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Chapter 1


‘Manchester! Manchester!’ The porter’s voice echoed along the crowded platform.


      Rose Taylor dragged her suitcase on to the platform and waited for the other four girls to follow. She was glad that they had all managed to get into the same compartment this time. It worried her when they were separated. Violet was such a flirt, always letting herself be picked up by passing soldiers or sailors, and pretty, flaxen-haired Alice lived in a dream and was quite likely to miss her station. And Peggy could be so spiteful when she was in a bad temper, which was most of the time, and took it out on poor, timid May. They were all talented dancers, but so young, none of them over twenty, and Rose was responsible for them. It was a role she had assumed less than a month ago and it was taking some getting used to.


      A little farther up the platform she saw the squat figure of Monty Prince, the manager and resident comedian of the ENSA troupe, gathering the male members of the company around him. He bustled towards her through the crowd.


      ‘All right, Rose? Cheer up, girls. Not far to go now. You’re all staying with a Mrs Gibson, twenty-five Salford Street. Now, where’s Miss F?’


      Rose looked around the platform for the company pianist. ‘I haven’t seen her. She wasn’t with us.’ The guard blew his whistle and the train gave a series of shuddering snorts and began to move. ‘Oh, don’t tell me she’s dozed off again and missed the stop!’


      ‘There she is!’ Violet said.


      Rose was relieved to see a portly figure emerge from the ladies’ waiting room, carrying in one hand a bulging suitcase and in the other a large cat basket. Miss Finnegan was, in Monty’s words, ‘a bit of a character’. A lady of indeterminate age, she kept aloof from the rest of the company and refused to allow anyone to use her Christian name. It was the firm belief of the four girls that she did not have one. The only creature to which she showed any attachment was her cat, which rejoiced in the name of Claude de Pussy, because he was, his mistress insisted, a very musical cat. He was a rebarbative animal who rewarded any attempt to stroke him with spitting and scratches.


      ‘Here you are, Miss F,’ Monty said. ‘You’re in the Laurels guest house. It’s just down the road from the girls. Now, the rest of us have got digs on the other side of town, as far as I can see from the map, so I suggest we all have a quiet evening in and meet up again tomorrow morning. The first show’s at Cox Brothers’ factory, out on the Oldham road. Here you are, Rose. I’ve marked it on the map for you. We’ll meet up there at eleven o’clock. OK? Now, get a good rest, all of you. We’ve got a pretty demanding schedule for the next week. See you in the morning.’


      Rose picked up her case. ‘Come on, girls. Let’s see if we can find a taxi.’


      There were no taxis, but they managed to find a bus going in the right direction. Rose gazed out of the window with an odd tremor in her stomach. Manchester was where Richard had gone to school. Didsbury, where his parents lived, was somewhere near here. Did he ever come to this part of town? Suppose she were to see him, walking along the street . . . She pulled herself together. That was a stupid train of thought. For one thing, Richard was away somewhere with his regiment. She had no idea where, but the chances of his being home on leave were so remote as to be not worth considering. And anyway, that was all over. She had seen him once in the past two and a half years, on that terrible New Year’s Eve on the cusp between 1940 and 1941, and then only for a few minutes. It was all in the past and she must put it out of her mind.


      She forced herself to concentrate on the passing scene. It was a depressing outlook. All the buildings were blackened with soot and there was a smell of smoke in the air. A cold rain was falling and the winter evening was drawing in. With no street lamps and every window close-curtained to prevent the escape of the slightest gleam of light, the whole area was shrouded in gloom. Rose found herself thinking nostalgically of the little village down in Dorset, where her mother and her sister Bet had taken refuge from the London Blitz. The blackout was as strictly enforced there as here but somehow it never seemed as dark as this. Never mind, she told herself, you’ll feel better once you get a hot cup of tea inside you.


      By the time the bus dropped them at the end of Salford Street night had fallen and the darkness was complete. Fortunately, in these times of blackout, it was second nature to carry a torch. Rose produced hers, holding it so that only a thin pencil of light escaped between her fingers, and they began to search along the pavement. It was a street of narrow terraced houses and few of them had numbers that were readily visible, and they had to stumble up several garden paths before they eventually found number 25.


      The door was opened by a small woman with a belligerent expression. When Rose explained who they were her response was a sniff.


      ‘Oh, you’re here, then. You’d better come in, I suppose.’


      They followed her up a narrow flight of stairs to a landing.


      She opened a door. ‘Two of you in here. Two more across the passage and one in the boxroom at the end. Bathroom’s there and the lavvy’s in the back yard.’


      Rose looked around her. There seemed to be only the three rooms. ‘Where do you sleep, Mrs Gibson?’ she asked.


      ‘Downstairs, these days. Nearer to the shelter if the Jerries start bombing again.’


      Violet and Alice carried their cases into the room and Peggy marched into the one opposite, followed by a reluctant May. That left Rose with the boxroom, which suited her fine. They deposited their cases and returned expectantly to the landing, where Mrs Gibson was waiting, arms akimbo.


      ‘Right. Let’s get a few things straight. When the man from the council came and told me I’d have people billeted on me I didn’t expect to have to take in theatricals.’ She uttered the last word as if it left a bad taste in her mouth. ‘So these are my conditions. Everyone in bed by ten, no noisy parties and absolutely no gentlemen callers. Understood?’


      For a moment all five girls were too taken aback to reply. Then Rose saw that Peggy was about to go into the attack and interposed quickly.


      ‘I don’t think you’ve quite understood the situation, Mrs Gibson.’ She indicated the badge on her uniform jacket. ‘We belong to ENSA. We’re here to entertain the workers in the factories. We’ll be doing shows for the day shift and the night shift, so we very often won’t be able to get back until well after ten. But I promise you we’ll come in as quietly as we can. And as for parties and the rest of it, I think we shall all be much too tired for that. We’re doing war work like everyone else, and we have to go where we’re sent. I’m sorry if you find that an inconvenience.’ She saw that she had taken the wind out of the little woman’s sails and added, with her most charming smile, ‘We’ll try not to be a nuisance – and it’s only for a week. Now, do you think we could possibly have a cup of tea?’


      Mrs Gibson glowered at her for a moment, then turned to the stairs. ‘No smoking in the bedrooms! And I’ll need your ration books.’ And then, when she was halfway down, ‘Tea’ll be five minutes.’


      Peggy put out her tongue at the departing back. ‘Miserable old cow!’ she muttered under her breath.


      ‘You told her where to get off, Rose,’ Violet said. ‘Well done!’


      May sighed. ‘I wonder what we’ll get to eat. I’m starving!’


      Rose forced a grin. ‘Cheer up, kids! I think the old girl’s bark is worse than her bite. I’ve met worse than her, in my time. Now, let’s get settled in.’


      She went into her room and started to unpack. What she had said was true. She was no stranger to the vagaries of provincial landladies. Some were warm-hearted creatures who took a maternal interest in the welfare of their clients, others were mean spirited and spiteful, providing the minimum of food and comfort and surrounding them with rules and prohibitions. You took the rough with the smooth, and Rose was prepared to do that now.


      She went to the bathroom and had a quick wash. She felt chilled and grubby and longed for a soak in a deep, hot bath but the Plimsoll line painted round the tub reminded her that no one should use more than five inches of hot water. She sighed and reflected that at least there was a bath.


      To their surprise, there was a good fire burning in the front room and Mrs Gibson brought in home-made scones with the tea. Her manner was still restrained but Rose guessed that she was regretting her earlier aggression and trying to make up for it.


      It seemed she was right. The evening meal was as good as anyone could expect under the strict rationing of the day, and by bedtime Mrs Gibson had unbent so far as to ask about the show they were going to put on.


      ‘What’s this ENSA stand for, then?’ she enquired.


      Violet giggled. ‘Every Night Something Awful.’


      ‘Now then, Vi,’ Rose reproved. ‘It stands for Entertainments National Service Association, Mrs Gibson. The idea is to keep up civilian morale.’


      ‘And what do you all do?’


      ‘We’re dancers,’ Violet said.


      ‘What sort of dancing do you do?’


      ‘Oh, a bit of everything. You know, tap, can-can – even a bit of ballet sometimes.’


      ‘You a dancer too?’ She looked at Rose.


      ‘No, not any more. Well, not at the moment. I hurt my ankle so I had to give up for a while. I arrange all the dances.’ Rose had no intention of going into detail about her long struggle to get fit again and her disappointment when she failed to land a job. At least she was back in the theatre, even if it was only an ENSA tour. She knew that Monty Prince would never accept anything substandard. This might be just a small show, performed on improvised stages in factory canteens and church halls, but it was going to be as good as they could make it.


      ‘Where are you all from, then?’ Mrs Gibson enquired.


      ‘I’m a Scot,’ Violet said. ‘And May’s family live in Pinner. That’s just north of London.’


      ‘I’m a real Londoner,’ Peggy put in. ‘Born and bred in Hackney.’


      ‘And I’m from just outside Liverpool,’ Alice added softly.


      ‘What about you, love?’ Mrs Gibson looked at Rose.


      ‘Oh, I’m a Londoner, too,’ Rose said. ‘A cockney from Lambeth.’


      ‘You don’t sound like one,’ the landlady remarked.


      ‘That’s ’cos she’s posher than us,’ Peggy said.


      ‘Oh, come off it, Peggy!’ Rose exclaimed. ‘My mum owns a small shoe shop in the Kennington Road. We live above the shop – or we did till we were evacuated. There’s nothing posh about that.’


      ‘What about your dad?’ Mrs Gibson asked. ‘What does he do?’


      ‘He died when I was twelve. He was gassed in the first war and he never really got over it.’


      ‘Oh, I am sorry.’ The landlady shook her head in commiseration.


      ‘Well, there are plenty of girls a few years older than me who never knew their dads at all,’ Rose said. ‘I have to count myself lucky, I suppose.’


      ‘It’s true, though, what Mrs Gibson said,’ Alice remarked. ‘You don’t sound much like a cockney.’


      ‘Oh well.’ Rose shrugged, embarrassed. ‘When you work in the theatre you mix with people from all sorts of backgrounds.’ She thought of Felix, with his aristocratic family, and Merry, whose father was a colonel. ‘Some of the chaps I worked with before the war were very well spoken. I suppose some of it rubs off.’


      When they went upstairs, Mrs Gibson handed each of them a hot-water bottle. As she settled down to sleep Rose reflected that they could have fared a great deal worse. But sleep would not come and, as always when she had nothing else to occupy her mind, her thoughts turned to Richard. Where was he now? She had written to tell him that she had broken off her engagement to Matthew and begged him to get in touch, but there had been only silence. She felt the tears starting and turned her face into the pillow, willing herself to think of something else.


 


When she woke the next morning the memory was still vivid. She forced her thoughts back to the present. She had, somehow, to rouse four sleepy girls who would have preferred, like most people in the theatre, to have a long lie-in in the mornings, and get them to the factory in time to have a warm-up and a quick rehearsal on an unfamiliar and probably totally inadequate stage. She drew a long, slow breath and dragged herself out of bed.


      By mid-morning they had met up with the rest of the company in the vast, echoing, cabbage-smelling canteen of the factory. Here they began a familiar routine. While Rose put the girls through a series of warm-up exercises Monty and the men wrestled with setting up microphones and some rudimentary lighting and Miss Finnegan ran disdainful fingers over the keys of an untuned piano. She then slumped on the piano stool, her old tweed coat, which she wore summer and winter, wrapped closely around her, and fell asleep. Her plump white cat slept too, on top of the piano. Rose was constantly amazed by Miss Finnegan’s ability to fall fast asleep whenever there was a break in rehearsal, but then, on Rose’s ‘Thank you, Miss Finnegan’, she would awake and start playing from exactly the right point in the music.


      They had just had time to run through the dance routines and for the singers to try out a couple of verses to check the sound system when the factory hooter sounded and the first shift started to swarm into the canteen. Once they were all in the manager announced, ‘Ladies and gentlemen, it is our great privilege today to welcome Mr Monty Prince and company to present their show Lighten Up!’, and they were on. It was not an easy audience to play to. Most of them were far too concerned with eating and catching up on the latest gossip to pay much attention. Monty’s opening gags fell flat and vocalist Ronnie Cowley’s rendition of ‘You Are My Sunshine’ was more or less drowned by the clatter of cutlery and the incessant chatter. Rose, waiting offstage with the girls, found herself thinking yet again of Richard and remembering how his powerful yet velvety tones would have filled the space without the need for a microphone.


      It was the entrance of the dancers, high-kicking to Cole Porter’s ‘Anything Goes’, which woke the audience up. There were wolf-whistles from the men but Rose noticed that the women in the audience were taking an interest, too. Perhaps it was partly because hunger had been appeased and the most urgent bits of gossip dealt with, but chairs were turned to face the stage, cigarettes were lit and the rest of the show went down very well. The next act was the Wilson brothers, who had a nice line in witty songs to their own piano accompaniment. Monty’s second spot produced roars of laughter and then the girls were on again with a tap routine. Finally Ronnie came back to sing ‘A Nightingale Sang in Berkeley Square’ and they finished with the audience joining in old favourites like ‘Pack Up Your Troubles’, ‘Tipperary’ and ‘There’ll Always Be an England’, with the four girls in scanty red, white and blue costumes doing a drum majorette routine. The concluding applause, augmented with whistles and stamping feet, left the cast in no doubt that their efforts had been appreciated.


      In the evening the whole thing was repeated for the night shift, and it was obvious from the attitude of the audience that word had gone round that the show was worth watching. The girls arrived back at their digs weary but triumphant, to find flasks of hot cocoa and a plate of biscuits on the table and hot-water bottles in all the beds.


      From then on the days settled into a similar routine, the only variation being the venue of each performance. On the Thursday, however, there was a change in the timetable. There was only one performance scheduled, in a local hall that evening for the benefit of voluntary organisations like the WVS, the ARP and the Home Guard. Rose was looking forward to a bit of a lie-in, followed by a chance to go into the centre of town and perhaps do some shopping – if there was anything worth buying, which was rare these days. Her hopes were dashed by a tap on her door and the appearance of a woebegone May.


      ‘Rose, I’m sorry to wake you, but I’ve got awful toothache. I’ve hardly slept a wink. It’s been getting worse all week. I can’t dance like this.’


      Rose hauled herself out of bed. ‘Poor old you! Right, we’d better see if Mrs Gibson knows a good dentist.’


      Their landlady directed them to a dental practice a few streets away, but when they reached it they found the waiting room chock-full of patients. After hours of tramping the streets, with May becoming tearful and Rose’s temper stretched to the limits, they ended up, finally, in the dentistry department of the general hospital.


      Rose picked up a magazine and flicked through the pages. A second later she felt as if the blood in her veins had ceased to circulate. She was staring at a photograph of a couple, the girl in evening dress, the man in army uniform. The girl was beautiful, with sleek raven-black hair drawn back in a chignon and huge dark eyes, but Rose’s gaze was fixed on the man beside her. Tall and broad shouldered, with dark hair a fraction longer than strict army regulations required, well-marked brows and a strong, determined chin, he was a good match for his delicate partner. Underneath the picture the caption read, ‘Miss Priscilla Vance, the niece of Sir Lionel and Lady Vance, with her fiancé, Captain Richard Stevens, arriving at the Gala Ball at Covent Garden in aid of the Spitfire Fund’.


      May looked at her. ‘Is there anything wrong? You look as if someone had walked over your grave.’


      Rose caught her breath. ‘No, no. I’m just a bit tired. And I recognised someone in the magazine.’


      ‘Oh, really? Let’s have a look.’


      Rose passed her the picture. ‘I used to know that girl. She was in the Follies with me before the war. She thought she could dance but she was hopeless really.’ She tried to smile.


      May looked at the photograph. ‘Looks like she’s done all right for herself. He’s really dishy!’


      Rose kept her eyes down. ‘Not bad, I suppose.’ So Richard was getting married – and to Priscilla Vance, of all people. How had that come about? But then, why should it surprise her? Priscilla moved in the rarefied atmosphere of the London arts scene. Her uncle was known as a patron of musicians and dancers and was friends with many influential people. And this was the arena to which Richard would inevitably gravitate, with his superb voice and his Italian operatic training. It was only natural that they should be drawn together. After all, she told herself, wasn’t this exactly what you always knew would happen? Isn’t this why, when he proposed to you, you turned him down?


      Rose took a deep breath and swallowed the lump in her throat. It’s best all round this way, she told herself. You always knew it had to be like this. Nothing’s changed.


      A nurse appeared in the doorway. ‘May Turnbull?’


      May got up quickly. ‘That’s me. Wish me luck!’


      Rose dragged herself back to the present. ‘Yes, of course. I hope it’s just a filling.’


      ‘Oh, I’ll have the beastly thing out and get it over with.’ She gave a crooked smile. ‘Soon be back to normal.’


      Soon be back to normal! The words echoed in Rose’s head. That was the answer. Forget about Richard and get on with her life. If only she could have the memory extracted, like a rotten tooth, and be done with it!










Chapter 2


Richard Stevens got out of a taxi in front of his aunt’s house in Didsbury, the affluent suburb of Manchester where he had grown up, and stood for a moment looking at the building. It was a substantial, double-fronted Victorian house, built of red brick and half hidden behind an overgrown laurel hedge. He had known it well since his childhood, but it was strange to think that it was now the nearest thing to a place he could call home. The news that his parents’ house had been destroyed by a German bomb had reached him soon after his return from France, but he had been too numb with shock and exhaustion to take in the full meaning. He was only grateful that his mother and father had both been out at the time. His mother had written to tell him that they had moved in with his aunt, his father’s sister, and would probably remain there for the duration. It was only now, standing on the pavement outside, that he felt the sudden pang of loss at the realisation that his first leave since his return would be spent as a guest here, instead of at home.


      This thought was not the only thing that made him hesitate. He dreaded the inevitable inquisition into his own activities, requiring the equally inevitable lies. And beyond that, he had news to impart that might, or might not, be greeted with approval. He took off his cap and ran a hand over the wavy dark hair that no amount of Brylcreem could persuade to lie flat, put the cap back on, straightened his shoulders inside his greatcoat and marched up to the front door.


      His approach had obviously been observed from behind the net curtains because as he reached the front door it was thrown open and his aunt held out her arms to him.


      ‘Richard! Come along in. It’s grand to see you. How are you keeping?’


      ‘Not too bad, Auntie Clara.’ He had always sensed that his aunt, widowed when he was still a small boy, had a soft spot for him. He kissed her on the cheek. ‘How’s the rheumatism?’


      ‘Oh, mustn’t grumble. Don’t like this cold weather but there’s other folks in a much worse way.’ She ushered him into the hall. ‘Come in, come in. Your mother’s waiting for you.’


      As she spoke the door of the living room opened and his mother appeared. How typical of her, he thought, not to come rushing to the front door to meet him. He looked from her to his aunt. The contrast between them could not have been greater. Aunt Clara was like his father, stockily built and inclined to plumpness. His mother was a good four inches taller, slim and erect as a Greek column. He went to her and put his arms round her, feeling the corseted rigidity of her body. She lifted her face and gave him her cheek to kiss. Ada Stevens did not believe in ‘letting yourself go’, either physically or emotionally. Nevertheless, he detected the faintest tremor in the hands she laid on his shoulders and there was a hint of moisture in her eyes.


      ‘Welcome home, son. It’s good to have you back.’


      ‘I expect you’re ready for a cup of tea,’ his aunt said. ‘I’ll tell the girl to make a pot.’


      Richard shrugged off his greatcoat and she exclaimed, ‘Ooh! Is that an extra pip I see? You’ve been promoted again! What are you now, a captain?’


      ‘You never let us know,’ his mother commented, her tone a mixture of pride and reproof.


      ‘It only came through a week ago,’ he replied. ‘I was keeping it as a surprise.’


      He saw the flicker of pleasure in her eyes and knew what she was thinking. Here was something to tell her friends – not that it did to brag, of course.


      ‘Congratulations, son,’ she said sedately. ‘I’m sure it’s not before time.’


      ‘Hasn’t he done well?’ his aunt enthused. ‘To think, when he joined up he was just a private.’


      His mother sniffed. ‘Well, that was a mistake, to start with.’


      She led the way into the sitting room, where a small fire smouldered in the grate. Richard sat beside her on the horsehair sofa.


      ‘I was so sorry to hear about the bomb. But thank God neither you nor Dad were at home.’


      ‘Yes,’ she agreed, ‘we’ve a lot to be grateful for. I was round at Mrs Murchison’s with some other ladies, planning a concert to raise money for the WVS. Your father was doing his stint as an air-raid warden. He was only a few streets away when the bomb dropped and he realised at once it must have come down near our house. He rushed back but there was nothing he could do. It was a direct hit. I’m afraid we weren’t able to save anything.’


      ‘It must have been a terrible shock for both of you,’ Richard said. He was genuinely concerned, but at the same time guiltily grateful for this absorbing topic of conversation. It delayed, at least, the moment when he must voice the matter that was uppermost in his own mind. ‘When did you find out what had happened?’


      ‘Your father came straight round to find me. We’d all taken shelter in the cellar. People were very good, everyone offered to help, to lend things and so on. We had nothing but the clothes we stood up in.’


      For the first time the magnitude of the event struck Richard. ‘Of course, how terrible!’


      ‘Well, we’re lucky. Your aunt offered us a home here for the duration. With your cousin Ben away in the navy there’s room for us all.’


      His aunt had come in and was poking ineffectually at the fire. ‘We’re glad to have you. Oh, this stuff won’t burn! You can’t get decent coal these days. And you, Richard, you must think of this as home, and treat it that way.’


      ‘Thank you.’ It crossed his mind to wonder how long the two women, so different in their attitude to life, would be able to get on under the same roof.


      His mother said, ‘I’m afraid all your things went up in smoke, too, Richard. And there were some letters I was keeping for you – personal letters, by the look of them. They came after you were posted away and I didn’t know where to send them, so I thought it best to keep them until you got back. I hope it was nothing important.’


      ‘I don’t expect so,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry about my things. As long as you’re safe, that’s all that matters.’ Inwardly, he felt a pang of regret. Who could the letters have been from? He had lost touch with all his old school friends years ago, and he had never corresponded with the men he had served with in the first months of the war. It must be someone from the Follies company – Merry most likely. He regretted losing contact with him but he had probably missed his last chance now. He took a cigarette from his case and flicked on his lighter, but his hand shook so that he had difficulty bringing the flame to bear. He glanced covertly at the two women but to his relief neither of them appeared to have noticed. Damn! he thought irritably. I ought to be over that by now.


      Fran, his aunt’s maid-of-all-work, brought the tea and as she poured his aunt said, ‘Now then. What about you? What did you think to America?’


      Richard stubbed out his half-smoked cigarette. He had been preparing himself for this moment, but he hated the deceit involved. ‘It’s a fascinating country. But it’s all a bit too brash and noisy for my taste.’


      His mother nodded approval. ‘So I’ve heard.’


      ‘Where were you most of the time?’ his aunt persisted. ‘Those postcards you sent home didn’t tell us much.’


      ‘New York, mostly. And Washington.’


      Victor, his conducting officer at SOE, had provided him with guidebooks to both cities and he had spent his spare moments over the last couple of weeks memorising the most important bits. He regurgitated some of them for his mother and his aunt now.


      His mother listened for a while. Then she said, ‘I do think you could have written a proper letter from time to time. We’ve no idea what you’ve been doing. When people ask me, I don’t know what to say.’


      Richard sighed apologetically. ‘I’m sorry. But it’s difficult, you know. So much of what I’ve been doing is confidential. I just felt that anything I put in a letter would probably be censored. Even telling you exactly where I was could have got me into trouble.’


      ‘It’s all very hush-hush, then?’ his aunt said. ‘What’s the name of this outfit you work for again?’


      ‘The Inter-Services Liaison Bureau.’ It was the name by which the Special Operations Executive was known to the outside world.


      He turned the conversation away from his activities by asking after his cousin, and then various other relations and friends. By then, tea was finished and he was able to slip away upstairs on the pretext of unpacking and changing into civvies. He stayed in his room – or Ben’s room, to be accurate – until he heard his father come home from the factory.


      Richard had always felt more at ease with his father than with his mother, though intellectually he had more in common with her. Although he owned the factory, Geoffrey Stevens liked to regard himself as an ordinary working man – bluff, straightforward and down to earth. His Lancashire accent was as broad as that of any of his employees and he regarded his wife’s pretensions to gentility with amused tolerance. Yet he was a more cultivated man than at first appeared, widely read and passionately fond of music. It was while singing with the local choral society that he had met his wife and from him that Richard had inherited his fine baritone voice. Like Ada, and indeed like most of their acquaintance, he was not given to emotional display, but there was a warmth in his handshake and a depth of affection in his eyes as he greeted Richard that went some way to make up for his mother’s cool reception.


      Geoffrey had understood, more quickly than his wife, that Richard was not able to discuss his work, so the conversation remained general during dinner, centring mainly on the progress of the war. When they reached the dessert Richard braced himself and launched into the announcement that he had been rehearsing in his mind all day.


      ‘There’s something I have to tell you. Something important.’


      They looked at him expectantly and his father said, ‘Well, go on, lad. Don’t keep us in suspense.’


      ‘I’m engaged to be married.’


      There was silence, except for a little gasp of delight from his aunt, hastily stifled. Everyone was looking at his mother.


      ‘Married, Richard?’ She pronounced the word as if it were some strange, foreign concept. ‘Who to?’


      ‘Her name is Priscilla. Priscilla Vance. Her uncle is Sir Lionel Vance. He’s quite well known as a patron of the arts.’


      He saw the colour come and go in his mother’s face. ‘Sir Lionel Vance? I know the name. Isn’t he a patron of the Hallé orchestra?’


      ‘Yes, I believe he is. He’s very involved in the musical world. He’s a friend of Malcolm Sargent and also of Ninette de Valois, who runs the Sadler’s Wells ballet.’


      ‘And Priscilla is his niece?’


      ‘Also his ward – or she was until her twenty-first birthday. Her father was his younger brother. Priscilla’s parents were both killed in a motor accident when she was thirteen.’


      ‘Oh, poor girl!’ This involuntary exclamation came from his aunt.


      ‘Yes, it was hard. But Sir Lionel and Lady Vance have been very good to her. They have no children of their own, so they have always treated her like a daughter.’


      ‘They’ll be well off, then, I should imagine,’ his father said.


      ‘Oh yes. I believe the grandfather founded the family fortune as a merchant in India back in the 1880s. Priscilla’s father made a second fortune in the City before he died and left it all in trust to her.’


      Richard looked round the table. He saw the conflicting emotions chase each other across his mother’s face. On the one hand, here was an obviously advantageous marriage. On the other, her only son was proposing to marry a girl who was not of her choosing, whom she had had no opportunity to vet.


      His father gave him a shrewd look. ‘Well, son, it sounds as if you’ve done very well for yourself. But I hope you’ve got better reasons than money for marrying the lass.’


      Richard realised that in his concern to impress his mother he had sounded mercenary. He responded quickly. ‘She’s also very beautiful and talented, and wonderful company. We’re very much in love.’


      ‘Where did you meet her?’ his mother asked.


      This was tricky ground. ‘Well, oddly enough I first met her when I was working in that summer show, just before war broke out. She was one of the dancers.’


      ‘A dancer? On the stage? A girl from that background?’ His mother’s face expressed extreme scepticism.


      Richard ground his teeth. His mother had managed to stifle her prejudice about ‘going on the stage’ in his case, since he had convinced her that the summer show was only a stepping stone towards his ultimate ambition of grand opera; but dancers were obviously beyond the pale, as he had known they would be.


      He gave her a conciliatory smile. ‘Yes, I know it’s surprising. But you see, Priscilla was taken to the ballet as a small child and conceived a passionate ambition to be a ballerina. Her mother let her go to ballet lessons but her father would never hear of her taking it up professionally. Then, after her parents were killed so tragically, I suppose Sir Lionel and his wife spoilt her a bit – understandably. They let her start training seriously, but it was too late by then. She couldn’t get into Sadler’s Wells, so she ended up in the Follies, like me.’


      ‘There, what did I tell you?’ Aunt Clara was unable to restrain herself any longer. ‘Didn’t I say to you that summer, Ada, you mark my words, your Richard has found himself a young lady?’


      ‘No!’ Richard said quickly. ‘No, it wasn’t like that.’ His aunt’s words had brought a face flashing across his mental vision – heart shaped and dominated by a pair of violet-blue eyes and crowned with a drift of dark hair. But it was not Priscilla’s face. He closed his mind to the memory. There was no way he was going to introduce Rose into the conversation. Anyway, Rose was safely married to her farmer down in Dorset. There was no point in opening old wounds. ‘I didn’t really get to know Priscilla then. She didn’t stay with the company for long.’ With a pang of sympathetic embarrassment he remembered Priscilla’s humiliating exit, after a disastrous attempt to dance the role of Odette in an excerpt from Swan Lake, in front of a vociferously unappreciative audience. He pressed on. ‘We happened to bump into each other again when I was posted to London last spring. She’d joined up, too, in the FANYs. I don’t know if you’ve heard of them? The First Aid Nursing Yeomanry?’


      ‘I know what you mean,’ his mother said. ‘I understand it’s a very exclusive organisation.’


      ‘Well, there are a lot of girls from very good families in it,’ Richard agreed. He disliked himself for playing up to his mother’s snobbery but it was a small price to pay to win her approval. ‘Anyway, we started going out together while I was in London and then we took up again after I got back from . . . from America.’


      There was a silence, broken by his father. ‘So, when are we going to get to meet this young lady, then?’


      ‘She’s coming up the day after tomorrow. She’s dying to meet you all.’ He caught a look of dismay on his aunt’s face and went on quickly, ‘I knew you’d be a bit crowded here, Auntie Clara. So I’ve booked her a room at the George.’


      ‘Oh well, that’s probably best,’ his aunt agreed. ‘But you’ll bring her to dinner, I hope.’


      ‘Yes, of course.’


      Once again there was a pause and once again all eyes turned to Richard’s mother. She inclined her head. ‘She sounds just the right sort of girl for you, Richard. I’m sure we’ll get on very well.’


      Richard sensed that he was not the only person at the table who breathed a sigh of relief.


 


Richard woke in the pre-dawn winter darkness and reached out for the warm body that usually lay beside him. When his hand encountered nothing but chill vacancy he could not immediately think where he was. Since his return from France Priscilla had shared his bed every night, apart from the first two, which he had spent in hospital. She had cradled and comforted him when he awoke from the nightmares that dogged his sleep, nightmares whose content he had never revealed to her. It was always the same scene. He was struggling along the riverbank in the darkness, searching, searching – and then finding her, half in, half out of the water. He could feel the weight of her sodden clothes as he dragged her on to the bank, see her poor, bleeding feet. Chantal! Chantal! Sometimes he was afraid that he had called her name aloud, but if he had Priscilla had never alluded to it. Now, lying alone in the unfamiliar room at his aunt’s house, he felt an aching sense of loss. But whether it was Priscilla he longed for, or Chantal, or Rose, he could not tell.


      He had started sleeping with Priscilla during the hiatus between finishing his training and leaving on his mission, and when he returned she had assumed that they would take up their relationship where they had left off. He had clung to her as a rock of sanity in the midst of the maelstrom of emotions that was battering him, and his proposal of marriage had been born from that turmoil. She had already made plans for both of them and he had allowed himself to be carried along by her excitement. And, after all, it made sense. They had so many interests in common, and if he was going to resume his career when the war was over – if he survived that long – her contacts would be invaluable. He remembered the sceptical glint in his father’s eye and felt a shiver of doubt. Was that why he was marrying Priscilla? His feelings for Rose had been very different – but that was all in the past. And his relationship with Chantal had been based on sexual attraction and the shared camaraderie of danger. Now there was this new attachment to Priscilla. Not for the first time, he wondered whether there was some inherent flaw in his character which made him incapable of being faithful. But he had not chosen to end the earlier relationships. It was Rose who had given up on him, and Chantal had always made it clear that marriage was not on the agenda. And he did love Priscilla. So he told himself, lying in the dark and waiting for the sounds that would tell him the rest of the household was stirring.


 


Later that day he left the house on the pretext of looking up old friends, though the chances of finding any of them on leave were slim. After one or two fruitless calls, his feet turned automatically towards the street where he had lived all through his childhood. He found the place where the house had stood, but all that was left were a few jagged remains of walls, their peeling wallpaper reminding him of how the rooms had looked the last time he was there. He searched for some remaining vestige of his own bedroom, but there seemed to be not a scrap of paper or a stick of furniture that he could recognise. He thought of the books, the musical scores, the precious records of Gigli and Caruso and Jussi Björling and Boris Christoff that he had stored there. All his sheet music, all the notes he had made during his training in Italy, all had vanished, along with the toys and games he had kept from his childhood, the school books, the photographs of friends. He turned away and began to walk along the familiar street. Suddenly he found himself remembering a forest clearing, a small car out of petrol and a German soldier on a motorbike – and himself with a gun in his hand. The thought came to him that Richard Stevens, the boy who had lived in that shattered house, the young singer with such high hopes, no longer existed, and in his place had appeared this stranger, who passed under that name, or that of Ricardo Benedetti or Lucien Dufrais, and who was capable of shooting a man in cold blood.


 


Priscilla arrived the following day. Although he had prepared the ground so carefully, Richard was still on tenterhooks. No other girl had been good enough, in his mother’s estimation, and she was just as likely to take against this one for being ‘too full of herself’ as she had against others because they were ‘common’. In the event, he need not have worried. Richard watched with admiration as Priscilla charmed the household, deferring to his mother’s opinions about the relative merits of Handel’s Messiah and Mendlessohn’s Elijah, singing snatches of Gilbert and Sullivan with his father, following his aunt into the kitchen to copy down her recipe for Yorkshire pudding. Before long it seemed to him that she got on better with his relations than he did.


      One benefit of her presence was the fact that it distracted his mother from asking too many questions about where he had been and what he had been doing. Nevertheless, the sense of alienation that had gripped him when he visited the old house still haunted him. He was used to living a double life in France. Now it seemed he must continue to do so at home. It was a relief when his leave came to an end and they returned to London.


 


As soon as he got back Richard went to the headquarters of SOE in Baker Street and reported to the office of Maurice Buckmaster, the head of F section.


      After a few courteous enquiries about his health and his family Buckmaster said, ‘Well, you did an excellent job in France. Congratulations.’


      Richard frowned. ‘It felt more like a complete disaster to me. You sent me to assist O’Leary’s escape line and set up a new one through Brittany for our own people. Now they have both collapsed.’


      Buckmaster pursed his lips. ‘Don’t be too hard on yourself. You made a lot of useful contacts and you managed to get one batch of escapers out via the sub that brought you home. The betrayal of O’Leary’s réseau was regretable, of course, but nothing to do with you. I’m sorry about the girl.’ He glanced at a file on his desk. ‘Henriette Gautier.’


      ‘Chantal,’ Richard said, and added, almost under his breath, ‘She preferred to be called Chantal.’


      ‘Well, whatever we call her, her death was tragic,’ Buckmaster said.


      ‘Yes,’ Richard agreed, woodenly. He did not intend to let Buckmaster probe that particular wound. He went on, ‘Is there any information about O’Leary and the others? I know Garrow was arrested. Do we have any information about him?’


      Buckmaster lifted his shoulders slightly. ‘That’s MI9’s pigeon, not ours. They are responsible for escaping British servicemen. But I understand that O’Leary is still operational.’


      ‘Thank God for that,’ Richard murmured. He thought of the Rodocanachis and their friends, who had sheltered him when he was on the run, and wondered whether they were still free.


      Buckmaster went on. ‘This brings me to an important point. The fact that you were known to the members of O’Leary’s réseau puts your other contacts in northern France in jeopardy.’


      ‘No,’ Richard said quickly. ‘They only knew me as Lucien Dufrais. To O’Leary and his people I am Ricardo Benedetti.’


      ‘Are you quite certain that no one could connect the two?’


      ‘There were only two people who knew both,’ Richard said. ‘One is Jack Duval, my radio operator, and the other is dead.’


      ‘Nevertheless,’ Buckmaster continued, ‘in future we must make sure that there is absolutely no connection between our people and any other organisation.’


      ‘But that is the reason I volunteered for this kind of work,’ Richard protested. ‘I wanted to help the people who had helped me.’


      ‘But, as I’ve told you, that is MI9’s pigeon,’ Buckmaster said.


      ‘Then perhaps I should be working for MI9,’ Richard retorted. His tone was less than respectful but his nerves were still raw.


      ‘Perhaps,’ Buckmaster agreed, equably. ‘But the fact is, you are working for us. We trained you – and the work you can do, have already done, will still save lives. We need efficient networks to get our own agents out in cases of emergency, and the contacts you have made will be of great help there. Particularly the de Bernards. Their chateau in Brittany will make an ideal safe house for agents waiting to be collected by sea.’


      ‘Am I going back there?’ Richard asked.


      Buckmaster shook his head. ‘No, that would be far too risky. You’re hopelessly compromised. The Gestapo will have a photograph of you. We’ll send someone else to pick up where you left off.’


      Richard tried to suppress a feeling of intense relief. He had quite expected to be dispatched to Brittany within days.


      ‘So what do you want me to do?’ he asked.


      ‘I want you at Beaulieu, acting as a conducting officer to some of our new recruits. Your first-hand experience will be invaluable to them. We’ll send you back into the field again when we see a good opportunity, but for now I think you deserve a bit of a rest.’ He smiled, a rueful and ironic smile. ‘If there was any justice you ought to be in line for a decoration of some sort but, as you know, we can’t even officially admit that you exist. Perhaps after the war there will be an opportunity to rectify that. I’m afraid the promotion to captain is the best we can do for now.’


      ‘That’s all right, sir,’ Richard responded. ‘I don’t expect anything.’


      Buckmaster rose. ‘Well, I think that’s all. Report to Beaulieu tomorrow.’


      Richard got up too and then hesitated. ‘I think perhaps I ought to tell you that I’m getting married.’


      Buckmaster cocked his head on one side. ‘Ah! To the lovely Miss Vance?’


      Richard swallowed. ‘How did you know?’


      ‘Victor told me that he thought you two had developed . . . a certain rapport. But, Richard, are you sure marriage is a good idea? You know that there will be a lot of absences that you can’t explain.’


      ‘That won’t be a problem,’ Richard assured him. ‘Priscilla doesn’t know what I’m doing, but she knows enough not to ask questions.’


      ‘Well, it’s your decision,’ Buckmaster said. He held out his hand. ‘I wish you both all the best.’


      Richard shook hands and made his way down to the street. On the pavement he paused, assailed by a sudden feeling of anticlimax. So he was not going back to France. He could look forward to six months, at least, in the peace of the Hampshire countryside. And marriage to Priscilla.










Chapter 3


‘Coventry! All change! Coventry!’


      For the sixth or seventh time Rose heaved her case on to the platform and waited for her small flock to gather round her. The different places were beginning to blur in her memory. But at least the days were longer now, so they did not have to hunt for their digs in the dark.


      As usual, she collected the slip of paper with the address of the house where they had been billeted from Monty and they lugged their cases, bulging not with their personal things but with costumes for the show, out to a bus. As it ground along Rose was horrified by the view from the window. She had grown almost used to the bombed-out buildings and the rubble-strewn streets of London after the Blitz but she had never seen such devastation as that wreaked on Coventry by the Luftwaffe. Street after street had been reduced to nothing more than an infernal landscape of broken walls and piles of debris. Then they rounded a bend and saw for the first time the shattered shell of the cathedral, sticking up like broken bones from the surrounding rubble.


      ‘Oh, look!’ exclaimed May, who was sitting in the seat in front of her. ‘How can they do that, to a church?’


      ‘Well, they’ve had a taste of their own medicine now,’ responded Violet triumphantly. ‘It said on the news this morning that our boys have started bombing German cities.’


      The bus dropped them some distance from the address Rose had been given and by the time they had carried their suitcases along the street they were all weary and footsore. Rose rang the bell and a large woman in a print crossover apron opened the door.


      ‘Mrs Harrison?’ Rose enquired. ‘We’re from the ENSA concert party. I think you’re expecting us.’


      ‘Oh, my dear lord!’ exclaimed the woman. ‘Didn’t you get my telegram?’


      ‘Telegram?’ Rose asked, her heart sinking.


      ‘I sent a telegram. I’m ever so sorry, my love, but I’ve had three engineers from the munitions factory in Daventry billeted on me. Just turned up out of the blue yesterday. I couldn’t refuse. Well, you can’t, can you? You’ve got to take what the government sends. I’ve only got the one room left.’


      Rose lowered her case on to the doorstep. ‘Well, is there anyone else you know who might have spare rooms?’


      The woman shook her head despairingly. ‘Things are that bad round here! So many people have been bombed out, and the neighbours have taken in everyone they can manage. There’s whole families sleeping in one room as it is. I wouldn’t know who to ask.’


      ‘All right,’ Rose said. She was too tired to think, too tired to go knocking on doors. ‘If whole families can sleep in one room, so can we.’


      ‘What, five of us, all in one room?’ Peggy exlaimed. ‘I’m not bloody well putting up with that!’


      ‘Then you’ll have to bloody well sleep on a park bench!’ Rose snapped back. ‘Come on, the rest of you. At least we can take the weight off our feet.’


      Followed by a faintly protesting Mrs Harrison she marched up the stairs and, following the landlady’s directions, flung open the door of a back room. There was just about room for two single beds. Rose looked around.


      ‘Do you have a camp bed, Mrs Harrison?’


      ‘Well, yes, there is one, but where would I put it? There’s not enough room in here.’


      ‘You can put it on the landing,’ Rose said. ‘People will just have to squeeze past.’


      ‘You can’t have a young woman sleeping on the landing, with three strange men in the house!’ Mrs Harrison exclaimed.


      ‘I’ll sleep on the landing,’ Rose said. ‘I don’t care. You girls will just have to double up. It’s only for a week.’


      ‘How can we sleep like that, with two of us in a single bed?’ Peggy demanded indignantly. ‘You can’t expect us to dance if we haven’t had any sleep.’


      ‘Well, do you have a better idea?’ Rose asked. Then she added more gently, ‘Look, I’ll go and find Monty in a little while. Maybe there’s some more room in his digs. Let’s make the best of this for the moment.’


      Mrs Harrison looked from Rose to the other girls and sighed resignedly. ‘Well, if that’s the way of it, you’d better come downstairs. I’ll put the kettle on.’


      While they were drinking tea in the front sitting room they heard the front door open and cheerful male voices in the hall. A moment later three men in overalls came into the room. The first was a short, compactly built man with a very round head accentuated by his closely cropped dark hair. Rose guessed his age to be about thirty. Behind him came a large, bony youth with a face that looked as though it had been roughly hewn out of red sandstone and a shock of ginger hair. The third man was somewhat older, his hair greying and his shoulders slightly stooped inside overalls that seemed too big for him.


      The leader surveyed them with a grin of delighted amusement. ‘Hey-up, girls! What’s this, then? A meeting of the local chapter of the Women’s Institute?’ The accent was unfamiliar but Rose thought it was probably from the north-east.


      ‘No,’ she returned frostily. ‘As it happens we’re members of an ENSA troupe. We’re here to perform in local factories. We were actually booked in here before you arrived.’


      ‘Booked in here?’ The man looked genuinely alarmed. ‘Where are you going to sleep? Oh . . .’ He wiped his hand on the side of his overalls. ‘I’m George, by the way. George Benton. This here,’ indicating the younger man, ‘is Will Prentice and that’s Amos White.’


      Rose reminded herself that the three men were not to blame for the situation and regretted her bad manners. She introduced herself and the other girls and there was no mistaking the appreciation in the men’s eyes as they shook hands with five trim-figured, long-legged beauties.


      ‘Look, I’m really sorry about the mix-up over the bookings,’ George said. ‘We were sent down from Sunderland – direction of labour, you know. We just go where we’re told. How on earth are you going to manage?’


      ‘We’ll just have to cope somehow,’ Rose said. ‘The four girls can share the two beds in the back room and I’m going to sleep on a camp bed on the landing.’


      ‘You are not!’ George exclaimed. ‘We can’t have that, can we, lads?’


      ‘I don’t know how you’re going to stop us,’ Rose said pugnaciously.


      ‘Well, for a start, you’re going to move into my room. It’s only a single, but I reckon we can squeeze a camp bed in there.’


      ‘If you think I’m going to . . .’ Rose began but he interrupted her and she saw that he was blushing.


      ‘Nay, don’t get me wrong! I’ll shift in with the other two lads. I can sleep on the floor. It won’t be the first time. Then you and one of the other girls can share my room.’


      ‘Well, it’s very kind of you . . . ’ Rose murmured hesitantly.


      ‘Don’t give it another thought,’ George exclaimed.


      ‘Well, that’s all right for two of you,’ Peggy put in crossly. ‘That still leaves three of us to share two beds.’


      ‘I’ve been thinking about that,’ Mrs Harrison said. ‘If we take the cushions off the settee and the easy chairs, we can make a bed up in here for one of you.’


      ‘There you are, you see!’ George beamed at them. ‘All sorted. Now, is there any tea in that pot, Ma?’


      ‘I’ll make fresh,’ their hostess said. ‘And you girls had better give me your ration books, if you’re stopping, so I can get to the shops before they shut. Otherwise there’ll be nothing for your supper.’


      They had to eat in shifts because there was no way they could all sit round the dining table, and afterwards they took turns to use the only bathroom. Going downstairs after her turn Rose heard gales of laughter coming from the sitting room. It seemed that both George and Amos had a fund of shaggy dog stories, all told with a dry, tongue-in-cheek humour that made even the feeblest of them hilarious. In spite of her weariness, Rose found herself laughing too.


 


After a night on the hard camp bed, with Alice snuffling quietly beside her, Rose was woken by the noise of the three men getting up to go to work. She wanted to turn over and go back to sleep but she knew that she and the girls could not afford to lie in either. By mid-morning they were in yet another works canteen, preparing for yet another performance. They had learned the lesson of the first week and now the four dancers opened the show with their can-can. It never failed to get the audience’s attention. To replace it in the middle of the bill Rose had taken a risk and created a gentler number to a waltz from Ivor Novello’s The Dancing Years. She and the girls had cobbled together some floaty dresses in pretty pastel colours and she had put them in pointe shoes and introduced some ballet steps. This was the first time they had tried it on an audience and she was delighted to discover that it went down very well. Afterwards, when Rose and the girls were snatching a breather in the room they had been given as a dressing room, there was a timid knock on the door. Three girls in their teens stood outside.


      ‘I hope you don’t mind us bothering you,’ one said shyly. ‘It’s just . . . well, we wanted to say how much we enjoyed the show. Specially the dancing.’


      As she spoke Rose could see that all three were peering over her shoulder, wide eyed with fascination at the sight of the four dancers, still in their costumes, with their feet up, smoking. They might have been looking at creatures from another planet.


      ‘That dance where you got up on the tips of your toes – that was ballet, wasn’t it?’ the first girl asked.


      ‘Yes, that’s right.’


      ‘I thought ballet was all girls in frilly dresses and nancy-boys in tights,’ her friend giggled.


      ‘I’ll tell you what it is,’ Violet said, rubbing her toes. ‘It’s bloomin’ hard work.’


      ‘That Sadler’s Wells ballet are coming to the Hippodrome in a week or two,’ the second girl said. ‘We didn’t think we fancied it, but now I’m not sure.’


      ‘I never thought it was for people like us,’ the leader said. ‘Thought actors and dancers were . . . well, sort of different. But you’re just like us, really.’


      ‘I’m not “just like them”,’ Peggy said after the three had left. She shuddered. ‘Fancy spending all your life working in a place like this!’


      ‘Well, just count your lucky stars, then,’ Rose returned with some asperity. ‘Actually, I think we’ve just been paid a big compliment.’


      They were scheduled to perform again for the night shift but in between there was a chance to go back to the digs for a rest. Rose took the opportunity to slip out to the nearest phone box with a stack of small change. After some delay she succeeded in getting through to the home of Enid and Jack Willis, the couple who had taken her family in when the Blitz drove them out of their flat in Lambeth. Jack answered and immediately called her mother to the phone.


      ‘Rose, love, is anything wrong?’


      ‘No, Mum. Everything’s fine. I just thought as I haven’t been in touch for a week or two I’d better give you a call. How are you?’


      ‘I’m fine, thanks. How about you?’


      ‘I’m OK. A bit tired, but nothing to complain about. Is Bet well, and the two boys?’


      ‘Yes, they’re fine, too. The boys miss their Auntie Rose. They keep asking when you’re coming back.’


      ‘Tell them it won’t be for a while yet. And give them my love.’


      ‘I will. Oh, by the way, there’s a letter here for you from Merry. He says he’s fed up with the sight of sand. Oh, and some good news! He says Felix has been passed fit to fly again. Shall I forward it to the London flat?’


      ‘Yes, you’d better. If you send it after me it’ll probably never catch me up.’


      Rose walked slowly back to the digs. It was a comfort to know that her mother and sister were well and she was particularly glad to have news of Merry and Felix, old friends from the Follies concert party. There had never been any question of romance, with either man. But she was as fond of both as if they had been her brothers.


 


When she got back she found the four girls in the sitting room. Peggy was moaning because she wanted to wash her hair and there was no hot water, and blaming May for using more than her fair share. Violet was writing to one of her admirers and Alice was mending a hole in her last pair of stockings, her blonde head bent low over the work. Rose was just trying to summon the energy to intervene between Peggy and May when the front door slammed. A moment later the three Geordies came in and the room was filled with cheerful male voices.


      ‘Hey-up, girls!’ George greeted them. ‘How’s it going, then?’


      Violet looked up from her letter with a smile and even Peggy’s sulky face brightened. Very soon they were all swapping anecdotes about their day. Only Will remained silent, and Rose noticed his eyes straying repeatedly to Alice. Alice, however, seemed oblivious, her face hidden behind the sweep of her golden hair.


      ‘What’s this, then?’ George enquired with a nod at Violet’s writing pad. ‘Keeping the boyfriend up to date?’


      ‘One of them,’ Peggy said. ‘Vi changes her men as often as some people change their socks.’


      Violet put out her tongue good-naturedly. ‘Och, away! You’re just jealous.’


      ‘I am not . . .’ Peggy began hotly but George interrupted her with a grin.


      ‘I’ll bet you’ve all got a string of young lads after you, lovely-looking girls like you.’


      Will spoke for the first time. ‘Have you got a feller, Alice?’


      They all looked at him and Rose saw him turn scarlet.


      Alice looked up, bemused. ‘Me? No. Why?’


      Will wriggled and looked as though he wanted to make a bolt for the door. ‘Nothing, just . . . just . . . I wondered, that’s all.’


      Amos gave him an encouraging nudge. ‘Nay, lad, there’s nowt to be ashamed of. If you want to ask the girl out, ask her.’


      ‘Me? No . . . no. That is . . . No, you’re all right.’ And Will succeeded in making his exit.


      Violet looked across the room and winked. ‘You’ve made a conquest there, lassie.’


      Alice blushed and returned to her sewing. ‘Don’t be silly, Vi.’


      From then on it was a constant source of amusement to the girls to watch the burning looks Will cast at Alice, which she pretended to ignore. The relationship never progressed further, but Rose was glad that he had chosen Alice rather than one of the others. At least she would not tease him, or let him think that she cared and then break his heart.


 


On the Wednesday afternoon, when they got back after the lunchtime show, Rose was surprised to find George sitting in the front room reading the newspaper.


      ‘What’s up, George?’ she asked. ‘Aren’t you feeling well?’


      He got up, smiling. ‘Nay, it’s nothing like that. It just suddenly crossed my mind how to make the sleeping arrangements a bit easier. I’ve asked the foreman to put me on the night shift. That way I get to sleep in a proper bed while the other two are out at work.’


      ‘Oh, George!’ Rose exclaimed. ‘You needn’t have done that. I feel really bad about it.’


      ‘Nay, lass, dinna take on,’ he responded, looking faintly embarrassed. ‘It’s no bother. I’ve worked nights often enough before.’


      ‘Will you be able to change back after we’ve gone?’ Rose asked.


      ‘Happen.’ He shrugged indifferently. ‘It makes no difference.’


      ‘I still feel guilty about turning you out of your room,’ Rose said.


      He smiled at her. ‘Well, if you want to say thank you, that’s easy. Let me take you out for a drink some time.’


      She sighed. ‘It’s nice of you to offer, George, but it’s not possible. I’m working dinner-times and evenings and the pubs aren’t open when I’m free.’


      ‘Well, it’ll just have to be tea, then,’ he said. ‘You’ll let me take you out for tea one day, won’t you?’


      Rose hesitated. She had not been out with a man, even for something as innocent as tea, since she broke off her engagement to Matthew – apart from one or two evenings in the local with Felix and Merry when they were all on sick leave at Wimborne, which didn’t count. She liked George and did not want to hurt his feelings but at the same time she didn’t want him to get the wrong idea.


      ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Say yes. I don’t bite, you know.’


      She smiled. He was so genuinely kind hearted that it would be churlish to refuse. ‘All right. Thank you. Tea would be lovely.’


      He grinned. ‘No time like the present. Put your hat on.’


      Rose protested that she must have a few minutes to powder her nose and hurried upstairs. She took off her uniform and changed into a dress. Strictly speaking she was not supposed to go out in mufti but she was darned if she was going out on a date – even just for tea – in the thick serge suit. She combed her hair and made use of the last tiny end of lipstick that she had saved for special occasions. Soon, she thought regretfully, it would be finished and she would be reduced, like many other girls, to reddening her lips with beetroot juice. She looked at her reflection in the mirror and sighed at the skimpy, knee-length skirt and the bare legs beneath it. Alice came in from the bathroom with a towel round her head.


      ‘Going somewhere?’


      ‘Yes, just popping out for a breath of air.’ She wasn’t quite sure why she was reluctant to tell the other girl that George was taking her out. She added, ‘I just can’t get used to these short skirts and no stockings.’


      ‘Want me to draw seams up your legs?’ Alice asked. ‘Or you could see if Mrs Harrison’s got any gravy browning. I heard that painting your legs with that looks like stockings.’


      ‘No, thanks, love,’ Rose said with a smile. ‘Bare legs for patriotism! Isn’t that the slogan these days? It’s quite warm out. I’ll be OK without stockings.’


      In the café, over weak tea and sawdust-dry buns, George said, ‘I suppose you’ve got a young man out there somewhere, in one of the services.’


      The image of Richard’s face flickered in front of Rose’s inward eye. ‘No,’ she said. ‘There’s no one.’


      ‘A lovely girl like you?’ he quizzed her. ‘There must be someone.’


      ‘No, really.’ She could feel herself flushing.


      ‘Oh, I’m sorry!’ he exclaimed with sudden remorse. ‘There I go, putting my great feet in it as usual. Was he . . . did you . . . lose someone?’


      Rose managed to summon a half-smile. ‘Yes, in a way, I suppose I did. But what about your family? Are you married?’


      He shrugged. ‘After a fashion, I suppose.’


      ‘How can you be married “after a fashion”?’ Rose asked.


      ‘Well, I got wed at the age of nineteen, to a lass I’d known all my life. I guess we were too young to know our own minds – or we just hadn’t seen enough of the world, or of other people. Anyway, the gloss soon wore off. We’re still married, but I’ve always worked away from home a lot. It’s easier that way. I’d have liked to join up, if they’d let me, but being an engineer I’m in a reserved occupation, see. The powers that be reckon I’m more use to the war effort in a munitions factory.’


      ‘I’m sorry,’ Rose murmured. ‘That’s very sad – I mean about your marriage.’


      ‘Oh, don’t go feeling sorry for me,’ he said, with a return of his usual grin. ‘I’m used to it by now, and I get by. The only time I really regret it is when . . .’ He broke off.


      ‘When what?’


      ‘No, I shouldn’t say it. You’d get the wrong impression.’


      ‘Say what?’


      ‘The only time I really regret not being single is when I meet a bonny lass like you. I made sure you’d be spoken for already – but since you’re not  . . .’


      Rose looked down at her plate and felt herself blushing. She wasn’t quite sure exactly how she was supposed to interpret that last remark.


      George went on, ‘But there it is. You may not be spoken for, but I am, and that’s the end of it. Is there any more tea in that pot?’


      For the rest of the week neither of them referred to their little tête-à-tête and George reverted to his usual humorous manner. He was in bed and asleep by the time Rose and the girls got up but he normally came and joined them when they got back to the digs after the lunchtime show. The other girls were usually around, however, and he did not make any further suggestion that he and Rose should go somewhere on their own. Rose wondered whether the original invitation had, after all, been no more than a casual, friendly gesture, or whether he felt that he had burned his boats with that last remark and saw no point in pursuing things further. In either case, she was relieved. She liked George and responded instinctively to his warm manner and his generosity, but she was in no mood for romance, or any form of emotional involvement.


      The last show of the week was to be in the canteen of the factory where George and the other two men worked and George insisted that he was going to work a double shift so that he could be there. On the previous afternoon he found Rose sitting in the tiny back garden with a book, making the most of an unseasonably warm day.


      ‘Mind if I join you?’


      ‘Of course not.’


      He sat down on the grass and rolled up his shirtsleeves. ‘Oh, it’s good to feel the sun! That’s one benefit of being on nights. You miss the best of the day, stuck in that factory.’ He was silent for a moment and Rose returned to her book. ‘Not disturbing you, am I? I don’t want to stop you reading.’


      Rose put the book aside. She did want to go on reading. She could never afford to buy books, except second-hand, but she had been a member of Boots Lending Library since she was a child. The problem was, while she was touring she very rarely managed to finish a book before she had to return it and move on. She had almost got to the end of this one but it looked as though she was going to have to leave yet another heroine stranded in mid-story, almost at the point of being reunited with the hero but never quite making it.


      She smiled at George. ‘Will you go back on days when we’re gone?’


      ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I quite like nights.’ He looked at her. ‘I’ll miss you when you’re gone.’


      ‘Like a sick headache!’ she returned, laughing. ‘Just think, you won’t have to put up with our smalls drying over the bath, and everything smelling of Leichner Removing Cream.’


      ‘Is that what it is?’ he said. ‘What’s that for, then?’


      ‘Taking off the greasepaint,’ she told him. ‘But the way things are going we shan’t be able to buy any stage make-up soon, so we shan’t need it.’


      ‘Anyway,’ he persisted, ‘I shall miss you – all of you. You’ve brought a bit of life into the place.’ He paused. ‘But I shall miss you most of all, Rose. Where do you go next?’


      ‘Burnley,’ Rose told him.


      ‘I was wondering . . . could I write to you? I’d like to keep in touch.’


      Rose bit her lip. In a way it would be pleasant to hear from him, and to write back – and, after all, letters were harmless. A platonic friendship, conducted through the mail, could be quite enjoyable. But she knew instinctively that it would not end at that. Sooner or later he would want to meet – and then what? She said, ‘Oh, it would be nice, George, but it’s terribly difficult. I mean, I know where I shall be for the next couple of weeks, but after that . . . And you know how unreliable the post is these days.’


      He dropped his eyes. ‘Yes, you’re right, of course. I don’t want you to feel obliged, and I’ll be off back to Sunderland soon.’


      She looked at him. He was nice looking, in a sturdy, dogged sort of way, and she did like him. She hated to see him looking so downcast.


      ‘Well, we could try, I suppose,’ she said. ‘I’ll give you the address of my digs in Burnley and you can write if you like. If the letter doesn’t get there before I move on, I can always drop you a line from the next place.’


      He looked up at her and smiled, a grin of delight that transformed his face. ‘I’ll make sure it gets there! Tell you what, I’ll write it before you go so you can take it with you! How about that?’


      That night they had the first air raid for several days. Rose was woken by the siren and a moment later Amos banged on the door and shouted, ‘Better get up, girls! Get down to the shelter at the end of the street.’


      Groggy with sleep, Rose pulled on a dressing gown and shook Alice awake. By the time she had dragged the other girls out of bed and persuaded them to follow her out of the front door the first bombs were dropping. They could hear the low crump of explosions and the ground shook beneath their feet. Then there was a louder bang and the blast whipped their nightclothes against their bodies and made them stagger.


      ‘Come on!’ Rose urged them. ‘That was pretty close!’


      They had seen the urgency for themselves now and covered the last hundred yards to the door of the shelter at a run. At the entrance a warden in a tin hat was scanning the sky, where searchlights were performing their eerie aerial ballet. As Rose looked back a sudden gout of flame surged upwards from somewhere beyond the rooftops and the ground shook to a larger explosion. Will came running up.


      ‘Something big gone up over there,’ the warden commented.


      ‘Looks like the direction of our place,’ Will said. ‘Hope to God they haven’t hit the factory.’


      It was three in the morning before the all-clear sounded and they were able to stagger stiffly back to their beds. All the time Rose had sat hunched in the blanket she had brought with her, thinking of George working the night shift in the factory. They would have shelters, of course. Probably the entire workforce would have gone straight down into them as soon as the siren sounded. And anyway, there were plenty of other factories in that area. There was no reason to suppose it was that particular one that had been hit.


      It had been another hard day and she had come home from the last performance exhausted, only to be woken after an hour’s sleep. By the time she got back to bed she was too tired to think and it was mid-morning before any of them woke up.


      The five of them were snatching mouthfuls of tea and toast and trying to finish dressing at the same time when the front door opened and Amos came in, followed by Will. Their faces and clothes were black with grime and they looked shaken and weary.


      Amos took in their frantic preparations at a glance and said, ‘No need to hurry, girls. The factory’s a wreck. There won’t be any performance there today.’


      Rose caught her breath. ‘George? Is George all right?’


      Slowly Amos shook his head. ‘Direct hit on the tool shop where he was working. No survivors.’










Chapter 4


In a curious way Richard found the return to the SOE ‘finishing school’ at Beaulieu quite soothing, at least to begin with. In such beautiful surroundings and with the country house atmosphere that seemed to pervade all the SOE training establishments, with the notable exception of Arisaig, it was almost possible to believe that the war was some kind of fantasy, an imaginary game they were all playing. But after a day or two the contrast between this easy existence and the reality of life in the field only added to his sense of dislocation. He found that he was expected to give lectures to the fledgling agents on how to conduct themselves in France so as not to arouse suspicion. He was also given personal responsibility for three men, who would be sent over as soon as their training was finished. He began to lie awake at night, going over and over in his mind every detail of the months he had spent in occupied territory, wondering whether there was some hint, some little nugget of information about regulations or procedures, that he had omitted to mention. Were there any mannerisms, any subtle differences of behaviour or speech, that might give his protégés away? Could something he had failed to notice mean the difference between life and an agonising death for one of them?


      The news of the war brought no comfort. At the end of January the German forces captured the North African town of Benghazi and two weeks later the apparently impregnable island of Singapore fell to the Japanese. Meanwhile, the tiny island of Malta, so vital to Allied communications in the Mediterranean, continued to be besieged. The optimism that Richard had felt, in common with so many others, when the USA entered the conflict was rapidly dissipating.


      In England, rationing grew ever tighter. The government banned the baking of white bread. The restrictions applied, of course, to Beaulieu as well as to the rest of the country, but the best of the available rations were always reserved for the men and women of the armed forces and Richard felt increasingly uneasy with his comparatively pampered existence.


      The fact that he spent his free time in London with Priscilla made his problems worse. Priscilla had returned to duty with the FANY but she had a sleeping-out pass and so, whenever Richard was able to get away, they spent the night at her chic little flat in Mayfair. She was determined to continue with the project she had begun the previous summer of introducing Richard to people who might be useful in furthering his career when the war was over. Every available evening was filled with some activity. Often they dined with Sir Lionel and Lady Vance and always there would be an eminent conductor or a visiting soloist to impress. On other evenings they went out to a restaurant or to a party to celebrate the publication of a new book or the debut of a hitherto unrecognised talent. Increasingly, as the weeks went by, Richard began to feel that this world of art and music and ambitious jockeying for recognition was totally irrelevant to the life-and-death struggle in which he and so many others were engaged.
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