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For my mother, Eleanor 
I love you with all my heart. 
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Author’s Note 

My grandmother was a member of the Women’s Voluntary 
Service (W.V.S.) in the Second World War. She founded and 
ran the W.V.S. canteen for the Heavy Anti-Aircraft (HAA) 
soldiers based in Grantchester, a picturesque village 3 miles 
outside Cambridge. When she passed away, I inherited a box 
of letters on which she had written, ‘Soldiers letters from the 
second world war – some historically interesting.’ I had recently 
graduated with a joint honours history degree and 
enthusiastically took possession of the box. Somehow, I 
never had the time to look in the box, as work and family life 
became all-encompassing. At the time of the 80th anniversary 
of the Battle of Britain, my mother, now an old lady herself, 
began to reminisce about her wartime childhood. Her stories 
of the canteen and the soldiers reminded me of the box, and 
I took it out from the back of the wardrobe where all 
miscellaneous items were stored and discovered a treasure 
trove of characters and events. What a wonderful starting 
point for an author! 

As I learnt about the W.V.S. in Cambridge, I heard the 
voice of Lady Alice Bragg in a contemporary newsreel. She 
was the leader of the organisation in the city and later the 
city’s third female Mayor. She was an exceptional woman. As 
too were the women who volunteered alongside her. 

This novel is the dramatized biography of Alice Bragg. It 
is also a work of historical fiction inspired by the 
Grantchester canteen – a story set against the backdrop of 
the war on the Homefront and the post-war years. In my book, 
the majority of characters in the Alice/Cambridge story lived, although 
in some instances I have had to give the characters authentic names as 
they have not been named in the records; the characters in the 
Jean/Grantchester story are entirely fictitious. 
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To hear the voice of Lady Bragg, Mayor of Cambridge, listen 
to this newsreel footage from 1945: 
Britishpathe.com: Lady Alice Bragg bestows the Freedom of 
the Borough on the Cambridgeshire Regiment https:// 
www.britishpathe.com/video/a-cambridge-freedom-to-
county-regiment 

Research for this book has been wide-ranging but could not 
have been written without the following sources: 

Dobinson, C., AA Command: Britain’s Anti-Aircraft Defences of 
the Second World War, London, Methuen Publishing Ltd., 
2001. 

Glazer, A.M, & Thomson, P., Crystal Clear: The 
Autobiographies of Sir Lawrence and Lady Bragg, Oxford, 
Oxford University Press, 2015. 

Graves, C., Women in Green, Windmill Press, Kingswood, 
1948. 

Royal Voluntary Service WVS/WRVS Narrative Reports 
Cambridge 1940 to 1945. 

Unpublished family letters, papers and photographs 
belonging to the author. 

www.capturingcambridge.org 
www.ww2civildefence.co.uk 

The Women’s Voluntarily Service has since become the 
Royal Voluntary Service: The UK National Volunteer 
Charity. For more information about their work see 
www.royalvoluntaryservice.org.uk  
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About the Author 

Hope is Daffodil Bright is Zoë’s first novel and comes hot on 
the heels of her first book, an anthology with a twist, What 
the Wind Saw: Short Stories from the Heart of Hertfordshire (The 
Endless Bookcase, 2022). 

A trained singer, she is co-founder and creative director 
of the Hertfordshire-based Felici Opera, and now, in 
addition to performing, enjoys turning her storytelling skills 
to writing. 

Zoë has a BA in French and History (University of 
Exeter) and an MA in Victorian Studies – 19th Century art, 
history, and literature (Birkbeck College, University of 
London). She has been an active member of a marvellous 
book club since 2008. 

She lives in Hertfordshire with her husband and four 
children. 
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Endorsements  
and Reviews 

“.. a cracking story... Jean comes across as an engaging and fascinating 
person who led a life that pushed the boundaries of what was possible 
for someone of her background and sex at the time, [a character that] 
achieved so much and knew some fascinating people, not least Alice 
Bragg and Lady Reading. The story of her [Jean’s] relationships with 
both Albert and her husband ring very true and captures well the 
tensions between her hopes, her frustrations and her sense of duty and 
loyalty. The book tells a good story too about the war, preparations for 
it, and how the WVS, despite many finding it inconceivable that women 
could do the arduous work that was demanded, stepped in and saved 
lives, offered comfort, and famously ‘tea and sympathy.’ Zoë has done 
a great deal of research, and it shows.” 
Professor Lynne Berry C.B.E. 
 

“A heart-warming story about the WVS, the can-do women who did 
so much more than make endless cups of tea, but kept the country on 
its feet during the Second World War. As well as a fascinating insight 
into the history, this is a touching story of an ordinary woman’s hopes 
and sorrows, and of the shadows cast by war.” 
Kate Miller, author 
 

“Zoë Jasko’s novel brings to life the essential, often uncelebrated, roles 
of women in wartime, and shows us how their contributions went beyond 
merely ‘doing their bit.’ It tells how their many kindnesses, selflessness 
and tireless efforts were vital in making life bearable for soldiers, 
evacuees and those who had lost their homes. The women’s stories are 
packed with historical detail: from supporting firecrews and the injured 
during the Norwich Blitz, to helping internees contact their families, 
and the everyday privations endured on the Home Front. But Zoë 
Jasko applies her extensive research with a very light touch to evoke the 
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period, in a way which never slows down the narrative. This is a rare 
skill. A satisfying read, which also teaches us how these unsung, 
ordinary women served their country in remarkable ways.” 

Dr Elaine Saunders, social historian 
 

“When World War II twisted the kaleidoscope, everyone’s life was 
affected in unforeseeable ways. With incredible attention to historical 
detail, and using original source material, Zoe Jasko has written a book 
which captures both the essence of that time and shortly afterwards. 
Vignettes of interesting events and characters involving the village of 
Grantchester, the women of the Women’s Voluntary Service, and the 
soldiers of the Heavy Artillery Battery who camped there are well 
described and cleverly blended together to create an engaging and most 
enjoyable read.” 
Charles Bunker – author, essayist and proprietor of the 
Orchard Tea Garden, Grantchester. 
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1. 
Jean 

Time for change 

Grantchester, December 1963 
“Are you sure you can manage without me this afternoon, 
Mum?” Eleanor fussed anxiously as she buttoned up her 
camel coat by the front door. 

“Yes, of course I can, darling. Don’t you worry about 
me,” Jean replied. 

“Well, don’t try and shift anything heavy. I’ll do that 
when I’m back,” Eleanor instructed, and glanced around the 
hallway for something for her mother to do which didn’t 
require her help. Her eyes came to rest on the parish 
magazine lying on the walnut table next to the coat stand 
where Jean had left it absentmindedly when it had arrived a 
few weeks ago. Eleanor picked it up and smiled inwardly at 
the pen and ink design of the church, drawn by her mother 
a good twenty years ago – a black and white sketch that no 
one, not even her mother, had thought to update. She felt 
her stomach lurch in a strange resurgence of grief that 
grabbed her seemingly from nowhere. It wouldn’t matter 
what happened in the village from now on because soon it 
would no longer be their home. 

Forming a plan, she found, was always a useful antidote 
to sadness, and she would feel better about going out for the 
afternoon if she knew that her mother was busy. Busy-ness 
leaves no time for tears. In any case, there was so much to 
do to get everything packed up and ready for her mother’s 
move. There was no question of allowing the afternoon to 
be lost to inertia.  
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“Maybe you could make a start on sorting out Daddy’s 
magazines in the study? And you’ve got lots of papers you 
need to go through too. There isn’t room to take everything 
with you,” she suggested. 

Jean ignored her. 

“Don’t worry, Eleanor,” she replied smiling, “you 
haven’t seen Angela for months. Go and enjoy yourself. I’ll 
be fine, and honestly, I have plenty to do that I can do sitting 
down.” 

“Well, if you’re sure….” 

Eleanor, grateful for a few hours off, picked up her 
umbrella and was gone, leaving Jean alone. Alone in her large 
house. So full of furniture and things but so empty. Jean 
sighed and went to the kitchen to make herself a cup of tea, 
waiting patiently for the whistle to blow as the water came 
to the boil on the gas hob. It was December, and it was cold. 
As she waited, she fiddled with her grey-blue cardigan, 
checking that all the buttons were done up, checking that her 
clean hankie was caught under the cuff of her blouse, ready 
to catch the tears that took her by surprise so often that they 
couldn’t be counted as a surprise anymore. 

So, no shifting furniture or anything heavy. She had 
strained her back during the week without one of the girls to 
help her. Not that Barbara, at eight months pregnant with 
her fourth baby, was any more able to lift boxes than she was 
herself – but Eleanor was here now. Objects were easy. They 
either would be kept because they were useful, claimed by 
one of the girls as an inheritance, or they would be consigned 
to the accumulating boxes destined for a jumble sale. 
Memories wrapped up in newspaper, obscuring their shape, 
so they were already as good as gone before they had even 
left the house. But the papers. So many papers – letters, 
receipts, documents. Where should she start? And what 
would she find amongst them when she did? 
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The water was taking its time to boil. Jean knew that 
hidden inside the kettle small bubbles would be starting to 
form, the cold water from the tap straining and fighting 
against the heat from the gas until the gas won with a 
triumphant whistle. She moved over to the window as she 
waited and looked at the rain still falling on her already soggy 
garden. It was a good thing that Eleanor had taken the 
umbrella, it would be a wet walk to the bus stop, but at least 
the tea room in Cambridge where she was meeting Angela, 
her school friend, would be dry. Jean slowly traced a 
raindrop the length of the windowpane with her finger, 
avoiding the decision to start sorting out the papers. 

As if mirroring the raindrop on the windowpane, two 
briny tears leaked from her eyes, and she felt them descend 
from wet eyelashes to her cheekbones, there to fall, as from 
a cliff, onto the kitchen floor. She reached for the hankie 
caught at her cuff and wiped the remaining wetness from her 
eyes. 

How different last December had been. Looking 
forward to Christmas Day, anticipating a fun family day 
together with the twins, Barbara and Maeve, their husbands, 
Christopher and Bill, and all her precious grandchildren, 
wondering if maybe she ought to have invited Eleanor’s new 
boyfriend, feeling guilty, knowing he was alone in London at 
Christmas, but relieved at not having to make the effort 
when Eleanor didn’t raise the issue. 

“You can’t freeze him out, Jean,” Alan had lectured her 
from the breakfast table this time last year, newspaper folded 
beside him. 

“But I just don’t feel comfortable,” she had replied, 
spreading raspberry jam thickly on his hot buttered toast for 
him as she did every morning since he had retired. 

“Time passes, Jean. We have to move on.”  
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She remembered looking at him sharply at his comment, 
surprised at his softening. She had scrutinised his face as he 
continued to read his paper, as he bit into his toast and jam, 
still with his eyes glued on The Cambridge Daily News, unaware 
of how hard she was trying to read him. Was it really what 
he felt inside, or was it what he thought he should say? After 
several moments of silence, she gave up trying to understand 
and asked him what time he would be back for lunch. She 
was leaving her middle years behind her, but she knew him 
no better than she had as a girl before they were married. 

She had dwelt on Alan’s words all day, hearing them turn 
around her head, feeling them probe into a closed-off part 
of her psyche, a part of Jean Barnet that was locked away 
from the world. A secret place, hidden deep within.  

“Time passes. We have to move on.” 

The words were a light that she had neither the desire 
nor the ability to switch on. 

Yet her mind chewed the words, polished the words, 
gave the words so much meaning that by the time her 
daughter Maeve popped in with her boys in the late 
afternoon, Jean was troubled and anxious. 

“It’s the mood of the country, Mum,” Maeve had 
laughed. 

Maybe it was, Jean pondered as she sat listening to 
Maeve’s complaints that the boys were growing so fast that 
she couldn’t keep up with providing new shoes and clothes 
to fit.  

There seemed to be so much change nowadays that it 
made Jean dizzy. There had been new houses built in the 
village. Parts of Cambridge were almost unrecognisable, with 
the dwellings, offices and college buildings that had sprung 
up in the last few years since the austerity of the 1950s faded 
from experience to memory. Her daughters were no longer 
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little girls, living lives so dissimilar to anything that she could 
have imagined when she was their age. Eleanor had been to 
Spain last year on holiday – for two weeks, by aeroplane! And 
the year before, Maeve had chosen to go back to work at the 
university labs in Cambridge as she said her little boys were 
‘old enough.’ 

“But wouldn’t it be better for the boys if you were at 
home to look after them?” Jean had worried, hardly able to 
comprehend that her daughter could make the choice – that 
she had the opportunity to make the choice. 

“It’s interesting. I enjoy it. It makes me a better mother. 
We need the money – how else could we afford the car?” 
Maeve had responded, irritated at her mother’s comments. 
“Anyway, it’s not as if you didn’t work,” she sniped. 

“I don’t know what you mean by that, Maeve,” Jean was 
quick to answer. “I’ve never worked other than to look after 
my family – and twins are hard work, believe me!” 

“Of course, you worked. What else were you doing for 
the W.V.S. when we were children?” 

“That’s different. That’s volunteering. It was for the 
Women’s Voluntary Service. Volunteering isn’t working. 
Anyway, it was the war, and we didn’t have a choice. It was 
our duty.” 

“Well, I enjoy going to work, Mum, and I’m grateful for 
the opportunity. I don’t need you telling me that I should 
live my life any other way.” 

Maeve had gathered her sons together then and hastened 
home; another pleasant afternoon clouded in a different 
outlook. 

Jean sighed and raised the lid of the kettle before her on 
the hob. Inside, tiny bubble families were uniting with other 
bead-like families to form small crowds of heating water. 
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Maeve choosing to work full-time at the labs was another 
way the country had changed. In her day, when a girl 
married, her husband provided her with everything she 
needed or wanted, and what couldn’t be provided was gone 
without. There were no thoughts of professional work if you 
were lucky enough to get a husband. Of course, a few of her 
cohort from her grammar school, the ones with fathers that 
were prepared to pay for their daughters’ education and 
considered it money well spent, had gone to universities, 
mainly to the new colleges in London, but a couple had come 
here to Cambridge. Others had trained to become teachers. 
She had started a course at art school in a flimsy hope of 
becoming a textile designer, knowing that her parents would 
prefer her to become an art teacher if she had to work at all. 
To show willingness, she had given private tuition to the 
vicar’s daughters in the evening while she spent her days 
covering sheets of paper in floral patterns for possible 
Liberty prints. 

For most of her friends, these educational 
establishments were merely a way to meet suitable young 
men, but she hadn’t met Alan at her college. A friend at the 
art school, Charlotte Dawlings, lived in a big house in 
Islington. North of the River, Islington could have been 
another country to Jean, who, apart from an annual holiday 
expedition to Brighton, knew no other part of the land than 
her south London suburb and a few streets around the art 
school at the city’s heart.  

“Mother and Father are throwing a party for 
Christopher’s birthday, do come, won’t you, Jean darling? 
It’s going to be ever so much fun, dancing and such a gay 
time,” she had gushed. 

“I don’t know,” Jean had faltered, wondering how she 
would get from Catford to Islington and back again, 
wondering what to wear for a ‘gay time’, wondering if she 
dared. 
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Her parents had been more supportive of the invitation 
than she had supposed, her father ordering a taxi cab for 
both journeys at what she presumed must have been a 
considerable expense. To her surprise, her mother returned 
from the draper’s with a length of beautiful soft dark blue 
velvet, the colour of the sky at the moment when it is no 
longer day, but neither could it yet be called night. Eileen, 
her younger sister, insisted on presenting her with patterns 
from Woman magazine, but Eileen’s ideas for a style were 
considerably more racy than Jean’s. Jean only wanted to fit 
in. She didn’t want to be noticed. 

The party was for Charlotte’s brother Christopher’s 
twenty-first birthday, and the whole Dawlings clan was 
celebrating. Music and light poured from the first-floor 
windows onto the street below where Jean stood. She 
hesitated on the doorstep, midnight velvet swinging at her 
calves, and she pulled her borrowed black wrap tighter 
around her bodice, uncomfortably flat-chested in what 
Eileen had assured was fashionable underwear for the 
modern look. The undergarments had been an unnecessary 
expense, in her opinion, but she had submitted to Eileen’s 
direction when even her mother had insisted. 

Her finger hovered lightly over the doorbell. She felt 
deep within herself that by pressing the button and sounding 
the bell, her life would change forever. She shivered, not sure 
that she wanted her life to change. She was enjoying the 
course it was flowing – days filled with glorious drawing, new 
friendships with fun and interesting girls, plus some 
welcome shillings in her pocket from the art lessons. 

“It is so important that you make a good impression at 
this party,” her mother had declared as she had laid the 
velvet out flat on their dining room table and started to cut 
the panels for the dress. She had raised her eyes at Jean’s 
silence. 
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“You do know about the Dawlings family, don’t you?” 

Jean shook her head, wondering how her mother could 
know about a North London Islington family when she lived 
sheltered by middle-class South London Catford.  

“Families like the Dawlings move in the best circles,” her 
mother Anne continued. What is more, one of the Dawlings 
married a Rothschild, I understand.”  

How did she know this, Jean wondered? 

“They are a good family, and there are bound to be some 
brothers or cousins to whom you could be introduced,” 
Anne added thoughtfully, leaving unsaid what she and her 
daughters knew, that if Nicholas had returned, his very 
presence would have facilitated introductions. The never-
ending, razor-sharp ache gripped Anne’s heart, and for a 
second, her hands refused to work the scissors, leaving them 
stranded in mid-air. 

“If it were me going to the party, I would wear red taffeta 
with silver beading,” Eileen announced into the aching 
silence, “I would swing my necklaces and wear a white 
ostrich feather on a headband in my hair. I would make all 
the young men look at me. But I know what you’ll do, Jean. 
You will hide in the corner and not even try to talk to anyone 
or even dance.” 

“That’s not true!” Jean contradicted her younger sister. 
“I like to dance.” 

“You won’t learn the steps for the new dances, so how 
can you dance at a party?” Eileen observed.  

The sisters never argued. There never raised their voices 
at each other. Jean merely retreated to silent thought, leaving 
Eileen to continue unthwarted in her voiced desires or 
opinions. 
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“You’ll never get a husband. Sometimes I wonder if you 
even want one,” Eileen gave her last word and left the room 
as if exiting the stage.  

But that wasn’t true. Jean did want to be married. She 
wasn’t fussed about the wedding; a simple affair would do 
with a pretty dress and a long net veil, with flowers – lily of 
the valley – and her family around her. And a husband. 
Someone to look after her. A home of her own, close to her 
parents, in Catford. And children, yes, she’d like children. 

Now Jean stood on the Islington doorstep, finger lightly 
brushing against the doorbell. 

“It’s not going to ring itself,” a man said stiffly behind 
her, and without turning to look at the speaker, Jean applied 
the pressure of change through her forefinger and heard the 
bell ringing behind the closed door. 

The large first-floor living room was crowded and hot. 
Jean found herself parted from her wrap and with a glass of 
fizzing liquid thrust into her hand. She slipped unnoticed 
into the corner of the room where she stood next to a large 
bookcase and watched the golden bubbles in her glass rise 
to the surface and burst, rising and popping, rising and 
popping, before she lifted her eyes to look around the room. 
A small group of young men was gathered around the 
gramophone, taking sleek black disks from their paper 
sleeves, bantering enthusiastically about the merits of each, 
and debating without decision the order in which they 
should be played. Charlotte and some of her friends, whom 
Jean did not recognise, were dancing in the middle of the 
room whilst more middle-aged relatives were sitting on sofas 
and chairs pushed against the walls to make space for the 
dancing. A maid, dressed smartly in black with a pristine 
white apron, was offering more glasses of the fizzing liquid 
to the Dawlings’ guests, and another was circulating with a 
tray of tiny morsels of food. Jean hoped she could escape the 
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offer as she was unsure what the food was or whether she 
would like it. She bent her head and assiduously studied the 
bubbles in her glass so that the maid would pass her by. 

“It’s not going to get drunk by itself,” the stiff voice 
remarked next to her elbow. Jean gave a momentary start. 
She had not noticed the man come alongside her. 

“You are a funny one, aren’t you, not ringing doorbells, 
not drinking champagne?” he observed flatly, in a tone that 
was neither critical nor teasing. 

Jean looked at him shyly. He seemed quite a bit older 
than herself but surely not past thirty. He was smartly 
dressed in a dinner jacket and white tie, but he, like her, did 
not seem entirely comfortable in his party attire. She was 
struck by the stiffness that pervaded his whole body and, 
looking down, saw that he held his left leg taught and rigid 
as he leaned his weight against an ebony walking stick in his 
right hand. The stiff man had been injured. Her heart 
softened, and she raised her blue eyes to him and smiled. In 
reply, he offered her his hand, 

“I’m Alan Barnet,” he introduced, and in so doing, like 
her ringing of the bell, her life changed forever. 

The whistle sounded from the triumphant kettle, calling 
Jean back to it. Jean angrily brushed aside the tears leaking 
from her watery eyes. She liked her kettle. Maybe it seemed 
strange to enjoy such an everyday object, but the kettle had 
always been there in her kitchen, providing routine, 
providing comfort. Maeve had given her an electric kettle for 
her birthday in November. 

“You are always so difficult to buy for Mum, but you do 
like your tea, and I’m sure this will be useful,” Maeve, who 
liked everything modern, had said as she watched her mother 
carefully take the wrapping paper off the box so that she 
could reuse it on another present.  
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“Mummy’s not difficult to buy for,” her twin sister 
Barbara had protested. Barbara had given her mother 
toiletries which Jean had put in the downstairs toilet for 
everyone other than herself to use. 

The twins, although identical, somehow contrived to 
look utterly unalike. Maeve had short, dyed hair, whereas 
Barbara’s was longer and natural. Barbara carried more 
weight than her sister even when she wasn’t pregnant and 
clung to the pretty styles of the 1950s, whereas Maeve took 
a utilitarian approach to clothes, favouring trousers. 

This new type of kettle could reach the boil, and it would 
turn itself off, Maeve had explained, which meant that you 
could continue doing what you were doing and not need to 
go back to the hob to turn it off. Jean didn’t like the kettle. 
It meant you could do several things at once more 
effectively. It meant you could go to work and abandon your 
children. It meant you could get on with something else and 
forget you were on the point of making tea. No, Jean would 
keep her whistle kettle, and she would give the electric one, 
in its new box, to the next jumble sale, and if Maeve ever 
asked, she would say the box must have got put in the wrong 
pile when all the sorting out was taking place. 

Jean poured some of the newly boiled water into her 
china teapot covered in purple and yellow pansies, quite the 
wrong flower for a dank December afternoon, but she loved 
it. It had been a wedding present all those years ago. 

Theirs had been a short courtship. Everyone seemed to 
take it for granted that they would marry almost as soon as 
they had met at Christopher Dawlings’ twenty-first birthday 
party. Alan wasn’t a Dawlings, and he wasn’t a Rothschild. 
He was a friend of Christopher’s cousin, Hugh. They had 
served together at Ypres, where a piece of shrapnel had 
lodged itself into Alan’s thigh, inflicting years of pain but 
letting him escape with his life. Jean’s parents never said if 
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they were pleased or disappointed that Alan was neither a 
Dawlings nor Rothschild. He had completed his degree after 
returning from the war, followed by his solicitor’s articles. 
He was a member of the Church of England. He had his 
own small house in Cambridge, a legacy from his parents, 
now deceased, and he had an office to go to every day. What 
more was wanted?  

Of course, there was no point in completing her art 
studies now that she was going to be a solicitor’s wife in 
Cambridge. Nothing was said. Jean just found that she was 
no longer going to classes and then no longer enrolled. The 
end had justified the means. A small wedding, a honeymoon 
on the south coast, and then she was in Cambridge, joined 
quickly by the babies. At least it was a version of her 
expectations. She was lucky. And she knew it. 

She swirled the hot water around the teapot to warm it 
and then poured the cooling water down the drain, its task 
fulfilled. She put two teaspoons of dark black tea leaves from 
the caddy on the shelf into the teapot before pouring on the 
remaining not-so-boiling water from the kettle and stirring it 
with a teaspoon. Finally, she put on the white china lid with 
its ring of tiny pansies. The teapot was more sturdy than it 
looked, as it had survived what, twenty-seven years? Then 
she waited, counting to ten under her breath. Everyone 
needs a good cup of tea. 

 


