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By Helen Carey

Lavender Road

Some Sunny Day

On a Wing and a Prayer

London Calling

 
About the Book

It will take more than Hitler’s Luftwaffe to break the spirit of the residents of Lavender Road. If courage, resilience and a shared sense of humour could win wars, the conflict would already be over.

It’s not all harmony, though. Nurse Molly Coogan and would-be actress Jen Carter certainly don’t see eye to eye. Molly, despite hating the strict discipline of wartime hospital life, is unimpressed by flighty Jen’s prima donna ways. While pretty Jen, unaware of Molly’s secret heartache, can’t resist taking her own personal frustrations out on Molly. It’s probably just as well that no one knows what challenges lie ahead …


In memory of my uncle, Basil Beazley, who died during the invasion of Sicily in 1943


Prologue

12 December 1942

With considerable relief, Molly Coogan pulled her cloak round her, checked that her nurse’s cap was pinned on securely, ran down the last few stairs and crossed the dimly lit lobby towards the heavily sandbagged doors.

Her hand was already on the handle when she heard someone speak behind her.

‘I wouldn’t go out there if I was you.’

The voice was portentous, almost gleeful in its gloomy menace, and Molly turned to see one of the hospital porters pinning a poster up on the wall next to the empty reception desk.

‘That sounds ominous,’ she said. ‘Why not?’

It struck her suddenly that the whole lobby was unusually empty. Visiting hour was long past, but there were normally a few staff coming and going. She knew it wasn’t an air raid. Even in the depths of the Wilhelmina septic wards she would have heard the sirens. She had heard them often enough. And the planes that followed.

Much of south London had been smashed to smithereens by Nazi bombs over the last couple of years. But the Wilhelmina Hospital had been built to withstand the Zeppelin raids of the Great War. It was proving equally effective against the Luftwaffe, despite its proximity to tempting targets like the Clapham Junction rail interchange and the Battersea power station.

In her darker moments Molly sometimes wished that the Wilhelmina would suffer a direct hit and put everyone out of their misery. Throbbing and humming gently, insulated from the real world by its emergency generators, it was like some sinister old submarine. And she hated it. She hated the boarded windows, the hushed gloom, the ghastly competing scents of sepsis and iodine, the dogmatic senior nurses and the smug, complacent doctors. Most of all she hated the constant presence of death.

She didn’t know how much more she could take. Even tonight … She stopped and shook her head.

‘Why not?’ she asked again. ‘What’s going on outside?’

‘Fog,’ the porter said.

He took a spare drawing pin out from between his teeth and stood back to admire his handiwork. Even in the muted light, Molly could see that it was a picture of Winston Churchill.

‘Fog?’ Molly repeated. ‘I’m not scared of a bit of fog.’

But then she hesitated. It was an excuse not to go up to the Flag and Garter. A legitimate excuse. She could go back to the nurses’ home instead, crawl into bed and block out the day, block out the thought of a young girl dying of septic infection only ten days after pricking her finger on a rose bush.

‘That’s easy to say, but it’s a right old pea-souper tonight,’ the porter said. ‘Just like the old days.’

Molly felt torn. She was dog tired. But she had promised her friend Katy Frazer that she would help up at the pub.

‘You can’t see your hand in front of your face,’ the porter added.

Wondering what other platitudes he would come out with, Molly took a step forward to read the slogan under Winston Churchill’s face. We will go forward together.

That was all very well for him, Molly thought. Going forward for old Winnie probably meant being tucked up in front of a log fire somewhere nice and safe with a big fat cigar in his hand and a map of the world on his lap. But for her it meant struggling up to Lavender Road to spend the evening behind the bar in a noisy, smoky pub.

She nodded an unenthusiastic good night to the porter and pushed out through the heavy doors. She had to go. It was her last chance to give Katy a hand. She was back on nights again tomorrow, and by next weekend, fingers crossed, she would be at the maternity hospital in Croydon, starting midwifery training.

It wasn’t much of a change. There’d still be scrubbing and cleaning and starchy old ward sisters to contend with. But at least she would be ushering life into the world rather than out of it. And if nothing else, it would get her away from the Wilhelmina, from London, from Lavender Road. And from Katy and her lovely Canadian husband Ward Frazer.

She would try to make a fresh start. It would be a wrench. A terrible wrench. But she knew it had to be done. For the sake of her sanity.


Part One


Chapter One

As soon as Molly emerged on to St John’s Hill, she realised that the porter had been right. The fog was indeed so thick that she really couldn’t see her hand in front of her face. She took two steps forward and immediately felt unbalanced, disorientated. She couldn’t even see the ground she stood on. There was no traffic, no noise at all.

She took her torch out of her pocket. But all it illuminated was a thick yellow circle ahead of her, more like custard than pea soup. Or the beige-grey batter of hospital toad in the hole. Molly smiled grimly. Trapped in the impenetrable fog, she felt a bit like a toad in a hole herself right now.

Once again she hesitated. She used to love going up to help Katy at the pub. She and Katy had been probationer nurses together at the Wilhelmina at the beginning of the war. Katy had left nursing when she got married, but her continuing friendship had been the one thing that had kept Molly going over the last couple of years. But now everything had changed. Katy’s husband had come home, and—

Molly spun round. For a moment she thought she had heard something. A tapping noise. Behind her. It came again. Tap, tap, tap, then silence, and then tap, tap, tap.

It was getting louder, faster, nearer.

Molly’s eyes stung as she peered through the sulphurous gloom, trying to see what it was. Muffled gunshots? A ticking bomb of some sort? She wondered if she should panic, run away, shout for help. Her hand clenched involuntarily on the heavy torch.

But before she could do anything, something swiped her on the ankle. Even as she screamed, she realised what it was. A blind man tapping down the road with a white stick.

As he lurched back, she caught his arm to steady him. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she stammered. ‘But you made me jump. It’s really foggy, and I didn’t see you coming.’

‘I didn’t see you either,’ he said. ‘That’s why I’ve got the stick. I’m blind. The fog don’t make any difference to me.’

‘Well it makes a difference to me,’ Molly said. ‘I’m meant to be helping out at the Flag and Garter in Lavender Road. I go there so often, I thought I’d be able to find my way blindfold, but …’ She stopped abruptly, groaning inwardly. She tried so hard not to, but she always somehow managed to say the wrong thing. Sister Parkes was constantly telling her off for her impudence. The other nurses thought it was hilarious. She often caught them sniggering in the sluice room when she’d queried an instruction or asked a question out of turn.

But the man didn’t seem to mind. ‘Well I can see my way blindfold,’ he said. ‘I’ll walk you to Lavender Road if you want. I’m going that way. Here, take my arm.’

Apart from the scuff of their footsteps and the intermittent tap, tap, tap of the stick, they walked down the hill in silence. Instinctively Molly felt herself picking her feet up higher than usual, her spare arm stretched out in front of her like a sleepwalker. The last thing she needed was a black eye from bumping into a lamp post.

The blind man’s arm was strong and his step was confident, but it was an unnerving, almost mystical sensation marching along through a blanket of muffled darkness. Molly was just wondering rather fancifully if she had somehow stepped into another dimension when he slowed and said, ‘Watch out, kerb coming up.’

‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘Where are we? By the library?’

‘That’s right.’ He seemed pleased that she had worked it out. As they stepped up on to the opposite kerb, he asked her how long she had been nursing.

‘How did you know I was a nurse?’ Molly asked in surprise.

‘Well, you were standing right outside the hospital, wearing a nurse’s uniform. What else could you be?’

‘How do you know I’m in uniform?’

‘I can hear it rustling under your cloak.’

‘And I probably stink of iodine.’

Her companion chuckled. ‘That too.’

Molly’s grimace was lost in the darkness. ‘Just over two years,’ she said. ‘And I’ve hated every minute of it. I knew I would.’

‘Why did you go into it, then?’

She hesitated. She didn’t like to talk about it. But something about the ghostly darkness and the anonymity of her escort made her want to tell him. She’d probably never see him again anyway. And he’d certainly never see her.

‘A bomb fell on our block of flats,’ she said. ‘One evening in 1940. Everyone except me was killed.’

‘So you lost your whole family that night?’

‘They were my adoptive family,’ she said. ‘At least that’s what I called them. They took me in when I was about ten. I was in an orphanage before that.’ She was conscious of a slight constriction in her throat and went on quickly. ‘So I had to do something. I’d always been good at biology at school. Nursing seemed as good a job as anything else. And it came with accommodation.’

The man didn’t respond immediately, so they walked on in silence. ‘What terrible times we live in,’ he said at last. ‘What an extraordinary girl you must be.’ He tightened his grip on her arm. ‘We are crossing the road here, so mind your step.’

‘I’m not at all extraordinary,’ Molly said, stumbling over the gutter. ‘All the other people I know do amazing things.’ She thought of Katy reopening her father’s pub after it had been bombed in the Blitz. Katy’s posh friend Helen de Burrel working as a secret agent in France. Even that flouncy bit Jen Carter was beginning to make a success for herself on the stage. And as for Ward Frazer, what he’d been through didn’t bear thinking about. ‘I’m just stuck here doing the same thing day after day.’

‘But you’re a nurse,’ the blind man said. ‘That’s useful. Ah,’ he added, tapping his cane on the wall. ‘I reckon this must be Lavender Road now.’

‘I’m not useful,’ Molly said as they turned the corner together, still arm in arm. ‘I’m always getting told off. And I’m on one of the septic wards. Nearly everyone dies there.’

‘But at least they have you to care for them.’

‘I don’t want to care for them,’ Molly said. ‘I want to cure them.’

‘Then you should have been a doctor.’

Molly laughed. ‘If only.’

‘Things are going to change,’ the man said. He spoke quietly, but his voice carried a strange kind of conviction.

‘What do you mean?’ Molly blinked in the darkness. She wished she could see his face. ‘What things?’

He was silent for a moment, as if he was reluctant to answer. ‘It’s strange,’ he said at last. ‘But since I lost my sight, I can see more than I used to be able to. Or maybe sense is a better word. And I can sense that your life is about to enter a new phase.’ He paused. ‘A more testing phase.’

‘Well, I have been offered a place on a midwifery course at Croydon.’

‘And have you accepted?’

‘Yes, I’m just waiting for Matron to authorise it.’

His pace slowed, as though he was going to make some observation. But he didn’t. He just squeezed her arm slightly. ‘Well then,’ he said. ‘I wish you luck. And courage.’

‘Thank you. But Croydon.’ Molly sighed. ‘It’s hardly groundbreaking, is it? I don’t think I’m going to need much courage there.’

He chuckled appreciatively but didn’t answer. A moment later he stopped and released her arm. ‘Your moment will come, my dear. Believe me. Your moment will come.’

He patted her on the shoulder and turned round, and with three taps of his stick he was gone, into the fog, back the way they had come, leaving her shivering outside the pub, wondering if she had somehow imagined the whole encounter.

Joyce Carter gritted her teeth and thrust her hand into the weeds growing along the side of the Anderson shelter. Touching something cold and hard, she gave a grunt of satisfaction. But it was only an empty bottle. She sat back on her heels and inspected it in the foggy glow of her shrouded torch. A beer bottle. Probably one of her husband Stanley’s, discarded as he lurched into the shelter, half cut, during one of the endless Blitz raids.

She remembered those nights only too well, his beery breath as he ranted about the bloody government or the bloody Germans. She also remembered the dread of catching that awful randy look in his eye in the light of the lantern. And the impact of his fist if she didn’t comply.

Well, Stanley’s beer-drinking days were over now. Well and truly over. Even now, two weeks after she had received the notification of his death from the governor of the prison where he had been incarcerated, she could hardly believe it. A burst appendix.

If she’d ever thought about Stanley dying, she would have guessed it would be in a late-night drunken fall into the river, or from an unlucky punch in a pub brawl. Once, one particularly bad time, she had even held a gun on him, wishing she had the courage to put a bullet through him.

But no, it was a burst appendix that had done for him in the end. And that was that. He was gone, and she was free.

Unfortunately, so was her new pet tortoise.

Previously when she had let the tortoise out of his box, he had just wandered about aimlessly before coming back for his food. But this time he hadn’t come back.

She had been keeping an eye out for him ever since she had got home from the café, sure he would be lured in by the winter cabbage leaves Mrs Rutherford had picked from her veg patch especially for him. Mrs Rutherford lived in one of the big houses at the top end of Lavender Road. The end that overlooked Clapham Common. The Rutherfords had a sizeable garden and Celia Rutherford had thrown herself enthusiastically into the Dig for Victory campaign. Somewhat to Joyce’s surprise, considering her well-to-do background, she had also thrown herself enthusiastically into the local café that she and Joyce now ran together.

As the wife of the owner of the local brewery, Mrs Rutherford had never previously done a day’s work in her life, apart from a bit of service on the WVS tea van during the Blitz. Oddly enough, it was that experience that had given her the idea of opening a café. She claimed that it was a way for her to do something towards the war effort, but Joyce suspected that it was because she wanted to prove to her old-fashioned, autocratic husband Greville that women could be just as successful in business as men. Either way, Joyce was grateful. She had always had a dream of running a little café, and now Celia Rutherford had made that dream come true. Joyce certainly wasn’t going to rock the boat by asking questions. Mrs Rutherford was far too superior to discuss anything of a personal nature. But she also had a good heart, and it had been kind of her to offer up some of her precious cabbage leaves.

Not that Monty, the tortoise, seemed to care. Joyce had laid them out temptingly by the back door, but so far there was no sign of him, and she didn’t want to leave him out in the cold all night.

Joyce didn’t know much about tortoises, but she knew they didn’t like the cold. And now she was getting worried. She’d always fancied having a tortoise, so she’d been quite overcome when Mr Lorenz had presented her with one as a gift to celebrate the first year of running the café. Where he had got a tortoise from right in the middle of a war, God only knew. But he had. And now, just a week later, she had lost it.

Joyce rubbed her hands against the cold. Mr Lorenz was the local pawnbroker. Stanley had ranted on about him and all. Mr Lorenz was Jewish, and Stanley didn’t like Jews. He’d always suspected Lorenz of having a soft spot for her. Joyce’d thought he felt sorry for her, and was just being kind sneaking her some sugar, or the odd Guinness, to help her over a bad patch. But it turned out that Stanley had been right. Mr Lorenz did have a soft spot for her. And secretly she had a bit of a soft spot for him too. Who cared if he was Jewish? He was a nice man, kind and generous, but—

‘What on earth are you doing?’

Joyce swung round to see her daughter, Jen, silhouetted in the kitchen doorway. In certain lights Jen’s auburn hair took on a fiery reddish hue, which some might say matched her unpredictable temper, but tonight the combination of the light spilling out of the kitchen and the yellow fog made her fancy Veronica Lake-style perm look unnervingly like a golden halo.

‘For goodness’ sake shut the door,’ Joyce snapped. ‘I don’t want some busybody reporting us.’

‘There won’t be any raids tonight,’ Jen retorted. ‘The fog is so thick the Nazi pilots wouldn’t be able to see their arses from their elbows.’

‘That won’t stop us getting fined.’

‘OK, OK, keep your hair on,’ Jen said. But instead of going back indoors, she stepped out into the yard and closed the door behind her. ‘So what are you doing out here? Seems an odd time of night to be weeding the back yard. Not that it doesn’t need doing, of course …’

Joyce gritted her teeth. When did Jen think she had time to do the weeding when she was working her knuckles to the bone in the café from dawn to dusk? She bit back an irritable retort. Nobody had the power to wind her up like Jen did. What with her arty-farty theatrical ways and her ridiculous pride, anyone would think she was already a famous actress, not just a two-bit singer in a back-street revue. But when Jen had moved back home two weeks ago, after undergoing a small throat operation, Joyce had determined that she would try not to rise to her taunts.

‘I was looking for Monty,’ she said. ‘The tortoise. He’s disappeared.’

‘He must be here somewhere,’ Jen said. ‘He’s hardly going to scale the back wall, is he? Not unless he’s found a rope. Or maybe he thinks he’s a prisoner of war and he’s decided to dig a tunnel.’

‘It’s not funny,’ Joyce said.

‘It is funny,’ Jen said. ‘Just the thought of old Lorenz giving you a tortoise as a love token is funny. I wonder why he didn’t think of roses.’

For a moment Joyce felt herself bristle, but then her lips twitched. Well it was funny. Jen was right.

‘I tell you what, though,’ Jen said. ‘He probably has dug a tunnel. Isn’t that what they do? Like bears. Dig a hole and go to sleep for the winter?’ She gave a gurgle of laughter. ‘He’s probably halfway to Australia by now.’

And sure enough, by dint of groping their way around the garden and shining the torch on every possible patch of ground, they did indeed find the tortoise, asleep in a nest of old leaves.

‘Ha,’ Jen said smugly as Joyce gently dug him out and carried him into the house. ‘You see. I’m not just a pretty face!’

‘No, you’re a right smart-arse as well,’ Joyce countered.

‘Maybe.’ Jen picked up her coat and turned away along the passage towards the front door. ‘But old Monty has got his head screwed on too. With any luck, by the time he wakes up the war will be over.’

‘Pity that bugger Hitler doesn’t hibernate and all,’ Joyce called after her, and was gratified to hear Jen laugh as she opened the door.

‘I’m just going over to the pub for half an hour,’ she called back. ‘I’ll be back for supper.’

As she tucked the tortoise up in his box under one of Pete’s old jumpers, Joyce found herself thinking that maybe it wouldn’t be so bad having Jen back home after all. It might even be a bit of fun. She’d have been all on her own otherwise. Her two youngest children, Angie and Paul, were still down in Devon on a farm where they’d lived since being evacuated at the beginning of the war, and her other sons were all away. Pete had gone off on a training course for the navy, Mick was already in the merchant marine, and Bob, her eldest, was stuck in a POW camp somewhere in North Africa.

Joyce couldn’t imagine Bob tunnelling out. Not like Jen’s old school friend Katy’s husband, that nice Ward Frazer over the road. Ward had escaped from a POW camp in Germany and had only recently arrived home after being on the run in Nazi Europe for months on end.

Joyce smiled to herself. No, with her children all accounted for, the café going well, the tortoise nicely tucked up in his box and Stanley nicely tucked up in his grave, for once in her life she had nothing to worry about.

The Flag and Garter was busy and the cloud of cigarette smoke inside was almost as thick as the fog outside. Against the background of Glenn Miller thumping out some swing on the radio was a cacophony of men’s voices discussing the latest war news: the valiant Russian resistance at Stalingrad, General Montgomery’s recent successes in North Africa. Someone else was telling a rather rude joke involving Hitler, Mussolini and a plate of sauerkraut.

As Molly disentangled herself from the heavy blackout curtain inside the door, she saw Katy and Ward Frazer standing together behind the bar, laughing at the punchline, and suddenly wished she hadn’t come.

Bracing herself, she responded to Katy’s quick wave, took off her cloak and started to weave her way across the room.

She had only advanced a few steps when there was a commotion behind her. The door flew open and the blackout curtain billowed wildly as a small boy launched himself into the pub, slipped on some wet sawdust and nose-dived on to the floor at Molly’s feet. Barefoot, clad only in a thin pair of pyjamas, his curly fair hair tousled from the damp air outside, he made a pitiful little figure.

Recognising him as George, the adopted son of Pam and Alan Nelson, Molly reached down to help him up. But she was too late. The boy was already scrambling to his feet, barging on through the bar towards his father.

Unbalanced by the unexpected onslaught, Alan staggered back a pace, spilling his beer. ‘George,’ he said. ‘For goodness’ sake, what’s happened?’

‘Mum says Helen de Burrel is dead!’ George wailed.

In the stunned silence that followed, Molly saw Alan’s head turn instinctively towards Katy behind the bar. She saw the colour leave Katy’s cheeks as she turned blindly to Ward. She saw the sudden tension on Ward Frazer’s handsome face as the laughter died out of his grey eyes. She also saw the steadying hand that he put on Katy’s shoulder as he stepped out from behind the bar, wincing slightly as he inadvertently put too much weight on his injured leg.

Before he had been injured and captured in France, Ward Frazer had been working as an undercover agent for the Special Operations Executive, the SOE. Helen de Burrel was part of the same organisation. It was all very hush-hush, of course, but inevitably some details had become common knowledge among their friends.

Molly knew, for example, that Ward had met Helen de Burrel at some fancy party at the beginning of the war. When he had discovered that Helen spoke fluent French, he had recruited her as a research assistant in the London office. It was Helen who had told Katy that Ward had been captured by the Germans when his drop-off plane crash-landed, and during the subsequent traumatic months of his incarceration and escape she and Katy had become very close.

But three weeks ago, while Ward was still away, the SOE had sent Helen on a top-secret assignment to blow up the ships in Toulon harbour to prevent them falling into German hands. Molly obviously didn’t know all the details, but it seemed the operation had been successful. The BBC had announced that the ships had been scuttled, many with their captains still on board. But nobody knew what had happened to Helen. For the last two weeks her friends had been getting increasingly concerned. Not least the Nelsons. Helen had been lodging in their house when she was selected for the mission, and she and eight-year-old George had formed a close bond. When he had inadvertently discovered where she was going, and why, his affection had turned into downright adulation.

‘It’s not true, is it? It can’t be true.’ George was crying now, his face pressed into Alan’s stomach. His nose was bleeding, and the mixture of tears and blood was rapidly staining Alan’s shirt red.

‘Hey, George, tell us what happened.’ It was Ward who spoke, firmly, calmly, crouching painfully beside the boy. ‘Did someone come to the house? Was there a telegram?’

George shook his head, smearing even more blood on Alan’s clothes.

‘So what did happen? What did your mum say?’ Ward asked.

‘She said we had to be strong because Helen might be dead,’ George whimpered.

The relief was palpable. Even people who didn’t know what he was talking about seemed to relax and turn back to their drinks. Molly saw Ward glance back at Katy, and her heart twisted.

‘Well, she’s right,’ Ward said to George. ‘We do have to be strong. Like Katy was strong about me when I was missing. She didn’t hear anything about me for months and months. But I wasn’t dead. And just because we don’t know what has happened to Helen, it doesn’t mean she’s dead either.’

George thought about it, then sniffed disconsolately. ‘But it does mean she can’t take me to see the elephant.’

Ward looked somewhat taken aback at this unexpected turn in the conversation and glanced up at Alan for clarification. Catching Katy’s eye, Molly bit back a smile. ‘Is there any ice?’ she whispered. ‘It might help stop the bleeding.’

Katy nodded. She scooped some ice out of the cold box under the bar, wrapped it in a tea towel and pushed it across the counter.

Tentatively Molly offered the ice pack to Ward. But he didn’t take it. ‘Aha,’ he said to George instead. ‘Look. Here’s Nurse Coogan come to make you better, in her sexy uniform and everything.’

Molly felt herself blush. How could he be so mean as to tease her like that? In front of everyone? But then it got even worse. As she leaned forward quickly to hide her hot face, two Kirby grips pinged out of her hair, her cap fell off and a strand of hair escaped from her severe hospital bun and flopped down over her eyes. Molly was self-conscious about her lank, shapeless dark hair at the best of times, but now she wished the floor would open up and swallow her whole.

Ignoring Ward Frazer, she thrust the ice pack into George’s small hands. ‘Here,’ she said. ‘Hold this on your nose for a minute. It will stop the bleeding.’

It did. But it took quite a while. And by the time she had mopped him up as best she could, with a flannel and a bowl of water Katy had brought her, the atmosphere in the pub had returned to normal.

And then Jen Carter walked in.

‘Good God!’ she said, catching sight of Alan’s bloodstained shirt. ‘Have you been in a fight?’ Noticing Molly’s dishevelment, and the nurse’s cap still lying on the floor, she laughed delightedly. ‘Not over Molly Coogan, surely? What were you doing, Alan? Protecting her virtue from Ward Frazer’s amorous advances?’

Mortified, Molly picked up the bowl of bloody water, only just resisting the urge to throw it straight into Jen’s pretty face, and escaped into the small kitchen.

Katy followed her in. ‘Don’t take any notice of Jen,’ she murmured, as Molly tried to tidy her hair. ‘She’s only being stupid. You know what she’s like.’ Molly didn’t reply. ‘Oh no,’ Katy added after a moment. ‘You’ve got blood on your uniform. Let me wash it off for you. I don’t want you getting into trouble with Sister Parkes.’

Squeezing out the cloth, Katy started dabbing Molly’s dress. ‘Thanks so much for coming tonight,’ she said. ‘Everyone says the fog is really thick. I’m surprised you could find your way.’

After a moment’s hesitation, Molly told her about the blind man. ‘He said that being blind made him see things,’ she said. ‘Things that other people can’t see.’

‘Sounds like he was completely bonkers,’ a sarcastic voice remarked behind them. Jen was leaning against the door frame. ‘Sorry to interrupt this cosy domestic scene,’ she said. ‘But Ward has gone over the road to tell Pam that George is OK. And there’s someone waiting at the bar.’

‘He wasn’t at all bonkers,’ Molly said, drying her hands. ‘He was nice.’

‘So what could he see about you?’ Jen asked sceptically.

‘He said my moment would come.’

‘Your moment?’ Jen raised her neatly plucked eyebrows. ‘What moment?’

‘I don’t know,’ Molly said. She wished she had just kept her stupid mouth shut. She might have known Jen would take the mickey. ‘He didn’t say. Maybe I’ll save someone’s life, or—’

She was interrupted by an impatient voice from the bar. ‘Oi, any chance of getting a drink around here?’

Jen laughed delightedly. ‘I think your moment has come sooner than you thought,’ she said. ‘That old bugger will have a coronary if he doesn’t get served soon. You’d better go and save his life.’

As Molly went back to the bar, she heard Jen’s voice behind her. ‘Talk about the blind leading the blind.’ And Katy’s voice shushing her, telling her not to be so mean.

Molly was encouraging the customer to put his change into the Spitfire Fund collecting tin on the counter when Alan Nelson came up to the bar with George in tow.

They were both still somewhat bloodstained, but at least George was looking a bit more cheerful. Molly smiled at him. ‘Are you feeling better now?’

‘Yes, but I still want to go and see the baby elephant,’ he said. ‘I’ve never seen an elephant.’

‘Nor have I actually,’ Molly said. ‘Well, not a real live one anyway.’

George looked surprised. Then suddenly his angelic little face brightened. ‘Will you take me, Molly? We could see it together.’

Oh no, Molly thought. What have I done now? She glanced at Alan Nelson. ‘Where exactly is this elephant?’

‘It’s up in town,’ he said. ‘In Oxford Street. At John Lewis’s.’

‘But John Lewis’s is completely bombed out.’

‘The Ministry of Food are using the site to put on a Christmas potato fair,’ Alan said. He rolled his eyes. ‘And they’ve advertised an elephant on opening day.’

‘There’s a magician too,’ George put in. ‘He’s called Mr Trickster. Oh go on, Molly, pleeease?’

Molly felt herself weakening. She had always felt an affinity with George. Like her, he had lost his entire family in the early years of the war. His only stroke of good fortune was that Pam and Alan Nelson had been prepared to take him in and subsequently adopt him. ‘When is the opening day?’ she asked.

‘Tomorrow,’ George responded eagerly.

‘I expect Nurse Coogan is on duty,’ Alan said sternly.

‘Actually, I’m starting nights tomorrow, so I am free during the day, but …’ She stopped awkwardly, suddenly wondering if Alan didn’t want George to go.

But Alan was smiling. ‘You’d be doing us a huge favour,’ he said. ‘I can’t go because I’m on Home Guard duty. And Pam can’t go because of the new baby.’ Then, lowering his voice, ‘And it might take his mind off this awful Helen de Burrel business.’


Chapter Two

It was still dark when Katy Frazer woke the next morning. She lay, heart hammering, caught in the tail end of some unremembered but alarming dream. Wondering what had woken her, she raised her head and listened. But there was no sound from the baby’s room. Malcolm was obviously asleep. As was Ward. She could sense him there beside her, the warmth of him, and the low, slow rhythm of his breathing.

Ward Frazer. Her husband. She wished it was light so she could look at him. She wanted to study him, to examine every feature of his face, his body. But she wanted to do it methodically, impartially, at her leisure, which was impossible when he was awake. Because when he was awake, she was distracted by who he was, his smile, his eyes, his very aliveness.

Lowering herself back on the pillow, she berated herself for being stupid. Looking at Ward wouldn’t make her know him any better. Looking at him would only make her wonder anew at the miracle that had not only made this wonderful man want to marry her in the first place, but had also brought him back to her after months of almost unbearable anxiety.

Oddly, having him back hadn’t taken that anxiety away. It had just refocused it. Now, instead of worrying whether he was even alive, she was worried about the leg he had broken when the plane taking him on that last fateful mission – the mission so important that he had been recalled from their honeymoon – had crashed, and which his German captors had failed to deal with properly. She could hardly bear to think of the pain he must have endured. She knew it still hurt now, even though he denied it.

He wanted to get rid of the limp. He wanted to have the bones reset. But that was a risk. Any surgical intervention was a risk. The danger of septicaemia setting in was all too real. Even during her short period as a probationer nurse at the oh-so-hygiene-conscious Wilhelmina, Katy had seen countless people die after the simplest of operations. Once a wound got infected and that infection got into the bloodstream, there was nothing anyone could do. And it wasn’t just poor people in old-fashioned hospitals that suffered. Septicaemia was no respecter of class. She had read somewhere that General Montgomery’s wife had died after an insect bite went septic. They said it was his broken heart that made him so ruthless in battle.

And there was another worry too. If Ward did have the bones reset successfully, then he would go back on active service. He hadn’t said it, but Katy knew that was what he wanted. Even now, after all he had been through, he didn’t want to sit on the sidelines. He didn’t want to be on sick leave, or rehabilitation leave, or whatever they called it. He wanted to go on fighting the war. Whether or not he stayed in the SOE, he wanted to see Hitler and his beastly Nazi regime defeated. Well, who didn’t? There was no doubt that the Nazis needed defeating. But it didn’t have to be Ward Frazer who did it. Surely he had already done enough.

She moved restlessly in the bed. Suddenly she felt angry. Angry with him and angry with herself. She had been mad to fall in love with someone like Ward. She had sentenced herself to a life of anxiety. A man like him was never going to settle down to family life, to running a pub, to a normal, comfortable existence. He would always want to be in the thick of things, always looking for adventure, and she would be left behind with little Malcolm, missing him, worrying about him, worrying about a future without him, worrying about how to keep the show on the road.

And surely it wouldn’t take long for Ward to get bored with her, bored of her stay-at-home ways, bored of her mousy looks and nervous disposition. Because however much he claimed to love her now, surely sooner or later he would find someone more glamorous, more lively, more suited to his derring-do lifestyle.

And that person wouldn’t be hard to find. Because everyone liked him. Well, everyone except Molly Coogan, of course. But Molly was so awkward and shy. She had never been good with men.

Another worry was Ward’s family in Canada. And his friends. Presumably, sooner or later, Katy was going to have to meet them, and would see them wondering why, of all the women available to him, he had chosen to marry her. What if—

She froze as Ward turned over. A draught of cold air ran down the bed between them. ‘Why are you awake?’ he murmured.

‘I’m not awake,’ Katy said.

‘You are,’ he said. He reached over to pull her into his arms. ‘And you’re fretting about something. You’re all tense and cross.’

‘I’m not,’ she said.

‘Tell me,’ he said.

But she couldn’t. How could she? She could feel the heat of him against her now, that lovely long, strong body cradling her, his fingers moving in a rhythmic caress down her spine. Already her anxieties were fading into a languorous sense of contentment. I’m in his thrall, she thought in desperation. I can’t think straight in his presence, let alone in his arms.

‘Are you worrying about Helen? After what George said last night?’

Honesty compelled her to shake her head. She was worried about Helen de Burrel, of course. Desperately worried. But she hadn’t given up hope. Wartime communications were notoriously difficult even at the best of times, and virtually impossible from within enemy-held territory. And Helen was resourceful. Even if she had lost radio contact with the SOE due to the rapid German occupation of southern France, surely she would find a way to get back in touch via one of their underground networks.

‘What is it, then?’ he murmured against her hair.

‘What do you mean?’

‘If it isn’t Helen, what is it? What are you worrying about?’

Katy groaned inwardly. As well as everything else, he was so astute. So alert to her mood. And unbearably irresistible. She suddenly recalled the moment when he had first kissed her, under the mistletoe in the entrance of the Wilhelmina Hospital. Even at the thought of it, her heart accelerated wildly.

‘Mistletoe,’ she said suddenly. ‘We haven’t got any mistletoe.’

‘Mistletoe? You were lying awake worrying about mistletoe?’

She giggled and snuggled closer to him, feeling the steady beat of his heart against her face. ‘Well, no, but …’

‘But what?’

‘But we do need some. And some holly.’

He didn’t respond at once, and she thought he was going to quiz her further. Then he adjusted his own position in the bed. She felt sudden heat course through her body.

‘I’ll go see if I can find some later today,’ he said, and she could hear the smile in his voice. ‘But don’t forget we’re married now, sweetheart, we don’t need the excuse of mistletoe any more …’

Joyce had already got the urns on when Mrs Rutherford bustled into the café the following morning.

‘From the garden,’ she said, dumping a box of vegetables on the counter.

Joyce inspected the contents of the box with interest. ‘What do you think about a nice hotpot for a change?’ she suggested. ‘I’ll make some dumpling floaters and we can get a few old bones from Mr Dove, the butcher, to give it some flavour?’

Celia Rutherford shrugged off her coat and hung it on the peg on the back of the door. ‘You’re a marvel, Mrs Carter,’ she said. ‘You ought to be on the wireless after Mr Middleton’s gardening programme, then you could tell everyone what to do with all his wonderful produce!’

‘I could certainly tell him what to do with his wonderful produce,’ Joyce said acidly. ‘Especially his enormous parsnips. But I don’t think the BBC would allow it.’

Mrs Rutherford gave a shocked snort of amusement as she tied on her apron. ‘I should think not,’ she said. ‘Oh, and I asked in Arding and Hobbs about a new kettle. But apparently there’s a three-year waiting list for kettles, and five years for cutlery.’

Joyce had measured out some egg powder for an omelette. Now she whisked it into milk and poured the mixture into a frying pan. ‘Then we’ll have to use a saucepan as a back-up, unless Mr Lorenz can get us one,’ she said. ‘Or perhaps I should ask young Aaref Hoch. He can sometimes lay his hands on things.’

Celia Rutherford paused in her attempt to light the grill. ‘Not black market, Mrs Carter?’

‘Needs must where the devil drives, Mrs Rutherford,’ Joyce replied.

She knew Mrs Rutherford disapproved of Aaref Hoch, the young Jewish refugee. And it wasn’t entirely due to his somewhat nefarious entrepreneurial activities. It was because he’d always had a bit of an eye for her daughter, Louise. Miss Fancy-Pants Louise Rutherford had always been trouble, and even though she now had a nice young husband of her own in the Royal Navy, it hadn’t stopped her flirting with Aaref Hoch while he was away.

‘I’d rather you asked Mr Lorenz,’ Mrs Rutherford said now. She glanced slyly at Joyce. ‘I’m sure he would bend over backwards to get you a kettle if he knew you needed one.’

‘Well I don’t know about that,’ Joyce said. She fussed about with the frying pan to hide her sudden flush. ‘But we are going out together next week.’

‘Oh?’ The grill flared suddenly and Mrs Rutherford jumped back with well-practised timing. ‘A date with Mr Lorenz?’

‘No, not a date,’ Joyce said firmly. ‘It’s only to see Jen’s show. She’s organised it to thank him for paying for her throat operation. I don’t know if I ought to go really, but—’

‘Goodness me, why not?’ Celia Rutherford interrupted in her brisk, no-nonsense way. ‘You are a free agent now. There’s nothing to stop you letting your hair down and having a bit of fun.’

Joyce ran a knife round the edge of the omelette and flipped it neatly out on to a plate. She looked at it with satisfaction. She’s right, she thought. For the first time in a long while, I haven’t got any responsibilities, not pressing ones anyway. Maybe I can have a bit of fun.

It was only a couple of hours later when the bell on the door clanged and the post girl came in.

‘Letter for you, Mrs Carter,’ she said. ‘I thought you’d be here.’

Joyce wiped her hands on her apron. ‘A letter? For me?’ She suddenly had an awful thought that it would be from the prison to say that it had all been a terrible mistake and Stanley wasn’t dead after all.

But the address was handwritten and the postmark was Devon.

The only person she knew in Devon was Mrs Baxter, who had the farm where Angie and Paul were evacuees. But Mrs Baxter had never written before. Nor, come to think of it, had Angie or Paul.

Nervously she tore open the envelope and drew out a sheet of flimsy war paper.

12th December 1942

Dear Mrs Carter,

I’m sorry to write out of the blue, but we think it’s best if your Angie comes back to you in London. In other circumstances we’d be happy to keep her because she’s a good girl, but we have prisoners of war working on the farm now. They are nice boys but when all’s said and done they are the enemy and I’m worried that they are taking too much interest in Angie. We can’t supervise them all the time, so if it’s all right with you, I’ll send her back in time for Christmas.

With kind regards.

Yours sincerely,

Betty Baxter

PS Hope you are keeping well. It sounds from the paper as if the bombing in London isn’t so bad now that blighter Hitler has turned his attention to Russia.

Joyce stared at the letter blankly. She couldn’t quite believe it. Little Angie was coming home.

She had only seen her younger daughter once in the three years she had been away. That was two years ago. Angie had been just thirteen then, a rosy-cheeked schoolgirl, shy, but childishly eager to show Joyce around the farm. How on earth was the poor child going to cope with being back in war-torn London? She would probably be overwhelmed after living such a peaceful life in the country. For a second Joyce was conscious of a guilty flicker of dismay. So much for her new-found freedom. But then she shook her head. Angie wouldn’t be any trouble. She had always been a good little thing. It would be nice to have her home again.

Molly and George’s trip to the Christmas potato fair in Oxford Street was a big success. The previous night’s fog had lifted and George’s sunny good humour had been fully restored at the prospect of the treat in store.

The bombed-out, gutted carcass of the John Lewis department store had been transformed by the Ministry of Food into a bower of greenery with tents and stalls. Hordes of people had turned up to explore the various excitements on offer. There was an off-ration sweet stall, a mocked-up allotment, a merry-go-round, and several stands demonstrating the different ways you could cook potatoes. There was even a fortune-teller dressed all in black called Romany Rose who occupied a fake-looking gypsy caravan.

After her encounter with the prophetic blind man the previous evening, Molly was tempted to visit Romany Rose. But conscious that the much-vaunted baby elephant and the magic show were George’s priority, she set out to track them down first. Thankfully they were both easy to find.

Comet, the baby elephant, was already causing considerable hilarity by blowing water from a bucket all over his keeper. But despite his antics, Molly thought he looked sad. She wondered if he minded being laughed at, and couldn’t help thinking he would be much happier living in the wilds of Africa.

The magician, ‘The Amazing Mr Trickster’, proved to be a skilled showman, the only downside being that, because of his popularity, and the fact that his show was free, his tent was crammed with a huge number of grubby, down-at-heel children all trying to get as close as they could to the stage.

Everyone was pretty down-at-heel these days, of course. Three years of war had taken their toll on people as well as buildings. But most of the children at the potato fair looked as though they had spent the war living in the gutter. Or if not the gutter, then certainly in tube stations or bomb shelters.

In due course, dragged forward by George every time anyone left, Molly found herself perched in the front row on a narrow bench next to an unsavoury youth with pustulating red spots on his face. Crammed in on her other side, George was craning forward eagerly, utterly transfixed by Mr Trickster’s tricks. Molly was pretty transfixed herself, her enjoyment only tempered by the fug of unwashed bodies and the worrying thought that Mr Trickster might feel tempted to summon her up on stage as a stooge.

Eventually the fear of being invited to be sawn in half began to outweigh the fascination of Mr Trickster’s sleight of hand, and she whispered to George that she would wait for him outside.

Almost before she had stood up, two more children surged forward. Barely taking his eyes off the magician, George obligingly moved along next to the spotty youth to make room for them. Rather unnerved that Mr Trickster had caught her eye, winked, and given her a little regretful wave goodbye, Molly hastily made her way out of the tent.

Guessing she would be in for a long wait, she wandered across to inspect the gypsy caravan.

At once Romany Rose popped her head out of the door. ‘Do come in,’ she said.

Molly glanced back at Mr Trickster’s tent. ‘I can’t. I’m waiting for someone and I don’t want to miss him.’

‘Then wait here and I’ll fetch the crystal ball,’ Romany Rose said and disappeared into her caravan.

Molly had never actually seen a crystal ball and was disappointed when Romany Rose brought out what looked like a plain glass ball about the size of a grapefruit. Patting the step beside her for Molly to sit down, she balanced the ball in her voluminous skirt and peered into it intently.

‘You have suffered much and you have lost people you love,’ she said.

For a moment Molly was impressed, then she reminded herself that there was probably hardly anyone left in London who hadn’t lost someone they loved.

When Romany Rose spoke again, her voice had changed into a kind of eerie sing-song. ‘You are troubled. In love and in life. You are hoping for change.’

Aren’t we all? Molly thought. ‘Mm,’ she said, non-committally. The extraordinary fake ululating voice made her want to laugh. Close up, she could see that Romany Rose had nicely manicured fingernails, and she was wearing what smelled like rather expensive perfume. She was clearly no more a gypsy than Molly was.

‘You will soon be going on a journey.’

‘Well, I am hoping to go to Croydon.’

‘I don’t think we are talking about Croydon, dear,’ Romany Rose said in her normal voice. ‘We are talking about a journey to far-distant lands.’

Molly giggled and Romany Rose looked up, affronted. ‘Well if you don’t want to know …’

‘No, no, please go on,’ Molly said. ‘I’m really interested.’

Romany Rose glared at her and then returned her gaze to the ball. ‘I see fear, darkness, hardship and danger.’

Molly shivered. ‘Are you sure it’s not a tall, dark, handsome stranger?’ she suggested hopefully. ‘It sounds almost the same.’

‘Quite sure,’ Romany Rose snapped. ‘But wait.’ She put on her sing-song voice again. ‘There is a man. A tall, strong man. A foreigner, but not a stranger.’

‘Oh well, he’ll do,’ Molly said, stifling another giggle. ‘Where can I find him?’

Romany Rose looked up from the ball. She had gone rather pale. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘But if you can find him, he’ll be your salvation.’

Molly frowned and was about to question her further, but was interrupted by a piercing squeak on the tannoy followed by an announcement that the Minister of Food, Lord Woolton, had arrived and was about to make a speech. Already people were streaming out of Mr Trickster’s tent. Hastily handing over the required sixpence halfpenny to Romany Rose, Molly hurried across to intercept George before he disappeared into the crowds.

After the excitement of Mr Trickster and Romany Rose, Lord Woolton’s speech about the difficulties of importing enough wheat with so many merchant ships being sunk by Nazi submarines was a bit of an anticlimax. But Molly and George dutifully signed the book pledging that, as a gift to Britain’s gallant sailors, they would in future eat more potatoes and less bread.

Then, armed with a small paper cone of aniseed balls, two blackjacks and a bag of potatoes for Pam, they emerged back on to Oxford Street.

As they waited for the bus opposite bomb-scarred Selfridges, George turned to Molly, eyes shining. ‘That was brilliant, wasn’t it?’ he said.

‘It was,’ she said.

It had, indeed, been one of the best days Molly had had for a long time. She would think of it as a final, happy farewell to London. Surely this evening Matron would sign her transfer papers. Then she would be gone, and all her troubles would be behind her.

Katy was polishing glasses ready for the evening opening when Louise came into the pub, straight off her Saturday shift at the factory in Clapham where she worked.

‘I’m exhausted,’ Louise exclaimed. ‘I turned out a hundred and forty bolts today, which is a record for me, and certainly more than any of the men ever manage. I need a strong drink to celebrate.’

Katy smiled. She was amused by Louise’s pride in her factory job. She just wished she took as much pride in her marriage.

Perching on a bar stool, Louise took a slug of the whisky Katy handed her and looked around the empty bar. ‘Where’s Ward?’

‘He’s taken Malcolm off up to Wimbledon Common to try and find some mistletoe,’ Katy said. She glanced at the grandfather clock behind the bar. It was the first time Ward had taken the baby out on his own, and they’d been gone an awfully long time.

‘Hm.’ Louise tapped an oil-stained finger against her lips. ‘Ward Frazer and mistletoe,’ she murmured. ‘Is that a wise combination? You’ll have every woman in Clapham in here queuing up for a kiss if you’re not careful.’

‘Nonsense,’ Katy said.

Louise swirled the liquid in her glass. ‘Aha,’ she said. ‘There speaks a happily married woman.’

Katy was about to start lifting the glasses carefully up on to the shelf. Glasses were very hard to come by these days, and she didn’t want to break any unnecessarily. But something in Louise’s voice made her pause. ‘You’re a happily married woman too, Louise,’ she said. ‘Or at least you certainly seemed to be when Jack was on leave.’

Louise flapped her hand. ‘Of course I love Jack. But I miss him so much when he’s away at sea. It’s so dull without him.’

Katy turned back to her glasses. She had been without Ward for nearly two years, not just two short weeks. If anyone knew what missing someone was like, she did. What was more, she knew perfectly well that Louise had been to the pictures with Aaref Hoch the previous evening.

She told herself that it was nothing to do with her if Louise was messing around with other men. But she knew that if it all went wrong, as things connected with Louise so often did, she would be the one picking up the bits. It didn’t help that Louise and Aaref now lived in the same building. When Louise had got married to the handsome young naval officer Jack Delmaine, she had been determined to move out of her parents’ house, even though Jack would be away at sea most of the time. But the only place she had been able to afford was the little attic apartment at the top of the house that Aaref and his younger brothers had lived in since Mrs D’Arcy Billière had taken them in as refugees at the beginning of the war.

Perhaps realising that Katy was the wrong person to talk to about absent husbands, Louise drained her drink and stood up. She delved into her handbag for some money. ‘By the way,’ she said, ‘what’s going on at number forty-two? The house opposite Mrs Carter’s?’

Katy turned round. ‘I didn’t know anything was going on,’ she said. ‘Why?’

‘Well, there was a car parked outside just now,’ Louise said. ‘A military staff car with a driver and everything. It must be some kind of general moving in, I think.’

‘A general?’ Katy blinked. ‘That can’t be right. No self-respecting general would want to live in Mrs Butler’s old house.’

Louise giggled as she wrapped her scarf round her hair. ‘Well, he may not be self-respecting,’ she said, ‘but he’s certainly got a nice car.’ She waved an airy farewell. ‘Oh, and Katy,’ she called back from the door. ‘Let me know when the mistletoe goes up. I want to be first in the queue.’

Some scare about an unexploded bomb had delayed the buses, and the evening session at the pub was already in progress by the time Ward arrived back. Malcolm, in a dirty nappy, and almost buried in foliage, was crying from hunger.

‘Tough afternoon?’ Katy asked sweetly as she lifted him out of the pram.

Ward smiled and ran his hands over his face. He was clearly exhausted from his first day out alone with his son. ‘This child is a menace,’ he said. ‘Are you sure we can’t switch him for an easier one?’

‘He’s not very keen on the pram,’ Katy said. ‘Now that he can walk a few steps, he prefers to toddle along on the ground. Or be carried.’

‘So I gathered!’

‘I know. It does make it all a bit slow,’ Katy said, peering into the pram. ‘But you got some lovely holly. Oh … and some mistletoe too.’

Ward glanced at her. ‘That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?’

‘Well, yes,’ Katy said. ‘We’ll put it up tomorrow. But I don’t want you kissing all the pretty girls under it!’

He laughed and pulled her to him. ‘There’s only one pretty girl I want to kiss,’ he said.

But Malcolm wasn’t having any of that. Redoubling his screams, he started to beat his fists against Katy’s shoulder.

Reluctantly Katy broke away and took Malcolm upstairs to get him ready for bed, leaving Ward to man the bar.

I must try to get some more staff, she thought. Ward was happy enough to help, but he had hardly struggled all the way back from Germany just to be a barman. But staff were so difficult to find nowadays. Since she had reopened the pub after her father’s death, Katy had lost all her helpers one by one, as they joined up or were called up. Even Jacob Hoch, Aaref’s younger brother, who helped out sometimes, was away on some schoolboy training manoeuvres this weekend.

Two hours later, the evening was in full swing, and even with Ward to help her, Katy was hard pressed to keep up with the orders. There were some Americans soldiers in and the bar was hot and noisy. Any minute now they would run out of glasses. The wireless was blaring out some military march. Katy could feel the beginning of a headache and longed for the evening to be over. She was sweating as she reached under the counter for some more bottles of the cold beer the Americans preferred to the draught everybody else drank.

Further along the counter Ward was serving Mr Lorenz with a small whisky. Despite his day in charge of Malcolm, he was looking relaxed, smiling at something Mr Lorenz was saying. Momentarily distracted, Katy’s hand slipped on the bottle opener and a splash of lager caught her right in the face.

She was just trying to wipe it off with her sleeve when the door of the pub opened, and the most beautiful woman Katy had ever seen came into the bar.

Pausing on the threshold, she stood for a moment as though taking stock, or – the thought flashed across Katy’s mind – to allow everyone to take stock of her.

Certainly the bar had fallen very silent. Even the band on the wireless had segued into a slow, sultry version of ‘They Can’t Black Out the Moon’.

The woman’s face was a perfect pale oval, her nose was straight and her eyes were large and slightly slanting, with almost artificially thick lashes. Her lips formed a perfect red bow and her hair, under a pert little hat, bubbled in glossy dark curls to her shoulders. She was dressed in a figure-hugging lime-green coat, and when she finally stepped forward and approached the bar, it was with the telltale swish of real silk stockings, and a gliding swing of her hips like a model on a catwalk.

‘Can I help you?’ Katy asked faintly, aware of heads turning as every man in the bar followed her progress across the room.

The woman smiled, baring a set of perfect white teeth. ‘I am Mrs James,’ she said. ‘I’ve just moved in up the road. Number forty-two. I was hoping you might let me buy a bottle of gin.’

‘I’m afraid I don’t sell bottles.’ Katy waved a hand at the line of upended bottles with optics clamped to the shelf behind her. ‘I only sell spirits by the measure.’

Mrs James looked taken aback. Her eyes fell on Ward, standing transfixed at Katy’s side, and she gave him a little crestfallen pout.

Ward cleared his throat. ‘Oh come on, Katy, surely we could make an exception?’

‘We can’t make an exception,’ Katy said crossly. ‘Gin is almost impossible to get hold of, and that bottle up there is the only one I’ve got. If I make an exception, I will be letting our regular customers down.’

‘I hope I’ll become a regular customer,’ the woman purred. Her voice was slightly husky, with a slight hint of an accent; not foreign, more of a purring lilt of pressure on the wrong syllables.

On closer inspection, Katy realised she wasn’t quite as young as she appeared on first impression. There was a slightly bruised look around her lips, and when she smiled you could see lines at the edges of her eyes, even though they were cleverly concealed with some kind of matt foundation or powder. Jen Carter would know, Katy thought. Jen was an expert with make-up. But despite the tiny flaws, there was no doubt Mrs James was remarkably attractive. More than attractive. Stunning was a better word. Ward wasn’t the only one who looked stunned. Half the men in the bar did too.

Katy forced a smile on to her lips. ‘Well of course I hope so too,’ she said mendaciously. ‘But I still can’t sell you a bottle of gin.’

‘How about four measures in a glass, then?’ the woman said. ‘To take away.’

‘I can’t let you take away a glass—’ Katy began.

But Ward stepped in. ‘Of course she can,’ he said smoothly. He turned back to the woman with a conspiratorial smile. ‘So long as you promise to bring it back tomorrow.’

Seething, Katy took a glass off the shelf and pressed it to the optic four times, waiting in stony silence each time for the liquid to gurgle back into the measure.

By the time she turned back to the bar, the woman had taken a ten-shilling note out of her purse.

‘Thank you,’ she said, accepting the change. Slanting a grateful little glance at Ward through her lashes, she headed back to the door.

As soon as she had left, the pub erupted.

‘Cor,’ someone said, ‘if four measures of gin is all it takes …!’

‘It would take you four bottles,’ another man responded.

‘Four hundred, more like,’ someone else called across, and everyone burst into laughter.

Ward turned to Katy. ‘Shame we didn’t put that mistletoe up yet,’ he murmured.

He was joking. Teasing. He sounded as though he was teasing. But as Katy looked up into his laughing grey eyes, she felt something twist in her stomach.

‘Don’t worry,’ she said crossly. ‘There’s still time. She’s coming back again tomorrow with the glass.’

‘You are late, Nurse Coogan!’

As Sister Parkes’s stentorian voice rang out, Molly groaned inwardly. She had hoped there might have been some last-minute crisis to delay evening prayers and allow her to slip unobtrusively on to the ward without anyone noticing. But not much escaped Sister Parkes’s notice. Even the patients lay at attention during her ward rounds. She was known as one of the hardest taskmasters at the Wilhelmina. And she had been the bane of Molly’s life ever since she had joined Septic Ward Four.

‘I’m sorry, Sister,’ Molly muttered. ‘But I—’

‘I don’t want excuses,’ Sister Parkes’s voice was like cannon fire. ‘Sick patients won’t wait for a nurse who’s late, and nor will Matron. She was expecting you in her office five minutes ago.’

Molly was appalled. Being late on duty was one thing; being late for Matron was quite another. ‘But I didn’t know—’ she began.

‘If you had got here on time you would have known. Now tidy yourself up and go and report to Matron’s office immediately. For once I will let you off ward prayers, but I expect you to make up your worship in your own time.’

‘Yes, Sister,’ Molly muttered. Tidy herself up indeed. How dare Sister Parkes treat her as if she was still a junior probationer? She could see the other nurses smirking, delighting in her discomfiture. Well they wouldn’t be smirking when she came back and said she was moving to Croydon to start midwifery training. That would wipe the smiles off their smug little faces.

It was gone quarter to eight by the time Molly was called into Matron’s office.

Matron was not a large woman. Her enormous desk had almost certainly been designed with a more substantial predecessor in mind. But her lack of bulk in no way diminished her aura of authority. She looked up from some papers as Molly came in.

‘Ah yes,’ she said. ‘Nurse Coogan. You have applied for midwifery training in Croydon. I have your transfer papers here in front of me.’ She took off her spectacles and laid them neatly on her desk. ‘But I’m afraid I can’t let you go.’

‘What?’ Molly couldn’t believe her ears. She felt a sinking sensation in the pit of her stomach. For an awful moment she thought she was going to cry. ‘But you’ve got to let me go,’ she said. ‘I’ve been accepted on the course.’ She couldn’t bear it. So much was hanging on this. Her voice rose in panic. ‘I can’t stay in London. I’ve got to get away. You’ve no right to stop me!’

Becoming aware of the sudden rigidity of Matron’s thin face, she lapsed into silence. She knew she had gone too far. Far too far. Nobody spoke to Matron like that. Molly couldn’t even imagine Matron’s mother speaking to her like that a hundred years ago when Matron was a child. Even the doctors went quiet when Matron appeared. Everyone respected Matron. Because Matron had served in Siberia in the Great War.

Molly had once seen a hideous film about Siberia. There had been hordes of bloodthirsty Cossacks galloping about, and wild animals gnawing at the corpses of fallen soldiers. And she had wondered how a puritanical, God-fearing woman like Matron had survived in such a wild, dangerous place. But then even a wolf would probably think twice before taking on Matron. If it had any sense.

Keeping her eyes fixed on a small mark on the lino under Matron’s desk, Molly waited for a thunderbolt to fall.

‘I have every right to stop you, Nurse Coogan.’ Matron spoke calmly, but there was a hint of steel in her tone. ‘Since this hospital is on a war footing, I am entitled to do whatever I need to ensure it is properly staffed. Normally I try to accommodate my nurses’ specific requests, but in this case I cannot justify letting you go. We will soon be receiving an influx of injured servicemen from North Africa. I am quite sure that whatever your reasons for wanting to go to Croydon, they are less important than my desire to give these brave men the nursing care they deserve.’

Molly couldn’t speak. She was conscious of her hopes crashing to the ground around her. She could feel herself shivering even though it wasn’t cold. There was no way her pitiful wishes were going to be able to stand up against the irrefutable claims of heroic wounded soldiers just home from some godforsaken battlefield in Tunisia or Libya.

‘Nurse Coogan?’

Molly looked up dully. ‘Yes, Matron?’

‘Do you understand what I have said?’

‘Yes, Matron.’

Thinking the interview was over, Molly was waiting to be dismissed when Matron spoke again, slightly more gently this time.

‘I can see you are disappointed. Would it help to tell me your reasons for requesting a transfer to midwifery when you haven’t yet finished your training here?’

‘No,’ Molly said. ‘I mean, no, Matron, I don’t think it would help.’ How could she tell Matron the real reason? She couldn’t tell anyone. She could barely admit it to herself.

‘Are you unhappy on Septic Ward Four?’

Yes, Molly wanted to scream. Of course I am unhappy. Sister Parkes is a bully and the other nurses think I am a joke. And all the patients die. But she shook her head again. If Sister Parkes found out she had complained about her, life wouldn’t be worth living. ‘No, Matron,’ she said.

‘Boyfriend trouble?’

Molly blinked. She was surprised Matron even knew what a boyfriend was. Nevertheless, for an awful moment she was tempted to unburden herself. If there had been an easy way to put her secret agony into words, she might even have done it.

‘No, Matron. It’s not that,’ she said.

Matron continued to look at her for a moment, but when it became clear that Molly wasn’t going to enlighten her any further, she picked up her glasses and put them on again.

‘I see,’ she said. ‘Well, Nurse Coogan, as it is evident that you are clearly under some strain, I am prepared to overlook your reticence and your earlier outburst. But it proves my decision is the right one. You are still very young. I know you came to us in difficult circumstances. Another year with us will help you to grow up. To gain some maturity. If at that time you still want to transfer to another hospital, then I will be happy to reconsider your application.’

‘But Matron—’

Matron held up her hand. ‘In the meantime, I will tell Sister Parkes that I have released you from duty as of immediate effect. I am going to confine you to the nurses’ quarters for a week. You are to rest and recuperate. You are not to go out, apart from to get some fresh air. I expressly forbid you to go to Lavender Road. Is that understood?’

‘Yes,’ Molly blinked. ‘But how did you know …?’

‘It is my job to know,’ Matron said. ‘I have been concerned for some while about the amount of time you have been spending at Katy Frazer’s public house, but I didn’t intervene as I realised she needed your support while her husband was missing. Now that he has returned, I will be expecting you to refocus your attention on your nursing.’ She nodded a brisk dismissal. ‘That will be all, Nurse Coogan.’

‘Yes, Matron. Thank you, Matron,’ Molly said automatically, turning back for the door.

But before she reached it, Matron spoke again. ‘Oh, and Nurse Coogan. Running away is not always the answer. Sometimes we have to stand up and face our fears.’

Molly stopped with her hand on the handle and turned round.

‘Is that what you did in Siberia?’

‘In Siberia?’ Matron looked startled. Then she lifted her chin a fraction and fixed Molly with a beady eye. ‘No, not at all. In Siberia I just did my duty, the same way you are going to continue to do yours.’

I don’t want to do my duty, Molly wanted to shout. I don’t want to have to watch a lot of young soldiers die of septicaemia. I’m not cut out to be a nurse. I’m always being told off for saying the wrong thing, and the uniform makes me look like a demented pixie. But she didn’t shout. She didn’t say anything. She just nodded meekly and left the room.

So the blind man had been wrong after all. Nothing was going to change. She wasn’t going anywhere.

I’m like that elephant at the potato fair, she thought as she walked back to the nurses’ quarters. I’m trapped in the wrong life.
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