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CHAPTER 1


2.15 p.m., Sunday August 9th 1942


Pip Sinclair was just going outside with a bucket of warm water when she saw her neighbour from two doors down hurrying along the alleyway that ran behind their houses. She was about to call out to her, but something made her hold back.


Lillian Harris looked very smart in a new spotted pinafore frock with dark blue contrast at the neck and sleeves. Pip remembered seeing the material. The dress was made from two others, both of which Lillian had bought in a jumble sale, but you’d never know. How clever.


Her daughter, Flora, was also there, and was dressed up too. But when Pip saw Lillian glancing around furtively, she pressed herself against the shed door. She couldn’t explain why, but she felt like she was witnessing something she shouldn’t. Lillian hurried her little girl along and crossed the road for the bus stop. Pip frowned. Where were they off to, and why all the secrecy?


Pip reached the tin bath on the grass and tipped the water inside. Hazel jumped up and down gleefully. At four years old, having a pretend swimming pool in the back garden was very exciting. Six-year-old Georgie was more philosophical, but he was already putting his toy boats in the water as Pip swirled it round to make sure the temperature was even.


It was a lovely warm day, and under normal circumstances, Pip would have taken her children down to the beach. It was only ten minutes’ walk away, but ever since 1939 the shoreline had been covered in sea defences. Barbed wire, concrete blocks and pillboxes had replaced the donkey rides, deckchairs and ice-cream kiosks. Worthing was on the front line as far as an enemy invasion was concerned.


The children began to squabble.


‘Now listen, you two,’ said Pip firmly. ‘If you’re going to argue, I shall tip the water out and we’ll all go inside.’


‘But she’s—’ Georgie began. His mother raised a finger and gave him a stern look, so he turned back to his game murmuring, ‘It’s not fair.’


Pip got herself a cup of tea and sat in Peter’s old deckchair to relax. Usually she had several other children to look after while their mothers were at work, but not today. It was nice to have her own children to herself for a change. Her thoughts drifted towards her husband. He was somewhere in the Far East. She wondered what he was doing. It would be a darned sight hotter out there than here, and he didn’t much like the heat. Poor old Peter. He’d be the colour of a lobster by now. She leaned back and closed her eyes. Where on earth was Lillian off to?


3 p.m.


As soon as they jumped off the bus, they turned the corner and Lillian saw him. Her heart skipped a beat. He was leaning against a tree smoking a cigarette. His Canadian uniform was the same as worn by most of the world’s armies: khaki jacket, cut short at the waist, with slip-on shoulder titles, pleated breast pockets and a field service cap worn rakishly over to one side. It was designed with practicality in mind, but it also made him look really handsome.


She squeezed her daughter’s hand and walked boldly on.


‘Are we nearly there, Mummy?’ asked Flora, but her mother, distracted, could only answer with, ‘Umm?’


It was a glorious day. It was hard to believe that the country had already been at war for three long years. Lillian felt a tinge of guilt. She must be mad. She really shouldn’t be doing this, but life was hard. It was also very dull. She felt old before her time. It was ages since a man had even noticed her, let alone paid her a compliment. Then he’d come along. She worked hard all day ‘doing her bit’, so why shouldn’t she get out and enjoy herself? She was still only nineteen, for goodness’ sake.


All at once he turned slightly and saw them. ‘Hey, you came,’ he said with a lazy smile.


She hesitated, chewing her bottom lip anxiously.


Flora looked up at her. ‘Is that man my daddy, Mummy?’


Lillian let slip a nervous laugh. How could she explain this to a three-year-old? Flora hardly knew her father. He’d been called up just days before she was born, and he’d only seen her a few times when he came home on leave before he was sent overseas. ‘No,’ she said, ‘this isn’t your daddy.’ And looking the Canadian straight in the eye, she added, ‘Uncle Woody is a friend.’


Woody crouched down to the child’s level. ‘You must be Flora,’ he said, holding out his hand. ‘With all those lovely golden curls, you can only be a princess. I’m very pleased to meet you.’


The child grinned and then glanced up at her mother for approval. Lillian nodded and the little girl shook Woody’s hand. As he rose to his feet, Woody stuck out his elbow and Lillian threaded her arm through his. Then they turned towards the Ilex Way (her suggestion) and began their stroll.


They had agreed to meet in Goring because Lillian was concerned that people might recognize her in Worthing and she was anxious not to be the subject of idle gossip; after all, she was a married woman, and he was a stranger, a long way from his home. They might not be able to recall where they’d seen her (who remembers a railway porter, anyway?), but she didn’t want anything getting back to her mother. Dorcas had strong views on the sanctity of marriage. And besides, it had taken Lillian a long time to find war work that suited her. She liked her platform duties at Worthing and didn’t want to risk being given the sack.


Lillian had lived with her mother all her life. She’d never even left home when she and Gordon got married. They couldn’t afford the rent on a place of their own, and now that his army pay had been reduced, it was well-nigh impossible. It made her angry to think that just because he was a POW and wasn’t actively fighting, she was expected to exist on next to nothing, especially when she had a child to support, but that was the way it was. Luckily, living with Mum meant that she had a babysitter when she had to work different shifts.


‘This is a beautiful place,’ said Woody, breaking into her thoughts, and he was right. The avenue was nearly a mile long and ran due east from St Mary’s Church, Goring-by-Sea, to the village of Ferring. It was wide and yet, at the same time, shady. Apparently, the Ilex, or Holm, oaks had come from somewhere in the Mediterranean and were planted in the previous century by the then owner of the Goring Hall estate. The public had been kept at bay by a pair of ornamental gates at either end of the walk until 1940, when they had been removed as part of the war effort. The avenue had now become popular with strolling couples. He stopped walking and looked down at her. ‘Almost as beautiful as you.’


Lillian felt her face flush. ‘Don’t be daft,’ she said, doing her best to make light of it, but he’d already made her heart beat faster.


He leaned over her and cupped her face in his hands. As much as she wanted to be kissed, something made her step back. ‘Careful,’ she said with a nervous laugh. ‘I’m a married woman, remember?’


He apologized immediately and she wished she hadn’t reminded him. They resumed their walk.


‘Tell me about him,’ he said. ‘Your husband.’


Lillian was slightly surprised that he’d asked. She shrugged. ‘There’s not a lot to say. He got called up just as the war started. He was part of the British Expeditionary Force and was captured at Dunkirk.’


How strange. She felt slightly dispassionate about him now. He may be her husband, but after three years of separation, she might as well have been talking about a complete stranger.


‘I get the odd postcard,’ she went on, ‘but Gordon was never one for letter-writing.’


‘You must have been very young when you married,’ he remarked.


‘Sixteen,’ she said, adding with a resigned snort, ‘and in the family way. I had my daughter a week after my birthday.’


He made no reply. Why did she tell him that? She’d said too much. It was embarrassing. She looked away, remembering. It had been a difficult time. She shouldn’t have let Gordon have his way in the first place, but he’d sweet-talked her into believing that she’d be safe. They’d done it every time they’d met after that. He couldn’t get enough of her, until she’d found out she was pregnant. After that, he was horrible. He kept shouting at her and saying she’d ruined his whole life – as if it were all her fault! And then they had to face their families. There followed weeks of rows and blame, until the day she and Gordon stood side by side in church and said, ‘I do.’ She shook the memory away, and spotting her daughter heading for a patch of stinging nettles, called her back.


‘What about you?’ she said as they carried on walking. ‘Tell me about your life in Canada.’


‘I’m the oldest of six,’ he said, catching her hand in his and lacing their fingers. ‘My mom stays at home, and my dad works in a bottling factory. He was over here in the Great War. Well, not here, but in Europe.’


‘And that was supposed to be the war to end all wars,’ she said drily.


Flora was trying to pick some poppies, but so far she only had the heads.


‘Pick them at the other end of the stalk, darling,’ Lillian called. They went over to help her, but the child was already bored. She ran off to chase a butterfly.


Beyond the trees, they could see a golden cornfield, and at the far end, a few people were busy gathering in the harvest.


‘Imagine being lord of the manor with this as your driveway,’ Woody said. He reached out and took her hand again. ‘Allow me, m’lady.’ And he pulled her sharply towards him.


Until she was this close, she hadn’t realized how startling his eyes were. Blue, but more than that, they were a lovely, ethereal violet blue, the colour of cornflowers. His kiss, when it came, was as light as a feather, tender and caressing. He was so gentle. Gordon’s kisses had always been impatient, a means to an end, and they had to be quick, even after they were married. There was forever something to be scared of: being caught with his trousers down or being overheard by her mother. She closed her eyes and let this feeling of being with Woody absorb her. She could feel her senses rising, and with them the desire. They only stopped kissing when Flora tugged at her skirts.


They looked down to see her holding something green and wriggly in her hand. ‘Look, Mummy. Mummy, look. A pillercat.’


A woman walked by with a little dog, a poodle on a red lead. She glared disapprovingly at Lillian. Lillian recognized her as the woman who had just started working in the ticket office at the station.


‘Good afternoon,’ Lillian said politely. The woman didn’t reply, so Lillian poked her tongue out at her receding form. Woody laughed.


All too soon they’d completed the walk and were on the way back. They had spent such a wonderful afternoon together that she promised that next time she had an afternoon off, she would get her mother to babysit and would come alone. ‘I’ll tell her I’ve got to go to work or something,’ Lillian promised, ‘and then we can be together.’ It was only because her mother had gone over to Lancing to visit her sister, Aunt Lou, that Lillian had been able to come. Dorcas had wanted Lillian to come with her, but Lillian had said she preferred to spend a little time on her own with Flora. She hadn’t mentioned that she was meeting Woody, of course.


They agreed to meet at the dance a week on Saturday but she made him say his goodbyes by the entrance to the Ilex Way, and then she and her daughter caught the bus. She waved discreetly to him from the window and settled down for the short journey back to Worthing. Having waited for a girl cyclist to pass, the bus pulled out into the road and he was gone. Lillian smiled to herself. What a lovely afternoon she’d had. For the first time in a very long time, it felt good to be alive. How exciting to have someone special in her life again. She wasn’t a bad girl. She hadn’t done anything really wrong. She touched her mouth. It still tingled a little. She looked out of the window as she felt her cheeks begin to colour. With Flora sleepy and curled up on her lap, Lillian spent the rest of the journey reliving the memory of his wonderful kisses.


7 p.m.


‘A cup of tea before you go?’


Stella, who was putting her shoes by the back door, glanced up at her mother-in-law’s face. Judith Bell’s expression said it all. She didn’t want her to go, not just yet.


Judith, a small, birdlike woman in her early fifties, was in her WVS uniform. When war came, she was already one of the key organizers of the Worthing branch. Her first job had been coordinating the evacuees from London, and everyone agreed that she’d done a magnificent job. Since that time, Judith had proved herself able to put her hand to almost anything, from manning the WVS canteen van for the Canadians erecting the town’s sea defences to setting up first-aid courses for beginners. Stella couldn’t help admiring her mother-in-law. It was a mystery how she managed to do everything. Of course, like many women of her ilk, she had a daily woman to do the housework, but she still managed to fulfil her duties and maintain her high standards.


As for Stella, she was an attractive girl with fair hair and a ready smile. She was quite happy to stay a little longer. She still hadn’t told her in-laws the reason she’d turned up out of the blue. ‘That would be nice, but I’ll have to make it quick. I’ve been out all day on my bike and I really do want to get back home.’


‘But there’s no school tomorrow, is there?’ Judith said, as she reached for the kettle in her neat and spotless kitchen.


‘No,’ Stella conceded, ‘but I have to play the piano for Mrs Hurrup-Gregory’s ballet class. They’re getting ready to put on a bit of a show for the Canadians.’


‘Ooh, is it going to be open to the public?’ said Judith. She had put a tray cloth on the tea trolley and was now arranging the Royal Albert bone-china cups. ‘I do so love the ballet. I haven’t seen one for ages.’


‘I’m afraid not,’ said Stella, ‘but I might be able to get you in if you’d be willing to help backstage.’


‘When is it?’


‘Two weeks’ time.’


Judith pulled a face. ‘Oh rats. I shall be on a course in London.’


Stella’s father-in-law, Desmond, came through the back door and put half a bucket of fruit on the floor.


Judith shrieked. ‘Desmond,’ she cried. ‘Shoes!’


Desmond returned to the doormat and dutifully kicked them off. His wife turned her back on him as she finished getting the trolley ready, so Desmond and Stella exchanged a sympathetic smile. He looked forward to Stella’s visits. Their only son, Edmund, Stella’s husband of five years, was serving somewhere in North Africa and they all shared an anxiety about him that was never fully expressed.


When Stella arrived, the three of them had spent a few minutes strolling around the garden while Desmond picked some strawberries and vegetables for her to take home. For a few precious minutes, they’d been able to forget that the country was at war and that their nearest and dearest was far away from them, risking his life to bring peace. But she’d have to tell them her news soon. She couldn’t leave it much longer.


Judith put the teapot onto its stand. ‘I’ll take this through,’ she said.


As the sound of the rattling trolley faded, Desmond produced a canvas bag and began putting new potatoes inside.


‘Not too many,’ Stella cautioned. ‘There’s only me, remember?’


Desmond nodded. ‘There’s a few tomatoes, some runner beans and some carrots,’ he said. ‘Do you like gooseberries?’


‘Ooh, yes, please,’ said Stella, and a couple of handfuls went into the bag as well.


Desmond straightened up. ‘Now, my dear, if there’s anything you need . . .’ he said, patting her arm.


Stella nodded. ‘I know where to come. Thanks.’


Desmond was a man of few words. He was very fond of his daughter-in-law, and he’d once told her that as soon as he’d met her, he’d known why his son had fallen for her. The pat on the arm was only a small gesture, but she knew it was heartfelt.


The conversation when she’d first arrived had begun with Johnny (he hated his first name, so Stella called him by his second name), but they’d quickly run out of things to say. Then Judith had hurried indoors to find a letter he had sent her. It was weeks and weeks old, but she and Desmond had only just received it. Being in a war zone, Johnny wasn’t allowed to say anything that might be useful to the enemy, so information in his letters, when they had them, was sparse. Desmond had handed it to Stella and watched her read it.


Stella had a letter too, which she carried in her handbag, but she only showed them part of it. ‘The rest is . . . well, you know . . .’ she’d said, keeping the pages back. She blushed modestly and no more was said.


From what they’d read in the papers, they’d all guessed that he was still in the North African desert with the Eighth Army. He had been part of the relief of the besieged city of Tobruk at the end of 1941, but in February, Rommel’s Panzers had regrouped and the Eighth Army had been pushed back. By May, according to the BBC, fighting had broken out again, and in the middle of June, the whole country had been devastated to hear that Tobruk was in German hands once more. The Daily Telegraph had reported that Rommel had taken twenty-five thousand prisoners, and since that time, they had heard nothing much from Johnny. Judith wept at night, and Desmond did his best to comfort and console her. Stella had tried to cope with her worries on her own, but in the end, she had biked up to Broadwater and told her own mother. Phyllis had helped her through the difficult first few days, but then all they could do was wait.


Stella suddenly felt embarrassed that she hadn’t told them about the telegram in her handbag as soon as she’d arrived. She’d been looking for the right moment, but so far she hadn’t breathed a word.


‘You look worried, my dear,’ said Desmond.


Stella sighed but couldn’t bring herself to meet his eye. ‘I’ve got something to show you both,’ she said. Desmond stared at her blankly. ‘Shall we go into the sitting room?’


He nodded, and it was obvious from the expression on his face that his heart was already sinking. Desmond was a man who kept his dark thoughts at bay by staying busy in the garden. Stella’s in-laws employed a full-time gardener, but the grounds of their home, the Knowle, in Chesswood Avenue, Worthing, were large and there was plenty to keep them both occupied. Most of the flowers were gone now. Every square inch was devoted to the production of food, and even the area round the rhododendron bushes had been fenced off and given over to two allotments.


Judith spent most of her time doing her WVS work, and she was also on various committees. Stella, who had trained as a teacher, had returned to work and was now at Christchurch School on Portland Road. She had begun her career in St George’s School at the High Street end of Lyndhurst Road, but when she had married Johnny, in 1937, she had stopped work. The marriage bar meant that the day they became Mr and Mrs Bell, Stella was no longer allowed to be a teacher. It was a bittersweet blow, but shortly afterwards, St George’s was earmarked for closure. It felt like the end of a chapter, and before long, the pupils were dispersed to other schools. As things turned out, when a bomb was dropped onto a shop and two houses directly opposite the school in October 1940, everyone agreed that it had been a good job that the school was closed. Had Jerry hit his target (the gasworks next door) during term-time, the consequences didn’t bear thinking about.


By 1941, the town had a shortage of teachers and Stella, who had no children of her own, was invited back. Glad to be busy again, she had been in the infants class for a whole year. Now, in August, the children were having their summer break.


‘Tea’s getting cold,’ Judith called.


Stella and Desmond padded into the sitting room in their stockinged feet.


‘Stella has something important to tell us, my dear,’ Desmond said as he threw himself into his armchair. He looked weary, Stella thought. The war was clearly taking its toll. Judith looked up anxiously.


‘I’ve had a telegram,’ said Stella.


Desmond leaned forward in his chair and stared at the floor.


Judith pulled a handkerchief from under her watch strap and pressed it to her lips. ‘Oh, Desmond . . .’


‘No, no,’ Stella said quickly. ‘He’s not dead, but he has been taken prisoner.’


Her in-laws’ relief was palpable. Stella handed the yellow paper to her father-in-law, who read it aloud.


‘Based on information received, records of the War Office have been amended to show Lieutenant Edmund John Bell is a prisoner of war of the Italian Government. Further information to follow.’


‘Well, that’s good, isn’t it?’ said Judith. ‘I mean, he’s not dead, and Italy is a nice place.’


Desmond smiled. ‘Yes, my dear. I’m sure it’s better than being a German prisoner of war.’


‘Can we write to him?’ Judith asked. ‘I mean, where exactly is he?’


‘Apparently, we send everything to the usual BFPO address,’ said Stella, ‘and they will forward it on.’


Judith stood to her feet, and walking over to Stella, gave her an awkward hug. ‘Thank you for coming over to tell us straight away,’ she said. ‘If ever you feel you need someone to talk to, you know where we are.’


Swallowing the lump in her throat, Stella managed to choke out a ‘Thank you.’


They drank their tea, and shortly afterwards, they said their goodbyes. Stella gave them a wave and set off, her bicycle basket weighed down with goodies. She was tired now. During the afternoon, she had taken herself off for a ride over to the villages of Ferring and East Preston, and now she was finding it hard to keep her weary legs going. She had planned to relax with a good book for the evening, but when she got back home and discovered the telegram, she had pushed all tiredness aside. She knew at once that she couldn’t leave Johnny’s parents in ignorance.


Despite the lateness of the hour, the sun was still warm. High above the town, she could hear the drone of aircraft, but the terrible night raids of previous years were long gone. Back in 1940, the skies had been black as wave after wave of German bombers headed for London. The RAF boys stationed all around at Ford, Tangmere and Westhampnett had done their best, but for a while, it was hell on earth. The pattern of the war had changed and now they were experiencing daylight raids. Of course, the cities suffered the most, but not even Worthing was without its tragedies.


As Stella turned into Cranworth Road, the familiar wail of the air-raid siren began. What should she do? There were no shelters nearby, the closest being Beach House Gardens, on the seafront, or Stoke Abbott Road, north of the town. Perhaps she should turn back to Chesswood Road. She had slowed for a moment to gather her thoughts when the low moan of an aircraft engine filled the air. It sounded very near to the ground, and Stella was aware of people opening their front doors to look out. The engine cut out for a second or two and then restarted. Looking towards the town, she saw a German plane coming from the direction of Madeira Avenue, travelling diagonally from the area of the pier. Smoke was pouring from the rear end. It was clear that it had been hit and was damaged in some way. It clipped a couple of chimneypots but kept going. Stella, frozen to the spot, stared in horror as it headed towards her.


‘Get in!’ a voice behind her bellowed. ‘For God’s sake, get inside!’


Dropping the bike, Stella ran up the short path to the front door. A woman, a complete stranger, grabbed her arm and pulled her roughly towards her house. At the same time, she heard a whining screech and the sound of falling masonry as the plane’s wing hit the wall of the Home Guard HQ on the corner of Lyndhurst Road and Farncombe Road, about a hundred and fifty yards away. The wreckage ricocheted across the street and ploughed into a house on the opposite corner. As Stella fell inside the woman’s house, she caught sight of a burning ring of fire spinning along the road. It was followed by an almighty explosion and a rush of hot air propelled both herself and the woman towards the stairs, taking their breath away. The sky above the crash was suddenly filled with dense white smoke. The woman staggered against the hallstand as the front door was snatched away from her hand and banged against the wall. Stella was flung against the banister with such force she lost her footing and tumbled onto the mat. The whole house shook, and all around the street, they could hear the sound of breaking glass. Inside the house, though, although the windows rattled, the glass didn’t break, probably because the front door was still wide open.


There was a moment of stunned silence, which was suddenly broken by the terrified screams of two little children.




CHAPTER 2


White as a sheet, Stella’s rescuer pulled herself upright and wobbled to the bottom of the stairs as the two terrified children raced down and flung themselves into her arms. ‘It’s all right,’ she said in a cool, calm voice that belied the shock she’d just experienced. ‘Mummy’s here. Shh, shh. You’re quite safe.’


Stella, still trembling, felt the tears in her own eyes as she pulled herself to her feet. Feeling a bit dizzy, she leaned against the balustrade and tried to calm herself. She gradually became aware that her head hurt where she’d hit the banister, and her left ear was stinging.


Her rescuer was about her own age, slim with slightly reddish-brown hair. She had a pretty face and hazel eyes. Her children – Stella presumed they were hers – a boy aged about five or six and a little girl, slightly younger, with soft curls, were both in their nightwear, he in pyjamas and she in a short, white nightie.


Once the children were comforted, the woman looked up. ‘Are you all right?’


‘I can’t thank you enough,’ Stella said, conscious that her voice was wobbly. ‘Pulling me in like that, I feel sure that you saved my life.’


The woman shrugged her shoulders. ‘That’s what the card is for.’ And it was only then that Stella noticed the blue card in the window next to the front door. First started as an indication of a ‘safe house’ for children caught out in an air raid, the council and local voluntary services had encouraged people to maintain the use of the card for the sake of any passer-by caught outside during a bombing raid with no protection. Everyone suffered from the constant, lingering, unspoken fear of a massive attack and wholesale slaughter on the streets. As it was, the people of Worthing were all too often caught out by German pilots machine-gunning at random as they made for home after a bombing raid further up the country.


‘You’re very pale,’ the woman said, ‘and look – you’re bleeding.’


Stella put her hand to her ear and her fingers came away bloodied. She swayed slightly.


‘Mummy has to help this lady,’ said the woman, standing up. ‘She’s been hurt.’


The little girl clung to her mother’s skirts as she took Stella into the kitchen of the house and sat her at the table. The back door was wide open. The children stared wide-eyed as their mother reached for a tin on top of a cupboard and brought it down. Inside, there were bandages, cotton wool and other paraphernalia used to tend to minor cuts and bruises. The woman poured some Dettol into a pudding basin and topped it up with warm water from the kettle. She then set about dabbing Stella’s ear.


‘It’s not too bad, but I think your earring must have caused some damage,’ she said. ‘The hole is certainly a lot bigger. Shall I take it out for you?’


Stella nodded. ‘Thank you.’


‘My name is Philippa,’ the woman went on as she handed Stella her earring, which she’d rinsed in the Dettol. ‘Philippa Sinclair, but everybody calls me Pip, and this is Georgie – he’s six – and Hazel. Say, “How do you do?” children.’


The children dutifully did as they were told.


‘I’m very pleased to meet you, Georgie and Hazel,’ said Stella, at last beginning to feel more like herself. ‘And how old are you, Hazel?’


‘Six,’ said Hazel.


‘Four,’ her brother corrected.


Stella smiled.


The front door was still open and sounds drifted in from outside. People were calling anxiously to each other, asking if they were all right or if they needed help. Somewhere very close, a fire was raging.


‘I think I should go out there to lend a hand,’ said Stella as Pip cleared away the mess, but as they rose to their feet, the two women were distracted by someone in obvious distress calling a name. It was coming from the rear of the houses, not the street. Stella and Pip went to the back door and looked out. A woman was running along the alleyway behind the house hysterically calling for someone called Flora.


‘That’s Auntie Lillian,’ said Pip, more to her children than Stella. ‘Georgie, you stay here and look after your sister. I won’t be a minute.’


The two women hurried to the back gate, and Pip called out, ‘Lillian, what’s happened?’


Lillian was completely distraught. Turning her tear-stained face in their direction, she wailed, ‘I can’t find Flora. Have you seen her? My little girl is missing.’


‘Where did you last see her?’ said Stella, straining her neck to look over the fences. She didn’t have a clue what the child looked like, but somehow that didn’t register for the moment.


‘She was in the garden,’ said Lillian hopelessly. ‘When the explosion happened, all the glass in the windows of the house next door blew out, and when I went outside to look for her, she wasn’t there!’


Lillian was clearly a lot younger than either Pip or herself. She was an attractive girl with curly fair hair swept back from her elfin face with a kirby grip.


The air was thick with the smell of aviation fuel and burning. Here and there, the trees were festooned with ribbons of flame. They could still hear people shouting out as they ran from their houses with buckets of water or blankets to beat out the flames, and somewhere on Lyndhurst Road, the bell of a fire engine rang out.


‘How old is she?’ Stella asked.


‘Three.’


Stella did some quick thinking. A three-year-old wouldn’t venture very far from home, no matter how scared they were. Could she have doubled back indoors without her mother seeing? ‘When she heard that big crash, she must have panicked,’ Stella said. ‘Are you absolutely sure she didn’t dodge back inside the house?’


‘I’ve already looked,’ wailed Lillian. ‘I’ve . . . Well, no . . . Oh, I don’t know . . .’ She threw her arms up in despair. ‘Oh, where is she? Flora . . . Flora.’


‘Why don’t we go back into your place and double-check that she’s not there?’ Stella said gently.


The three of them retraced Lillian’s steps, Georgie and Hazel joining them as they passed by their gate. Stella stayed with the child’s mother, doing her best to reassure her that they would find the little girl, but a quick search of Lillian’s home and garden by Pip and her children yielded nothing.


Georgie tugged at his mother’s sleeve. ‘She’s in the pirate den.’


‘Surely she wouldn’t have gone out this way,’ said Stella, walking to the end of the back alley and towards the carnage on Lyndhurst Road. Everyone followed her, and when they got there, they had to agree. It was obvious that the plane had broken apart on impact. The road was covered with burning debris, hot and dangerous. The ring of fire Stella had seen out of the corner of her eye as Pip pulled her indoors turned out to be a landing wheel that had detached itself from the plane and rolled half a mile down the road before coming to a stop. Judging by the number of people helping in the carnage, there had been some serious injuries, and perhaps even loss of life.


Fierce flames surrounded the house on the corner. Two fire engines were in attendance, together with several men in uniform. Candia, which stood behind the wall struck by the aircraft wing, was the headquarters of the Home Guard, and the Canadian soldiers were billeted in the area. They had turned out in force to lend a hand. Neighbours were running around with buckets and bowls of water trying to douse the flames, but it was a bit like throwing a thimbleful of water at a volcano. A man on the edge of the pavement was yelling at a group of boys scavenging for plane debris in the wreckage to get back. At the rear of the house the plane had crashed into, the men had spotted two women at an upstairs window. It didn’t take much thought to realize that their escape was cut off by the flames. Pip pulled her children away, anxious that they shouldn’t see something horrible. When the women opened the window to shout for help, the Canadians told them to jump. Their skirts fanned out as they fell, but happily, the men broke their fall and the women were able to walk away practically unscathed.


Pip, Lillian and Stella still hadn’t found Flora, though.


‘Mummy,’ Georgie insisted. ‘Mummy, I told you where she is.’


‘Oh, Georgie, don’t be silly.’ His mother sounded a little exasperated. ‘You were in bed. How can you possibly know where Flora is?’


Georgie gave his mother a self-satisfied grin. ‘She’s hiding in the pirate den.’


‘Georgie, dear,’ said Pip, ‘this isn’t a game.’


‘But, Mummy, she is. I know she is.’


‘That’s enough!’ said Pip crossly.


But the urgency of his voice stirred something in Stella. In her experience, children like Georgie had a wonderful imagination and what might seem unbelievable to an adult could have a grain of truth. It was certainly worth exploring. ‘Excuse me, Pip, but may I?’ she began. ‘I don’t wish to contradict you, but perhaps Georgie could show us this pirate den?’


‘There is no den,’ said Pip. ‘He’s making it up.’


‘I’m not, Mummy. Really I’m not.’


The three women looked at each other. Stella got down on her haunches and smiled at him. ‘Can you take us there, Georgie?’


Georgie made to set off, but his mother said, ‘He’s got no shoes on.’


His wellingtons were by the back door, so he made do with them. Georgie hurried down the back alley away from Lyndhurst Road. Pip swung her barefooted daughter onto her hip and they quickly reached the end of the alley. Georgie turned left, hugging the wall.


Stella could tell by the look on Pip’s face that she was still unconvinced. ‘He’s not allowed to come this far,’ she said. ‘This is a waste of time. There’s nothing down there.’


‘How do you know about this place, Georgie?’ Stella asked.


‘The big boys showed me,’ said Georgie.


‘I’ve told you not to hang around with the big boys,’ Pip said crossly. ‘They get up to all sorts of mischief. There’s no telling what they might get you and Hazel to do.’


Georgie eyed his sister. ‘It’s all right, Mummy. Girls aren’t allowed.’


If the female sex were not allowed in the den, it appeared to be lost on him that all the adults present were female.


They found themselves in a derelict garden. The house was all boarded up and looked rather forbidding.


‘Nobody has lived here for years,’ Pip remarked. ‘There’s talk of pulling it down.’


And what better place for boys to have a secret den? Stella thought to herself. Round the back, they found a half-collapsed garden shed covered in brambles, but it was obvious that someone had been using it. A footpath worn down by constant use led directly to the door, which hung open at an angle. Above the lintel, someone had made a reasonable attempt at drawing a skull and crossbones on the wood. Above that, in chalk, were the words ‘Kep out epeseally girls.’


Lillian ran on ahead, and as she bent to go inside, they heard her strangled cry of anguish.




CHAPTER 3


8.30 p.m.


The house on the corner of Homefield Road and Lyndhurst Road still had the plane embedded in it. The house was called Reydon and belonged to a Dr Marjory Davies, a GP, and a popular one at that, which was most likely why so many people had turned out to help. Their relief was palpable when word got round that the doctor was on leave and staying somewhere in the Bournemouth area on holiday, but by then the body count had already reached seven. Five German airmen and two other men were dead by the time the fire crew found a survivor in the rubble. He was alive, but only just.


‘Take it easy, old chap,’ said the fireman. ‘We’ll soon have you tucked up in bed.’


The fire chief had seen some terrible injuries in his time, but he’d swallowed hard when the fellow was pulled to safety. He looked like a huge stick of charcoal, black from head to toe, his clothing still smouldering. He was trembling uncontrollably, but the first-aider, called over to help, knew he probably wasn’t in that much pain. With several thicknesses of skin so severely damaged, the nerve endings would have perished as well. As soon as they saw the remains of his uniform, they knew he was one of the soldiers from the First Canadian Army, which was under the command of General McNaughton. One of the locals mentioned that he had been billeted in the doctor’s house.


The first-aider could tell at once that the victim hadn’t a hope of survival, though that didn’t stop him barking out his orders. ‘Put him on this stretcher. Gently. Gently does it. Now get this man to hospital immediately!’


9 p.m.


When Lillian found Flora, she was appalled by her injuries. When the plane came down, Flora had been in the garden looking for Mr Floppy, her cuddly rabbit. They had been late for tea after their excursion to Goring, and consequently, Flora had been late to bed as well. Lillian had thought she would sleep straight away, but how could she? Mr Floppy was missing. They searched the house, and then Flora remembered leaving the rabbit outside.


‘I left him by the shed, Mummy,’ she’d said.


It was still light, so Lillian was happy to let Flora look for herself. She’d waited by the back door until she had been distracted by a knock on the front door by what turned out to be two Jehovah’s Witnesses. As luck would have it, having both doors open at the same time saved the windows from being blown out, but when the plane came down, all three women were knocked off their feet. The Jehovah’s Witnesses didn’t stay long. As they ran down the street, Lillian staggered to her feet and went to look for her daughter, a search that had eventually ended in the dilapidated shed of the derelict house.


Flora had been burned. It was clear that aviation fuel or perhaps some debris from one of the bombs had fallen on her head. Lillian guessed that was why she had run in the opposite direction. Her hair must have been on fire, and in the child’s mind she had to get away from it, but of course running had only made matters worse. The lovely golden curls on the right side of her head had gone, and her ear was blackened. When her mother came into the shed, Flora was in shock, trembling, very pale and limp, but she still clung to her rabbit.


Pip, who was as white as a sheet herself, took her children home, while Stella helped the distraught Lillian to get her child to the hospital.


When they arrived, the entrance to Worthing Hospital was like a war zone. People milled around, some in a daze, some with visible injuries, ranging from cuts caused by broken glass to severe burns. It was obvious that the medical staff on duty were overwhelmed.


Because she was a child, Flora had priority. A doctor saw her and gave her a sedative. After examining the child’s head, he decided she should stay in hospital and told the nurse to clean up her injuries. There were no beds on the children’s ward, so there was no option but to take Flora into the female ward. The nurse put the child to bed and pulled the screens round.


‘Perhaps you could wait outside,’ she said kindly, ‘while I put a bandage on.’


Lillian didn’t want to go, but as Flora was quiet, Stella was able to persuade her to wait in the corridor. They hadn’t been there long before the ward sister, a dragon of a woman, ordered them to leave.


‘But she’s the child’s mother,’ Stella protested.


‘Visiting time is over,’ said the sister, tight-lipped. ‘She can come back tomorrow at three.’


‘I’m not going until I can kiss my daughter goodnight,’ Lillian said defiantly and through gritted teeth.


The two women squared up to each other until the sister grudgingly backed down and said, ‘Very well. Two minutes,’ and turning to Stella, she barked, ‘You stay here.’


Lillian returned to her daughter’s bedside. Her face had been washed, and she had a large white bandage on her head. She looked so little in the adult-sized bed, so young, so vulnerable. Lillian was torn. How could she leave her baby like this? What would happen if Flora woke up in the night? She’d be scared. She’d want her mummy. She tucked Mr Floppy beside her and pulled the covers up to Flora’s chin; then she leaned over and kissed her cheek. One of her tears dropped onto her daughter’s face. Lillian wiped it away very gently with her finger.


‘Night-night, darling. See you in the morning.’


Flora didn’t stir. Her eyes were closed and her breathing steady.


The nurse came back to take the screens away. ‘It’s not as bad as it looked,’ she said, glancing behind her with a smile. ‘Don’t worry. A good night’s sleep and she’ll be as right as ninepence.’


‘Thank you,’ said Lillian, her eyes bright with unshed tears and her voice cracking.


‘Nurse Stokes!’ The sister’s sharp tone sent the young nurse scurrying.


Lillian made her way back to the corridor.


‘Let me take you home,’ said Stella gently as she reappeared. Behind them, they could hear the sister’s caustic remarks as she told off Nurse Stokes.


‘Will you listen to that,’ Lillian breathed. ‘What a bloody battleaxe.’


Stella hesitated for a second before saying, ‘I know it’s a cliché, but your daughter is in the best place, and there’s nothing more you can do.’


‘You’re right,’ said Lillian, nodding miserably. ‘And at least she’s got Mr Floppy.’


9.15 p.m.


Everyone was focused on getting the survivor out of the wreckage and to hospital as quickly as possible. Part of the house had collapsed, and there was the constant danger of falling masonry. The fire had died down somewhat, but nonetheless the rescue was hazardous. Men ignored the heat under their working boots as they struggled to manoeuvre the stretcher from the top of the building to the street below. No one was aware that Billy Stanford and Gideon Powell, two of the ‘big boys’ Georgie had been forbidden to play with, had defied the man who had shouted at them to ‘clear off’ and had come back. For them, the race was on to find something worth pinching: a trophy, some spoils of war they could boast about. One of the lads from Clifton Road had a piece of shrapnel, and the choirboys from St Botolph’s Church had a piece of the Heinkel that had come down on High Salvington in 1940, but that was regarded as a bit of a cheat. Apparently, one of the boys’ dads was a first-aider who worked in a garage on the Findon Road. He’d been called out to help and had picked up the trophy to give to his son. The boys from Lyndhurst Road School had a piece of a German parachute, which they’d found in 1941, but so far Billy and his mates didn’t have anything worth bragging about. This wreck was right on their doorstep and far too good an opportunity to miss. What they needed was something that couldn’t be beaten. The trouble was, the fire was destroying everything worth taking. Gideon was trying to grab what looked like a logbook when another man yelled at them to ‘Get away from there.’ When he threatened to cuff them, they legged it, but they went round the back and came towards the house another way.


The pilot must have tried to eject because he was hanging from a tree by his parachute straps. He was quite dead, and unfortunately too high up to get to without being seen. The boys scoured the ground.


‘I thought you were told to clear off,’ came a voice behind them. It was one of the Home Guard from the place opposite. ‘Now, get on home before I tan your hides.’


Reluctantly, Billy and Gideon dragged themselves away.


‘Did you get anything?’ asked Gideon.


Billy shook his head. Gideon opened his hand to reveal a piece from a belt buckle.


Billy took in his breath. ‘Cripes.’


Gideon grinned. ‘I reckon it belonged to the pilot.’


Billy slapped his friend on the back. ‘Just wait until the gang see this one.’


9.30 p.m.


The four volunteers ran down the debris-strewn road with the stretcher. As soon as they arrived at the hospital, the soldier was rushed into a single room, with a consultant and a bevy of nurses following.


The consultant didn’t disturb his patient very much. Turning to the sister, he shook his head. ‘Make him as comfortable as you can,’ and they all heard the hopelessness in his voice.


One of the nurses and the sister gowned themselves up; then the nurse prepared a trolley. When she was ready, the sister began laying gauze strips soaked in an alkaline solution over his burns. He opened his eyes and she was startled to see what a beautiful piercing blue they were. The contrast of his clear eyes staring out from his blacked face wrenched at her heart, but pulling herself together, she quickly became the professional again and smiled. ‘Hello, soldier,’ she said quietly. ‘That was a bit of a bugger, wasn’t it, but you’re in hospital now.’ His lips parted slightly, but there was no sound.


About ten minutes later, the consultant returned to see how they were getting on. The sister stepped to one side as he leaned over his patient. ‘Any reaction?’


‘He opened his eyes a few minutes ago, sir,’ she said.


The blue eyes came back.


‘Hello, old chap,’ the consultant said kindly.


For a moment or two, the body on the table shivered, but he made no sound as they saw him pass away. The change was hardly discernible – just a flicker and then the cornflower-blue eyes became empty, though they still stared at the ceiling. The consultant turned briskly on his heel and left the room.


The sister laid the strip she had been about to apply to his shoulder back onto the sterile tray and sighed. ‘Sixty per cent burns,’ she murmured. ‘He hadn’t a hope.’


‘They say the plane was carrying some of those new phosphorous bombs,’ said the nurse.


The sister took a deep breath. ‘I’ll leave you to clear up, Nurse,’ she said stiffly. She left the room, keeping her back to the girl lest she see the tears standing in her eyes. No wonder the man’s injuries had been so terrible. When in contact with air, phosphorous burned and stuck to any surface it hit. He must have been covered in it. It was a miracle he’d survived for so long, but there had been little that anyone could do. He was very young – nineteen or twenty – but there would be no recognition of his contribution to the war, not when he’d ended up losing his life in a miserable accident in which an enemy plane hit the place where he was staying. What a waste of a life. What a terrible, bloody waste.


On the women’s ward, Flora was sleeping peacefully when the ward sister came towards her bed. She was gowned and masked, and carried a pair of forceps. She glanced around furtively; then, satisfied that no one was looking, she picked up Mr Floppy by the ear and pulled the toy away from the bed with the forceps.


‘Dirty, filthy thing,’ she murmured. Some of the stuffing from the toy’s arm dropped onto the floor. ‘Ugh.’


Holding it out in front of her, she marched down the ward to the sluice room, and as soon as the door closed behind her, she dropped it into the bin.




CHAPTER 4


In order to miss the chaos on Lyndhurst Road, Stella and Lillian had come out of the hospital through the back entrance. By the time they reached Cranworth Road, the police and ARP were going house to house telling all residents that they would have to leave. It was bad enough to have debris, broken glass and fire damage everywhere, but now they were being told there was an added hazard: unexploded bombs and live ammunition in the wreckage. The authorities deemed it too dangerous to ignore, so word got round that everybody had to find alternative accommodation for the night.


Lillian’s mother was back from Lancing and opened the front door. ‘Thank God you’re all right,’ she said. ‘I was beginning to wonder where you were.’ She looked pale but was clearly relieved to see her daughter. ‘Where’s Flora?’


Lillian told her what had happened and did a quick introduction. Dorcas was alarmed, but the sound of raised voices outside jolted them back to the here and now.


‘Better hurry up and get yourself a change of clothes,’ Dorcas said quickly. ‘We’ve only been given fifteen minutes to get ready.’


‘Where will you go?’ Stella asked.


‘They’ve opened the Foresters’ Hall in Newland Road,’ said Dorcas.


‘They can’t possibly fit everybody in that poky little place,’ Stella blurted out before she’d had time to think. ‘And you certainly won’t get much sleep.’ The two women were relieved when she added, ‘You’re welcome to come to mine if you like.’


‘Are you sure?’ said Lillian. ‘Where do you live?’


‘Salisbury Road.’ She saw Lillian and her mother exchange glances. ‘I know it’s a bit of a hike,’ she went on, ‘but at least I can offer your mum a proper bed.’


‘Well, there is one thing,’ Dorcas said cautiously. ‘If that bomb went off, we’d be well out of the way.’


Lillian looked anxious. ‘But what will happen to Flora? The hospital is very close.’


‘Don’t worry,’ said Stella. ‘Let’s try and look on the bright side. Those bomb boys are amazing. They’ll soon get it sorted. Nothing is going to happen.’


As they walked back into the street, the officials were still banging on doors to get people moving. Stella hurried to Pip’s house to collect her bicycle, but just as she got there, Pip came out pushing an old pram, her two children, still in their nightclothes, tucked up inside. As soon as she saw Lillian and Dorcas, Pip’s first words were, ‘How’s Flora?’


Lillian told her the bare bones of the story as they were being jostled along the street by the ARP, and Pip heaved a sigh of relief. Strangely enough, although Stella’s bike had been righted, the fruit and vegetables in the basket hadn’t been touched. She walked along beside them, pushing it. The children seemed slightly bewildered by all that was going on, so Stella tried to make a game of it, and a few fresh strawberries magically appearing in the pram helped the situation as the untidy procession continued until it reached the end of Chesswood Road. It was here that Stella extended her invitation to Pip and her family, and it was gladly accepted.


While everybody else squeezed themselves into the Foresters’ Hall, Stella’s new-found friends continued to the end of Newland Road and headed back towards town.


‘You all right, love?’ Dorcas suddenly said.


Lillian was dabbing her eyes with the end of her sleeve. ‘Oh, Mum, I can’t stop thinking about Flora.’


‘She’ll be fine,’ said her mother. ‘You worry too much.’


‘But what if she wakes up in the night?’


‘She’s got that nice nurse with her,’ Stella reminded her, adding as an afterthought, ‘and she’s got her rabbit.’


Lillian nodded glumly.


‘I don’t understand,’ Pip whispered to Stella as they walked along. ‘Why is she so worried? I thought you said it turned out that Flora wasn’t too badly injured.’


‘She’s probably worried about the sister on the ward,’ Stella said confidentially. ‘She was a bit of a dragon.’


Lillian spun round. ‘A bit of a dragon!’ she exclaimed. ‘The woman was an absolute nightmare.’ Dorcas gave her daughter a nudge. Georgie and Hazel were wide-eyed and listening.


‘Well, never mind,’ said Dorcas, mainly for the benefit of the little ones. ‘With a bit of luck, Flora will be home tomorrow.’


They walked on, each lost in her own thoughts, until Lillian said to her mother, ‘I never asked you – how was Aunt Lou?’


‘Her bunions are playing up.’


Slightly ahead of them, Stella suppressed a smile. First bombs and now bunions. If nothing else, life’s problems were very varied.


It was beginning to get dark. They could still hear aircraft droning overhead, but they were miles up and most likely heading for London. There were no street lights, of course, so at the beginning of the war, all town-centre kerbstones had been painted with white stripes. Three years on, they were worn and scuffed, and the white bands painted round the base of trees that lined the streets hadn’t fared much better, so to avoid slipping off the pavement, they were walking in the middle of the road. They were quite safe. There were no cars about.


They turned into Salisbury Road.


‘Here we are,’ Stella said at last.


The house was fairly substantial compared to Lillian and Pip’s two-up, two-down terraced houses, and there was a garage on the side. ‘You live here on your own?’ Pip asked.


‘At the moment, yes,’ said Stella. ‘But I’m not alone. I live on the ground floor. The billeting officer has just allocated me a couple of girls from the Land Army. They have the rooms upstairs.’


‘I thought they only worked on farms,’ said Lillian.


‘They’ve been seconded to help at a nursery in East Worthing,’ said Stella. ‘They’re crop-picking.’


Stella opened the front door, and they left the pram in the substantial hallway before she invited them in.


‘This is lovely,’ Pip remarked. ‘How long have you lived here?’


‘Since 1937,’ said Stella. ‘I came the day we got married. Please, make yourselves at home.’


They put the children in the spare bedroom upstairs, and under protest, Dorcas was given Stella’s bed, which was in what would have once been the dining room. As soon as everyone else was settled, the three women turned the sitting room into their sleeping quarters.


‘I see you’ve got a piano,’ said Lillian. ‘Lucky thing.’


‘It’s my mother’s old one,’ said Stella. ‘She’s a music teacher.’


Lillian ran her fingers along the keys but didn’t press them enough to make a sound. ‘I’ve always fancied playing the piano.’


‘Who is the man in the picture?’ Pip asked. They were pushing back chairs to make room on the floor and forming mattresses out of cushions and blankets. Pip was pointing to a picture in a silver frame. In it, a good-looking man in army uniform smiled into the room.


‘That’s my Johnny,’ Stella said wistfully. She gazed at it lovingly, and her heart gave a guilty lurch. What with everything else going on around her, she hadn’t given him a thought for ages. How could she forget him so easily? ‘My husband.’


‘Is he overseas?’ Lillian probed.


‘He’s been in Tobruk.’


‘Blimey,’ Pip murmured. The news bulletins had been full of Rommel and the taking of Tobruk. The Libyan port had suffered an overwhelming onslaught, with heavy tanks crashing through the perimeter fences. It was a bitter blow, and thousands of Allied soldiers had been taken prisoner. ‘He’s not . . . Is he?’


Stella nodded. ‘He’s still alive. As a matter of fact,’ she sighed, ‘I just heard today that he’s been captured.’


‘Oh, Stella, I’m so sorry.’


‘Where exactly is Tobruk?’ asked Lillian.


‘The Middle East,’ Stella said, ‘but my husband is apparently a prisoner of the Italian Government.’ She paused. ‘My mother-in-law seems to think that being a prisoner of the Italians is better than being with the Germans.’


‘Looks like we’re both in the same boat,’ said Lillian drily.


‘What do you mean?’ asked Stella.


‘I mean you’re not the only one,’ said Lillian with a sigh. ‘My old man is a German POW.’


‘Oh, Lillian,’ said Stella sympathetically. ‘I wish I hadn’t said that now. I’m sorry. I just didn’t think. Is he in Germany? Are they treating him well?’


Lillian shrugged. ‘I suppose so. He doesn’t write much.’


‘How long has he been a prisoner?’


‘Ever since Dunkirk.’


‘Dunkirk!’ Stella blurted out.


Lillian laughed sardonically. ‘You know, everyone talks about the miracle of Dunkirk, but they forget about the thirty or forty thousand men, including my husband, who were captured.’ She tossed her head. ‘Still, one good thing – unless he can escape and get back home, I guess Gordon’s war is over.’


They fell silent until Pip, who up until now had kept quiet, said, ‘She’s right about us being in the same boat. My husband was captured earlier this year after the fall of Singapore. He’s a POW of the Japs.’


‘You never said,’ Lillian said accusingly. ‘How could you keep it to yourself all this time?’


Pip shrugged. ‘I was trying to keep it from Georgie and Hazel,’ she said. ‘I don’t want anyone saying anything in front of them.’


‘You could have trusted me,’ said Lillian.


Pip looked embarrassed. ‘I’m sorry.’


Throwing a couple of redundant cushions onto the upright chair at the table, Stella tried to lighten the mood. ‘Anyone fancy a cup of tea before we bed down?’


The suggestion was greeted warmly, so Stella went into the kitchen. While she was gone, first Pip then Lillian had a wash in the tiny bathroom. Afterwards, having got ready for bed, they settled down.


Stella handed each of them a welcome cup of tea. ‘I’ve taken the liberty of lacing it with something,’ she said. ‘It’s been a long day.’


No one objected.


‘Will you go to the hospital first thing in the morning, Lillian?’ Pip asked.


‘That old dragon of a sister said visiting hours didn’t start until three,’ said Lillian. ‘I’m working tomorrow anyway, so I’m sure Mum will go.’


‘Would you mind if I went to see her as well?’ asked Stella.


‘Of course not,’ cried Lillian. ‘The more the merrier.’


The tea was wonderful, and the nip of brandy warmed their throats on the way down. Stella sat on the edge of the cushion-less sofa because the exposed springs dug into her legs, Pip sat cross-legged on the cushions that were lined up on the floor, and Lillian leaned back on some blankets with a sigh.


Pip reached out and squeezed her arm. ‘She’ll be fine.’


Lillian nodded. ‘I know. I just wish that awful woman wasn’t there.’


‘She’ll be off duty and tucked up in her own bed by now,’ said Pip.


‘You’re right,’ said Lillian, cheering up.


‘Actually, she made me quite cross as well,’ said Stella. ‘There was no need to behave like that.’


They fell silent for a second or two. Stella sipped her tea and looked at her new friends. They were both attractive women but very different. Pip wore her chestnut-brown hair long, but swept up at the sides and curled under. It looked a little wild right now, but after the day they’d just had, that was only to be expected. She had a peachy complexion. Despite being a mother twice over, she was slim, and Stella admired her long, delicate fingers, though her nails were short and chipped. Lillian looked much younger: probably only about twenty or twenty-one. Her blonde hair was curly, and at first Stella thought she’d had a perm, but now that she was really close up, it looked natural. No, she must be younger than that. She still had a few childhood freckles over the bridge of her nose.
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