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About the Book


Identical twins Lily and Rose Flower aren’t from a rich family, but they lead a comfortable life in 1920s Rotherhithe with their mum and dad. The twins are the apple of their parents’ eye, and each other’s best friend. Feisty Rose has a more rebellious nature than her sister, but it’s never before interfered with their closeness.


However, Rose’s secret dissatisfaction with her humdrum lifestyle reaches a head when she meets the rich and handsome Roger. To everyone’s shock, she elopes with him to Gretna Green. The Flowers, devastated by Rose’s betrayal, cast her out of the family.


But then tragedy strikes, with such force that it threatens to bring the Flower family to its knees. Will it be what it takes to finally bring Rose back to the fold and, even then, will it be too late?


I would like to dedicate this book to all my loyal fans who for the past 22 years have written to me and now contact me through my website to tell me how much you enjoy my books. Thank you all. I hope you enjoy this one.


Chapter 1

1926

IDENTICAL TWINS LILY and Rose Flower squealed with delight when their father Ron announced on Saturday evening, the eve of their sixteenth birthday:

‘As your birthday falls on Bank Holiday Sunday this year, me and your mother are taking you to Southend for the day.’

Lily threw her arms round her father’s neck and kissed him loudly on the cheek. ‘Thanks, Dad.’ Treats like this were very few and far between. Although both girls had been working for the past two years, their wages didn’t really help the family budget.

Their mother Amy, a slim, dark-haired woman, was looking at them and smiling. Sixteen: where had all those years gone? She was very proud of her beautiful daughters. They had inherited her colouring and, like her, had wavy dark hair and big brown eyes. She had always dressed them identically till they were fourteen, but when they went out to work they found their own individual styles. Last week, Rose, to her father’s alarm, had had her hair cut in the latest bob. She worked in an office that sold stationery, while Lily worked in a flower shop. She always said she never had the brains to work in an office, but she loved her job. It was a standing joke that Lily Flower worked with flowers.

‘I shall wear my new white cloche hat. What about you, Lil? What will you wear?’ asked Rose, who as soon as she had a few shillings would put them aside to buy new clothes. She was always poring over fashion magazines for the latest styles.

‘I’ve got my old brown one.’

The office Rose worked in had a supervisor, Miss Evans. Rose was always full of what she wore and how she looked. She was forever saying that she wanted to be like her. Lily had seen the woman a few times when she came into the shop, and thought that she was over-made-up and rather rude and bossy, but Rose wouldn’t hear a word against her.

Rose’s voice broke into Lily’s thoughts. ‘I think it’s about time you bought yourself a new hat.’

‘I will when I’ve got the money. Don’t forget, I earn a lot less than you.’

Although outsiders couldn’t tell them apart till Rose cut her hair, the twins themselves knew there were big differences between them. While Lily was shy and the quieter of the two, Rose, the elder by five minutes, was full of life and ambition and longed for excitement.

‘I shall go on the Big Dipper,’ said Rose. ‘What about you, Lil?’

‘Don’t know. I’ll have to see how high it is first.’

Lily looked at her mum, who was busy putting the cloth on the table ready for dinner. Their father was reading the newspaper. They were so lucky they had such wonderful parents. Their father was foreman in a large tea warehouse along by the docks. They weren’t well off but nor were they hard up, not like some of the people that lived round here. Parts of Rotherhithe were very poor, and there were many widows from the war.

The twins had only been four when the war started. With their father away in the army and their mother at work in the biscuit factory, they had spent a lot of time with their neighbour Mrs Perry. Mrs Perry’s husband had been killed at the very beginning of the war, and she had two children. Will was a few years older than the twins, and Rose, like many of the other girls in the road, liked him; he was very good-looking. June, his sister, was about the same age as the girls. The Flowers were lucky: their father had come back from the war with just a leg injury, which had left him with a slight limp. He still had his job at the warehouse, and over the years he had been made foreman and was now in charge. Since the girls had started work, they had been helping out with their wages. Their father said it was to make them realise the value of money. The family lived in a neat two-up and two-down terraced house, and unlike many folks around here, they didn’t seem to want for anything.

Lily followed her mother into the scullery. ‘Thanks ever so much, Mum.’

‘That’s all right. We didn’t know what to get you, so we thought a treat would be good. That way we can all have a nice day. Let’s hope the weather stays dry.’

‘I hope so for Rose’s sake. She’d go mad if her new hat got wet.’

‘Put the knives and forks on the table, there’s a love,’ said her mother, without making a comment about the hat.

Lily did as she was asked.

That night, in their sparse but comfortable bedroom, Rose was sitting on the flowery bed cover that matched their curtains. She was still talking about her new hat. ‘I wish I could have afforded a coat to go with it as well.’

‘You’re always wanting.’

‘I know. But a new coat would be nice.’

‘It might have got dirty on the train, with all the sooty smuts blowing about.’

‘I suppose so. What if me hat gets dirty?’

‘Don’t wear it. Wear an old one. Besides, it might blow off on the seafront.’

‘Don’t say that.’ Rose moved over the table that served as a dressing table and looked in the mirror that sat on top. ‘I’d die if I lost it; it cost me two and eleven. I was hoping Mum and Dad would give us some money for our birthday.’

‘Why? We earn enough. Besides, it’ll be nice for them to go out with us. They don’t go out that much.’

‘S’pose so. But I’ve seen a coat I’d like in Pecrys.’ She patted the back of her hair. ‘I really like my new hairdo. You should get yours cut.’

‘Don’t know.’

‘I’ll have to save up and buy that coat.’ Rose turned to face her sister. ‘Or maybe I’ll get it on the never-never.’

‘You can’t do that!’

‘Why not?’

‘Because Mum and Dad don’t approve of things bought weekly.’

‘They won’t know. I don’t get it till I’ve paid for it, and that way I won’t lose it. I’d die if they sold it. Miss Evans has got one like it; well, not really, hers looks ever so expensive.’

‘Is it such a big thing? One coat?’

‘Oh Lil. It’s really smashing – navy with a fur collar – and it’ll look ever so good with me new hat.’

Lily smiled to herself. She had heard this all before when Rose wanted something, and she knew her sister wouldn’t rest till she got this new coat.

The following morning, there was great excitement in the Flower household.

‘Where’s Dad?’ asked Lily.

‘Out in the lav,’ said her mother.

‘Look, Mum, we’ve got each other the same card again,’ said Lily, looking at their birthday cards. These past few years when the girls bought each other cards they were always the same.

‘And I expect you’ve bought each other the same present,’ said her mother as she parcelled up the sandwiches she’d been busy making.

Rose tore open the package her sister had given her and began laughing. ‘Now how did you know I wanted a scarf?’

Lily was also laughing as she opened her present from her sister. ‘And how did you know I wanted one as well?’

They hugged each other.

‘Will we ever stop thinking alike?’ asked Rose.

‘I don’t know,’ said their mother.

‘Well I hope so,’ said Rose. ‘What if we both like the same boy?’

‘You’d better hope he’s one of twins,’ said Amy with a smile.

‘Right, are you girls nearly ready?’ asked their father as he walked back into the kitchen.

‘Yes, Dad,’ they said together.

‘Well let’s be off, then.’

The crowds at Fenchurch Street station were unbelievable.

‘Stay close together,’ said Ron Flower as the train puffed its way into the station. ‘Don’t want to lose you.’

‘Mum, will you tell Dad to stop fussing. We’re not little kids any more,’ said Rose as they made their way through the crowds and on to the platform.

‘He can’t help being protective,’ came back the answer.

‘I know, but he does still treat us like children,’ said Rose, smiling at a smart-looking gent.

‘Rose, for goodness’ sake shut up,’ said Lily. ‘Just get on the train.’

As the train chugged and clanked its way out of the station and they moved along the corridor looking for seats, Rose whispered to her sister, ‘I would have preferred the money for a new coat.’

Lily elbowed her in the ribs and said fiercely, ‘Stop moaning.’ She was getting a little tired of Rose’s complaints.

Children were running up and down the corridor screaming with excitement. Going to Southend for the day was a great outing for many Londoners, including Lily.

‘What we got in our sandwiches?’ she asked her mother.

‘Some ham and some cheese. That all right?’

‘Sounds lovely to me,’ said Ron, patting her hand.

Rose, sitting opposite her parents, was gazing out of the window. They had left London behind and were now rushing past green fields. How she would love to live somewhere like this. She hated the dirt and the crowded houses in Rotherhithe.

One of the kids who was sharing the carriage with them came over to the window and grabbed hold of the leather strap that held it closed. As he pulled it down, the window dropped open.

‘Oi!’ yelled Rose as soot flew into the carriage. ‘Get away, you little devil.’

‘Billy, come and sit down,’ said the boy’s mother. Rose glared at her.

Specks of soot had landed on Rose, and the more she tried to brush it from her coat, the dirtier it became.

‘Some people want to keep their kids under control,’ she muttered.

The woman grabbed the boy by the hand and left the carriage.

‘Rose, you’ve got some on your face,’ said Lily.

Rose rubbed her face, causing the soot to spread. Lily laughed.

‘Stop doing that, you’re making it worse. Here, let me.’ She took her sister’s handkerchief and said, ‘Spit on this.’ Rose did as she asked, and Lily carefully dabbed the soot away.

Their father smiled at such a loving gesture.

The family had had a wonderful day, and as they settled back on the train home, they began to reflect on the things they’d done.

‘That was really good on those bumper cars,’ said their father. ‘I felt as if I was driving a proper car. I’ll have to think about getting one, one day.’

Amy Flower looked at him and grinned. ‘If you’ve got that kind of money, we’ll have a new three-piece first.’

‘I knew you’d say that. Did you enjoy yourself, Rose?’

‘Yes I did.’

‘What about you, Lil?’

‘It was a lovely day. Thank you, Dad.’

‘That feller on the rifle range was rather good-looking, wasn’t he?’ said Rose.

‘Yes, he was,’ said Lily, as she settled back and wondered what this next year had in store for them all.


Chapter 2

1928

‘GOOD NIGHT, MISS Tucker,’ called Lily Flower as she left the shop.

‘Good night, Lily,’ came the reply. ‘See you in the morning.’

As Lily walked home, her thoughts were full of her twin sister Rose and the continuing arguments at home. Next week, on Wednesday, the fourth of April, they would turn eighteen. How they seemed to have grown up and apart in the past two years. If only Rose wouldn’t wear so much make-up! It wasn’t that Lily herself disapproved – after all, her sister could do what she liked – but why did she have to make Dad so angry when she could easily wipe it off before she got home? Lily knew there would be more rows tonight when Rose came in. Dad wasn’t an unreasonable man, but it seemed that her sister went out of her way to upset him. All her life Rose had liked her own way and done what she wanted to do, but she always wanted more.

As Lily walked down Enfield Road towards number twenty-two, she casually glanced at the row of terraced houses. She had lived here in Rotherhithe all her life. She knew most of their neighbours and had played in the street with the other kids. She smiled to herself remembering how all the girls had loved Will Perry, who’d lived at the end of the road. They would wander past his house and hope that he’d come out. He was tall, and so good-looking. Lily would grin when Rose used to tell her that she was going to marry Will one day. The family had moved away a few years ago.

From the outside, all these houses were alike. They had two bedrooms upstairs and two rooms downstairs, with a scullery at the back and a lav in the yard. The bath and the meat safe hung on the outside wall, and underneath was the mangle with its big wooden rollers and a handle that was hard to turn. It was only the state of the front steps, or the torn and grubby lace curtains at dirty windows, that told you what kind of people lived there. The Flowers’ next-door neighbour, Mrs Brown, was a miserable old lady, a widow, who complained about everything and sat all day at her window watching people come and go. The kids used to call her names and poke their tongues out at her. She would shout and complain to their mothers when they walked past. Somehow she knew everybody’s business, and most people tried to avoid her when she stood at her front door. Other houses held two or more families and were very overcrowded.

Lily pulled out the key that hung on a string behind the letter box and opened the front door.

‘Hello, Mum. All right?’ she asked as she walked into the kitchen.

Her mother was putting the knives and forks on the table. She smiled when her daughter came into the room. ‘Fine. Everything all right with you, love?’

‘Yes thanks.’ Lily took off her brown cloche hat and, looking in the mirror that hung over the fireplace, patted her short dark hair. She too had come round to having the fashionable look. ‘What we got for tea?’

‘I’ve made a nice steak and kidney pie.’

‘Lovely. I’ll just go and hang me coat up.’ Lily went into the passage and hung her brown coat on one of the hooks that lined the wall.

‘I do hope Rose don’t come in with all that make-up on. She knows how much it upsets your father,’ said Amy when her daughter walked back into the kitchen.

‘I know. Sometimes I think she does it on purpose.’

‘And if her skirts get any shorter, they’ll be indecent.’

‘I think she just tries to be like the women she works with.’

‘Well I can’t say I approve.’

Lily didn’t answer, and when she heard the front door slam, she knew that Rose was home.

‘Hello, Mum, Lil,’ said Rose, giving her sister a nod and putting a thick brown paper carrier bag on the table.

‘You’re late, where you been? And what have you got there?’ asked her mother.

‘Bin collecting me new coat.’

‘What, another one? You’ve not long had that one,’ said her mother, pointing to the coat Rose was wearing.

‘This thing’s a couple of years old now.’

‘So how did you afford it?’

‘I’ve been paying for it at Pecrys. It’s taken me weeks.’

‘What? You know your father doesn’t approve of buying things like that. How much did it cost?’

Rose didn’t answer her mother as she took off her old coat and threw it on one of the armchairs that stood either side of the fireplace. ‘What d’you think?’ She took a beige coat from the bag and put it on. It had a lovely thick, rich-looking fur collar. ‘Well, what d’you think?’ she asked again. ‘Goes well with this hat and me shoes, don’t you think?’ Still wearing her brown cloche hat, she strutted round the kitchen. ‘The collar comes off, so I can wear it in the summer.’

‘It’s very nice,’ said her mother.

‘As I said, I’ve been paying it off at Pecrys.’

‘What did it cost?’ her mother asked again.

‘Not that much. Besides, paying for it weekly is a good way of saving. D’you like it, Lil?’

‘It’s very nice.’ Lily could tell by the look of it that it must have cost at least a guinea.

‘I needed a new one for when I go out with the girls from work again.’ Rose winked at her sister and glanced in the mirror, running her finger over her bright red lips.

‘Why don’t you take some of that off?’ said her mother, taking the carrier bag from the table and placing it on the armchair.

‘Because I don’t want to. I like being modern and fashionable.’ Rose smoothed down her beige dress. It had the latest dropped waist, with a large navy bow at the hip. Her shoes were navy too, very fashionable T-bar winkle-pickers. Everything about Rose was chic and up to date. ‘Besides,’ she said with a pout, ‘I earn a good wage and can do as I like.’

‘Not till you’re twenty-one you can’t.’

‘You’re as bad as Dad. Just let me be meself.’ She picked up her coat and stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind her.

Lily went to follow her.

‘Leave her,’ said Amy. ‘Your father will be home in a little while. I don’t want any more arguments. Did you know she was buying a new coat?’

‘No, I didn’t. She don’t tell me everything these days.’ Lily took the condiments from the large dresser that lined the wall next to the fireplace and placed them on the table.

‘Life was so much easier when you were little and I could dress you both the same,’ said her mother. ‘I was so proud of you. And the fact that nobody could tell you apart in those days.’

‘We’re grown-ups now, Mum; we like to be independent.’

‘I know, more’s the pity. Although Rose always liked to be different even when she was little. Look how she cut her hair when she was only five. Said she didn’t like ringlets and looking like you. I thought your father would go mad. He was always so proud of you both.’

Lily remembered the row that had created, and how Rose had had to be taken to the hairdresser’s to get it cut properly.

Her mother had a wistful look in her eyes. ‘I remember that whenever we walked along with you two in the big bassinet, your dad would be grinning from ear to ear when people came up to us and commented on how lovely you were.’

‘Well we’re all grown up now,’ said Lily.

‘Yes, and grown into lovely young ladies.’

Lily went into the yard and sat on the seat that ran under the scullery window. She smiled to herself as her thoughts went back to the days when they’d laughed, giggled and played together. They had had such a happy childhood, even though Rose had always bossed her around, telling her that as she was the oldest and the cleverest, she had to be the teacher if they played schools, or the nurse if they played hospitals.

It was when they started work that Rose began to really change. Most of the women in her office were older and sophisticated and wore nice clothes. Lily often saw them when they came into the flower shop. She loved her job; working with flowers was so rewarding. At first the women from Rose’s office could tell they were twins as they were so alike, but it wasn’t long before Rose became more like them, with her lovely brown hair bobbed, and when she started to wear thick make-up, that was when the rows started. Lily could understand her mother’s feelings; she didn’t want them to grow up. Their father was even worse. They knew all about his younger sister Ann and how she used to behave, always out with different men. When she went off with a man who was married and a lot older than her, that caused a big scandal. He left his wife with two children, and when they suddenly moved away, there was talk that they had finished up in the workhouse.

Rose said she thought that story was a bit far-fetched, but as Ann wasn’t around now, it was hard to dispute. Because of what had happened in the past, though, Ron Flower always said that any bloke who wanted to take his girls out had to be the best around. He was a good man and very protective. In the past year, Rose had met plenty of blokes, but she never brought them home. Tom was the latest one she talked about, and probably the reason why she’d bought the coat, though Lily doubted he was worth the expense. When they went out, Rose always tried to play the vamp like they’d seen in films; once she even tried to smoke a cigarette in a long holder. Lily told her she looked silly, but that didn’t stop her; she just wanted to be grown up and look sophisticated. Their father would have forty fits if he ever saw her.

‘What you doing out here?’ asked Rose as she came into the yard.

‘Nothing.’

‘I’ve just got ter go to the lav, be out in a minute.’

Lily loved her sister, but wished she could be a little more diplomatic. Why did she always strive to be different? Was it because she was a twin and wanted to be her own person? If that was the case, she was being very silly. Lily could hear her mother calling.

‘Mum’s calling,’ she shouted to the closed lav door. ‘Dinner’s on the table. And Rose, Dad’s home, so please wipe some of that make-up off.’

There was no reply.

Rose sat in the lav, pouting. ‘If I want to wear make-up, I will,’ she said out loud.

‘Hurry up, Rose,’ shouted her father.

‘Just a minute.’

When she opened the door, her father looked at her but didn’t say a word as he went in.

It was very quiet during dinner. When they had finished, Ron Flower picked up Rose’s cup. ‘This is disgusting,’ he said, showing her the bright red lipstick mark all around the rim. ‘Go and wash it off.’

Rose picked up the cup and went into the scullery.

‘Ron, please don’t make such a fuss,’ begged Amy.

‘You know what she’s like. She only does it to annoy you.’

‘Well she does that all right.’

In the scullery, Rose grinned to herself as she washed the cup. She knew that soon she would be able to do everything she wanted, and nobody was going to stop her.


Chapter 3

THE FOLLOWING MONDAY morning, Rose was sitting at her desk when her supervisor Miss Evans walked in. ‘Good morning, girls.’

‘Good morning, Miss Evans,’ they all answered.

Nora Evans was tall and slim, her dark hair cut in a short style that framed her face. She was always very smart and fashionable. Rose admired everything about her, and wanted to look as sophisticated as she did. She knew Miss Evans liked her, as she was always very friendly, insisting that Rose call her Nora on the odd occasion she invited her out for lunch.

‘Did you have a nice weekend?’ asked Miss Evans, coming across to Rose.

‘Yes thank you. Did you?’

‘Wonderful. We must go out for lunch today and I can tell you all about it.’

Rose beamed.

‘See you in my office at one.’

‘Thank you,’ said Rose, still smiling.

When Miss Evans had left the room, Betty James looked up from her typewriter and asked, ‘What have you got that she’s interested in?’

‘She just likes good company,’ said Rose, adding with a grin, ‘And intelligent conversation.’

‘Ooh. Hark at her,’ said Molly Parker, another of the young women who worked in the office.

Rose went to the filing cabinet. She knew that one of the reasons she got on so well with her supervisor was because she never complained about any job she was given. She always tried to look smart, and as well-dressed as her budget would allow. She finished her filing and closed the drawer. Going back to her seat, she smiled to herself. She knew that one way or another, this was how she was going to get on.

‘So your father made a fuss about the amount of make-up you wear?’

Rose had finished telling Nora Evans about her weekend.

‘I’m surprised you stay there. If my father treated me like that, I’d leave home.’

Rose looked surprised. ‘He’s not that bad. He doesn’t hit me or anything like that.’

‘Good God, I should hope not. This is 1928, not the dark ages. Even so, I wouldn’t let anyone tell me what to do.’

Rose envied Nora. She knew that she had her own flat and was very independent. She always looked immaculate, and she seemed to meet the right people. Rose would listen almost open-mouthed when she spoke of some of the places she had been to. Although she was quite a few years older – Rose guessed she was in her late twenties – she had known what she wanted in life as soon as she started work.

‘Look, I’m going to a party up West this Saturday. Why don’t you come with me? You can stay at my place on Saturday night. There’s only a sofa for you to sleep on, but I can guarantee you’ll have a good time.’

Rose stopped cutting her sandwich in half and looked at Nora. ‘Do you mean it? Would you really take me with you?’

‘Why not? I think it’s about time you got out and saw the world. Besides, you look as if you like a good time.’

Rose giggled. ‘I love having a good time and I would love to go out with you.’

‘Right, that’s settled. Bring your best frock and shoes and come to my flat about seven. I’ll write my address down. The tube stop’s quite near.’

Rose was very excited. She was going out with the sophisticated Nora Evans and staying at her flat all night. Now all she had to do was get round her mum, who then, hopefully, would get round her dad.

On her way home, Rose’s thoughts were on the coming weekend with Nora. She couldn’t believe the older girl wanted to take her to this party. Her biggest problem was what she would wear. Although she had some nice clothes, nothing matched Nora’s. If only she hadn’t spent so much on that coat, she could have been paying off for a really nice silky frock and sparkly shoes. She looked out of the bus window and suddenly felt miserable. This could be the best weekend ever and she didn’t have the right clothes. She was desperately hoping that her father would give her money for her birthday. If she could borrow some from Lil, then with her wages, she might just about scrape enough together to get a new frock. That thought cheered her up a little.

That night, Lily was in bed reading a magazine while Rose sat looking in the mirror and combing her hair. All their lives the girls had loved being in their room. They could talk and giggle without being told to be quiet or to stop being silly. They felt safe and happy in here.

‘Lil, do you know what Mum and Dad are giving us for our birthday?’

‘No idea. Why?’

‘I was wondering if you could find out.’

Lily put the magazine down. ‘Why?’ she asked again.

Rose turned round. ‘Nora’s invited me to a party on Saturday, and I was thinking that if Dad gave us some money and I borrowed some off you, I could get a new frock.’

‘What?’

‘Shh, keep your voice down.’

‘There’s plenty of frocks in there.’ Lily pointed to the wardrobe.

‘I know. But I fancy a new one.’

‘Sorry, but I ain’t going to ask Dad what he’s giving us.’

‘Could you just ask Mum?’

‘No. And I’m not lending you any either. Look how long it took for you to pay me back the last time. Besides, you earn a lot more than me.’ She picked up her magazine again.

‘But you got it in the end.’ Rose came and sat on her sister’s bed. ‘Please. This is very important. It’s a very posh party.’

‘Well you’ll just have to make do.’

‘You know, you can be very annoying at times.’

‘Thanks.’

‘I’m going to stay the night with Nora and I want to look really good.’

‘What? Does Mum know you’re staying out all night?’

‘Not yet.’

‘I always get the feeling that Nora looks down her nose at me when she comes into the shop.’

‘I shouldn’t think so. She’s very nice.’

‘Looks a bit out of your league.’

‘Well she’s not. She’s older than me, and . . .’ Rose stopped. She didn’t want to say ‘a lot wiser and more experienced’ in case her sister got the wrong impression.

‘Do her mum and dad know you’re going to stay with them?’

‘She don’t live with her parents. She’s got her own flat.’

‘And you’re going to stay there?’

Rose nodded.

‘Who does she live with?’

‘She lives alone.’

‘That’s what she tells you. Is she giving the party?’

‘No.’

‘So where is it?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Oh Rose. You could be going off into some den of iniquity.’

Rose laughed. ‘You read too many novels.’

‘Well it all sounds a bit sleazy to me.’

‘Nora is just a nice person who wants me to go with her to a party.’

‘But why?’

‘Does there have to be a reason?’

‘I would think so.’

Rose didn’t like to say that Nora had felt sorry for her being held back by her father. ‘As I said, she’s just a nice person.’ She put the light out and climbed into bed.

Lily lay thinking about her sister going off to a party on her own. She didn’t care much for what she’d seen of Nora. The older woman also seemed to have plenty of money, and she lived alone. Did she earn all that at the office? She could hear Rose sighing. What would her mum and dad say when they learnt about the weekend? Please, not more arguments.

‘Happy birthday, girls,’ said their mother on Wednesday morning when she walked into the kitchen.

‘Thanks, Mum,’ they said together.

‘Here’s your cards.’

Rose opened hers eagerly and was disappointed when there wasn’t any money inside.

‘You’ll get your present tonight when we all sit down together.’

‘Thanks. It’s very pretty.’

Lily gave her mother a kiss. ‘Thanks, Mum.’

‘Mum,’ said Rose in her little-girl voice, the voice they all knew she used when she wanted something.

Her mother looked up from pouring out tea for Lily.

‘Yes?’

‘I was just wondering what you and Dad are getting us for our birthday.’

‘You know we always wait till the evening, when we’re all together.’

‘I’d be just as happy with money.’

‘I bet you would. What about you, Lily? What would you like?’

Lily almost dropped the cup she was holding. She hadn’t expected her mother to ask her opinion. ‘I don’t know.’

Rose glared at her.

‘As I said, you’ll just have to wait and see. Now come on, look at the time, both of you. You’ll be late for work.’

When they left the house Rose said. ‘Thanks a lot.’

‘What for?’

‘For nothing. By the way, thank you for my hankies.’

‘And for mine. At least they’ve got different initials in the corner.’ As usual, they had bought each other the same card and present. ‘Here’s your bus.’

Lily watched her sister get on the bus, then set off for the flower shop. The rest of today was going to be very interesting. Would Rose get what she wanted and be able to go off with Nora?


Chapter 4

‘HAPPY BIRTHDAY, LILY,’ said Miss Tucker when she arrived at the shop.

‘Thank you.’

‘I’d like you to start sorting out the flowers we shall need for the bridal bouquets, and also those for the tables at the big office do this weekend.’

‘Thank you.’ Lily loved helping to arrange the flowers for weddings; it was a much happier task than making wreaths. She could dream about the bouquet she would have for her wedding one day. There would be white roses and sweet-smelling lavender. She gave a sigh. She hadn’t even got a boyfriend, so her dreaming was just a waste of time, but she loved it when men came into the shop and asked her advice on what flowers to buy their wives, girlfriends or mothers. She hoped she always helped them make the right choice.

‘Happy birthday, Miss Flower,’ said Miss Evans when she walked into the office. They were always very businesslike during office hours. ‘Here’s a little something for you.’ She handed Rose a neatly wrapped parcel and a card.

‘Thank you.’ Rose could feel herself blushing. She had never expected Nora to remember that it was her birthday.

‘Is it your birthday?’ asked Betty James.

‘Yes, it is.’

‘Happy birthday,’ said Betty and Molly together.

‘Thank you.’

‘Go on, open your present,’ said Molly.

Rose looked at Nora, who was smiling. She very carefully undid the ribbon and unwrapped the small box. ‘Oh. This is lovely. Thank you. I’ve always wanted a cameo brooch, but you shouldn’t be giving me such a beautiful present.’

‘I thought you’d like it.’

‘Thank you. Thank you so much,’ said Rose again.

Molly and Betty came over to Rose’s desk and peered over her shoulder.

‘That’s very nice,’ said Molly, and went back to her desk. Rose knew there would be some comments when Nora left the room.

‘Now girls, we need to get these invoices out today, so I expect you all to work through your lunch hour.’

There were groans from Molly and Betty, but Rose just smiled. She was happy to do anything Nora asked.

That evening, Rose arrived home before her sister, full of anticipation. She took her brooch from her bag. ‘Look what Miss Evans gave me,’ she said, holding the box out to her mother.

‘Rose, that is really nice. She must think a lot of you to give you something like that.’

‘Yes, she does.’ Rose started to help her mother set the table. ‘And she’s asked me to go out with her one evening.’ She thought she would introduce the subject gradually.

‘That’s nice of her. Hello, love,’ said Amy as her husband walked in. She held her face up for a kiss.

‘Hello, Dad,’ said Rose sweetly, planting a kiss on his cheek. She’d wiped off her lipstick before she got home. There was no way she was going to start an argument tonight.

‘Happy birthday, love,’ he said, holding her close.

‘Thanks, Dad.’

‘Lily not home yet?’ he asked.

‘No, she said she might be a bit late as she was helping getting the flowers sorted for some office do and a wedding they’re doing this weekend,’ said Amy. ‘Sit yourself down, Ron, and I’ll pour you a cup of tea. Rose, show your dad what Miss Evans gave you.’

‘Thanks, love,’ he said, sitting in his armchair and taking off his boots. ‘Been really busy today. Those warehouses are stacked to the rafters. I dread to think what would happen if there was a flood or something.’

‘There’d be an awful lot of tea leaves blocking the drains,’ said Rose.

Her dad grinned. ‘I would say so. This is very nice,’ he said, looking at the brooch.

‘Yes, it is.’ Rose took it from him and put it on the mantelpiece. ‘I’ll just leave it there till Lil gets home so that I can show her.’

Amy smiled at them both. She was always happy when her family were agreeable. If only it could always be like this. But their girls were growing into lovely young women and would soon want to do things their own way. She looked at Rose. She already wanted to do her own thing, but thank goodness tonight she was showing a bit of common sense.

The door burst open. ‘Sorry I’m late,’ said Lily. She was clutching a lovely bouquet of flowers.

‘Don’t worry, I thought you might be, so I haven’t started to dish up the dinner just yet.’

‘Thanks, Mum. D’you like my flowers?’

‘They’re lovely.’

‘Miss Tucker gave me them for me birthday.’

‘I’ll get a vase. You two girls are very lucky to have such good bosses. Rose, show Lily what you got today,’ said Amy, beaming. She felt as though she was overflowing with happiness.

Rose proudly handed over her present.

‘This is lovely,’ said Lily.

‘Happy birthday, little sister.’ Rose gave her a hug.

‘And a happy birthday to you,’ said Lily.

Both were full of anticipation as to what their parents had got them.

‘I wish Dad would tell us what he’s giving us,’ said Rose when she and Lily were sitting outside waiting for their dinner to be dished up. ‘He can be so annoying at times.’

‘When are you going to tell Mum and Dad that you’re staying out all night on Saturday?’

Rose shrugged. Deep down she knew this would start another argument. Why did their father have to be so protective? She was old enough to look after herself. No wonder his sister had gone off with some bloke if he carried on at her like this. ‘If it is money, please, Lil, please lend me some, just enough to make up the shortfall.’

‘I told you, no. Besides, how do you know how much you’ll need?’

‘I’ve seen this lovely frock in Madam Tina’s shop.’

‘What?’

‘Shh. Keep your voice down.’

‘Rose, be sensible. All her stuff is ever so expensive.’

‘I know. But it’s really nice: it’s blue and shimmery with a petal hem, and I could wear my beige shoes with it.’

‘I said no.’

Rose stood up. ‘Thanks, but don’t ever ask me for a favour.’

‘I won’t.’ Lily watched her sister walk away. She knew deep down that she would end up giving her some money on Saturday.

While the girls were doing the washing-up after dinner, Rose said, ‘Dad’s certainly making us wait for our present. I wonder what it’ll be.’

‘No idea.’

‘He don’t normally make us hang about for so long.’

‘It must be something very special.’ Lily put the last plate on the draining board and wiped her hands on the striped roller towel that hung behind the scullery door. Then she took the kettle from the stove and began to make a pot of tea, while Rose put the crocks away and laid the tea things out on a tray. They had been doing this for years. It was part of the evening ritual.

Rose carried the tray into the kitchen and placed it on the table. Then she began to pour the tea.

‘Right, girls,’ said their father. ‘I expect you’re wondering what we’ve got you for your present.’

Rose and Lily sat quietly listening.

‘Don’t look so worried. I ain’t gonna take you to Southend again.’

Rose gave a sigh of relief.

‘We thought that on Saturday we would all go up West and have a bite to eat, then go and see that film everyone’s talking about. You know, The Jazz Singer.’

Lily looked at Rose, who had gone pale.

‘So?’ said their father, smiling. ‘What d’you say?’

‘You don’t look very pleased about it, Rose,’ their mother said.

‘It’s a bit of a shock.’

‘Well I wouldn’t call it a shock,’ said their father.

‘Did you have something else planned for Saturday, Rose?’ asked her mother.

Lily gave her sister a withering look.

‘No. No I haven’t,’ Rose said quickly. She knew that if she told her parents about her arrangements, it would mean more rows, and she wasn’t prepared to upset them in case they didn’t give her permission to stay out all night in the future.

‘I thought it would be a nice change to do something together,’ said their father. ‘You don’t have to come if you don’t want to, but me and your mother would like to see this film, and we thought we could use your birthday as an excuse and all go together.’
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