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This book is dedicated to the memory of my parents,
Doris Lees (née Gladdon), dancer,
and Newton Lees, bass-baritone,
who were both concert party artistes
in the years before The Second World War.




As always, I am indebted to my agent,
Vivien Green, and my editor, Alex Bonham,
for their help and encouragement – also
to my husband David for proof-reading.





HISTORICAL NOTE


The main characters and events in this book are fictional but some of the peripheral ones are drawn from real life. Colonel Basil Brown was a prime mover in the establishment of the army’s Central Pool of Artistes, later known as Stars in Battledress. Paul Cole, whose real name was Harold, Ian Garrow and the noble Dr and Mrs Rodocanachi were all members of the escape line for allied personnel which later became known as the O’Leary Line. Their further adventures are related in the next volume in the Follies series. As always, while I have invented actions and dialogue for these people, I hope I have in all cases remained faithful to their essential characters, insofar as I have been able to divine them from existing sources.





Prelude – Kindly Leave the Stage!


Rose Taylor looked around the stage. Almost the entire company of the Fairbourne Follies had assembled, drawn together by fear and the need for mutual support. The theatre had the chill, damp feel that always seemed to seep up from the sea below during the night, not to be banished until the audience came in for the evening performance. The sea was rough today and Rose could feel the waves thudding against the timbers that supported the pier. After the September sunshine outside the single working light above the stage hardly seemed to penetrate the gloom.


Monty Prince, the company’s proprietor and comedian, was trying to keep up spirits with a succession of gags. The holiday audiences, out for an enjoyable evening after a day on the beach, loved him, but this morning the wisecracks sounded tired and empty. His wife was sitting a little apart, stiffly upright on a wooden chair. Dolores da Ponte was a daunting spectacle, clad from chin to ankle in black, her once slender figure struggling against the confines of her corset, her hair, which was a little too dark and glossy to be natural, drawn back into a tight bun, scarlet lips clamped round a long cigarette holder, from which a dusting of ash fell on to her ample bosom. To most of the company she was Madame, though everyone knew she had been born simple Dolly Bridges somewhere in the East End of London.


Rose looked round at the other girls of the chorus line. Sally Castle was perched on the edge of the props table, swinging her long legs and painting her nails. Her sister Lucy crouched on the floor with her arm round Pamela Jones, who was crying softly. Near by, Barbara Willis, known to them all as Babe because her fresh face and golden curls made her look like a schoolgirl, stared into space, tense and pale. Down in the orchestra pit Franklyn Bell, the company tenor, who had obviously been drinking in spite of the fact that it was not quite eleven o’clock, was boring the boys in the band with his perpetual complaint about modern crooners, who sang through their noses and could not be heard without a microphone. His partner, Isabel St Clair, was sitting in the stalls, ignoring him. Rose found herself wondering why they stayed together, when they obviously fought on a daily basis. It was easier to think about that, a distraction from what might be about to happen.


‘Anybody seen Chantal?’ Monty Prince asked.


‘Not since last night,’ someone said.


‘She’ll be on the ferry by now, I should think,’ Sally said. ‘She’s got family in France, hasn’t she?’


Rose’s gaze travelled on from one face to another. These people were like a second family. All summer they had worked together, shared lodgings, weathered the ups and downs in the company’s fortunes, lent each other money, put up with the temperaments and petty jealousies inherent in the performer’s life. Many of them had been together for two or three summer seasons. Now it struck her that she might be seeing some of them for the last time. There was one face she could not find. Then the pass door to the stage opened and closed and three young men came through. In front was the tall, gangling figure of Guy Merryweather, always ironically known as Merry, their pianist and musical director, his normally lugubrious expression more sombre than ever. Next in was handsome, blond-headed Felix Lamont, alias Mr Mysterioso, the conjuror and magician. And behind him Rose saw at last a dark head of wavy hair that no amount of Brylcreem could tame, and warm brown eyes beneath strongly marked brows met and held her own.


Richard Stevens came across the stage to join her. ‘Have you been here long? Nothing’s happened, has it?’


‘No, not yet. We’re still waiting for the prime minister’s broadcast.’


‘I’m sorry I’m late. We’ve been packing.’


‘Packing? Already? You’re sure this is it, then?’ Rose felt a cold chill work its way through her guts.


‘Not much doubt, I’m afraid.’


‘What will you do, if … if the worst happens?’


He took her hand and pressed her fingers tightly. ‘I’ll have to join up. But I must get home first and see my parents. Then I’ll probably sign up with the South Lancs – that’s my dad’s old regiment. The trouble is, if the bombing starts straight away as people seem to predict, there’s no knowing what will happen to the trains. Felix has offered to give me a lift up to town immediately after we’ve heard Mr Chamberlain. That way I can catch the earliest possible train.’


‘So you’re going straight away? No time for … for anything else?’ She felt as if the lump in her throat would throttle her.


He looked down into her eyes. ‘I’m afraid not. Felix wants to go at once. He’s desperate to get to Uxbridge and join the RAF.’ He hesitated, then went on. ‘Rose, I must talk to you – privately, before I go. Come over here a minute.’


He drew her into the wings where they were out of sight of most of the company. ‘You know what I’m going to say, don’t you?’


‘Please don’t,’ she said. ‘We’ve been through it all before.’


‘But things are different now. I know you asked me to wait, until we were both sure, but I can’t go off to fight and leave everything up in the air like this. I know I’ve no right to ask you to commit yourself, when there’s a chance I may not come back. But at least promise me you won’t forget me.’


‘I’ll never forget you,’ she said. ‘But it would be better if you forgot me.’


‘But why?’ he demanded. ‘Why, Rose?’


‘You know why. It wouldn’t work, you and me. We’re too different. You know this isn’t the life for you. This summer’s just been a bit of fun for you, but you told me yourself what you really want is to sing in opera. And with your voice and your background you can do it. I know you can. You can’t waste all those years training in Italy.’


‘But I don’t see what that’s got to do with you and me,’ he said, and Rose could hear the desperation in his voice. ‘What difference does it make?’


‘Because that’s not my world,’ she replied, and her own voice was beginning to quiver. ‘We come from such different backgrounds. I could never feel at home with the sort of people you’ll be mixing with. You didn’t want your mum and dad to come and see the show, because you knew they wouldn’t approve. What do you think your mother would say if you went and married a cockney chorus girl from Lambeth?’


‘That’s not the point,’ Richard protested. ‘I could fall in love with a duchess and she still wouldn’t be good enough for my mother. I’ve told you before, my dad may own the factory but he’s just an ordinary working man at heart. It’s my mum who’s always thought of herself as being from a different class. She’s always on at me to “better myself”. But it’s nothing to do with her. I know I couldn’t do better than you. It doesn’t matter what she thinks.’


‘Yes it does. Families matter. You didn’t get on with my mum and sister when they came down here.’


‘I tried! I just didn’t know what to say to them.’


‘And they didn’t know what to say to you. That’s my point. The gap’s too big, Richard, and it would pull us apart sooner or later.’


He stared down at her in silence for a moment, and the pain in his eyes made her want to cry out and take him in her arms. At length he said, ‘There’s no point in going round and round over this. The chances of me making a career of any sort are pretty slim, in the present circumstances. Can we just agree to keep in touch? And when this war is over, if I’m still alive, I’ll ask you again – and perhaps then you’ll believe that I’m serious. Can we do that?’


‘Of course we can,’ she answered, and the tears she had been fighting back welled up in her eyes. ‘But you mustn’t talk about dying. You’ve got so much talent … so much to give to the world. You have to stay alive!’ And you have to stay alive for me! she wanted to add, but she forced the words down.


‘Quiet, everyone!’ It was Monty’s voice. ‘The PM’s speaking.’


Rose and Richard moved back on to the stage. Monty had brought in a wireless set and plugged it in in the wings. In the silence that followed they all heard the flat, exhausted tones of Mr Chamberlain.


‘I am speaking to you from the Cabinet Room at Ten Downing Street. This morning the British ambassador in Berlin handed the German government a final note stating that unless we heard from them by eleven o’clock that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of war would exist between us. I have to tell you that no such undertaking has been received, and that consequently this country is at war with Germany.’


For a moment the silence remained unbroken. Then Pam let out a wail. The sound seemed to release everyone else from some kind of trance and all around Rose people began to hug each other with tears in their eyes. She saw Felix give Merry a brief pat on the arm.


‘Cheerio, old chap. Best of luck!’


He turned away and she saw the stricken expression on Merry’s face as he looked after him and thought automatically, Poor Merry! So desperately in love, and with so little hope.


As the noise subsided the prime minister’s voice became audible again. ‘Now may God bless you all and may he defend the right. For it is evil things that we shall be fighting against, brute force, bad faith, injustice, oppression and persecution. And against them I am certain that right will prevail.’


Richard gripped Rose’s hand. ‘I’m sorry, Rose. I’ll have to go. But perhaps it’s just as well. I don’t know if I could stand a lingering goodbye.’


She nodded, swallowed. ‘Yes, you’re right. This is the best way.’


He touched her cheek with his free hand. ‘I’ll never forget these last months.’


‘Nor will I,’ she answered.


He sighed. ‘I have a feeling that one day we shall look back on this summer of thirty-nine as a kind of paradise.’


‘And Adolf Hitler as the snake in the Garden of Eden?’ she said.


‘Exactly.’ He gave her a tight smile. ‘What will you do?’


‘Go home to Lambeth, I suppose. The show will have to close if all you chaps are going to join up.’


He frowned. ‘I don’t like to think of you in London. Can’t you find somewhere to stay in the country? After all, your sister’s boys have been evacuated, haven’t they?’


‘Yes, poor little mites. I suppose it’s for the best. But I’ll have to stay with Mum. She won’t leave the shop, I’m sure.’


‘Try to persuade her,’ Richard said urgently. ‘London’s going to be a very dangerous place if the Huns start bombing.’


‘Don’t worry about me. You take care of yourself, please!’


From the wings Felix called, ‘Richard, are you coming?’


‘Yes! Hang on a moment.’


He leaned down and kissed Rose once on the lips. ‘Goodbye, my darling. Look after yourself.’


‘And you!’


She watched him cross the stage, which was rapidly emptying. As he reached the wings she called, ‘Write to me!’


He came back. ‘I almost forgot! I don’t have your home address. Here, write it down for me.’


He handed her a used envelope from his pocket and a fountain pen and she hastily scribbled her address.


‘Give me yours.’


‘Richard! Are you coming or not?’ Felix was shouting impatiently from below the stage.


‘Coming!’ He looked back at her. ‘There’s no point. I shan’t be at home. I’ll write from wherever they send me and let you know how to get in touch.’


‘Promise!’


‘I promise.’ He kissed her once more, very briefly, and hurried across the stage. In the wings he paused and looked back and she lifted a hand in farewell. Then he was gone.





Chapter One


Rose turned up her collar and pulled her coat around her, hugging her hands under her armpits. The night air was bitter. She thought that she could not remember a winter as cold as this and wondered for a moment, illogically, if the blackout could have something to do with it. The street was almost deserted and she could hear her own footsteps clicking sharply in the frosty air. They reminded her how much her feet ached. After two performances in the chorus line of Babes in the Wood it was not surprising, but that did not make them hurt any less. But in spite of everything, she hummed a song from the show as she walked. She was eager to get home. She had news – good news.


She reached her mother’s shoe shop and fumbled her key into the side door that led to the flat above. Upstairs, in the sitting room, there was light and warmth and the table was laid for supper. Her mother and her sister Bet were waiting for her. They always waited up for her to come home after the show, although she’d told them there was no need.


‘Oh, thank goodness for a fire!’ Rose exclaimed, pulling off her coat. ‘It’s freezing out. Talk about brass monkeys!’


‘Now, Rose, language,’ her mother reproved her. ‘Sit down, you look all in. I’ll put the kettle on. I’ve kept your meal hot for you. I managed to get a nice marrow bone from the butcher so I made some soup.’


‘Lovely, Mum.’ Rose sat down at the table. ‘Just what I need.’


Bet wrinkled her nose in disgust. ‘Before the war marrow bone was something we gave to the dog, not something we ate ourselves.’


‘There’s nothing wrong with good marrow-bone soup, my girl,’ her mother said. ‘You wait till they bring in meat rationing, like they’re promising. You’ll be glad to eat it then.’


‘Honestly!’ Bet wailed. ‘What are they trying to do, starve us? Four miserable ounces of butter every week, four ounces of bacon. I can eat that in a day!’


‘Yes, and look what it’s done to your figure!’ Rose could not resist the jibe.


‘That’s what motherhood does for you,’ Bet returned. ‘You wait till you’ve had a couple of kids.’


‘Good audience tonight?’ her mother asked.


‘Packed out. People seem to have made up their minds that the war’s not going to stop them enjoying themselves.’ Rose took a mouthful of soup and decided that this was the moment to broach the subject uppermost in her mind. ‘Actually, I’ve got some news.’


‘What sort of news?’ her mother asked.


‘I’ve been offered a new contract.’


‘Who by? The panto’s closing in a couple of weeks, isn’t it?’


‘Monty Prince. He was at the show tonight and came round afterwards.’


‘But I thought there weren’t going to be any summer shows this year,’ Bet said. ‘Nobody will be going to the seaside for a holiday while the war’s on.’


‘It’s not a summer show. It’s something called Entertainments National Services Association.’


Bet giggled. ‘Blimey, that’s a mouthful.’


Rose laughed in return. ‘I know. I told Monty, that’ll never catch on! Apparently it’s got government backing. I think the idea is to take people’s minds off the war.’


‘He’s not asking you to join up, is he?’ her mother said suspiciously.


‘No, Mum. It’s a civilian outfit, nothing to do with the military.’


‘So where would you be performing? Here, in London?’


‘Oh no, I don’t think so. Monty said we’d probably be touring. But it’s a job, that’s the main thing. I was beginning to be afraid I wouldn’t find anything once the panto closed.’


‘Oh no, Rose.’


Rose looked up from her plate. Her mother was frowning. ‘What?’


‘I don’t want you going off again. Not while there’s a war on.’


‘Oh, don’t be daft, Mum,’ Rose said, smiling. ‘It’s not as if I’m going into the army. What harm can come to me?’


‘You don’t know what might happen. Suppose Hitler starts bombing London like they said he would? We could be bombed out and have to move. Or suppose there’s an invasion? If you were at the other end of the country, how would we ever find each other again? We need to stick together at a time like this.’


‘But there hasn’t been any bombing!’ Rose replied, trying to keep the exasperation out of her voice. ‘There hasn’t been any fighting at all. Everyone’s saying it’s a phoney war. It might all blow over in a month or two.’


‘Well, if it does people will be able to go to the seaside again and the summer shows will start up and you can get a job in one of them.’


‘But suppose it doesn’t? I have to work, Mum!’


‘No, you don’t. There’s a job for you here, helping out in the shop. I can do with an extra hand, now Fanny Carter’s decided to go and live with her sister in the country.’


‘But that’s not a proper job!’ Rose could feel a tide of desperation rising in her throat. ‘I have to dance, Mum! You know that.’


‘That’s all you care about, your blessed dancing!’ her mother grumbled. Her face was creased with anxiety and Rose felt a stab of guilt. ‘I can’t go through it all again, Rose. Not a second time.’


‘Go through what again?’ Rose demanded.


‘What I went through in the first war, waiting every day for a telegram telling me your father had been killed. He came through it, thank God, but he was never the same again, you know that. The gas did for him in the end.’


‘But I’m not going anywhere near the fighting,’ Rose said. ‘You’d have no need to worry.’


‘But I would worry. And what about the shop? I can’t manage on my own.’


‘You’ve got Bet here.’


Her sister looked up from her knitting. ‘Don’t look at me! If the boys come home I’ll be moving back into my own place. I’m thinking of bringing them back. I don’t believe they’re happy where they are. You can’t rely on me.’


I never could! Rose almost answered, but she swallowed the words. She had always suspected that Bet had married at the age of seventeen in order to get away from the monotony of the shop and that now she was jealous of the freedom her younger sister’s career on the stage gave her. Rose looked from her to her mother. Bet’s face was sullen and obstinate; her mother looked ready to cry at any moment. She felt trapped.


She pushed her plate away with a sigh. ‘Look, nothing’s been decided. The show doesn’t close for two weeks and anyway Monty’s got to sort out the rest of the company and find a place to rehearse. He probably won’t be ready to go ahead until next month at the earliest. Let’s wait and see what happens, shall we?’


Her mother’s face cleared. ‘That’s a good girl. I knew you’d see it my way. Things will all work out for the best, you’ll see.’


Rose dropped her eyes to hide the anger in them. She knew her mother’s fears were genuine, but she felt, too, that she was being blackmailed.


‘Oh, by the way …’ Bet rose and took an envelope from the mantelpiece. ‘There’s a letter from your fancy man.’


‘He’s not my fancy man!’ Rose protested, the anger she had been struggling to suppress rising to the surface.


‘Fancies himself, if you ask me,’ Bet replied.


‘No he doesn’t! Just because he’s educated and well spoken you think he’s putting on airs.’


‘Oh, now, Rose,’ her mother put in, ‘you’ve got to admit he’s a bit out of your class.’


‘What’s that got to do with anything?’


‘What do you want with someone stuck up, like him?’ Bet demanded. ‘You should stick to your own kind.’


‘Stuck up! You just can’t bear anyone who isn’t exactly like us. What’s wrong with us all? Why are we afraid of people who are cleverer or better off? It’s not him that’s stuck up! It’s us that’s stuck down!’


As soon as the words were out of her mouth Rose heard how ridiculous they sounded.


Bet giggled. ‘You make us sound like envelopes.’


Rose spluttered into her teacup, torn between laughter and tears of annoyance. ‘Oh, you! I can’t have a serious conversation with you.’


‘Aren’t you going to read your letter, then?’ her mother asked.


Rose fingered the envelope. ‘I’ll read it later. You two get off to bed. You’ve got to be up early for the shop. I’ll wash the dishes.’


When they had said goodnight and gone she slit the envelope. This was the fourth letter she had had from Richard since he had rushed off to join up. The first had informed her that he had joined the South Lancashire Fusiliers, and was undergoing basic training; the second that he was going on embarkation leave prior to leaving for some undisclosed destination; and the third that he was ‘somewhere in France’ but could not tell her more than that.


This letter was no more informative. He was still in the same place, conditions were bad … eighty men sleeping on the floor of a disused factory … The MO came round and said there wasn’t enough ventilation for that many men so they knocked two blooming great holes in the wall. That let the air in all right – and the wind, and the snow! Food was monotonous and only relieved by occasional visits to an estaminet in the local village where the proprietress did a nice line in egg and chips. Nothing was happening and everyone was bored and fed up. The only bright spot had been a pantomime, which he and his company had staged for Christmas. The adjutant found us a piano and there were a couple of chaps who could play a bit but they had no idea about arranging music for the assortment of other instruments we put together. How I longed for dear old Merry! (By the way, I had a letter from him last week. His regiment is still in England but, reading between the lines, I think he’s pretty fed up with army life.) Anyway, we decided to have a go at Aladdin, with me as Abanazer and a young lad with quite a nice light tenor voice and the most amazing legs as the Principal Boy. We had a lot of fun rehearsing and I must say the performance seemed to go down really well. The CO invited some of the local bigwigs but I’m afraid they were totally bemused by the whole thing! The concept of a man dressed up in tights pretending to be a girl pretending to be a man was something beyond their comprehension.


Rose chuckled to herself over that bit, but the letter left her with a feeling of emptiness. He addressed her as my darling Rose and wrote of how much he missed her and longed to be with her, so he hadn’t forgotten after a few months apart, as she had been sure he would. She had convinced herself that, for him, this was just a summer romance. It seemed she had been wrong. She missed him far more than she had ever imagined and was beginning to regret what had been simple common sense at the time. But was he writing to the real Rose, or was it some imaginary ideal he had in his head? Distance makes the heart grow fonder, ran the old adage, but was that a basis for a real relationship?


In bed she tried to envisage his face, but she could not see it clearly. It was his smile that she remembered best, the wide, uninhibited grin of pure pleasure in being alive or the tender, dreamy smile when he looked into her eyes and told her he loved her. She remembered the tea dances at the Palace Hotel in Fairbourne, when their two bodies moved together in perfect harmony, and heard in her imagination the sound of his voice when he sang – powerful as a great river, warm as velvet …


She woke the next morning to a sense of loss, which she was unable to place at once. Was she grieving for Richard, or for the opportunity of a new job, which had been snatched away from her almost as soon as it was offered? It’s not fair! she found herself thinking. It’s not fair! Was she being selfish? She knew her mother had made sacrifices to pay for her dancing lessons. Perhaps she owed it to her to stay at home now the situation was so uncertain. The thought of being cooped up all through the summer in the little flat and the shop below made her almost frantic with frustration. It wasn’t staying in London that she minded, or being with her family. Despite their differences they had always been close. It was not being able to dance that would drive her mad. Nothing gave her so much pleasure as dancing. Ever since she could remember it had been as natural to her as breathing. She sometimes felt that the urge to dance had been woven into her muscles while she was still in the womb; that her nerves were so attuned to the sound of music that at the first notes her limbs automatically began to move to its rhythm. Ballet, tap or modern, waltz, tango, samba or can-can – it made no difference. She loved them all. There was nothing to stop her ignoring her mother’s objections and taking the job, of course. But she remembered her anguished expression and knew she would never forgive herself if anything happened to her or Bet while she was away. She could hope for a job that would allow her to stay in town, but she had combed the pages of Variety for weeks without seeing any hint of auditions for a new show. Monty was her only chance, and it looked as if she was going to have to turn him down.


Coming downstairs to breakfast, she found Bet weeping over a crumpled sheet of notepaper.


‘Bet, what is it?’ she exclaimed, going quickly to put her arm round the plump shoulders.


‘Oh, it’s just me being silly,’ Bet answered. ‘It’s a letter from Billy, that’s all.’


‘Is there something wrong with him?’ Rose asked.


‘No, no. He says everything’s fine. But I hate them being away from me, Rose. I wish I’d never let them be evacuated. There isn’t any danger, after all. It’s more than four months since I’ve seen them and even Billy’s letters don’t sound like him any more.’


‘Let’s see,’ Rose requested, and Bet handed her the letter. It was written on good-quality notepaper and, from the absence of blots and spelling mistakes, Rose had the impression that it had been copied out, perhaps more than once.


Dear Mother,


This is just to let you know that Sam and I are well and happy and to thank you for the presents. We had a good Christmas with plenty of good things to eat, but we missed you and Gran and Aunty Rose, of course. I am back at school now. There are a lot of children in my class, so we only go in the morning or the afternoon because there isn’t room for all of us at once. But when I cannot go to school I do lessons here with Mrs Marshall. Sam sends his love. We hope you are all well. Give my love to Gran and Aunty Rose.


Your loving son,


Billy


Rose laid the letter on the table. ‘You’re right. It doesn’t sound like Billy. He wouldn’t call you “Mother”, would he?’


‘Not when he was living here,’ Bet said, rubbing her eyes with the back of her hand. ‘He’s being taught different ways, Rose. When he comes home he’ll be a stranger.’


‘Or he’s being told what to write,’ Rose said grimly.


Bet stared at her. ‘You mean that Mrs Marshall who’s looking after them won’t let them write what they want?’


‘Well,’ Rose said, ‘I reckon that letter’s been corrected and rewritten, don’t you? Our Billy was never that hot on spelling.’


‘Oh!’ Bet exclaimed. She was silent for a moment, taking in the implications of the situation. ‘Then we wouldn’t know if there was anything wrong, would we? Not if she was telling them what to write.’ Her eyes filled with tears again. ‘Oh, Rose, what are we going to do?’


Rose looked at her sister and the irritation of the previous evening evaporated. Poor old Bet, she hadn’t had much of a life. Two kids by the time she was twenty, in a little two-up, two-down house just round the corner from her mother’s flat. She had never known anything beyond the small corner of south London where she had grown up. ‘We’ll go down there and see them, that’s what,’ she said. ‘And if they’re not happy, we’ll bring them home.’


‘How are we going to get there?’ Bet wailed. ‘It’s right out in the country, miles from anywhere. Oh, I wish I’d learned to drive! Reg wanted to teach me, but I was too scared.’


‘Me too,’ Rose said. ‘You know what, Bet? We’ve depended too much on men, and now they’re not around we’re blooming helpless. We’ve got to learn to stand on our own feet.’


‘That’s all very well to say,’ Bet said miserably, ‘but it doesn’t answer the question.’


‘There must be trains, buses, something!’ Rose exclaimed. ‘Where are they?’


‘Little village called Hawkhurst, down in Kent.’


‘Well, at least it’s not the other end of the country,’ Rose said comfortingly. ‘We’ll go round to Waterloo station and see what we can find out.’


At that moment their mother came running up the stairs from the shop.


‘Hey, girls, guess what!’


‘What?’ they asked simultaneously.


‘The river’s frozen! Mrs Jackson from up the road just came in to tell me.’


‘The Thames?’ Rose said incredulously.


‘Yes! Mrs J says it’s the first time since goodness knows when.’


‘Well,’ Rose said, ‘I told you it was cold last night. I didn’t realise it was that cold!’


‘What’s the matter with you, Bet?’ Mrs Taylor demanded, noticing her elder daughter’s face for the first time. ‘You look like you’d lost half a crown and found sixpence.’


Rose explained. Mrs Taylor nodded emphatically.


‘Right! The sooner you get down there and sort it out the better.’


It turned out that there was a train that would take them as far as Etchingham, a neighbouring village, but as far as they were able to discover the bus service from there to Hawkhurst was infrequent at the best of times and did not run at all on Sundays, the only day when Rose was free. It seemed Bet would have to go on her own.


‘I shan’t know what to say!’ she protested. ‘This Mrs Marshall sounds like a right old dragon. I’ve never been much good at speaking up for myself, not like you, Rose.’


‘Hang on!’ Rose said. ‘I’ve had an idea. I know who might help us out.’


‘Who?’


‘Monty Prince. He’s got a car.’


‘Oh, but we couldn’t ask him, could we? I mean, he doesn’t even know me.’


‘He remembers you from when you came down to see the show. He asked after you and Mum last night. And he’s a really good-hearted man. He gave me his card. I’ll go down to the phone box now and ring him.’


She had not misjudged him. Monty agreed to come over the following Sunday and drive them down to Kent.


Promptly at eleven, the car drew up outside the shop and Rose and Bet climbed in.


‘This is really very good of you, Mr Prince,’ Rose said. ‘You remember my sister Bet?’


‘ ’Course I do.’ Monty twisted in his seat to shake hands with Bet in the back. ‘And call me Monty, please. I’m not the boss now.’


‘How’s Madame?’ Rose asked.


Monty shrugged. ‘Busy, busy. We’re looking after some refugees, relatives from Poland.’


‘I didn’t know you had Polish relations!’ Rose said.


‘Oh, distant, you know, distant. But we Jews have a strong sense of family ties. And some of the stories coming out of the country since the German invasion are very disturbing.’ He turned to Bet. ‘Your old man off in the forces?’


Bet nodded. ‘He was called up early on. They want mechanics, people who can maintain trucks and such.’


‘ ’Course, they would,’ Monty said, nodding as he started the engine. ‘Two million called up this month! It’s starting to feel like the last shambles.’


They drove for a while in silence and then Monty said, ‘You heard anything of the rest of the girls, Rose?’


‘Sally and Lucy are in panto in Croydon,’ Rose told him. ‘Babe is at home, helping her mum and dad. They’ve got a market garden somewhere down in Dorset, you know. And Pam’s working in a munitions factory. I get letters from them all when they can find time to write.’


‘Pam in a munitions factory!’ Monty said. ‘It’s hard to imagine, somehow.’


‘Well,’ Rose said with a grin, ‘she reckons she’s earning better money than she’d ever have made in the theatre. And it said in the paper the other day that women doing war work are demanding equal pay with the men.’


‘Equal pay!’ Monty chortled. ‘Whatever next! Don’t suppose you’ve any idea what happened to Chantal?’


‘None at all,’ Rose said, trying to keep her voice neutral. The less she thought about the company soubrette, who claimed to be the love child of a Scottish aristocrat and a French ladies’ maid, the better for her own peace of mind. There had never been anything definite but she had been aware of the nudges and winks, immediately suppressed when she appeared. She told herself that she had only herself to blame. She had told Richard he must wait until they were more certain of their feelings, so she could hardly blame him for seeking consolation elsewhere. Sally Castle had tried to warn her, but then Sally’s morals were no better then Chantal’s and she had no intention of descending to their level.


The weather was still bitterly cold and as they left the city the roadside hedgerows were stiff with ice. The sky was overcast so there was no glitter or sparkle to the frost. The land was steel grey, as if the fields themselves had been camouflaged for war. Occasionally they had to pull over to allow a long convoy of tanks and trucks to pass, but apart from that there was very little traffic. Petrol for private motoring was in short supply and most people hoarded it for essential journeys.


Monty insisted on buying them both lunch at a pub, so it was early afternoon when they reached their destination. The house where the two boys had been placed turned out to be a mile or so outside the village in a narrow country lane. It was a tall, rather forbidding red-brick building, half hidden behind a thick laurel hedge. Bet was suddenly seized with panic.


‘We ought to have written,’ she murmured. ‘Let them know we were coming.’


‘Well, we’re here now,’ Rose said firmly, ‘and we’re not going home till we’ve seen the boys.’


She marched up the garden path and rang the doorbell. Bet followed hesitantly, with Monty tagging along at a discreet distance. There was a pause long enough for Bet to whisper, ‘Perhaps they’re out.’


Then they heard the sound of movement inside and the door was opened by a gaunt middle-aged woman, whose grey hair was drawn back so tightly into a bun that it appeared to pull the corners of her eyes out of shape.


‘Yes?’ she enquired.


‘Mrs Marshall?’ Rose knew it was no good expecting Bet to take the initiative.


‘Yes.’ The same flat, unwelcoming tone.


‘I’m Rose Taylor. And this is my sister Bet … Mrs Barker. We’ve come to see Billy and Sam.’


For a second the woman’s face remained blank, then her lips stretched in a smile that seemed to have no relationship with the rest of her face.


‘Billy and Sam’s mother! You’d better come in.’ She stepped aside and they moved past her into a dim hallway. ‘This way.’ She opened a door and showed them into the front room, where an aged white-haired man wrapped in a tartan shawl was crouched over the single bar of an electric fire. Rose could understand why, for the room struck her as being scarcely warmer than the street outside.


‘This is my father,’ the woman said. ‘I’m afraid he’s rather deaf. This is Billy and Sam’s mother and aunt, Father,’ she said, raising her voice. ‘They’ve come to visit.’


The old man glanced up and mumbled vaguely, but then relapsed into his former position staring at the fire and took no further notice of their presence.


‘And is this the boys’ grandfather?’ Mrs Marshall enquired, with the brightness of a cracking icicle.


Monty looked slightly embarrassed and Rose said quickly, ‘No. This is Mr Prince, a family friend. He drove us down.’


‘Are the boys here?’ Bet asked timidly.


A strange expression passed over the woman’s face and her eyes darted from one side of the room to the other. ‘No, I’m afraid they’re not. They’re out. What a pity you didn’t let us know you were coming.’


‘Out where?’ Bet asked.


‘They’ve gone out to tea. They were invited … Sunday afternoon, you see …’


Rose said, ‘Perhaps you could give us the address and we could call in. We wouldn’t want to miss seeing them.’


Once again the eyes flickered round the room. ‘Well, it’s a bit difficult. I’m not exactly sure of the address. They were collected, you see … by car. It’s not people I know very well.’


‘You’ve let them go off with people you don’t know, to you don’t know where?’ Rose said.


‘Oh, but they’re quite safe. The people who invited them are very reliable. It’s all arranged through the church, you know. A nice afternoon out for the poor little chaps.’


‘What time will they be back?’ Bet asked.


‘I couldn’t tell for sure … quite late, I should imagine.’


‘We’ll wait,’ Rose said grimly.


Mrs Marshall’s expression was becoming increasingly hunted. ‘I don’t know that that would be a good idea. I mean, there’s no knowing how long they’ll be. They might stay the night.’


Rose’s heart was beating fast and there was a chill sense of foreboding in her stomach. She took a step closer to Mrs Marshall. ‘You don’t actually know where they are, do you?’


The woman stepped back and her nostrils flared. For an instant Rose was reminded of a frightened horse. Then the look of panic was replaced by defiance.


‘No, I don’t. And you know why? Because they’ve run away, the ungrateful little brats! After all we’ve done for them. They arrive here, a couple of dirty little guttersnipes, and I do my best to turn them into decent, well-behaved children with some sense of discipline, and this is what happens.’


For a moment Rose thought Bet was going to faint. The colour had drained out of her face and she took a couple of wavering steps forward. Then a red flush rose from her neck up to her hairline.


‘They’re not dirty! And they’re not guttersnipes! How dare you call them that! What have you done to them, you old witch?’


‘Old witch! Old witch!’ Mrs Marshall was spluttering with fury.


Rose stepped between the two of them. She was not given to displays of temperament. Years of living and working with volatile ‘artistes’ had taught her to avoid confrontations. Now, however, her pacific nature had given way to a cold rage. ‘How long have they been gone?’


Something in her tone seemed to quell the other woman’s bluster. ‘Since this morning. I took them to church, like I always do, and they went into the Sunday school. Then, when the service was over, there was no sign of them. I asked the girl who teaches the Sunday school and she said she hadn’t seen hide nor hair of them. I thought they’d slipped off home but when I got back I found they’d taken their things and disappeared. And what’s more,’ the tone of righteous indignation returned, ‘they’ve stolen food from the larder. Bread, and a whole week’s ration of cheese!’


At this point Monty, who had been standing in the doorway, stepped forward. ‘Have you informed the police?’


‘No. There’s no need to go bothering them. They’ll turn up, soon enough. Once it starts to get dark they’ll be back, looking for a warm bed to sleep in.’


Rose ground her teeth. ‘Well, they won’t be sleeping here, that’s for sure! They wouldn’t run away for no reason. As soon as we find them we’re taking them home.’


‘Taking them home!’ Mrs Marshall exclaimed. ‘At a moment’s notice? You can’t do that!’


‘Oh yes we can,’ Rose retorted.


Mrs Marshall drew herself up and sniffed. ‘Well, I must say, I’ve never known such bad manners! Never a by-your-leave or a please or thank you. But I suppose I should have expected no better.’


‘You can expect a great deal worse when the authorities find out how you’ve let them go wandering off without any attempt to find them,’ Rose replied grimly.


‘Come along, ladies,’ Monty interposed. ‘There’s no point in standing here arguing the toss. Where’s the nearest police station?’


‘Up on the hill, the other side of the village,’ Mrs Marshall said sullenly. ‘But you won’t get much help there. I happen to know Constable Hitchins is fed up to the back teeth with dealing with these refugee children. They’ve been nothing but trouble from the word go.’


Monty turned to leave, taking Bet by the arm.


‘Just a minute,’ Rose said. ‘We need their ration books. Get them, please.’


‘Ration books?’ Mrs Marshall sounded as if she had trouble remembering what the words meant. ‘Oh, well, I’m not sure I can put my hand on them right now.’


‘Oh yes you can,’ Rose said. ‘I don’t mind betting you and your father have been eating their rations and letting them go short. That’s probably why you took them in, in the first place. Now, are you going to find them or do I have to tell the police you’ve stolen them?’


The threat produced the desired effect. Mrs Marshall disappeared into the kitchen and returned with the two little books of coupons. Rose snatched them from her and followed Monty and her sister out to the waiting car.


Since her outburst, Bet had relapsed into shocked silence, and as soon as they reached the car she burst into tears.


Rose put her arms round her. ‘Don’t cry, love! We’ll find them. They’ll be on their way home. They’re probably back at your house by now.’


‘But I’m not there!’ Bet wept. ‘They won’t know where to go.’


‘ ’Course they will. They know where their gran lives, don’t they? They’ll be all right.’


Monty produced a hip flask of brandy from the glove box and after a sip or two Bet became calmer, but Rose could feel her shivering as they drove through the winter dusk.


Mrs Marshall had been right about the attitude of the local constable. He wrote down the boys’ descriptions and grudgingly agreed to circulate them to other forces in the area, but he obviously took the same view as she had, that they would turn up as soon as cold and hunger drove them back. And if they didn’t, his attitude seemed to say, so what? It was two fewer problems for him to deal with.


By the time they left the police station darkness had fallen. ‘I can’t bear to think of them out there in the cold,’ Bet wailed.


‘I’ve told you,’ Rose repeated, ‘they’re probably home by now. We’d best get back and see.’ It was the only course of action she could think of.


They were halfway up Wrotham Hill when the dimmed headlights picked out two diminutive figures trudging along the side of the road.


‘That’s them!’ Bet cried. ‘It is! It’s them!’


Monty brought the car to a standstill a few yards beyond the boys and Bet scrambled out.


‘Billy! Sam! Oh, thank God you’re safe!’


Rose, following her, was horrified to see the two boys draw back, as if frightened. Bet stood still, her arms outstretched. ‘What’s wrong? Don’t you know me? You haven’t forgotten your mum, have you?’


Billy edged away, gripping his little brother by the hand. ‘Have you come to take us back?’


‘Yes, darling, of course I have. Come along.’ Bet moved towards them but they backed farther towards the verge, and Rose saw Billy looking around him as if seeking a way of escape.


‘We’re not going back there!’ he said fiercely. ‘We hate that woman. She hits us. She made Sam sleep in the dog’s kennel.’


‘She what?’ Bet seemed to choke on the words.


Rose stepped in quickly. ‘Your mum means take you home, Billy. We’re not going to take you back to Mrs Marshall.’


Bet’s voice was shaking, but it was not with fear now. ‘Did you say that woman hit you?’


‘Look!’ Billy extended his hand. Monty had joined them, carrying a torch, and by its light they all saw the three red weals that crossed the little boy’s palm.


‘The cow! The cruel bitch! I’ll have the law on her!’ Bet stammered. ‘What was that about sleeping in the dog kennel?’


‘When Sam wet the bed she put him in the kennel and put the dog in his bed.’


‘Oh my God!’ Bet stretched out her arms again. ‘I’m so sorry! My darlings, I’m so sorry. If I’d known what she was like I’d never have let you go.’


Billy was still gazing at her, his small face pinched and pale in the torchlight. ‘She said you didn’t want us. She said you’d sent us away because we were too much trouble.’


‘Oh, the wicked, wicked woman!’ Bet sobbed. ‘It’s not true, Billy. I sent you because I thought you’d be safe from the bombs.’


‘There aren’t any bombs,’ he said woodenly.


‘No, but there might have been. Truly, Billy, I only wanted to do the best for you. Your dad said you’d be better off in the country.’


For a moment they all stared at each other in silence, then Sam broke the tension by throwing himself against his mother’s legs. ‘I want to go home,’ he sobbed. ‘I want to go home.’


‘That’s where we’re going, all of us,’ Rose said. ‘Come on, Billy. Gran will be wondering where we’ve all got to.’


She held out her hand and after a moment the boy took it. Bet reached out an arm to him and a second later he, too, was sobbing against her breast.


In the car, Monty produced a bag of humbugs and soon the boys’ cheeks were bulging. He offered the flask of brandy again and Bet took a large swallow, spluttered and began to giggle hysterically. Rose did not care for spirits, but she took a sip and was grateful for the sense of warmth. She realised for the first time that, like the others, she was shivering with cold.


‘Here, Bet.’ Monty pulled a rug from the boot. ‘You and the kids snuggle up under this.’


Bet settled in the back seat with a boy on either side of her and Monty tucked the rug round the three of them. Rose got into the front seat beside him and pulled her coat closer round her. As they drove towards London she could hear Bet and the boys murmuring together, then the sounds ceased and, looking round, she saw that the children were fast asleep and Bet, too, had her eyes closed.


In the comfortable silence her thoughts turned towards the future, and immediately she felt a pang of guilt. She ought to be thankful that the boys were safe and that Bet had her children back – and she was – but the thought that came immediately into her mind was that now they would all move back to their own home. There was no room for all of them in the flat. That meant that her mother would be left alone, unless she stayed. Now she really was trapped.


As if he had read her mind Monty said, ‘This ENSA group’s coming together nicely. I’ve got Frank and Isabel signed up and I think Sally Castle’s coming on board. It’ll be nice to get the old Follies company together again – those of them that aren’t in the forces, anyway.’


Rose took a deep breath. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Prince. I don’t like letting you down but I’m afraid I’ll have to back out. I can’t leave my mum to cope alone – not while there’s a war on.’





Chapter Two


Guy Merryweather woke in the freezing pre-dawn darkness and eased himself into a sitting position. His chest felt as though someone had clamped a vice around his ribs and every shallow breath was a struggle. He had lived with his asthma long enough to recognise the symptoms, but this was worse than usual. His head throbbed and he was starting to shiver. He huddled the rough blankets around his shoulders and listened to the sound of his own wheezing in the silence of the tiny room. His watch showed 4.30. Somehow he must hang on until reveille. He swallowed a couple of pills and tried to relax. The important thing was not to panic. He had learned that years ago.


Waiting for the dawn, he considered his present situation. It was bleak. He hated the army, with a loathing that deepened with every passing day. When war had been declared he had had every intention of enlisting in the RAF, not with any ambition to fly – he was pretty certain his health would make that impossible, even if he had any aptitude as a pilot, which he doubted. He simply cherished the forlorn hope that if he was in the RAF he might be able to maintain some contact with Felix. He had gone home to Seaford to say goodbye to his father and had discovered to his dismay that the colonel had assumed that his son would enlist in his own old regiment and had started to pull strings accordingly. He was not only determined that Merry should go into the army, but that he should go in as an officer, and Merry had quickly realised that if he demurred and insisted on the RAF instead it would break the old man’s heart. He knew only too well that he was an abiding disappointment to him, with his love of music and the theatre and his complete lack of interest in what his father regarded as proper masculine pursuits. Now he felt he owed it to the old man to try to live up to his expectations. He had given in, Colonel Merryweather had pulled a few more strings, and Merry had been commissioned as a second lieutenant in the Sussex Yeomanry.


How he had survived his initial training was as much a mystery to him as it was to his superior officers. His chest had been in reasonably good condition when he attended the preliminary medical and he had seen no reason to mention his asthma to the harassed medical officer. There had been only a couple of minor attacks in the first months and he had managed to make light of them. But in every other respect he had shown himself to be, as he expected, totally inept. His only talent was marching, where his innate sense of rhythm and coordination made him the delight of his drill sergeant. Everything else about the army filled him with despair.


He hated the innate snobbery of the officers’ mess, where the regular army officers looked down on their enlisted colleagues and those who had been to public schools looked down on the ‘grammar school boys’. He hated the petty rules and regulations, which seemed designed to eradicate every trace of individuality, and the straitjacket of tradition that governed even the simplest forms of behaviour. He hated the philistinism of most of his fellow officers, which made any form of emotional or artistic expression suspect. He could, he supposed, have won a certain degree of facile popularity by sitting down at the piano and playing a few popular songs, but he refused to cheapen himself in that way and preferred to retain an aloof, sardonic independence.


By the time his batman arrived with the morning tea the pills had taken effect and Merry decided that he could cope without bothering the MO. He had a reason for keeping quiet, though it was one that filled him with dread. He knew that that morning they were all scheduled for a cross-country run and that officers were expected to set a good example. He knew, too, that his fellow officers regarded him as a wimp and that the men under him sensed it and were ashamed. He was determined not to let them down.


At breakfast in the mess a stranger in the uniform of a lieutenant colonel was seated beside their own Colonel Hemingway. When they were all present Hemingway tapped his cup with his spoon for silence.


‘I’d like to introduce Colonel Basil Brown from Army Welfare. He’s come with a rather unusual request, so I’ll let him explain.’


Brown got to his feet. ‘It’s quite simple, really. I’m sure all you chaps are well aware that morale can suffer in the present circumstances. I know you’ve all got your work cut out training a lot of raw recruits but with no actual fighting going on you can’t blame the men for getting a bit fed up. The War Office feels that what is needed is something to brighten up their off-duty hours in the way of entertainment. And of course, if the fighting does start, it is going to be even more necessary to provide a little light relief, something to take their minds off the war, perhaps to lift their thoughts to a higher plane. So that’s what I’m here about.’


‘Excuse me, sir,’ someone put in, ‘isn’t that what this ENSA lark is supposed to be about?’


‘To some extent, yes,’ Brown agreed. ‘But the ENSA people are civilians and there are some places where civilians cannot be allowed to go. Areas that are restricted for intelligence reasons, for one thing. The front line, for another. We couldn’t have civilians getting captured and perhaps shot as spies. So we need our very own entertainments unit, manned by service personnel, and I’ve been given the job of putting it together. Now, I know quite a lot of units have put on their own entertainments – Christmas pantos, concerts, that sort of thing – so what I am asking you to do is to pass on to me the names of any men who seem to have a talent in that direction. Some of them may have been professional performers in civvy street. I’m looking for musicians, comedians, singers, jugglers – anybody who can put on an act. I’ll be in the adjutant’s office for the rest of the morning, so if you think of anyone who might be suitable just let me have his name – or better still, send him along to see me.’
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