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One




May 1941

She brought the doorknocker down twice, then prayed with all her heart that Auntie Mim was in because if she wasnt, Nan Morrissey was in deep trouble. And stranded in Leeds.

This morning, she had walked out of Cyprian Court in high old dudgeon; this morning, her suitcases had not seemed so heavy. Now, hungry and tired, she wondered if she had done the right thing  not for walking out on the Queer One and her Georgie  but because maybe she should have thought things out, first. Like how she would get from Liverpool to Leeds when there were few trains into or out of Liverpool, no trams running, and few buses able to get into the city centre. Because of the bombing, that was.

She closed her eyes and whispered, Auntie Mim  please? then heard the blessed sound of door bolts being drawn back and the grating of a key in the lock.


Well, if it isnt our Nan! Miriam Simpson snorted. Left home, have you?

Sort of. Tears of pure relief filled Nans eyes. Then she took a shuddering breath and said, Chucked out, more like. Can I come in, please?

And what have you done to make your dad throw you out? Arms folded firmly, Auntie Mim barred the doorway. Got yourself into trouble, then?

Me dad didnt throw me out. Hes dead. Funeral two days ago. Her bottom lip trembled with genuine sorrow. It was Her threw me out, and not because Ive got myself into trouble, because I havent!

Come on in then, Nan. Im sorry about your dad. She really was. Will Morrissey had been decent to her sister. Leave the cases in the lobby and sit yourself down. Heart attack, was it?

No. Air Raid. He was on duty at the hospital and it got a direct hit. Them bluddy Jairmans! Theyve made a right mess of Liverpool  I had to get out. And I wont be a bother, honest, if youll let me stay till I get myself sorted.

Oh, all right. But I cant feed you Nan, rationing being what it is, and I dont allow swearing.

Sorry. And its all right. I took my ration book when I left.

Indeed, she had taken everything she thought to be legitimately hers. Food coupons, her identity card and the large brown envelope marked Marriage Lines, Birth Certificates, etc. in her mothers handwriting. And her clothes. Mind, she wished she had left the brown envelope at the back of the drawer, now she knew what was inside it.

Had words with your stepmother, then? Miriam filled the kettle and set it to boil.

Suppose so. Dad ought never to have married her. I couldnt stand her, and that brat. And she couldnt stand me, either. She was weeping and moaning over Dad, like she was the only one who mattered. Not a thought for me losing my father. And then she said shed have to be the wage-earner now, and that shed be working full-time and I would have to look after Georgie. Thats how it all started.

Because you said you wouldnt?

Not exactly. But I said I was sick of her kid. Dyou know, he wouldnt go to bed on his own and I had to go with him. At half-past six at night, would you believe? And he was three, and still in nappies, and he always has a snotty nose, an all, she added, when her aunt remained silent.

I told her! Im sick and fed up of that kid, I said. Ive got my certificate from night school for touch-typing and I want to go to work. And she said nobody would employ the likes of me what couldnt speak proper, and if I wanted to stay in her house, Id do as I was told if I knew what was good for me.

So you upped and offed? And now Im landed with you. Are you sure youre not in trouble?


Sure, Auntie Mim. Cross my heart and hope to die. And I wont be stoppin for long. Im joining up, see. The Army.

Now what do you want to do a thing like that, for? And anyway, you arent old enough.

Im nearly eighteen and they take you at seventeen and a half. And why shouldnt I join up? What could be worse than stoppin at Cyprian Court, now me dads gone?

Youd have to take orders and salute people

So do all the women in the Forces. Whats so special about me?

But what would you do, in the Army? Youve had no education to speak of and youve never worked.

Ive got my typing certificate, and I havent worked because it suited Her to keep me at home for a dogsbody. Cant you see, Auntie Mim, that Id be the same as everybody else, once Id joined up. Same uniform, the same pay. Id be  well -normal.

Oh, dear. Miriam Simpson felt sorry for her sisters child, even though she had seen little of her these last few years. It couldnt have been a lot of fun, losing a mother when you were a child, then getting a stepmother, a couple of years later  and one who took a bit of getting on with, if what she had heard was true. I suppose youre hungry? Get this tea down you, then Ill do you a slice or two of toast and jam. All right?


Smashing. Nan sipped the tea gratefully. And I can pay me way, till the Army sends for me. Ive got money in the Post Office.

Well have to think about that. Ive got a gentleman lodger, see. Hes something to do with aeroplane engines and hes gone to Derby on a course for a month. He gives me a pound a week, but you can have his bed for ten shillings if youll help in the house and do a bit of queuing for me. I cant say fairer than that.

Its a deal  and thanks. I wont be any trouble, Auntie Mim.

You better hadnt be, or youll be on your way back to Liverpool before you can blink! And youd better get yourself to the Food Office in the morning  see about an emergency card for your rations.

I will. And look for the nearest recruiting office, because the sooner she got herself into uniform, the better. She would have to have a next-of-kin, of course. You always did when you joined up, but that was all right, because Auntie Mim was her next-of-kin, now.

She thought about it that night as she lay in the bed that was hers for four weeks. It struck her like a thunder clap. What if it took longer than that to get into the Army? Where would she go when the lodger came back? Cyprian Court, would it have to be, tail between her legs?

She pushed so terrible a thought from her mind, closed her eyes and thought instead about her father, wishing he could know she was going to be all right. Poor dad. He hadnt had much of a life. Losing Mum, then getting himself saddled with the Queer One, and Georgie.

And thinking about Mum, what about that birth certificate? But she would worry about it tomorrow. Beautiful tomorrow, when she would present her touch-typing certificate to the Recruiting Officer. Bright, shining tomorrow, when her new life would begin.



May, without any doubt at all, was the most beautiful of months; a green, blossom-filled goodbye to winter; to short days and blackouts that came too early, and fogs and cold houses and everything that was depressing.

Caroline Tiptree leaned on the gate, gazing over the cow pasture to fields green with sprouting wheat, and hawthorn hedges coming to life again and the distant blue haze that carpeted Bluebell Wood.

So precious, this Yorkshire hamlet in which she lived; in which Englishmen had lived since Elizabeth Tudors time. So comforting to know that wars had come and gone, yet still Nether Hutton remained unchanged. Twenty-one houses, and all of them built of rose-red brick; all of them with flower-filled gardens; most of them with chimney stacks twisted like sticks of barley sugar. She turned to lean her back against the gate, reluctant to go home, to face the recriminations and tears she knew would follow. When she told her mother, that was.

Sighing, she made for Jackmans Cottage, named for the long-ago sea captain who had built it with a purse of gold, given by a grateful queen. A house with low, beamed ceilings and wide fireplaces and two kitchens and small windows. A thick-walled house that had not and would not change.

She closed the gate carefully behind her, standing for a moment to take in the courtyard garden thick with the flowers of late spring, for this was the picture she would carry away with her, if she left it. When she left it.

Hello, darling. Youve missed the News, Janet Tiptree called from the sitting room.

Sorry. Carrie hung up her coat, knowing shed had no intention of getting home to hear it. Shed had enough of gloom and doom, was fed up with the war and living in a rural backwater whilst everywhere else seemed to be getting bombed, and Dover shelled every single day from across the Channel. Dont suppose there was anything worth listening to  like Hitler wants an armistice

Or perhaps two ounces on the butter ration? She would settle for an ounce, even.

Dont be flippant, Carrie. And why the badly-done-to look? Missing Jeffrey  is that it?

Not particularly, mother. After all, he wanted to go.

Which was sensible, really. Better to volunteer now for the Navy than wait another year to be called-up and put in the Army or the Air Force. Jeffreys uncle fought at Jutland, dont forget and with a name like Frobisner  well, what else could he join? And you are missing him  admit it  or why are you acting like a bear with a sore head.

My head is fine, mother. Its my conscience Im more bothered about. Ive got to accept that working in a bank isnt doing much for the war effort. Im not pulling my weight.

But you are! She patted the sofa beside her. Now come and sit beside your mother, and tell her whats wrong  have a little cuddle, shall we?

Mother! Im too old for cuddles. Im twenty-one, soon, and Im not doing enough. Im having an easy war, and it isnt right.

Now youre not to talk like that. Her mother was using her coaxing voice, her talking-to-awkward-daughters voice. You have a job, you travel ten miles to work each day, and back, and two nights a week you fire watch for the ARP, leaving me all alone here. But do I complain?

No.

She said it snappily, because doing a clerks job did not seem at all like war work. The local bus picked her up at eight each morning and got her home by six forty-five each evening, and as for the fire-watching duties  well, there had been no fires; not even an air-raid warning, so what was so noble about that?

Why you and Jeffrey dont fix a date, Carrie, is beyond me. I mean  youd get a naval allowance and nobody could make you leave home if you were a married woman. Why all this soul searching? Whats brought it on, will you tell me?

You wouldnt believe me, if I did. She turned abruptly to stare out of the window.

Try me, dear. And please dont turn your back when you speak to me.

Sorry  and all right, if you must know She went to sit beside her mother, then stared at the empty hearth. What has brought it on? Seeing everything so beautiful, I suppose. Hutton in the spring and this lovely little village and  and the invasion. Because theres going to be one, and I dont want us to be invaded. All this is worth fighting for, mother.

And Jeffrey has gone to fight for it. All the young men in the village, too. Nether Hutton is well represented.

Y-yes Her mother was right  except that there were only two young men of conscription age in the village. And herself, of course. And its going to be better represented, she blurted, red-cheeked to the brass fender. Because Im going, as well. Im going to join up.

 Join up! I have never in all my life heard such nonsense! Have you forgotten your duty to me, Caroline?

No. But I really am going. Into the Army.

But you are all I have! Janet Tiptree jumped to her feet and began to pace the room. Havent I suffered enough from war? Didnt I lose your father to the Great War, and must I lose my only child to this one? Your father came home a sick man; came home to die of his war wounds and -

And Todds father was killed, trying to get him out of No Mans Land.

Todd Coverdale? Why bring him into it after all these years?

Her mothers red cheeks and trembling mouth warned Carrie to have care, but still she said,

All these years? Its not all that long since he left.

And did you expect me to keep him out of a sense of duty? she demanded shrilly. I couldnt help it if his mother died. Your father, out of gratitude, told Marie Coverdale that she and her son would have a home here as long as she lived.

Yes, and out of gratitude she worked in this house like a servant, almost, and  and -

And Todd wanted for nothing. Even after your father died, I saw to it that nothing changed. They continued to live here and Todd went to Grammar School!

He got a scholarship! Todd was like a brother to me, yet you sent him away, when his mother died.

To his aunt, who was willing to have him. But why all this raking up of the past? You said nothing about his going, at the time. And we are talking about now, and you leaving home! What is to become of me, when you go  if you go.

No ifs, Caroline said softly, gently. If I pass the medical, Im going. And it isnt a question of duty, either to you or to this country. Im joining up because I want to; because something is telling me I must. Cant you understand? Cant you, for once, think of something other than yourself?

Well, now I know you have taken leave of your senses! Me  selfish. The tears left Janet Tiptrees eyes, her jaw hardened. Me, who has been father and mother to you, thinks only of myself? Shame on you Caroline. Dont make me more upset than I already am! I suggest you go to bed, and wake up tomorrow in a better frame of mind. And apologise for the things you have said!

No thank you. I am well past the age of being sent early to bed. But I am sorry if I have hurt you, if I seem ungrateful for all you have done for me. And I am sorry for your loneliness over the years, but please stop treating me like a child?

Then stop behaving like one and remember where your duty lies. And I have nothing more to say. I shall go to bed. I have a migraine coming on. Will it be too much to ask that you bring me up a hot drink, and an aspirin?

She opened the staircase door and without a goodnight, walked sighing to her room

Oh, lordy! Carrie whispered when she heard the banging of the bedroom door.

It had been exactly as she thought: the pleading, tears and recriminations. It always was, when her mother wanted her own way. Sometimes her mother had a hard heart, inside that sweet exterior. It was sad she was a widow, but the Great War had left behind many widows  Todds mother for one, whose husband had crawled into the void between the trenches. Todds father had been shot by a sniper as he dragged his wounded officer to safety.

Mind, her father had been grateful; given his word that widow and son should be cared for. And her mother accepted it, because she always took the least line of resistance  and because it suited her to have unpaid help in the house.

Carrie looked at herself in the wall mirror; gazed unblinking so her resolve should not weaken, because there was something else her mother wouldnt like, if ever she found out.

Fix a date for the wedding? Not yet. Because Jeffrey had shocked her, shown a side to his nature she had not known to exist, and she had not liked it. She recalled his mouth, sensuously pouted, his eyes narrowed so he need not look at her and his mouth, wet on hers.

Im going to the war, Carrie, he had said, and if you loved me, youd let me. Were engaged, after all. Wheres the harm in it? And anyway, you cant get pregnant the first time.

So she had let him; had lain there unresisting, eyes fixed on the ceiling whilst he pushed and grunted and shoved.

Told you itd be all right, didnt I? He had nuzzled her neck when it was over, then slid off the bed and pulled on his trousers. And itll be better, next time.


Next time, thank heaven, was at least three months away, and by next time she could well be out of reach. And she didnt want there to be a next time. Not yet. Not until she could talk to Jeffrey about her fears, her feelings, because if that was what doing it was like, then she had got it all wrong.

She shrugged and walked to the window, arms folded tightly around her, mouth stubborn, gazing as twilight touched the garden, muting colours, softening outlines.

The wood pigeon that nested in the tree in the lane outside flew past her line of vision, alighting atop the wall, cooing and burbling. It waddled, pecking, then flapped up to its nest. Poor silly, fortunate bird. It didnt even know there was a war on.

But there was a war on and she was going to join it, and not all her mothers tears would stop her. Soon, she would have to register for war service so why not choose, as Jeffrey had done, what she would do and in which arm of the Forces. Army, Air Force, Navy  did it matter? Could anything be worse than remaining in Nether Hutton, a dutiful daughter, waiting for Jeffrey to come home on leave from the Navy and marry her, just because that was what everyone expected them to do?

She wished she could talk to her mother about what happened that night she had gone out to play whist and left them alone together. Yet she knew she could not, must not.


She slid home the door bolts and turned the key in the lock. Then she pulled the blackout curtains across the window and went to the kitchen.

A hot drink for her mother, and two aspirins. A little honey in the milk and a glass of water for the tablets. A dutiful daughter again, who would one day be a dutiful wife to Jeffrey.

But not on his first leave. Only when she was ready to be a wife. And on this heart-achingly beautiful May evening, she was not.

Sorry, mother, she whispered to the honey jar. Ive got to have time to sort out my life my own way. And sorry, Jeffrey. I will marry you, but not just yet; not until we have talked. Because something so very important could not be open to doubt, or left to chance.

And tomorrow, no matter what her mother said or threatened, she would go to the recruiting office. She had to.



Lets check to see if weve got it right, the ATS corporal in the Recruiting Office said. Nancy Morrissey, of 16 Farthing Street, Leeds. Date of birth November 22, 1924. And you wish, if you pass the medical examination, to join the Auxiliary Territorial Service  right?

Right, Nan said, just a little chokily. And I want to be a typist. She took the folded piece of paper from her handbag. Got a certificate

That wont be necessary, at this stage. If you pass, youll be given an intelligence test, the corporal smiled.

She had a nice smile, Nan thought; had a ring on her engagement finger, too.

I  I wouldnt like to be a domestic, she breathed. I want sumthin better than bein an orderly.

An orderly is not to be looked down upon, the corporal reproved. You will be wearing the Kings uniform  something to be proud of, whatever job you do. Oh, and your next-of-kin?

Thats me Auntie Mim  Mrs Miriam Simpson, 16 Farthing Street, Leeds. Im living with her, now, cause we was bombed in Liverpool. No need to mention her stepmother. Me dad was killed when they bombed the hospital. I hate them Nazis, rot their socks!

Rot their socks indeed. The corporal raised an eyebrow. Im from London  East End.

Aaah, Nan nodded, a bond between them established. And Id like to get in as soon as possible. Auntie Mim can only let me stay for four weeks, see?

Ill do my best, but I cant promise anything. She handed back the identity card and ration book Nan had offered in lieu of her birth certificate. Farthing Street is your permanent address as from now?

For four weeks, till the lodger comes back. After that, I cant say. Thats why I want in quick.

Ill add a note. Your medical will be at Albion Street, here in Leeds, so thatll be handy. I dont suppose you and I will meet again, Miss Morrissey, so good luck.

Thanks. Do you like bein in the ATS Miss -er  Corporal?

Yes, I do. Very much. She rose to her feet.

Ta-ra, then  and thanks. Nan pushed back her chair. The interview, she realized, was over. She was in the ATS  if she passed the medical, that was. No going back, now. And you wont forget to add the note?

I wont.

Shakily, Nan made her way to the street outside, blinking in the bright sunlight. Shakily, because it wasnt every day you did something as mind-boggling as joining the Army.

She looked at the clock above the Market Hall. Eleven, exactly, which meant that in the span of two hours, she had changed the address on her ration book and identity card from Cyprian Court, Liverpool, to Farthing Street, Leeds; had obtained an emergency card for two weeks food and offered herself to the Auxiliary Territorial Service for the duration of hostilities. Strange that only yesterday she had walked out on her old life for ever, and if she didnt get into the Army, heaven only knew what she would do, or where she would go. But she had learned, in her nearly eighteen years, not to look for trouble and anyway, nothing could be worse than being at Cyprian Court with her stepmother and her Georgie. Now dad had gone, there was nothing at all to keep her in Liverpool and if Nan Morrissey had anything to do with it, she would never go back there!

She crossed the road to the Market Hall, in search of a queue. Queuing was part of daily life, now. You saw a long line of patiently waiting women, then hopefully joined on the end of it.

Whats it for? she asked of the woman in front of her.

Fish. The reply was brief. Usually people talked to you in queues, but the one in front didnt seem to want to gossip. Nan turned to the woman behind her.

Fish, she beamed. Fingers crossed, eh?



Carrie folded the greaseproof paper in which her sandwiches had been wrapped and put it in her handbag. Paper was in short supply, so you used it again and again. She had made her own sandwiches this morning, her mothers bedroom door being firmly closed, with no answer to her knock and her whispered, Tea, mother?

Janet Tiptree, it would seem, was still asleep, though the minute the bus left the village, Carrie was as sure as she could be that she would be out of bed and downstairs before the teapot had time to get cold.

Carrie brushed the crumbs from her knees and stuck out her chin. Today, in her dinner hour, she had resolved to go to the recruiting office and there must be no going back, now. A short walk would take her there, after which heaven only knew what would happen

Yet that was the way she wanted it, and if her mother tried to block her way by refusing her consent, she would try again after her twenty-first birthday. But she was going. Somewhere. Some place out of her mothers reach to do what Caroline Tiptree wanted  needed  to do.

All she knew  really knew  at this moment was that there was a war on and it was going to last for years and years. Longer than the last one, some said. It was a terrible thought but if, by joining the Armed Forces, her small effort could shorten that war by just one day, then she had to do it, no matter what her mother said. Or Jeffrey, for that matter.

The door of the Recruiting Office was wide open, the room inside bare and empty except for a row of wooden chairs and a desk behind which sat an ATS sergeant.

Er  hello, Carrie whispered.

Hello, the sergeant smiled. Can I help you?

Yes please. She was surprised her voice should sound so croaky.

Then take a pew. The sergeant was still smiling.



That was a lovely supper, Auntie Mim. Nan wiped dry the pan she had just scrubbed.

Good of you to get the fish.

It had been a very small piece of haddock, but her aunt had made it into fishcakes, followed by bread and butter pudding, conjured up from a little milk, the egg from Nans ration card, the remains of a loaf and two precious prunes, chopped into tiny pieces to resemble currants.

And good of you, lass, to help with the washing up.

Think nothing of it. Nan had done all the dish-washing and pan-scrubbing at Cyprian Court, with never a word of thanks. She settled herself in the kitchen rocker, pink-cheeked at the compliment.

Miriam Simpson took out her knitting. It was all very cosy, Nan was bound to admit; like it would have been at Cyprian Court if Mum hadnt died. She wondered if the Queer One was having trouble getting Georgie to go to bed on his own, and hoped he was being a right little sod. She waited until her aunt had finished counting stitches, then said,

Theres something I want to ask you  about Mum and DadDid they have to get married? The words came out in a rush.

Nobody has to do anything, lass  but what made you ask? I thought youd have known.

Well, I didnt. Not till yesterday. They were married three months before I was born. It was a shock, I can tell you.

Does it matter when? You were born in wedlock. Thats all that need concern you.

Yes, but I didnt think dad was the sort to get a girl into trouble, then take six months to make an honest woman of her. I thought better about him than that, if you must know.

Oh dearie me. Miriam laid her knitting on her lap, then folded her hands over it, staring into the empty fire grate. Now see here Nan, youre almost a grown up and for better or for worse, youve decided to branch out on your own and join the Army. So I reckon you should know the truth of it, because I dont want you to think ill of your father  and that was what he became, the minute he married your mother.

Became? Nan whispered.

Thats right. Will Morrissey had always cared for your mother  was willing to wed her. He gave you his name, and you should be thankful for it.

So am I to be told who my real father was? Nans heart thudded, her mouth so dry it was difficult to speak.

No you arent, because we never knew. Your mother refused to tell anyone, even Will, whod been decent enough to marry her. All I know was that she went to her wedding with a hundred pounds in her pocket and a house full of furniture. She was lucky. A lot of women in her predicament got nothing!

Ar. Still dazed, Nan filled a glass at the kitchen tap and drank deeply. A hundred pounds was a lot of money in them days.

It still is. Whoever it was fathered you, Nan, was of moneyed folk.


And where was Mum when it  when I happened?

Working for a ship-owning family in Liverpool. She was a sort of companion-help to the old mother, I believe. Didnt you know?

She hadnt known, but it all added up Nan thought, wiping the glass, returning it to the shelf. A hundred pounds and enough furniture to fill the house in Cyprian Court would mean nothing to the likes of them.

And nobody ever found out? she persisted.

No. Your mother could be the stubborn one. Why she had to go to Liverpool to work, heaven only knows. Youre like her, Nan. Rushing off to join the Army, I mean.

But I was never like her in looks, Auntie Mim.

True. You mustve favoured your  the other side. Your mother was fair, as well you know.

Her sisters child, Miriam pondered, had very little to commend her. If you wanted to be brutal, Nan was very ordinary, but for one thing. She had the most beautiful brown eyes, and lashes so long a film star would have killed for them. Those eyes lifted her out of the ordinary.

So I wont ever know?

Not from me, Nan, and not from poor Will, who knew nothing, anyway. Youll just have to accept  well  that -

That Im illegitimate. A bastard.

Now thats enough! Whilst you are under my roof, miss, you will not use bad language. And you are not one of those! You were born in wedlock, so that makes you legitimate  in the eyes of the law, anyway!

So my mother wasnt good enough for my real father  is that it?

I dont know, I swear it, Nan, so the whole thing is best forgotten.

So if I hadnt asked about my birth certificate, would you have told me, Auntie Mim?

No. Dont think I wouldve, if only out of respect for your father  for Will. He was a decent man.

He was. Did any job he could lay his hand to; never had reglar work, till the war started. That was when he got a porters job at the hospital. Thats why he was killed that night, him and sixty others. I hate Hitler. And Im sorry I thought wrong about Dad.

Then as long as you think of him as your dad like he intended, I know hell forgive you. So how about putting the kettle on? I reckon we deserve a cup of tea after all that soul-searching. Only the little pot  and dont go mad with the tea leaves.

Indiscriminate tea drinking was not to be encouraged on the miserly rations folk had to make do with, but tonight it was medicinal, Miriam Simpson decided.

Nan lit the gas with a plop and put the kettle to boil, busying herself with cups and saucers and all the time thinking about that birth certificate and being stupid enough to land herself with another worry. Because being illegitimate was a worry, no matter which way her aunt put it.

Yknow  its like I said. Once Im in uniform Ill be the same as all the others, wont I?

You will, so dont be going on about it. None of it was your fault. She picked up her knitting. New beginnings for you, thats what itll be. And shift yourself with that tea, lass!



Mother? Hesitantly, Carrie Tiptree pushed open the kitchen door. My, but something smells good.

Very little meat and lots of onions. She said it without glancing up from the pan she was stirring.

Cant wait. Im ravenous. Any letters for me? She was amazed her voice sounded so normal.

There was nothing from Jeffrey, if thats what you mean, Caroline. But I wrote to him today. I mean, someone has to tell him what youre thinking of doing. Hes your fianc  he has a right to know!

But dont you think you should have let me tell him? And yes, he is my fianc, but he cant forbid me to do anything. Not yet. And why is it so awful to think about joining up? Is it wrong, mother, to be patriotic?

Patriotism is all very well, but it didnt do a lot for your poor father, did it? But I dont want to talk about it. I had my say last night and I wont budge. Youre still a minor and I wont give my permission for you to go.


All right, then. But please, lets not you and I quarrel. Im sorry if I have upset you.

Oh, I know you are, darling. Janet Tiptree was magnanimous in victory. Just wait till the Government sends for you, eh? After all, you might well be married before your age group comes up for registration and married women cant be made to do war work.

They can, mother, but they cant be made to leave home. But Im going upstairs to take my shoes off. I had to stand all the way home on the bus, and my feet hurt.

Do that dear, and wash your hands. Im going to dish up, now. And try to understand that I only want what is best for you? You are all I have in the world. Dont leave me just yet?

I wont. Not just yet she called.

She took off her shoes and placed them neatly beneath her bedside chair, took off her stockings and wriggled her feet into her slippers. Then she went to the wash basin in the corner of the room and stared into the mirror.

Later, she would tell her mother. She would have to, because she had done something so deceitful that now, when she thought about it, for a few fleeting seconds she wished she had not done it.

But she had done it, and anyway, she shrugged, by the time the ATS got around to sending for her, she would be as near to twenty-one as made no matter, so why was she having second thoughts?


At lunchtime, at the recruiting office, she had had no doubts at all; not until the sergeant had handed back her application form.

You will, of course, have to get this countersigned by your next-of-kin. I know you will soon be of age, but its best that you do. Just in case we are able to process you fairly quickly, I mean.

H-how quickly, Carrie had asked.

W-e-e-ll, you did say you can drive and we are recruiting drivers as a matter of priority. That is why we need your fathers signature. Is there anything to prevent you joining within a couple of months, say? Always provided you are medically fit, that is.

N-no. Nothing. And my mother is my next-of-kin.

So take this form home, get her to sign and date it, then post it back to us. Ill give you an envelope  OK?

And Caroline Tiptree, of the glib tongue and unflinching gaze, had said that would be fine, and tucked it into her handbag and smiled a goodbye, even though it made her heart thud just to think of what she would do.

Mind, it had taken a little courage, when she got back to the bank, to borrow a colleagues fountain pen and write Janet L. Tiptree (Mother) beside her own signature, then add the date -13.5.41. And she had slipped out and posted it in the pillar box outside the bank, just in case she had second thoughts.


And that, she whispered to her flush-faced mirror image, is that.

No going back, now. The buff envelope with On His Majestys Service printed across the top, was already on its way and Caroline Tiptree was a step nearer to joining the Auxiliary Territorial Service.

Now, there was only her mother to tell  and Jeffrey, of course  and that, she thought as she washed and dried her hands, was going to take some doing.

Oh, my word, yes!










Two




Life at Farthing Street could be a whole lot worse Nan was bound to admit, especially since her aunt managed to put a reasonable meal on the table most days.

Filling if not fattening, she had said of the Woolton pie they ate for supper that evening, made entirely of unrationed ingredients. Packed with vegetables, topped with a crust made from the piece of suet Nan had queued for at the butchers on the corner, and moistened with gravy made from an Oxo cube, it was a triumph of ingenuity.

To Miriam Simpsons delight, Nan was very successful in queues. Since they had decided it wasnt worth her while looking for a job  for who would employ a young woman, knowing she was soon to be called into the Armed Forces? -she was free to hunt for under-the-counter food. It saved Miriams feet and helped pass the days which Nan mentally ticked off as one nearer her entry into the Auxiliary Territorial Service.


Shall we have fish and chips tomorrow, she asked. Ill get there good and early.

Neither fish nor chips were rationed. The government, in one of its wiser moments, had seen to it that they remained so. A housewife who once would never have dreamed of entering a fried fish and chip shop, now queued eagerly for them, especially on Fridays, when rations were running low.

And you can go to the butchers on Saturday, Nan. Her niece did far better out of the old skinflint than she had ever done, especially in the under-the-counter suet and sausages department. It was probably, she thought, because the girl looked at him with her big eyes, then fluttered those eyelashes for good measure. Tell him that anything at all would be much appreciated.

A leg of lamb? Nan giggled, to which her aunt replied that she had just seen a purple pig fly past the top of the street! Legs of lamb, indeed!

When do you think youll hear from the ATS, then?

Dunno, Auntie Mim. Once Ive had my medical, they might send for me pretty sharpish. I asked the corporal to do what she could for me. Fingers crossed therell be a letter in the morning. A buff envelope with no stamp on it, and O H M S printed across the top.

She switched on the wireless, settling herself in the fireside rocker, tapping her toes in time to the dance music, thinking that if she wasnt so set on joining the Army and Auntie Mim had a spare bed, of course, Farthing Street would have suited her nicely for the duration.

Oh, hurry up buff envelope, do!



On Saturday night, the telephone in Jackmans Cottage rang.

Its for you. Janet Tiptree, who always picked up the phone, handed it to her daughter. Jeffrey, she mouthed.

Darling, Carrie whispered, startled. How lovely of you to 

Caroline  listen! Ive been hanging about outside the phonebox for ages waiting for this call to come through and we only have three minutes, so what are you thinking about, joining up! If you must do something so stupid, why not join the Wrens? And why did I have to hear it from your mother? Surely I merit some consideration?

There was a small uneasy silence that seemed to last an age, then she said,

I  I  well, I was going to tell you Jeffrey and anyway, nothing is settled, yet.

I should damn well hope not. Were supposed to be getting married when Ive finished my training  well, arent we?

Y-yes, was all she could say, because she could hear his angry breathing and besides, there wasnt a lot she could say to the contrary in three minutes. But please dont speak to me like that? And Im sorry you are upset. Ill write, shall I? A nice long letter?


The only letter I want from you is telling me youve forgotten all about the ATS. Did you have a brainstorm, or something?

N-no! Oh, why did she let him boss her around so? And thank you for ringing, Jeffrey, she hastened when the warning pips pinged stridently in her ear. Take care of yourself. Ill write. Tonight.

The line went dead, then began to buzz. She looked angrily at the receiver, then slammed it down.

So? Your young man wasnt best pleased? Janet Tiptree said softly, smugly.

No, he wasnt. He yelled at me! How dare he! And you shouldnt have told him, mother. It wasnt up to you, you know!

Maybe not, but someone had to. Perhaps now youll give a bit more thought to your wedding! You are engaged, or had you forgotten?

Of course I hadnt! Being engaged, surely, was something you didnt forget, especially when you wore a ring on your left hand. Jeffrey and I will be married.

They would. It was what getting engaged was about. But not just yet. Or would he bluster and bluff and demand, as he did the night her mother was out and they had done  that? She hadnt wanted to and it mustnt happen again, or next time she might get pregnant and her mother would have every excuse, then, to get them down the aisle at breakneck speed.


Ah, yes. Her mother interrupted her thoughts. But when?

When the war allows, Carrie answered cagily, which was true, really, because now her war had to be taken into consideration.

She closed her eyes, wondering how she would face her mother when the letter telling her to report for her medical arrived; wondered, too, how she was to explain the forged signature on the bottom of her application form.

Are we going to listen to the news, mother? Shall I switch on? Its nearly nine oclock.

It was all she could think of to say, dammit!



On May 24th, the newsreader announced in a graver than usual voice that HMS Hood, the biggest and fastest ship in the Royal Navy, had been sunk by the German battleship Bismarck, and only three from a crew of almost fifteen hundred had survived.

It was as if, Nan frowned, Hitlers lot could do what they wanted, even at sea. The Hood had been sunk, the morning paper reported, by one chance shell landing in the ships magazine. Dead lucky, them Jairmans!

She rounded her mouth and slammed down her feet. She was on her way to the medical centre in Albion Street, and the sooner they pronounced her A1 fit, the sooner she would be in uniform, because this mornings terrible news made her all the more sure it was what she must do.


She pushed open the door. There was brown linoleum on the floor; the walls were green-painted. The place smelled of damp and disinfectant.

Nan was pointed to a cubicle, told to undress to the waist, put on the white cotton smock and wait to be called.

Someone examined her mouth and muttered, Two cavities, and Nan was as sure as she could be that that meant fillings. She had never had fillings. Just to think of them made her flinch, because she had heard they were excruciatingly painful.

A doctor listened to her chest, counted her pulse rate, made muttered asides to the clerk beside him who wrote on a notepad.

She was told to get dressed again, hang the white cotton smock on the hook in the cubicle, then follow the nurse to the ablutions, where there were more cubicles.

Please give a urine sample. In this. A kidney dish was thrust at each young woman. Then you transfer it into this. A small, wide-necked bottle. And try not to spill it on the floor. When you have provided your sample, you will take it to the desk, give it, together with your surname and initial, to the nurse there, and she will attach a label to the bottle. Oh, hurry along, do!

Some looked shocked. Others giggled. A few blushed. Nan thought it was a lot of fuss over a bottle of wee, but she supposed they knew what they were doing.

There was one girl there who couldnt do it, so they stood her in front of a running cold water tap, but it made no difference, Nan told Auntie Mim that evening. Shes got to go back tomorrow and have another try, poor thing.

And do you think you have passed?

I reckon so. They said if we werent told to report back within three days, we could take it that we were OK, so its fingers crossed.

And you still want to go, Nan?

Yes, I do. Lets hope Im on my way before your lodger comes back.

Youll have to sleep on the sofa in the parlour if you arent, young woman.

Nan hoped she would be in uniform before then. The parlour sofa was hard and stuffed with horsehair.

Can we run to a cup of tea? she asked. In celebration, sort of, of me bein half way there.

Weve been having too many cups of tea lately, miss. But theres cocoa on the shelf, if you fancy that. And make it with dried milk. Cocoa was unrationed when you could get it, as was powdered milk, in a blue metallic tin. Cant get those sailors on HMS Hood out of my mind, she whispered, picking up her knitting which usually soothed her. Therell be all those women getting telegrams, poor souls.

Yes, but Ill bet you anything you like that Winston Churchills fightin mad. Ill bet hes rung them up at the Admiralty, and told them to get that bluddy Bismarck!


I hope he has, and I hope they do, Miriam said without even reminding her niece that swearing was not allowed at Number 16. Sink it before it can get back into port!

And could they have known it, the entire North Atlantic fleet was already hunting, enraged, for the German ship, and before four more days had run, Bismarck would be sunk. An eye for an eye, people would say it was.



Four days later, Caroline Tiptree picked up the letters that fell on the doormat at Jackmans Cottage.

Post, she called, chokily, pushing a buff OHMS envelope into her coat pocket. Only one. For you, mother.

Then she ran up the garden path and down the road to the bus stop, all at once apprehensive. Because the buff OHMS envelope could mean only one thing.

She collapsed on the wooden seat in the bus shelter, asking herself if joining the ATS was such a good idea after all, and knowing there was nothing she could do now, except fail the medical. Which she wouldnt.

She rose shakily to her feet as the bright red bus rounded the corner, wondering where she would be in August when Jeffrey came on leave and praying that it was miles and miles from Nether Hutton.

But it wasnt August she should be worrying about, was it? It was when she must tell her mother about the buff OHMS envelope. Not tonight, of course. Afterwards, perhaps, when she knew she was medically fit, or perhaps when her calling-up papers came would be the best time, because then her mother wouldnt be able to do anything about the forged signature.

But what had she done? What had made her do such a thing when she knew that soon, anyway, she would have to register for military service? Couldnt she have waited just a few more months?

No, Caroline Tiptree, you could not, whispered the small voice of reason in her ear. You know that if you are around when Jeffrey comes home in August, your mother will have arranged a wedding, and you will go along with it as you always do!

But not any longer! Oh, she loved Jeffrey and there would be a wedding, nothing was more certain. But when the time came it would be she, Caroline, who would name the day.

Sorry, mother, she said in her mind, I have done the most awful, deceitful thing, and youll have every right to hit the roof when you find out about it.

And sorry, Jeffrey, too, but just this once I was doing what I want to do. How it would turn out she dare not think, and what Nether Hutton would make of her slipping away to be an ATS girl would take a bit of facing up to, as well. Little villages were like that. People knew everyone, and their ancestry, too. What The Village thought was very important, and Mrs Frobisher  as well as her own mother  had left people in Nether Hutton in no doubt that a wedding was in the offing, just as soon as the Royal Navy allowed.

She handed a florin to the conductress, said One-and-three return, please, then stared fixedly out of the window to wonder, yet again, where she would be in mid-August? In uniform, perhaps? Or if she were lucky, driving an Army truck? And thinking about the fuss and bother at Jackmans Cottage there had been when her deceit came to light.

The bus stopped at the crossroads and the young woman who always got on smiled and said Morning, as she usually did, then sat down beside her. The buff OHMS envelope was still in Carries pocket. No chance of opening it, now, thanks be.

Mm, she smiled back. Looks like being a lovely day

Which was, of course, the understatement of the week!










Three




On the day the buff OHMS envelope arrived, it lay unopened in Carries jacket pocket until ten that morning. Medical in four days time she read, dry-mouthed, in the privacy of the ladies lavatory. Friday, May 30 at 12.30. And since her lunch hour began at 12.15, it would save the embarrassment of having to ask the head cashier for an hour off work, and being obliged to tell him why she wanted it! She had wondered where she would be when Jeffreys leave began some time in August, and now she knew.

The time  ten days from the end of her initial training as a motor transport driver; the place  with the Royal Army Service Corps, somewhere in Wiltshire, and new recruit though she had been, she knew better than to ask for compassionate leave. You only got compassionate when it concerned husbands, or already-arranged weddings. You did not get it, especially in the middle of a training course, for a fianc or wedding dates that might have been!


There had been a hurt letter from her mother and another from Jeffrey, telling her that the entire village was talking about her behaviour and asking were they or were they not supposed to be getting married? But distance gave her courage and she had replied in sweet relief, telling him that next time she was sure they could both come up with a date to suit everyone  and that she loved him, of course.

So now, on this last-day-but-one of August she stood in Lincoln station, kitbag beside her, respirator over her shoulder and with her, three equally curious ATS privates and a lance corporal. They had met up on the platform. Draft HP4. Report to the RTO on arrival at Lincoln, said their travel instructions.

There was a Railway Transport Office on all main railway stations, their purpose to aid the passage of servicemen and women and goods of military importance from Point A to Point B

I think Ill see the bod in the RTO, said the lance corporal, who had quickly ascertained she was the only one with rank up, and even one stripe entitled her to take charge. Theyll know where we go from here.

She had quickly returned.

He says he hasnt a clue where HP4 is. All he said was, Oh. So youll be one of them

He had settled his pencil behind his right ear and pulled out a list from beneath a pile of timetables.


All he knew, he said, was that he was expecting a draft of five, and when wed all arrived he had a number to ring, so we could be collected. And he said to nip out smartly, because the WVS trolley was expected any time now and we were to get ourselves a cup of tea. We might be in for a long wait, he said.

It was almost an hour after they had eaten beetroot sandwiches and drunk large mugs of tea -offered with the most kindly smiles  that an Army corporal, the stripes on his arms brilliantly white with Blanco, clumped past them and into the RTO, then clumped out almost at once, to confront the group.

Draft HP4, are you? Lets be seeing your warrants, then!

Where are we going? the lance-corporal wanted to know.

That, young lady, is not for you to ask, not with one stripe up it isnt. So lets be having you. Theres a transport outside, so collect your kit and get on board. The sooner we get going the sooner youll know, wont you? he said with the satisfaction of someone who knew something they did not. And youre in for the shock of your lives, he added.

They sat on low wooden benches in the back of the Army lorry, holding tightly to the metal struts supporting the camouflaged canvas roof and had soon left Lincoln behind. Now they drove through open country with hedges and pastures and fields yellow with the stubble of newly-harvested wheat and barley.

Carrie gazed out over the tailboard to see flat countryside and a wide, open sky. Farming country, this, and not unlike the fields around Nether Hutton. She steadied herself as the lorry braked suddenly.

Hang on! called the driver, swinging into a narrow lane. Nearly there now, girls.

They dropped speed and climbed a small hill. Ahead was a wood and a church; to their right a gate lodge outside which a sergeant waved her arms. They stopped with a skidding squeal, then reversed.

How-do, sergeant. Got a load of trouble for you!

Have you now! She stood, hands on hips, glaring into the back of the transport. Wide-eyed, draft HP4 stared back.

Right, then! I am Sergeant James. She consulted a pencilled list. Tiptree, Morrissey and Lance-Corporal Turner, stay where you are. The other two follow me. This is your billet  for the time being. Its called Priests Lodge and dont take the downstairs front  thats mine. If you shift yourselves and get settled in, you just might be in time for supper. Hang on a minute, she called to the driver. Wont be long.

Five minutes later, she swung herself into the back of the transport with the ease of an acrobat.

OK, driver. Southgate Lodge!


They bumped downhill and stopped at an even smaller lodge, standing beside gateposts of stone. It was pretty and ornate and everything the private with the Liverpool accent had ever imagined a country cottage to be. Roses grew around the door; late-flowering honeysuckle wound itself around iron railings.

Ar  innit a lovely diddy house.

Its sort of  cute, the lance-corporal was forced to admit. Havent ever had a billet like this, before.

Diddy, cute  well, dont get too fond of it, the sergeant snapped.

With luck youll be in a Nissen hut before so very much longer  where I can keep an eye on the lot of you!

Instead of, she thought grimly, spread all over the place and out of her reach!

Now  this is Southgate Lodge. Up that drive is none of our business, because up that drive leads to Heronflete Priory. The lane to your right takes you to the QM stores, the NAAFI, the cookhouse, the mess hall and the ablutions. Supper at six, then muster immediately after, so unpack your kit and have everything ready in case I decide on an inspection  OK?

And with that she strode away, arms swinging, heels hitting the ground purposefully, sending dust flying.

I think, smiled the lance-corporal, that Sergeant James isnt very happy with the way things are here. And Im Evelyn Turner, SBO-tele-phones. Evie.

And Im Nan Morrissey, teleprinters. Pleased to meet you, Im sure.

Caroline Tiptree, driver. Call me Carrie.

Fine! So shall we take a look?

The squat front door opened directly onto a small room. On two walls were leaded windows; on another, a fireplace. And taking up most of the space were two black iron beds and two brand-new lockers.

Evie opened a door to her left to find an even smaller room with one window, one black iron bed and one brand-new locker.

Looks like this one will suit me nicely. You two can kip together. And I get first choice because this, she pointed to the stripe on her arm, says that just sometimes I can pull rank! She took off her cap and jacket and laid them on the bed. Now  what else have we got?

A low door led into a very small kitchen. It had two shelves, a corner cupboard and a white sink with a single tap, which she turned. At least there was water.

Lets do a reccy outside.

At the bottom of a small garden, overgrown with grass and brambles, were two brick sheds. One housed a water closet, the slab floor thick with dead leaves. She pulled the rusted chain and water gushed from the cistern.

Good grief, Carrie breathed. All mod cons.


At least it works, said Nan who was used, anyway, to having an outside toilet.

I think, though, Caroline frowned, that well be expected to use the ablutions up the lane.

Yes, but this one will be smashin for emergencies. I mean, are we expected to hike up that lane for a wee in the blackout an all, in winter?

I dont think well be here, Nan. Well be moved to a hut before so very much longer, if the sergeant gets her way. Evie pushed open the second door.

It was a coalhouse. In one corner was a pile of logs; in the other, a small heap of coal. A bow saw hung on the wall, a bucket and shovel beneath it. On a shelf, a clutter of dusty jam jars.

Hey up! Theres a fireplace in our room, Nan beamed. Reckon well be able to have a bit of warmth when the weather gets cold. Will we be allowed to, Evie?

Dont know, but dont get too fond of this billet. By the time the cold weather comes we could be in a Nissen hut with a coke stove, if were lucky.

Well, Id rather stay where we are, stove or not, Carrie sighed. Southgate Lodge is a lovely little place.

Then lets wait and see. And dont say anything about the coal and logs, or someone will have them carted off sharpish! Evie said, with a years knowledge of Army life behind her. And I think wed better unpack and make up our beds. Weve got an hour

* * *


All right! Settle down, girls.

Four ATS privates and a lance-corporal, having eaten toad-in-the-hole with onion gravy, followed by sago pudding, were by now nicely relaxed and willing to give the sergeant their full attention.

Youll be thinking, I shouldnt wonder, that our circumstances are a little  er  different, and they are. Weve been landed on what was some lords private estate  the War Office having turfed him out first.

The house is called Heronflete Priory, and before some bright spark asks if youll be required to act like nuns, let me assure you that the priory was pulled down over a hundred years ago, when the present place was built.

Round about the estate are various houses, all empty now, and a few cottages and lodges once lived in by estate workers. Life will seem a little complicated at first, but things will be sorted, never fear. So  this far  any questions?

Yes, sergeant. A tall girl whose uniform was in need of alteration got to her feet. I dont understand any of it. Just what are we supposed to do, here? What kind of a set-up is this?

Its  we-e-llNow see here, youre going to have to learn to keep your eyes down and your mouths shut. The set-up, as far as I can make out, commandeered the Heronflete estate in a bit of a hurry. I dont know who they are, or where they are from; if they were bombed out of London or whether they chose to come here because of the isolation. But the Priory is out of bounds until we are told otherwise. We and the soldiers who guard the place, are here as backup. Ive been told the switchboard and teleprinters are now installed, so tomorrow we start shifts.

But what is our address? We need to write home.

Address  4 Platoon, D Company, Royal Corps of Signals, c/o GPO London. No mention of this place, or anything. And you will post your letters in the box provided in the NAAFI, unsealed, so they can be censored and -

Censored? Somebodys going to read our private mail?

Yes, but the censoring will be confidential, so dont for a minute think anybody is one bit interested in your love letters, or what you write in them. Nothing will be blue-pencilled unless it refers directly or indirectly to Heronflete. And what is more, you will not discuss this place when you are away from it  not when on leave, nor in pubs, dancehalls or cinemas or anywhere else.

So theyre going to let us out from time to time, sergeant?

Watch it! The sergeant did not allow sarcasm. Of course youll be let out. Youll have your time on shift and your free time, and just as any other out-of-the-way unit, transport will be laid on. The only way in which things are different is that this place seems to be a bit of a mystery, as yet.

Seems, Sergeant? Dont you know, then?


Ive been told  things  and doubtless I will be told more. But for the time being, watch what you say and what you write. If its of any interest, your letters will not need stamps. And thats just about it for the time being. Ill show you round. The mess hall and cookhouse you already know, and where the NAAFI is. In the ablutions you will also find facilities for doing your personal washing and drying.

I do not want to see items of an intimate nature or even shirts hanging on lines behind billets. You can send seven items of clothing to the laundry each week. All else, you will hang in the drying room off the ablutions.

So chop-chop! She walked to the door, then turned, eyes narrowed. And smarten up! Caps on and look lively, or Ill line you up and you can all march around the place!


Yknow, this estate is lovely, Evie Turner sighed. I wouldnt like anyone to take it off me if it were mine.

Then, if you ask me, Nan flopped on her bed, any feller what has so much deserves to have it took off him!

Nan Morrissey! Youre a communist! Nah. Just believe in fair shares for all. Them houses weve just seen, fr instance. Its just like a little village and it all belonged to his lordship. Now me, I come from a grotty dump, with an outside lavvy and muck and soot all over everything. Its goin to be like living in the country as far as Im concerned, and it wouldnt bother me if I stayed here for the duration.

Southgate Lodge looked almost lived in, Carrie thought, now beds were made up and photographs arranged on locker tops. And a jamjar filled with roses and honeysuckle on the mantelpiece.

Well, Im going to write to Bob, Evie smiled.

Your husband? Nan had noticed the lance-corporals wedding ring. Where is he?

RAF. Overseas  the Middle East, Im almost sure. We got married on his embarkation leave. Seven days of heaven, as the song goes, then back to the ATS again. You two got boyfriends?

Not me. Wasnt allowed to go out with fellers. Had to stay at home and look after me brother -stepbrother - Nan amended firmly. My real mum died and me dad married again. Then he got killed in the bombing, so I wasnt stoppin. Shoved off to mums sister in Leeds. Me Auntie Mim. Best thing I
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