’re to come to the cinema with me and Bridget this evening, don’t forget. Meet Me in St Louis is on at the Odeon, you’ll not want to miss that.’ She gave them a quick wave and was off through the big door to the corridor. It had been propped open to let in a breeze as already the day was warm.

‘Excellent, that’s one less thing to worry about,’ said Fiona, relieved now the decision had been made. ‘Enjoy your film if I don’t see you beforehand, girls.’

Ellen groaned as her bike chain came loose. It was the third time this week, although she’d tried to mend it after every shift. Sighing, she admitted to herself that she just didn’t have the knack. She hopped off the old bike and gave in, pushing it along in the gutter while she walked along the edge of the white-painted kerb. The clanking noise was horrible but she gritted her teeth, knowing she couldn’t abandon it. Bikes were valuable, even ones as decrepit as this. There simply weren’t the materials available to make many new ones.

She remembered Mary’s comments from breakfast as she passed the narrow terraced houses. Some of them had their windows open in the June warmth and she could hear wireless programmes blaring out. Trust Mary to voice the fear they’d all felt when they’d heard the news about the new sort of bomb down at Bethnal Green. Ellen preferred not to worry about what she couldn’t change, and besides, there were all manner of rumours flying about. Mary might have got it wrong. It wouldn’t be the first time. Ellen was very fond of her colleague but Mary did have a tendency to speak whatever was on her mind and think about it afterwards. Perhaps it was coming from a more privileged background that did it.

Ellen shook her head to dismiss the idea. She’d be better off planning ahead for their evening out. Bridget had chosen the film, starring Judy Garland, and it sounded as if it would cheer them all up. If they left early they could go to the fish and chip shop first. She could wear her new pale green bolero – that was smart, and warm enough if the evening turned cool later on. She had a green polka dot scarf somewhere, if only she could find it.

Through a gap in the row of houses, she caught sight of the big trees marking the edge of Victoria Park. Not far to go now, then. Ellen turned her bike at the next corner, vaguely wondering what wireless show could be playing such a strange noise. She was distracted, though, by the memory of lending the scarf to one of the other nurses. Not Bridget, her best friend, who always immediately handed back whatever she borrowed. Mary? No, she had plenty of her own. What could that noise be? She’d never heard anything like it. But then, just as she began to consider it seriously, it stopped, and she caught the familiar sounds of the Glenn Miller Orchestra drifting from the next house along. In fact, that must be the start of the street she was looking for. She idly tapped her fingers on the handlebars in time to the music, humming along a little as she searched for the right number on the front doors with their faded paint. Good job that awful noise had gone.

Ellen had just propped the battered bike against her patient’s doorpost when the realisation hit her. A dreadful noise that came to a sudden end. She turned cold, the hairs on her arms bristling. It wasn’t something on the wireless. It must be what they’d meant … But she never finished the thought.

Now the young policeman hesitated on the topmost of the wide stone steps which led up to the immaculate navy front door. He nervously cleared his throat. ‘It’s – it’s about Nurse Devlin,’ he said.

Fiona just managed to stop herself from crying out.

‘You’d better tell me everything,’ she said after a moment in which she summoned every ounce of self-control that she possessed. ‘Come up to my office.’

Meekly the policeman followed her up the broad stairs with their polished wooden banister, all the woodwork gleaming and smelling slightly of beeswax. Wartime or not, standards were never allowed to slip at Victory Walk. Fiona and her deputy firmly believed that a sense of cleanliness and order was good for morale, as well as enforcing the level of hygiene that every nurse had to rigorously adhere to.

The office was equally well-ordered, even if every shelf was laden with files and medical textbooks. Fiona slipped behind the big wooden desk and clasped her hands as she sat. ‘Well, then. Sit yourself down, that’s right. Spell it out to me with as much detail as you have.’

The young man gulped and pulled at the sleeves of his over-large uniform jacket before replying, ‘It was one of those new bombs, what they’re calling doodlebugs. It was a direct hit so they couldn’t have got out even if there had been a proper warning.’

Fiona shut her eyes briefly and nodded. ‘So the mother and baby …’

‘Nobody survived. They couldn’t have,’ the policeman said succinctly. ‘I believe there was an older child and he was with his granny, so at least someone from the family made it. We’ll have to let you know about arrangements and all that.’

‘I see.’ Fiona knew that Ellen had family back in Ireland and that she was a practising Catholic. No doubt they would want a full funeral. Perhaps Bridget would know; the two nurses had trained together and come to England together, had shared the little flat next door that served as an annexe to the big house and they were as thick as thieves. Bridget would have to be told before anyone else …

Rising, Fiona thanked the policeman and showed him out. As he left, she intercepted one of the younger nurses who was climbing the stairs.

‘Ruby, could you find Bridget and send her to my office? And please, don’t tell anybody what you’re doing or speak about it afterwards. I’ll explain later.’

Ruby’s dark eyes widened but she didn’t argue. ‘Of course. I’ll go right away.’

Fiona went back upstairs, thankful that Ruby was known to be extremely discreet and there would be no gossip until she could break the dreadful news to Ellen’s best friend. Of all the tough jobs she had to perform as superintendent, this was the worst. The lamps shone brightly on the worn carpet and there was a hum of chatter from the bedrooms upstairs as well as the canteen below, as if it was just another day in the busy home. Yet they had now suffered the saddest loss, one of their close-knit team in the line of duty.

But it wouldn’t do to become upset. Fiona could not allow herself that luxury.

Even while she gathered herself for the distressing conversation, she registered that she had another pressing problem: Victory Walk was now a nurse short – and a highly experienced one, trained in midwifery. They would need a replacement, as soon as they could possibly find one.




CHAPTER TWO

Iris Hawke hesitated as she opened her battered leather suitcase. It had once belonged to her father, who had used it when he had had to travel for his work; that now seemed like a lifetime ago. Iris had never had cause to pack it before. She had rarely gone far from her home town – while she was younger there had never been the need. Then, when she had become an independent woman, practising her chosen career of nursing, the war had come along and put paid to any ideas she might have had of glamorous foreign holidays. Not that anybody she knew ever went on such things. She’d seen them in the cinema – that was as close as she had come.

She sat down on her creaking bed, with its sagging mattress and scratchy quilt, wondering for the hundredth time if she was doing the right thing. It was such a big leap – from rural Devon to the East End of London. She was accustomed to the green hills, the open moorland, the wild weather, the sound of the birds; all of these had been a welcome balm in the past few years. Then there was the fact that everybody knew everyone else. To go where nobody could pick her out in a crowd was at once a terrifying prospect and a relief.

As a district nurse, she had her own tiny bungalow, nestled behind a stone wall for protection from the westerly gales, with a view over the moors, and a bike that she could safely leave outside without anyone threatening to steal it.

‘It won’t be like that where you’re going,’ Mrs Bassett, the local shopkeeper, had warned her. ‘My nephew went up there – didn’t last more than six weeks. Robbers got into his lodgings, took everything but the clothes he stood up in. Horrible place. You’ll be back before you know it.’

‘Maybe,’ Iris had said politely, wondering how much truth there was in the woman’s words. She had been known to exaggerate and loved a good gossip.

Well, that was one more reason to go. Iris would never live it down if she backed out now; Mrs Bassett and her cronies would never shut up about it. How they would love to point out her failures as she cycled past them. They wouldn’t say anything to her face if she called on them on her rounds, but they would raise their eyebrows and that would be enough. She’d know what was on their minds.

Pushing herself off the old mattress, she returned to the task in hand. It wasn’t as if she had much to pack. Most of her clothes were sturdy and serviceable, many of them darned over and over again, and there was little that would count as fancy. It didn’t matter. She wasn’t going away to live the high life. She was more likely to need a warm woollen vest than a lacy camisole.

Nursing was nursing, after all. People still had accidents, grew sick, suffered injuries, the same in London as they did in Devon. Babies were born in the same way and mothers needed her help. Iris would never have got the position of district nurse in such a cut-off rural area if she hadn’t been able to prove her midwifery skills.

She bit her lip as she folded the one item in her wardrobe that could be described as frivolous. It was a delicate cream frock, its front decorated with piping and pale rosebuds embroidered in silk thread around the neckline and cuffs. She packed it lovingly in old tissue paper, which had faded and grown frayed at the edges.

It had belonged to her mother, but her mother wouldn’t be wearing it any more, not after her final stroke. Iris sighed, but knew that deep down it had come as a blessing. Her doughty, strong-minded mother, who had thought nothing of walking on the moors in all weathers, would never have borne the indignity of a long-drawn-out death. All the same, Iris could not bear the idea of remaining here without her. While in some ways they had been too similar, Iris had drawn upon her mother’s strength for comfort when she’d needed it most and had never begrudged the time she had spent nursing her when she’d become ill, even though it had been in addition to her actual nursing duties. Now she was left only with memories and they were altogether too painful, every street corner, every outcrop of rocks bringing them flooding back.

It wasn’t as if she’d never lived elsewhere. It felt like a long time ago now, when she’d been younger and more optimistic, waving her parents goodbye as she set off for Plymouth, thrilled to be moving into the big hospital after being accepted for training. The world had been at her feet, back then, but the war had changed everything, delivering exhausting hardship but also adventure – before it plunged her into heartbreak. She had turned her back on the bombed-out shell of the city centre and set her sights on becoming the best district nurse this village near her home town had ever known, a demanding role to absorb her and blot out what had happened. When the painful memories plagued her, she could always turn to her mother. However, that comfort had now gone and she could not stand to stay here without her.

It was time to fly the nest again. Here she was, the wrong side of thirty, and with no reason to stay. The new position might have been designed exactly for her: experienced district nurse, trained as a midwife, must be available for immediate start. The notice in the nursing magazine had caught her eye at once. ‘Are you ready to take on a new challenge?’ It was exactly what she wanted: a total and complete change. Besides, Iris had never shirked a challenge in her life. The transfer had been a formality. They had an urgent vacancy, and she was willing to go, her replacement, a widow whose children had both left home, eager to take up the reins of her former career.

Iris carefully rolled her once-peach dressing gown and fitted it down the side of the case. She’d grown used to having her own bathroom and kitchen; she hoped she would be able to adapt to sharing again. Well, she’d have to.

Victory Walk in Dalston needed her. The question she refused to consider, however, was: did she need them even more?

Alice stared out of her attic window, trying to be calm. She hated being in limbo like this. If there was a problem she liked to work out a way to solve it and then act upon it. That wasn’t possible now though.

She had known Joe Banham from the summer before war broke out. To begin with she had found him infuriating, but for most of the time since then she had called him a very special friend. She had been determined it would not be anything more than that – she’d had her heart broken once before when she first trained as a nurse back home in Liverpool, and had had no intention of ever allowing that to happen again. She wouldn’t even come close.

Yet, bit by bit, Joe had got under her skin. He knew her better than anybody, shared the same tastes and ideas, didn’t laugh at her for always having her head in a book or a newspaper, didn’t blame her for not going out dancing like the other nurses and she could tell him anything. Gradually he’d confided in her too – or as much as he could. She knew he was no run-of-the-mill engineer on his ship. Before enlisting in the navy he’d been a post office engineer and he’d become a vital part of the ship’s communications team, handling top-secret messages. At least, that was as much as he’d allowed her to piece together.

Alice could work out that the D-day landings must have had clear instructions relayed from naval vessels just offshore, taking messages to and from the command centres back in mainland Britain and the forces on the ground. The trouble was, she didn’t know which ship he was on and if it was safe. If he was safe.

Just before he’d been summoned back, cutting his brief leave short, they had confessed what had been obvious for a long time, if only they could have admitted it: that they loved each other. Alice knew that what she felt for Joe was of a different order to that which she had known with the young doctor who’d claimed he loved her years ago. This was a full and adult love and Joe had felt the same. He’d asked her to wait for him, knowing that the big onslaught was imminent, and she had promised to let him know the next day. But by then he had been ordered back on duty and had had to set off at once. She had missed him by a few short hours.

Alice had no way of knowing if the letter she had written would have reached him in time. In it, she had told him what she should have said long before: she loved him beyond doubt, she was his, heart and soul. Did he realise that she was on tenterhooks, desperately needing to hear back? She had faith that he wouldn’t change his mind, would reply as soon as he was able – as long as he received the letter. Yet in the chaos of D-day, one little envelope could have gone anywhere.

She had no choice but to sit it out. During the daytime there was more than enough to occupy her mind, with so many patients to see to. It was in the evenings that the thoughts assailed her. She told herself not to imagine what might have happened to him, but it was useless. Earlier in the war he’d been on a ship that was attacked and, even though he had tried to downplay the danger, the details that he’d let slip kept flashing into her mind. The screams, the cold water, the injuries … No, stop that right now, she told herself, gripping onto the window frame, as the sun set behind the rooftops of East London.

Normally Alice would have confided everything to her best friend Edith but these days, since the birth of her new daughter, Edith had other concerns. Edith had been Alice’s constant companion ever since they’d taken their specialist district nurse training together and they’d even met the Banham brothers on the same day. Edith was now married to Harry, the younger one, and had finally hung up her nurse’s cloak when she was too heavily pregnant to manage the cumbersome old bikes they all rode on their rounds. Little Teresa had arrived right before D-day and for a while had driven every other worry from their minds, as it had been touch and go whether mother and baby would survive. Survive they did – but Alice felt she couldn’t really burden Edie with her anxieties. The Banham household would be worried enough for their eldest son’s safety.

Alice turned away from the little window and began to lay out the clothes she would wear the next day. The uniform dress, in strict utility design, was already showing signs of wear and tear. Still, Alice thought wryly, her patients weren’t expecting a fashion show. Just as well.

She could go downstairs and make herself a last cup of something hot, cocoa or that coffee substitute they all did their best to pretend they liked. Then again, the mood was often sombre after Ellen’s death. They were still trying to come to terms with it, to accept they’d never hear her merry laugh echoing down the corridor or her gentle teasing for not agreeing about a popular film. It didn’t seem possible. The two Irish nurses had become part of the framework, fitting into the home so easily that it beggared belief. Now, everyone was extremely careful what they said in front of Bridget, who had kept working but whose face frequently bore the signs of deep grief. Yet to say nothing did not feel right either.

Alice decided she’d finish her rounds tomorrow and then go and see Edith. No matter what else was happening in the world, that was something to look forward to.




CHAPTER THREE

Oh no, thought Iris. This couldn’t be right. She’d only been in London for a couple of hours and already her fingernails were dirty. Her neatly starched cuffs, kept pristine white with Reckitt’s Blue, were smudged with soot and her sensible brogues were smeared with dust. This was not how she had wished to arrive at her new posting. She’d forgotten what it was like to be in a city, breathing in the smoky air, specks and smuts everywhere, that sensation at the back of your throat of needing to cough all the time, and what a palaver it was to maintain standards of hygiene with all that going on.

She had fortified herself with a pot of tea on arrival at Paddington Station, feeling that she deserved it after such a long journey. The noise there had been overwhelming, everything echoing under the grand ceiling: shouting porters, screaming children, hellos and goodbyes from big groups of friends. Uniforms of every service and nationality swarmed before her as she drew back into the shelter of the café wall, away from the concourse. She was used to Plymouth and Exeter stations – it wasn’t as if she’d been confined to the tiny rural ones – but this was on an altogether bigger scale.

She could hear her mother’s voice in her head: you should have packed a nice Thermos, then you wouldn’t have had to waste your money, or been thirsty on the journey. Only yourself to blame, my girl.

Still, Iris thought now, as she surveyed her new home, chin up. Another of her mother’s favourite phrases. They couldn’t expect her to arrive fresh as a daisy after a long and tiring trip. She’d get changed as soon as she was able and she walked with determination up the short path to the wide steps.

Before she could knock at the navy-painted door of the big double-fronted house, a window flew up from the first floor of next door. ‘Hello! Are you Iris?’ A young woman with very fair skin poked her head out. ‘Wait there, I’ll be down.’ The accent was Irish. Iris had just a moment to register this when the window slammed shut again.

Iris dropped her hand and turned on the spot. A moment later, the neighbouring door flew open and the young woman reappeared. Iris noticed she had a sprinkling of freckles across her nose and her cheeks were rosy from being in the sun.

‘Welcome to Victory Walk.’ She smiled broadly. ‘I’m Bridget. Bridget O’Doyle.’ She held out her hand.

‘Iris Hawke.’ Iris shook hands, wishing hers wasn’t so warm from gripping the handrail on the bus that had brought her here.

‘Come away in.’ Bridget swung open the big door. ‘It’s awful bright out, isn’t it? You’ll be wanting to freshen up, no doubt.’

‘Oh, yes please!’ said Iris fervently. She picked up her suitcase and followed the younger woman into the relative dimness inside, and then upstairs.

‘Sorry, it’s two flights, into the attics.’ Bridget had no difficulty talking and racing up at a swift pace, and Iris was grateful that cycling around the hills of her old patch had kept her fit. She didn’t want to appear short of breath, but she couldn’t have gone much further at such speed.

‘Here you are.’ Bridget opened a narrow dark wood door with a flourish. ‘This is where you’ll be staying. Bathroom’s down at the end there. Everyone’s out on their afternoon rounds at the moment, but it’s my half-day so I said I’d watch out for you. Fiona, she’s in charge, said she’d see you in her office before the evening meal – that’s next floor down, directly under here.’

‘But you came from the house next door?’ said Iris, confused. Her eyes were still adjusting to the contrast between the sharp sunlight outside and the shadows inside, and she couldn’t make out what the room was like.

‘I did,’ Bridget agreed. ‘My room is there, in the first-floor flat. It’s like an overflow to the main place here.’ Her smile grew a little strained and her eyes were not as bright as the tone of her voice. ‘Well, I’ll not keep you. You settle in and I’ll be downstairs – the lower ground floor, that’s the canteen. Come down for a cup of tea. Or we might push the boat out and find some lemonade, cool you down.’ While the young woman was very friendly on the surface, Iris thought that she seemed in a hurry to be off, now that she’d done her duty. Perhaps she had work to catch up on. Reports could build up; heaven knows she was familiar enough with that.

‘Right you are. I’ll see you down there.’ Iris nodded politely and Bridget made off, almost as quickly as she’d appeared.

Well, no time to think about it now, Iris decided as she kicked off her brogues and subsided onto the bed – narrow but perfectly comfortable and not remotely creaky. She would just take a minute to stretch out and then she would find that bathroom. She couldn’t stand feeling this grimy any longer … but with the warmth of the day and the golden sunlight pouring through the dormer window, within moments Iris was asleep …

Noisy chatter drifted through the corridor leading back to the short flight of steps to what must be the canteen. Iris gave herself a shake, mortified at dozing off, but she couldn’t deny that she felt the better for it. Now, having had a thorough wash in cold water and with a new, clean frock on, she felt ready to face the world again. She just hoped she hadn’t kept Bridget waiting.

‘… asked about next door,’ came the voice with the Irish accent, from the canteen.

‘Did you tell her?’ asked another voice.

‘Well, no. Isn’t it enough that she’s only just got here? I thought that it could keep for another day.’ Bridget sighed and the sadness in her tone was evident, even from this distance.

Iris paused. There was something she didn’t know, something about the flat next door, something that made Bridget upset. What could it be? Had she stumbled into a problem, or a mystery, or what? For a moment she would have liked to run away, turn back up the stairs, not face whatever was troubling her new colleague. Yet that would not do. She’d only have to come back again. Chin up, she told herself once more, and stepped through the open door to the big room with huge windows on the opposite wall.

Bridget caught sight of her and visibly altered her expression to one of welcome. ‘Iris! I was just after telling the others you’d arrived. Come and join your new colleagues in some lemonade.’

‘Go on then, show me my goddaughter.’ Alice leant over the big pram, which had been wheeled into the shade in a corner of the area at the back of the Banhams’ house. The generous-sized terrace stood on Jeeves Street, a short walk from the nurses’ home, just the other side of the big main road that ran north to south through Dalston. Where they were now wasn’t quite a yard nor quite a garden, with a chunk of it given over to an Anderson shelter. Still, the family had managed to grow fruit and vegetables in every conceivable free space, with the roof of the shelter put to use as well. A row of radish leaves waved in the gentle breeze.

Edith tucked her dark hair into a scarf tied around her head. She’d let her curls grow now that she no longer had to keep them tidy for her patients. Also, she no longer had time for a haircut – her new daughter demanded round-the-clock attention and she wouldn’t have had it any other way. ‘She’s sleeping, mind.’

Alice gently folded back the light sheet to see the baby’s face. She was indeed fast asleep, her mouth a little open, the oak-brown hair that she’d inherited from her father already growing across what was visible of her head. Edith had dressed her in a pale lilac cotton top, with a bib tied under her chin. Alice recognised it. ‘That’s the one Ruby got her, isn’t it? That funny cartoon of the fox.’

Edith nodded. ‘It was kind of her, and you can’t have enough of them. Now I know why Mattie was always washing clothes. You wouldn’t think someone so small could get through so many things a day but she does.’

Mattie, Edith’s sister-in-law, chose that moment to step through the open back door, bearing a tray with a jug and glasses. ‘Thought we could do with a treat,’ she beamed. ‘I’ve got some fruit cordial. We made it last year, from those blackberries that grew down by the canal. Much cooler than tea.’

Alice straightened up. ‘Here, let me help. I won’t say no – I can’t remember the last time I had blackberry cordial.’

Mattie set down the tray on a low picnic table next to the pram and her perpetually uncontrollable hair fell loose as she did so. ‘It’s pretty watered-down but I reckoned you wouldn’t mind.’ She wiped her hands on her faded dirndl and then attempted to reassemble her ponytail.

‘Too true, I don’t.’ Alice handed a glass to Edith and then accepted one from Mattie. She glanced through the door for Mattie’s mother. ‘Where’s Flo? Won’t she want one?’

Mattie sat down beside the pram, on a small stool that usually stood in the back kitchen. ‘She’ll be back soon, after her WVS meeting. They’re busier than ever since D-day, collecting things to send to all the troops in France.’ She took a long swig of the cordial. ‘Ah, that’s better.’

Edith did the same. ‘That’s nectar, that is. Mattie, you’re a genius when it comes to plants – whether it’s growing spuds in old dustbins or finding berries out in the open. You should go in for it properly, you know, when the war’s over and all that.’

Mattie raised her eyebrows. ‘Fat chance. Alan’s not three yet. It’s hard enough working the shifts down the gas-mask factory and keeping him out of trouble. Takes straight after his sister.’ She rarely complained, knowing she was lucky to have her sister-in-law and mother on hand to help raise her two children. Nobody knew when or if their father would ever reappear; Lennie had been a prisoner of war ever since Dunkirk and, like so many other young women, she lived each day hoping for the best while steeling herself against the worst.

‘At least she’s at school now,’ Alice said consolingly, pulling up another stout three-legged stool. She picked up her glass once more, noting how neither of them had argued with Edith when she mentioned the end of the war. Now that the Normandy landings had happened and the allied forces were beginning to make their way through France, they had begun to dare to imagine the end might be in sight. A long way off, maybe – but not as unlikely as it once had been.

Mattie nodded and her untidy hair fell out of its ponytail once more. She batted it out of her eyes. ‘Yes, she came home and said Miss Phipps had told her off for running in the corridor. That’s your friend, isn’t it, Alice?’

Alice laughed. ‘That’s right. Janet’s been a big help with our hygiene campaigns over the years. Well, if she can’t stop Gillian misbehaving then I don’t know who can.’

‘I wish her good luck.’ Mattie smiled mischievously. ‘So, Alice, I know there’s not much point in me asking, as you’d have said if you had heard anything, but no word of Joe yet?’

Alice’s face fell and she hastily forced a smile back onto it. No point in worrying Joe’s family. ‘No, not yet,’ she said. ‘It could take ages, we know that.’

‘Of course,’ said Mattie staunchly. ‘It doesn’t mean anything; he could be out to sea or anywhere.’

As if to take her friend’s mind off the subject, Edith turned to Alice. ‘How’s your new recruit?’ she asked. ‘Has she arrived?’

‘Well, she was due today, but I came over here straight after afternoon rounds and so I haven’t met her yet if she has.’ Alice shrugged. ‘Someone said she was coming up from Devon so that could take ages. Remember when Joe was based at Plymouth’s Devonport Docks? He could hardly ever get enough leave to cover the journey here and back.’

Edith winced, recalling how Alice had worried at that time, making do with the occasional letter for most of it. ‘That’s a marathon, all right. Is she going to have Ellen’s room?’ She took a hasty gulp of cordial, to cover her sadness at mentioning her late friend.

Alice shook her head, squinting as the angle of the sun began to dip. ‘No, she’ll be in the main house.’ She cleared her throat. ‘It’s so strange, without Ellen. We’re all trying to come to terms with the fact that she’s gone. It could have been any one of us.’

Edith nodded grimly. ‘It’s horrible. And nobody knows what to think about those new bombs. There’s not much in the papers, is there, Alice?’

Alice shook her head.

‘When you think about it, we’ve all come close, one way or another,’ Edith went on. ‘There’s no rhyme nor reason to it. Why somebody gets hit and others don’t.’

Mattie closed her eyes briefly. ‘I used to think about it all the time but it drove me mad and didn’t help at all. Then, after I had Alan, I suppose I reckoned if I could survive that, then I’d survive anything.’

Edith smiled despite herself. Mattie had gone into labour during a heavy raid in the Blitz and all her careful plans for giving birth had had to be ditched. Alan had arrived in his own sweet time while his mother was stuck in the Anderson shelter, with Edith and Alice on hand as makeshift midwives, bombs falling all the while. It was something none of them would ever forget.

Now Alice smiled as well, acknowledging the truth of her friend’s comment. ‘Yes, if you think about it all too much you just end up being unable to do anything.’

‘And that won’t do at all,’ said another, slightly deeper voice, and Flo Banham stepped into the back yard. ‘You’ve all got important work to do.’ The matriarch of the Banham household had aged a little since the start of the war but she still bristled with infectious energy as she put down her big shopping bag and rolled up her sleeves. ‘I heard you were all out here, and yes, I don’t mind if I do have a glass of that cordial.’ Mattie jumped up at once to fetch another glass. ‘Alice, I’m so sorry to hear about your friend. I only met her once or twice but I know how valued she was from the way you all talked about her.’ Her kind eyes crinkled in concern. ‘How’ve you been?’

‘We’re managing.’ Alice swallowed hard. It was painful to think about and yet it got slightly easier every time. ‘I was just saying to Edie and Mattie that the new nurse is arriving today. We’ll never forget Ellen but we have to carry on.’ She shrugged. ‘Not much else we can do.’

Mattie set down another battered stool and her mother sank gratefully down, stretching her feet out before her, ankles swollen in the heat of the day from being on her feet too long. She accepted a glass of cordial. ‘Well, that’s only right,’ she proclaimed. ‘You keep your friend’s memory in your heart, of course you do, but you carry on. That’s what she would have wanted.’

Edith and Alice met one another’s glance and both dipped their heads in agreement.

‘When I think about how far all of you have come, these past few years …’ Flo breathed out. ‘You two only just arriving and then the blessed war breaks out. You’ve been tested under pressure, all right. We couldn’t have asked for a better set of nurses, though – and I couldn’t have asked for better for my boys.’ Her face broke into an expansive smile.

‘And now there’s Teresa to show for it,’ Mattie grinned.

As if on cue, a wail came from the pram and Edith sprang to her feet.

Alice watched as her friend rocked the pram, her figure almost as slight and birdlike as before she’d had the baby. The wails started to die down at the comforting movement, and Alice wondered if the new nurse knew what she had come to. It was never easy taking up a new position, but to turn up as a replacement for someone who had been so well thought of and loved by her colleagues and patients alike – that would be doubly difficult. Well, no doubt Fiona would have explained. She was good at things like that, being straightforward.

‘Godmother, would you care to hold your goddaughter?’ Edith’s dark eyes flashed with humour as she reached into the pram. ‘This is what you’ve signed up for, you know.’

‘Of course.’ Alice rose at once, eager to help. Any worries about the new nurse would have to wait; Teresa was more important. As she hugged her goddaughter, Alice did her best not to think of anything else other than breathing in that special scent from her tiny head.




CHAPTER FOUR

‘Ah, excuse me – what time is breakfast served at the weekend?’ Iris had survived her first day in harness but kept forgetting details she must have been told in her first interview after arriving. As it turned out, the head of the home had been unavailable for that, and the deputy superintendent had spoken to Iris instead. The woman, who informed her that her name was Gwen, had a dour countenance but Iris had found her reassuring, even though their meeting had been very short. Gwen had apologised and promised to fill her in with any remaining details at a later date. Iris was certain they would work well together. It helped that she was older; plenty of the Victory Walk nurses were younger than Iris, one or two markedly so. Such as this young woman in the attic corridor now, who was most likely getting ready to go to bed after a tough day working on the district.

‘Oh, yes – Iris, isn’t it?’ The nurse had an angular face, dark hair and pale skin despite the recent sunny weather, but her eyes were bright with interest. ‘I’m Ruby. I’ve got this room here, opposite yours.’

‘Ah, of course.’ Iris remembered that they had been introduced, but there were so many of them to keep track of.

‘So, well, Gladys gets in the same time as always on a Saturday. She’s Cook’s help, and does all sorts of work around the place – when she’s not on duty at the first-aid post. So you can go down whenever you like, ’cos there’s always someone doing Saturday rounds, as we take it in turns. If you fancy a lie-in, they leave out bread and oats so you can make your own toast or porridge later on. And we can always have tea.’ Ruby paused to draw breath.

‘A lie-in!’ Iris couldn’t help smiling. ‘It’s been a long while since I had one of those.’

Ruby looked dubious. ‘What, did you always have to do the weekend shift? That don’t seem fair.’

It was just one more detail that underlined the difference between working solo in a rural district to being part of a big team. Iris shrugged. ‘There wasn’t anyone else to do it. It was just me. So I had to be up and waiting, ready for whatever might come my way, weekend or not.’

Ruby’s eyes widened. ‘Oh my goodness. That would be terrible. I love the nursing and everything, but I don’t half look forward to my lie-ins.’

‘Well, don’t let me keep you from your bed,’ Iris said hurriedly, sure that Ruby must be exhausted.

Ruby shook her head. ‘No, no, I’m glad you asked me. Would you like to come in to my room and tell me what it was like where you were before? I never met nobody who had to do it all on their own. I’ve even got some biscuits, if you’re peckish. My ma sent them.’

Iris surreptitiously glanced at her watch. She didn’t want to be late to bed – but it would be rude to refuse the hand of friendship. Even if Ruby was only in her early twenties, they would still have their profession in common. ‘That’s very kind, thank you,’ she said.

Ruby pushed open her door and Iris saw the room was much like her own: not large by any stretch of the imagination, but with everything a nurse might need: bed, somewhere to hang uniforms and other clothes, a desk and chair to write up notes. Ruby had added a rag rug in cheerful colours and some framed photographs. She noticed Iris looking at them and grinned, as she fetched a biscuit tin from a shelf next to the desk.

‘Here you are. The biscuits are in here. Ma even found some dried fruit to add to them. Hope you like sultanas.’

Iris’s eyes widened. ‘I love them and haven’t been able to find any for ages.’ She took one, and sat down on the wooden chair. ‘Oh, these are good! Your mother’s clever.’

Ruby beamed. ‘She is, only she don’t get no credit for it usually. That’s her there, in that picture.’ It showed a woman with the same-shaped face as her daughter. ‘That’s me brother, and me sister, and her husband. She’s still home but Colin’s in the navy and Terry, well, he’s in the army somewhere and we aren’t rightly sure where. Italy, probably.’

Iris nodded. That made sense; and it was inevitable that young men of that age would be in the services, somewhere.

‘And who’s that?’ she asked, pointing to a black-and-white shot of a young man in civilian clothes, with a pleasant face, glasses perched on his freckled nose.

Ruby blushed a little. ‘That’s Kenny. We’re … we’re walking out. He’s ever so nice.’

‘Is he away too?’ Iris wondered.

Ruby shook her head. ‘No, his eyes aren’t good enough. He tried, back when it all started, but nobody would have him, said he’d be a liability. Which I don’t think is fair.’ She sighed. ‘He works down the docks. So like he says, he might as well have gone round with a target painted on his back anyway. They didn’t half cop it in the Blitz.’

‘Yes, I know,’ said Iris shortly, then covered her abruptness by taking another bite of biscuit.

‘And now he’s going to do even more,’ Ruby went on, pressing her hands together as she sat on the bed, its deep green counterpane shining in the lamplight. ‘He ain’t told his family yet ’cos they’ll be anxious that he’s working too hard, but we’re an ARP warden short round here ’cos one got caught in a fire just before D-day and he hurt his lungs. Now he’s got to take it easy, no more all-night shifts. So Kenny said he’d do it. I’m ever so proud.’ She paused. ‘And worried to bits, to tell you the truth. But I can’t say that to him, can I?’ Suddenly she looked stricken.

Iris cleared her throat. She hadn’t expected the young nurse to pour out her heart like this, but it was clear she had been bursting to tell somebody. What could she say? She didn’t want to think about danger in the dockyard; that was too raw, too personal, and wouldn’t help here anyway. She was trying to leave Plymouth behind.

‘Well, you can tell him how proud you are,’ she said instead. ‘He must be a hard worker, to do a dock shift and then go out on patrol at night. Doesn’t he need any sleep?’

Ruby gave a small smile, evidently feeling relieved to have got her concern off her chest. ‘He’s only doing the training at the moment. They won’t set him loose till he knows what he’s doing.’

‘Quite right,’ said Iris. Then inspiration hit her. ‘Ruby, what did your mother say when you told her you were coming to the East End to work? Wasn’t she upset?’

Ruby hesitated. ‘Well, I only came from Hammersmith, so it wasn’t far,’ she confessed. ‘We had bombs over there too. But she thought it was out of the frying pan into the fire.’

‘And was it?’

‘It was, a bit,’ Ruby admitted, rubbing her hands again at the memory of the first proper bombing raid she had endured in the refuge room downstairs. ‘But somehow, when you’re in the middle of it, it ain’t so bad. It’s the worrying about someone else that’s worse.’

‘There you are, then. You’re bound to be worried, but he’s probably worried about you too. It’s what it’s like these days.’ Iris shut her eyes briefly. ‘Let’s hope it’s not for too much longer.’

Ruby nodded fervently. ‘I do hope not, Iris. I couldn’t bear it, just meeting Kenny and then for something to happen. But I’d hate it if he backed out of it because of me. That would be worse.’

‘Yes indeed; if he’s set his heart on it, then you’ve got to give him all the encouragement you can, and then enjoy whatever time together you can manage.’

‘Won’t be much of that,’ Ruby predicted. ‘Still, it’ll make it extra special, won’t it? When we go to the cinema and all that.’

‘Exactly,’ said Iris, recognising the look in Ruby’s eyes. The young nurse was in the first throes of love – maybe her first-ever proper boyfriend. Somewhere deep inside Iris felt a stab of pain, even after all this time.

‘You’ve been ever so helpful,’ said Ruby. ‘And I haven’t even asked about your previous job – that was the whole reason you came in. I’m a terrible host.’

‘Not at all.’ Iris cast another glance at her watch, and Ruby noticed.

‘Next time, then. Have another biscuit. No? Well, take one with you. You listened to me going on and being silly, and I feel tons better for it.’

Iris rose and gave in to temptation, accepting one more biscuit. ‘It wasn’t silly. It’s only human to worry about such things. We live in worrying times,’ she said ruefully. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow, Ruby.’

‘Goodnight, then.’ Ruby smiled warmly before shutting the door.

Iris crossed the corridor to her own room, pleased to have helped the young nurse but with her own memories threatening to break to the surface. She bit her lip, willing the thoughts to recede. They were never far away but she tried not to let them swamp her. Somehow she had to carry on, no matter what lay in her past. Chin up, she told herself. It’s all over and done with.

Gladys was up with the lark as usual, singing to herself in the kitchen. She loved her job helping at Victory Walk, even on a Saturday, despite having been on duty until late evening the day before. Friday nights at the first-aid post were always busy, as some people still worked a five-day week and wanted to celebrate the end of it. No matter that pubs found it more and more difficult to fill their cellars and often resorted to watering down their drinks; if people were determined enough, they would get hold of the strong stuff. Then, like as not, a fight would break out and injuries would follow. That was on top of the usual casualties from the blackout, from bomb damage, and from everyday accidents.

Far from being depressed by it, Gladys enjoyed it. She had spent so long believing she could never be a nurse that she had been close to giving up hope, but here she was, trained as a member of the Civil Nursing Reserve and relishing every moment. She wasn’t squeamish – she’d coped with enough nonsense from her younger siblings that she took none from difficult patients – and she wasn’t afraid of hard work. Never mind that she was permanently tired. It was a small price to pay.

‘Morning, Gladys.’ It was Belinda, the nurse whose turn it was to work the Saturday morning rounds tending to the most urgent patients or those who needed daily care. She yawned. ‘I don’t know how you manage to be so sprightly at this time of day.’

Gladys gave the tallest nurse a sympathetic glance. ‘Didn’t you sleep well?’

Belinda shrugged as she helped herself to the porridge, which was only just ready. ‘Oh, I slept all right. I went out with some of the ambulance drivers to see a George Formby film at the Savoy and we got back a bit later than I thought we would. I’d seen it before but that didn’t matter.’ She sighed. ‘It was a nice way to end the week, even though half of us are on shift today as well.’

Gladys busied herself setting out cutlery for the rest of the nurses. ‘Is it your brother?’ she asked sympathetically. She knew how Belinda worried about him. David was a pilot in the RAF and had spent much of the war flying daring raids into enemy territory. As they were Jewish, they were all too aware of what fate would befall him should he end up in the wrong hands.

Belinda shrugged, looking down at her feet in their flat black shoes, tightly laced. ‘It’s always my brother,’ she confessed. ‘I haven’t seen him for ages and they say that the RAF are joining the effort to retake France … he’ll be over there again.’ She met Gladys’s gaze. ‘There’s nothing I can do, but I worry anyway. It’s just how it is.’

‘I know,’ said Gladys seriously. ‘You got to keep your strength up all the same. Have some extra marmalade. That always helps.’

Belinda grinned despite herself, knowing that Gladys kept it in reserve for special occasions. ‘You spoil me – but I won’t say no.’ She moved back to the tables in the canteen, a plate of toast smeared with the precious marmalade in one hand, her porridge in the other.

Iris came into the bright
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