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Chapter 1




Jenny




Tuesday 6 June, 1944

The Evergreens Red Cross hospital in Barnaby was never completely silent. Even at night, one or another of the thirty recuperating servicemen always needed something or other. But there was less hustle and bustle, fewer staff on duty and, generally speaking, most of the patients were content to stay in their beds and not roam the corridors. Tonight had been steady enough so far and Nurse Jenny Hallam prayed it stayed that way; she was dead on her feet.

The grandfather clock gently chimed the hour as she crossed the dimly lit hall carrying a bundle of used bandages, her lace-up shoes scarcely making a sound on the black-and-white tiles. One o’clock. She stifled a yawn and blinked to keep herself awake. She’d dump this lot in the laundry room to be dealt with in the morning and then head along to the nurses’ room for her break.

Jenny had been on the night shift since she started working here and she could usually cope with being up all night. But it had been her daughter’s sixth birthday yesterday and what with all the excitement, making a cake and having Violet’s little school friends round for a birthday tea, not to mention her constant worry about her husband Tom, Jenny had had less sleep than usual and it was beginning to take its toll. There was a tall wing back chair at the foot of the staircase for patients to rest on if they needed it before climbing steps to the wards above and the weary nurse sighed, leaning her hip against it for a moment; what she wouldn’t give for a sit down and forty winks right now.

But sleep would have to wait until her shift finished at six. Then there’d be just time to put her feet up for an hour before taking a cup of tea up to her mum and getting the children ready for school. Jenny’s heart swelled when she remembered the look of awe on the kids’ faces when she’d read out the letter from their father, which she had hidden for two weeks. He’d sent it extra early to make sure it arrived in time for Violet’s birthday. He was a good father – reliable and loving – and Jenny would do well to remember that, even if their own relationship wasn’t always quite so sturdy.

Somehow, Tom managed to make war sound like an adventure; Jack, at eight, was already talking about jumping out of aeroplanes like Daddy when he grew up. Jenny shuddered at the thought; hopefully the country would have put war far behind it by the time he was old enough to be called up. Both of them were being so brave and good while their father was away. Tom would be so proud of them when he came home.

A wave of fear rolled through her: that birthday letter had been the last she’d received. Until now he’d written once a week, as regular as clockwork, always including a special note to his children, and her anxious mind couldn’t help conjuring up the worst. But she was being silly, everyone was saying that the war was nearly over. He’d stayed safe this long so there was probably a perfectly good reason why his letter was late. She circled her shoulders back. Until then she had more than enough to keep herself busy.

‘When you’ve finished daydreaming, Nurse Hallam, one of the patients needs you.’

Jenny, startled, spun round to come face to face with Matron Brown who was carrying a paraffin lamp in one hand and a plate of toast in the other. She was off to bed by the look of it, even though her shift had officially finished hours ago. The staff quarters on the top floor didn’t have electricity so it was candles for the nurses who lived in and lamps for the top brass.

‘Of course, Matron, I’m sorry, I was just… um…’ Jenny frowned. What had she been doing?

The older woman’s face softened. ‘It’s all right. I know the feeling; tiredness makes us all forgetful. But Pilot Officer Rose is asking for pain relief and he particularly asked if you were available to see to him.’

Jenny’s eyes widened. The handsome RAF officer with serious burns to his lower body had barely spoken a word since he’d been admitted to The Evergreens two weeks ago. It was a common occurrence; the scars on the outside were only part of the story. It took far longer for the scars left in the servicemen’s hearts and minds to heal. Some nights, Jenny spent more time comforting and listening to her patients than doing actual nursing. Not that she minded: she was there to assist their recovery any way she could. She’d been making a special effort to engage this officer, filling him in on details of her day at home, stories of Violet refusing to wear a dress for church and Jack falling in the stream in his school uniform on the way home. She’d been rewarded with a hint of a smile yesterday; perhaps tonight he might even join in the conversation.

‘Oh, that’s marvellous news!’ Jenny’s heart pinged with joy, even if it did mean her longed-for cup of tea would have to wait. ‘He normally refuses any medication. I’ll take this lot to the laundry and see to him straight away.’

‘Well, be quick about it; he seems agitated.’ Matron went up the first two steps and hesitated. ‘And what about Corporal Hallam, any further information about your husband’s leave?’

Jenny felt her chest tighten and shook her head. ‘No, I… no, not yet.’

Her voice would give way if she tried to say any more about her worries.

Tom had forgotten to write her a letter for her birthday so to make up for it was hoping to come back for their wedding anniversary. Jenny had mentioned to Matron last week that she might need to take some leave. Maybe there’d be a letter for her in today’s post…

Matron’s clear gaze held hers for a moment and she cleared her throat. ‘Very well. I’ll remember him in my prayers. And you never know, if the rumours are true, he might be home for good soon.’

‘I hope so. All I want is for life to go back to normal and get my family under one roof.’ Jenny sighed; ‘normal’ had ended so long ago, she wasn’t sure anything would ever seem normal again. And would Tom fit back into his old life? she wondered.

Good night.’ Matron inclined her head and set off up the stairs at a stately pace. ‘And good luck with Pilot Officer Rose.’

‘Thank you, Matron.’ Jenny let out a shaky breath and then, remembering that the injured airman had asked for her especially, she flew off to deposit the bandages in the laundry room before briefly poking her head into the nurses’ room.

Jenny loved this pretty little room, a far cry from the stark grey staffroom at the hospital in Chesterfield where she’d done her training. This room, she imagined, would have originally been a sitting room. It had tall ceilings and a modest chandelier, beautiful cornicing and lovely views down to the village of Barnaby and the hills of the Derbyshire Peak District in the distance. There were two threadbare velvet armchairs, which must be as old as the house and which everyone fought over at tea-break time, and a much more functional table and chairs which the losers gathered at, usually around the big brown earthenware teapot.

In the far corner, Nurse Hayley Barnes, the youngest nurse on the staff, was drying cups and saucers at the tiny sink which the Red Cross had installed, and stashing cutlery back in the drawers below. She was a lovely girl with shiny chestnut brown hair, which constantly made her head scarf slip; she was full of energy and her sense of fun was a tonic for the patients. Even at this hour she was dancing on the spot and singing “Cheek to Cheek” to herself.

‘Ooh hello, Jen.’ Hayley broke off mid-chorus. ‘Didn’t see you there. There’s fresh tea in the pot.’

‘Thanks but I can’t stop,’ Jenny replied. She ran a glass of water and told Hayley what Matron had asked her to do.

Hayley pretended to pout. ‘That’s so unfair. You’re already married. Why didn’t he ask for me?’

Jenny laughed. Hayley made no secret of the fact she was hoping to fall madly in love with an officer and live happily ever after.

‘He’ll just want a bandage changing, not to ask me out to the pictures,’ she said.

‘I’m not so sure.’ Hayley pursed her lips. ‘I saw Marjorie before she knocked off and she said he was sitting up this afternoon and he’s has given himself a shave too. Looks even more handsome now.’

Marjorie was one of several volunteer nurses.
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