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To friends and family. 


Hoping you stay healthy and young of heart xx
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June 1942


‘I will never again complain about unpleasant customers who tell me the bread is stale and neither will I tell Flora I hate the fish pie when she serves it up at Sea View. In fact, I will ask for second helpings and eat it with a smile on my face,’ Anya told her friend as she held her hand.


The friend did not reply. In fact, she’d not uttered a single word for a while, not since Anya had laid the woman’s head in her lap while she sat on the cold concrete floor of the warehouse by the docks. Stroking the woman’s face, Anya tried hard to remember the good times at Sea View with the wonderful people she thought of as her family. The moon shone through a hole in the wooden roof. ‘Are you watching the moon and thinking of me, Henio? My thoughts are often of you, and if you are safe,’ she whispered. 


The sound of waves lapping against the building made her think of Ramsgate somewhere across the sea. What would her friends be doing now? Perhaps Lily had taken them dancing and they had stopped on the way home to buy a bag of chips; she could almost smell the vinegar and taste the salt on her lips. Why, oh why, did this have to happen?


Angrily she closed her eyes. Now was not the time for tears. ‘Do not cry,’ she hissed to herself through gritted teeth. ‘We will come through this; there are people who rely upon us both to return. To fail is not an option.’


Footsteps approached from behind them. ‘It is too late, Anya; it is too late for you both,’ a familiar voice called out. ‘I will have the chance of a new life, but you and your friend will not.’


Anya turned to see a gun pointing at her head from only a few feet away. Her nose wrinkled as a familiar perfume reached her, and she closed her eyes. If she could have fought back, she would have done, but there was no time. She swore, thinking that she should have found a hiding place where they wouldn’t have been discovered. Life was for living and she had failed. There was no time even to pray as the gun fired . . .
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March 1942


Flora Neville looked around her, taking in the busy Margate branch of Joe Lyons’ teashop and her daughter, Rose, handing out instructions to two young waitresses. Her heart almost burst with pride as she thought of Rose’s achievements since starting work as a young Nippy at the Ramsgate branch. Now here she was, a manageress and a married woman to boot.


The Margate tearoom was spread over several floors, with a veranda where diners could gaze out over the beautiful sands when the weather was good. The main dining room was awash with beautiful chandeliers and highly polished brass fittings that gleamed on the oiled wooden counters. Close to the door was a counter where shoppers were able to purchase bread, pies, biscuits, cakes and tea. Joe Lyons kept his tearooms well stocked even though there was a war on.


‘Mum, what a lovely surprise,’ Rose said, coming across the room. ‘Why are you here? Not that I’m not glad to see you,’ she hastily added, as Flora was shown to a table by the window.


‘I’m meeting Ruth. It seems she is in the area on business and she invited me to have lunch with her. Here she is now.’ Flora waved in the direction of the door, where a glamorous woman had entered and was looking around.


‘I’ll have someone serve you,’ Rose said after greeting her sister-in-law. She wondered why Ruth hadn’t mentioned she would be visiting their seaside town. Ruth worked as a secretary in London, where she lived with her mother, Lady Diana.


‘Do come and join us for coffee if you can. This is just a flying visit,’ Ruth said, as if reading Rose’s mind.


‘I’ll try,’ Rose promised. ‘I must keep an eye on a couple of trainees, and we are rather short staffed today. So many of the women are now doing war work; it pays so much better than working here,’ she sighed before hurrying away.


‘Rose looks tired,’ Ruth said as she removed her gloves and picked up the menu. ‘I simply adore dining here; it’s so different from the kind of places I’m usually taken to. Shall we have the Spam fritters, or perhaps fried fish?’ she asked, running her finger down the main courses.


Flora smiled at her. Apart from speaking posh and wearing wonderful clothes, there were no airs or graces about Ruth Hargreaves. She was the spit of her mother, Diana, and Flora loved them both dearly. ‘I’ll have the same as you,’ she said, hoping Ruth didn’t choose the Spam fritters, as she’d made them for her guests at Sea View yesterday. There again, they were tasty, and it wasn’t as if she had to cook them herself this time.


Ruth didn’t reply; her gaze had moved to the window and she was looking out to sea, apparently deep in thought.


‘A penny for them?’ Flora asked.


Ruth frowned as she turned her attention back to Flora. ‘I beg your pardon?’


‘A penny for your thoughts; you seemed miles away for a moment there, although it is lovely to sit and look out over the beach. I asked for this table because it has such a wonderful view.’


‘That’s so kind of you . . . no, I was thinking about work, that’s all. Shall we order?’ Ruth asked, as a Nippy in her smart black and white uniform arrived at their table, pencil in hand.


Flora wasn’t fooled. Ruth was always quick to tell them she was just a simple secretary working in a boring office, but Flora had often thought there must be more to the girl than that.


‘Tell me, is Anya on duty today?’ Ruth asked, looking towards the counter where the staff known as Sallys sold baked goods.


Flora checked the dainty watch on her wrist. ‘She should be here any time now. She only works part time since giving birth to her son; she fits her work hours around Joyce Hannigan, who cares for him when not at work herself.’


‘Is there anyone living at Sea View who doesn’t work?’ Ruth chuckled before giving their order to the Nippy. ‘Fried fish and chips, I think, and a large pot of tea. Real seaside food,’ she said, again looking out to sea.


‘The view was so much better before the war and the beach defences,’ Flora sighed. ‘I can’t wait for the day our children can play on the sand again and holidaymakers return to Thanet. There was always something special about having visitors for a week or two. I know I have my permanent guests, but . . .’


‘You want your life to return to normal,’ Ruth finished her sentence.


‘Do you think it ever will?’ Flora asked as the Nippy appeared with a tea tray. She helped the young woman place the items onto the table before thanking her.


‘We will damn well try,’ Ruth assured her, again making Flora wonder about the part Ruth played in the war.


The women tucked into their meal, making small talk until the door opened and in walked Anya, the Polish woman who had resided at Sea View since escaping her country in search of her pilot husband, Henio. Ruth’s eyes lit up.


‘Did you wish to have a word with Anya?’ Flora asked, dabbing at her mouth with a napkin.


‘Is it that obvious?’


‘I’m not daft,’ Flora grinned. ‘I’ll fetch her for you and then go have a word with Rose in her office.’


‘Thank you; ten minutes should be enough.’


Flora left the table and hurried to the staffroom, where Anya was removing her coat. ‘Ruth would like a word with you,’ she said quietly, not wishing the other staff to hear.


Anya looked hopeful. ‘Does she have news of my Henio?’


‘I don’t know; I’ll tell Rose you will be a little late to your workstation,’ Flora said, patting the worried woman on the arm. She’d had more than a soft spot for the girl from Poland ever since she’d rescued her when Anya had been chased by young lads throwing stones and calling her a German spy.


‘Please do sit down,’ Ruth said as Anya approached. ‘There’s tea in the pot if you would like some?’ she added, putting her hand on the teapot to check the heat.


Anya waved her hand to dismiss her offer. ‘You have news of my Henio?’


Ruth was expecting this question. Even though she had no knowledge of personnel movements, she’d been able to find Henio’s whereabouts once before by pulling strings among her colleagues and friends. She couldn’t afford to upset Anya. ‘I’m putting out feelers; rest assured no stone will go unturned in order to find him.’


If truth be known, she had no idea where Henio was since his plane had gone down over France; she doubted it would be good news, as it wasn’t often pilots were lucky enough to escape from the German-occupied territory more than once. For Anya’s sake she hoped Henio was safe, but time alone would tell. She looked at the dark-haired woman with high cheekbones, who was gazing at her directly. Anya’s eyes seemed to bore through her.


‘Then why do you wish to talk to me? I have bread to sell,’ Anya said, turning towards the queue building up by the counter.


‘I need your help.’


‘Then speak, before I am dismissed for being away from my workstation.’


‘I can’t speak to you here. I wonder . . . would you come to my office?’


A puzzled expression crossed Anya’s face. ‘In London? Where you are . . . a secretary?’


Ruth smiled. ‘Yes, in London. I can arrange a travel pass and someone will meet you at Victoria station to escort you.’


‘Does this have something to do with the war?’


Ruth looked about her. They were always being warned that walls have ears. She couldn’t believe that this Lyons teashop on the Kent coast could be a dangerous place, but then, one could never be too careful. ‘I’m not at liberty to say. I can explain more when we meet.’


Anya remained silent for several seconds before giving Ruth a brief nod. ‘If Rose gives permission for me to leave my job for the afternoon, then I will say yes.’


‘I’ll square it with Rose,’ Ruth promised as Anya pushed her chair back to leave. ‘There is one thing. Can you . . .’


‘I’ll keep it mum,’ Anya said curtly, before rising and leaving Ruth alone.


Ruth poured a cup of lukewarm tea, smiling to herself. She only hoped that when Anya learned what was expected of her, she would indeed ‘keep mum’, as lives depended upon it.


‘What’s going on, Mum?’ Rose asked, watching through the small window of her office as Ruth and Anya were talking. ‘I doubt Ruth is offering to knit an outfit for young Alexsy.’


‘I don’t know, but it’s unlikely Ruth is here for a social visit. I used to think she was a rich butterfly flitting from party to party, but these days . . .’


Rose agreed. ‘I like her a lot but . . .’


‘Still waters run deep?’


Rose chuckled. ‘Let’s not think about it too much. Hopefully Ruth has heard something about Henio’s disappearance. She tends to move in circles where people know such things. How long has it been now?’


‘Hmm; it must be fifteen months, as he knew Anya was expecting but went missing before the baby was born,’ Flora said sadly.


‘I don’t know how Anya copes. I know I’d be in pieces if that was my Ben. That’s why I’m pleased we’ve decided to put off having children until this beastly war is over.’


Flora wanted nothing more than to see Rose and Ben with their own children; it had been a while since they went to stay with Lady Diana in Scotland. ‘Don’t leave it too late, you never know what is going to happen,’ she said, expecting the familiar outburst.


‘Oh, Mum, we’ve had this conversation so many times. If anything should happen to Ben, I will remember him not as the father of my children but as the thoughtful, loving man he was. No number of children would change that. Besides, I could always adopt, like you have,’ she smiled, thinking of young Daisy, who was loved and spoilt rotten by everyone who lived at Sea View guesthouse.


‘Darling, that’s different and you know it,’ Flora said, thinking back to when she had pulled the little girl from a bombed-out house. Daisy had been the only survivor of an air raid close to their guesthouse in Ramsgate.


‘You’re right. But believe me, there will be grandchildren aplenty for you and Ben’s mother when the time is right.’


‘Let’s hope that whoever makes the decisions in this universe falls in with your plans,’ Flora said good-naturedly.


‘I’ve had a letter from Ben,’ Rose said, reaching into her desk drawer.


Flora looked at her daughter’s radiant face. ‘I hope he is safe?’


Rose opened the envelope and handed the letter to her mum.


Flora was shocked. ‘Oh no, I can’t read your personal correspondence,’ she said, flapping away the letter.


Rose giggled and held it up. ‘There is so much the censor has crossed out that I can’t make head nor tail of much of it. He sends his love to everyone and is doing his utmost to keep well; apart from that, your guess is as good as mine. However, I will cherish it,’ she sighed, holding the letter close to her heart before putting it safely back in the drawer.


‘Make sure you take it home with you,’ Flora said as she got to her feet. ‘It looks as though Ruth has finished her chat. I’d best go back and finish my lunch. Will you come to mine for your dinner this evening rather than go home to an empty house?’


‘I’d love to. I have something for Daisy and want to see her face when she opens it.’


‘Then stay the night and we can have a good catch up,’ Flora said, giving Rose a kiss on the cheek. ‘I do like your perfume,’ she added, sniffing the air close to her daughter.


‘Ben sent it to me for our wedding anniversary. It seems strange to think we’ve yet to enjoy a Christmas as husband and wife.’


‘There will be plenty more for you to enjoy once this war is over,’ Flora said as she made to leave the office, praying she wasn’t tempting fate with her comment.


‘I don’t know about you, but I could do with a fresh pot of tea and possibly a bowl of jelly and custard,’ Ruth said as she took a menu from a hovering waitress. ‘By the way, do you have any idea why these delightful waitresses are called Nippies?’ she asked as the girl took down their order.


‘No, I’m sorry, I have no idea,’ the young girl blushed. ‘I’m new here.’


Flora gave her a sympathetic smile; no doubt Rose was too busy these days to tell her new staff the story. She would have to remind her to do so. ‘It is a simple story. A while ago, well-to-do women would call all their female servants “Gladys” because it was easier than remembering names,’ she said apologetically, looking towards Ruth.


‘Goodness, some of my mother’s friends still do that,’ Ruth exclaimed.


‘Lyons decided to run a competition to give a more suitable name to their waitresses and the most popular was “Nippy”, as the women were forever nipping about between tables. That was when your uniform was designed,’ she smiled to the young girl. ‘And very smart you look, too.’


The girl blushed again. ‘I much prefer to be called a Nippy as Gladys was my grandmother’s name,’ she said, before thanking Flora for the information and hurrying away.


‘You learn something new every day,’ Ruth said, stubbing out her cigarette before lighting another from her fancy gold lighter. Her hands were shaking slightly.


‘Did you have a nice chat with Anya?’ Flora asked, too impatient to wait for Ruth to say anything.


The smile left Ruth’s face as if she had suddenly shut down. ‘I just wanted to know how she was coping, nothing more,’ she said.


Flora remained silent but nodded her head knowingly as Ruth looked away, unable to hold her gaze.


‘This damnable war,’ Ruth whispered as again she looked out at the sea. ‘Will it ever end . . .?’


Flora reached across the table and patted the younger woman’s hand. ‘Any time you need a friendly ear, you know where I am.’


Ruth remained silent as she reached for her handbag. Removing a gold powder compact, she checked her reflection before dabbing the tip of her nose. ‘That’s better,’ she smiled.


‘You may prefer not to answer but I do mean what I say. You are part of my family since your brother married my Rose, and for me, that means I’ll be here for you night or day,’ Flora assured her. ‘Promise me you’ll never forget that.’


Ruth nodded her head, but wouldn’t be drawn. ‘Oh, good, here comes our pudding.’
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Flora looked around the large table in her kitchen at the guesthouse. This was where her long-term guests congregated each day, not only for their meals but also to chat and feel at home. A large room that ran the length of the back of the house, it was kept warm by the heat of the stove she used for cooking. Flora had managed to fit in several shabby old armchairs to make the room cosier and one of her residents, the elderly Miss Tibbs, had crocheted brightly coloured blankets to cover them and for snuggling under. A row of windows looked out over a small yard and garden area, where Flora kept a few chickens and attempted to grow vegetables. At present the windows were covered in a criss-cross of anti-blast tape that she found ugly, so she had closed the heavy brocade curtains. These had originally been used in the formal dining room, but had now been requisitioned as a way of brightening up the room where they all spent the most time. Since the war, Flora had turned the formal dining room into a bedroom to accommodate Miss Tibbs, as her arthritis made it hard for her to climb the stairs to the bedroom she’d inhabited for many years. Flora’s own small private sitting room-cum-office was now a bedroom for Daisy, her adopted daughter, who was currently parading around the kitchen showing off a cardigan knitted by Rose. There was even a knitted dolly that fitted into the pocket, which, when discovered, had the child squealing with joy.


‘I unravelled one of my own cardigans after I scorched a sleeve and thought it too wasteful to throw away. But don’t look too closely, as there are a few mistakes. I am far from a perfect knitter,’ Rose said, secretly thrilled that the young child was delighted with her gift.


‘Waste not, want not,’ Miss Tibbs called out from her armchair set by the stove. The guests adored the old lady. To everyone’s concern, she seemed to be becoming more frail of late and her memory was not what it used to be.


‘Very true,’ Flora called out loudly. ‘It was knitted with love; you taught Rose well,’ she smiled as the other women in the room agreed. ‘Now, who is ready for their tea? Mildred brought home enough fish to feed us for nearly a week. I insisted she take some to the children’s home to help them eke out their rations. There’s plenty of mashed potato to accompany it if any of you aren’t so keen on fish,’ she said, noticing Joyce’s daughter, Pearl, wrinkle her nose.


‘She will eat what you put in front of her and be grateful for it,’ Joyce declared. ‘Some children would be thankful for such a tasty meal.’


A chastised Pearl apologized to Flora. ‘I’m sure it will be very nice,’ she whispered.


Flora leant close to the child. ‘I can fry you an egg if you prefer?’


Pearl licked her lips but refused, noticing her mother’s raised eyebrows. ‘The fish pie will be nice; please don’t go to any trouble on my account.’


Flora made a note not to put too much fish on Pearl’s plate. There were a couple of slices of madeira cake in the tin. Once the girl’s mother had gone out for the evening, she would share it with Pearl. She liked to treat the child.


‘Are you going anywhere nice this evening, Joyce?’


‘Derek is taking me to the cinema; there’s no need to look like that, Pearl. The film is for adults, so you won’t miss anything.’


‘What is the film?’ Rose asked as her friend Lily came into the room holding the hand of her two-year-old daughter, Mary. Rose turned to greet her, sweeping the child up into her arms and kissing her warm face. Mary was like a miniature version of her mother, with the same light brown hair and pink cheeks.


‘It’s called The Black Sheep of Whitehall,’ Joyce said as the women started to fuss over Mary. ‘It’s supposed to be a comedy.’


‘A strange title for a comedy,’ Miss Tibbs muttered from her chair.


‘Then I’d best dish up, or your gentleman friend will be here to collect you before you’ve eaten,’ Flora fussed, as everyone mucked in laying the table. Rose helped her mum to serve the pie. ‘Check the cabbage is cooked properly,’ Flora instructed as Rose lifted the lid of a large saucepan while Pearl let out a loud ‘Yuck!’


‘We can’t start without Katie and Mildred,’ Miss Tibbs said as she watched Flora dish up the food. ‘It would be rude.’


‘Katie’s on a late shift at the Ramsgate teashop,’ Rose explained, wishing her friend could have joined them. It was an age since they’d had a good chat.


‘She did say she would pop in later so we could walk home together,’ Lily said as she sat Daisy into a highchair and tied a bib around the child’s neck. ‘Rose, why don’t you come back with us to Captain’s Cottage? You could catch the bus to the Margate teashop in the morning?’


Rose was tempted. The home she shared with her husband Ben felt empty while he was away, but she had already promised to stay at Sea View for the night.


‘Go back with Lily and Katie; I don’t mind at all,’ Flora smiled. ‘Do you think I should put some food aside for Katie?’


‘No, she’s going to eat during her break and said not to worry about her.’


Flora waved the spoon she was using to serve the pie. ‘I’ll never stop worrying about any of you. Speaking of which, can someone call Anya? She took Alexsy and went straight up to her bedroom when she came home from work. I hope she’s not going down with something, as she didn’t look herself. Now, do I save some for Mildred . . .?’


‘I’ll go,’ Rose said, and she hurried out of the cosy kitchen and up to the next floor, where their Polish guest shared a room with her child. She tapped gently on the door.


‘Come in,’ Anya called very softly, ‘but be quiet, he is sleeping.’ Rose crept into the room. ‘He has had a busy day with Joyce and Pearl. They took him to the park and then down to the air-raid shelter in the tunnels. He enjoys it down there,’ Anya whispered as she gazed adoringly at the small carved wooden bed her husband had made.


Rose wondered if it was the same for all children: that in this awful war they were used to playing in the tunnels under the town, where it was safe from enemy bombs. She knew deep down that no child of hers would be born during the war; that was why she and Ben had decided to wait to start their family.


‘He’s adorable,’ she sighed. ‘Would you like me to sit with him while you go downstairs to eat your dinner?’


‘There is no need, with the bedroom door open I will hear if he cries out. However, he is like his father and once asleep will not wake for hours.’


Rose raised her eyebrows. These days, Anya hardly ever mentioned Henio. ‘Is there any word?’


‘Nothing, but I go to London tomorrow so may find out something then. I have arranged for someone to cover my shift at the teashop and apologize for not speaking to you about it.’


‘I found your note on my desk. It is my turn to apologize, as I was holding a training session for the newer Nippies and was not available to speak to you. I take it this has something to do with Ruth visiting the teashop with my mother?’


‘Beware, the walls may have ears,’ Anya whispered, looking around her.


Rose shrugged her shoulders. ‘We are safe here in Sea View. Come on, let’s go and eat our meal before it gets cold.’


Anya left the door ajar and followed Rose downstairs. She sat next to Joyce at the table, thanking everyone for waiting for her. ‘I wondered if someone would be able to take care of Alexsy tomorrow afternoon, as I have to go to London?’ she asked, glancing round the table.


‘Oh dear, I’m on air-raid duty tomorrow,’ Flora apologized. ‘And I believe Joyce is at work.’


Joyce nodded her head. ‘We are short staffed so I can’t change my shift. I’m sorry,’ she added, seeing Anya’s disappointed face.


‘Me too, I’m afraid. But I know Katie isn’t working, as she has offered to care for Mary for the day. I reckon she’ll jump at caring for two kiddies. You know what she’s like with small children,’ Lily said as the women looked at each other. It was no secret that Katie and her husband, Jack, were desperate to have their own family, having both been brought up in a local children’s home.


‘It would be a relief if she could,’ Anya said, tucking into her fish pie with gusto. ‘It is a very important meeting, and I cannot miss it.’


Flora hoped that whatever it was, it would be good news for Anya.


Katie arrived as they were clearing the table, sighing as she sat down. She was manageress of the nearby Ramsgate Lyons teashop and often popped in to see her friends rather than go straight home to Captain’s Cottage, where she lived with Lily and young Mary.


‘That was a tiring day; we had someone down from head office inspecting the teashop. Even though I know we are ship shape, it plays hell with my nerves.’


‘If it was the same chap who came to inspect us, he was a miserable so-and-so. If he’d smiled once, he’d have cracked his face,’ Lily said as she poured tea for all the women apart from Joyce, who was already on her feet and preparing to go out.


‘Now, you’re to be a good girl while I’m out and no being cheeky to Aunty Flora,’ Joyce instructed Pearl. She adjusted her hat, using a small mirror that hung on the wall where all the inhabitants of Sea View tended to check their lipstick and hair before they went out. ‘And you’re to go to bed when told to do so; you have school tomorrow.’


Pearl sighed and opened her mouth to reply, pausing as she saw Flora give her a wink and a nod towards the cake tin. ‘Yes, Mum, I promise,’ she chanted, even though she didn’t like her mother’s new man friend. She crossed her fingers behind her back, hoping Derek would not be around for long.


Katie coughed for attention, waving a letter above her head. ‘I’ve heard from Jack and he’s coming home,’ she said, beaming as widely as her pretty face would allow. ‘But I have no idea when,’ she went on, looking around at the women’s questioning glances. ‘The censors have crossed out so much of his letter I can’t make head nor tail of it. Can you read it, please, Rose?’


Rose took the letter and started to work out what it said. ‘I do wish the censor wasn’t so keen to make our lives so difficult. He is coming home, as that’s in the first line of the letter . . . after that, things become a little strange. There’s something about the weather and the food – it could be good or bad; it’s so hard to tell . . . I can read this line: he says that when you are together again . . . Oh dear,’ she said, quickly folding the letter and sliding it back across the table. ‘I don’t think I ought to have read that.’


Katie blushed as laughter erupted around the table. ‘Oops!’


‘He must miss you a lot,’ Anya said, looking solemn.


The women fell silent.


Katie rushed to where Anya was sitting and folded her arms around the Polish woman. ‘I’m so sorry. Here I am wittering on about my Jack, and poor Henio . . . I take it there is no news?’ she asked, searching Anya’s face for any tell-tale sign. Anya was good at hiding her feelings.


‘Nothing, but I must beg a favour of you. Can you look after Alexsy tomorrow? It is your day off, no? No one else is available.’


‘Of course. I can collect him mid-morning, if that is convenient?’ Katie replied, not showing any sign she was upset at being the last person Anya had asked. ‘I have a little shopping to do, and then we can go back to Captain’s Cottage and play in the garden if the weather is fine.’


‘And the Luftwaffe behave themselves,’ Lily sighed.


‘They are such a problem. If I ever meet Mr Hitler, I will tell him so,’ Anya huffed.


‘God help the man,’ Lily said, making them all laugh.


Later, when the cake had been eaten and Pearl was tucked up in bed, Flora turned to Anya, who had just returned to the kitchen after checking on baby Alexsy. ‘Don’t think I’m being nosey, but . . . I hope there’s nothing wrong?’


Anya frowned. ‘Wrong?’


‘Your important meeting tomorrow, and not being able to take Alexsy with you. I hope you are not ill?’


Anya laughed airily, waving her hand as if to brush away the suggestion. ‘No, my health is . . . what you say . . . rude?’


A relieved Flora tried not to laugh. ‘You mean you are in rude health, and I’m pleased to hear it. I do worry about my residents and would hate any of you to be poorly.’


‘I will tell you if I am off colour. However . . .’


Flora frowned. There was something wrong. ‘Please tell me.’


Anya paused for a moment before shaking her head. ‘No, there is nothing. I am becoming fanciful like you English. Let us have another cuppa.’


Flora chuckled, but she could tell there was something on her lodger’s mind. ‘I’m here if ever you wish to talk.’
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Anya looked around her at the busy railway station. She’d only visited London twice before, and one of those times she’d been hidden under the floorboards of a truck, as her entry into England was unofficial. She’d seen little of the capital city, and could only recall the stench of fuel and the discomfort of being squashed into a small space. This time she wore a smart green tweed suit over a cream silk blouse Rose had insisted she borrow, with her travel permit safely tucked inside a brown leather handbag lent to her by Flora. The only similarity between her two visits was the butterflies that were playing havoc in her stomach.


All the world and its neighbour seemed to be waiting for a meeting under the clock. ‘A silly place to meet a stranger,’ Anya muttered to herself, stepping aside and giving a uniformed man a look of disdain as he pulled a young woman into his arms. He kissed her in a way that spoke of many unsaid words. If only Anya had been able to meet her Henio and kiss him in such a way; but it wasn’t to be. He had simply vanished and there’d been no word since.


Looking at her wristwatch, she sighed; the person she was meant to be meeting was five minutes late. She wondered whether there was another clock in the station. Stepping closer to the couple, who were still locked in a tight embrace, she tapped the man on his shoulder and coughed politely. ‘Excuse me. Is there another clock in this station?’


They pulled apart; the woman stared hard at Anya as the man straightened his uniform tie. ‘I’m not sure you should be asking such questions,’ the woman said. She threw her companion an apologetic glance. ‘I think she’s German.’


‘I am a proud Polish woman,’ Anya replied, looking round to see that several people had stopped as they heard the word ‘German’. ‘My husband is a Polish pilot flying with your RAF.’ She raised her chin proudly. ‘He is currently missing in action while fighting for your freedom,’ she added, knowing even as she spoke that she shouldn’t be saying it.


‘That just proves she’s a German; otherwise, she’d know we mustn’t speak of such things,’ the woman said, smirking at the growing crowd.


Anya held up her hand to show a simple gold ring on her left hand. ‘I am proud to wear this band that ties me to my husband. It will never leave my finger, unlike the one you have taken off to meet this . . . person,’ she spat back, pointing to a pale mark on the woman’s finger where a ring had recently been removed.


The crowd chuckled knowingly before dispersing.


‘Anya Polinski?’ a woman asked from behind her left shoulder.


‘Yes,’ Anya bristled, reluctant to turn away from the brassy woman, who was clearly squaring up for a fight.


‘I’m sorry to be so late. Would you come with me? I have a car waiting.’


Anya fell into step beside the older woman, who was dressed in a faded tweed suit. She wore a navy blue felt hat on top of greying shoulder-length hair which was clipped back at either side, showing a plain face with cheeks adorned with lines. If Anya had been asked to describe her, she’d have been hard pressed to say anything other than ‘a plain woman, easily forgotten’.


‘May I ask where we are going?’ she asked as the car nudged its way through bustling streets. If not for the windows criss-crossed with sticky tape and the sandbags heaped against walls, Anya thought there would have been surprisingly few signs there was a war on; until they turned a corner to see collapsed buildings that had once been shops and homes, while up above, barrage balloons dotted the skyline.


Soon their car approached a row of important-looking buildings. Anya would have been interested to know what went on behind the grand doorways, but dared not ask in case the woman sitting ramrod straight next to her thought she was a spy; so many people seemed to think such a thing since she’d arrived in England. Instead she gripped her borrowed handbag, waiting for the car to stop. Why did Ruth wish to see her? she wondered for the umpteenth time.


After climbing from the car, she waited for her companion to join her. There was no sign of what the building in front of her contained. Four small holes drilled into the Portland stone showed where a brass plaque had once announced what was behind the oak double doors. A tremor of anticipation ran through Anya as the woman said, ‘Follow me.’


She tried to keep up as the woman hurried her up a wide staircase to the next floor before guiding her through several identical corridors. Occasionally they would pass someone coming out of one of the rooms and Anya would hear the clacking of typewriters from inside, before the door closed and the person hurried away. So many people are in a hurry, she thought to herself.


Eventually, the woman stopped so abruptly that Anya collided with her. ‘Sorry,’ she muttered as the woman tapped on a door and opened it without waiting to be called.


‘She is here,’ she said to a younger woman who sat behind a desk, busy at her typewriter. The first woman turned and left the room.


The girl behind the desk picked up a telephone. ‘Your appointment is here, ma’am. Shall I send her in?’


Anya watched. There was one other door; she presumed that was where she would go.


‘Take a seat and you will be seen shortly,’ she smiled before returning to whatever the important work was on her desk.


Anya looked around her, knowing she could never work in such a place. Although the Nippies in the Margate teashop drove her up the wall at times with their incessant chatter during their breaks, she’d rather have that than work in this bleak place. She just hoped that if she had been called to do war work, it wouldn’t be as a typist as she had yet to learn the English language properly, let alone how to use a typewriter. She was inwardly rehearsing how to turn down the job when the internal door opened and Ruth appeared.


‘Anya, thank you so much for coming to meet me,’ she said, giving her a warm hug. ‘Joan, would you be a dear and organize some tea, please? Make sure it’s good and strong. Anya here works for Joe Lyons, and we can’t let our side down with the dishwater that usually passes for tea around here.’


Anya, who would have preferred coffee but didn’t like to say, followed Ruth into a small office and sat down in an armchair set in front of a frosted window. Ruth sat opposite. The time had come to hear what the other woman had to say. In her heart of hearts Anya prayed it wasn’t news of her Henio; or, worse still, that she wasn’t about to be sent back to Poland for having arrived without proper papers. She prayed they would allow her to take her child back with her. Henio would have to seek them out once he came back from wherever he was – if he was still alive.


Katie sighed as she looked at the two sleeping children tucked up under a knitted rug on her large bed. She yearned for the day when she would be able to look down on her own children. It seemed so unfair that she and Jack had so much love to give to their own family; both being orphans, it had always been their plan to start a large family as soon as possible after their wedding. So far, she’d been unable to fall for a baby, and it worried her so much; would Jack still love her if she was barren? However, he was due home soon and hopefully things would start to happen. She blushed at her thoughts.


For now, she would love and care for her friends’ children; it would be good practice for when her own came along. Just now there were nappies to hang on the line, then she could settle down to her knitting until they awoke. The sun was shining; she planned to sit in the garden and let the sun do its best to warm their bones and lift her spirits – that’s if the air-raid siren didn’t start to wail. Mary hated to be cooped up in the damp underground shelter, preferring to run around in the garden like the free spirit she was – so like her mother, Lily. Although Alexsy was too young to understand what was happening, he did become miserable; picking up on her own fears, no doubt. She had planned to put them both in Mary’s pram and walk along the cliff top to visit Flora in Ramsgate, but Flora was on air-raid duty today. It was a shame because if the sirens kicked off they could have dashed into the tunnels that threaded under the main part of the town, where residents took shelter against the bombs raining down on them. These days many people stayed in the tunnels as much as possible, almost setting up home there to be safe. Some of them no longer had homes to live in following the destruction caused by the Luftwaffe to their seaside town.


Tucking the wash basket under her arm, she hurried out to the line that stretched from the house to the old apple tree, thinking as she did of the time an RAF pilot’s parachute had become caught up in the tree and they had rescued him. Peter was a frequent visitor to the cottage these days, enamoured as he was with Lily. The girls often served him with apple pie when he visited in case he forgot his unusual arrival to their property, while their friend Mildred would grumble that in all the time she’d lived there before giving Katie, Lily and Rose the deeds to the house, having no living relatives herself, she had never witnessed such a strange event.


Katie stopped to breathe in the fresh air before picking up the empty laundry basket and heading back indoors; it would only take her Jack’s ship to arrive back from foreign shores and her life would be perfect. She sighed with delight as she looked around the kitchen of the thatched cottage. It would be a wonderful place to bring up her own children when she had them. A long mullioned window looked out over the garden to where the Anderson shelter sat surrounded by pots of pansies. The girls had been determined to make the place where they would spend many hours as attractive and welcoming as possible. Upstairs the children slept in the same room, in wooden beds that matched handmade wardrobes and cupboards – a gift from Mildred when Mary was born.


‘Katie, I’m home, and guess who I have with me,’ Lily called out as she entered the cottage.


All thoughts of the sleeping children were forgotten as Katie rushed into the hall, expecting to see Jack. ‘Oh, Jack,’ she cried, then came to a stop. He wasn’t there. In front of her were Peter the pilot and a ginger-haired RAF officer she’d not met before. ‘I’m sorry, I thought you were someone else.’ She blushed, glaring at Lily. ‘Be quiet, the children are taking their afternoon nap,’ she told her, before nodding to Peter. ‘I’m pleased to see you’ve taken the normal way into our home; are you here for tea?’ She was thankful she’d brought home some of the stock from the Ramsgate tearoom that wasn’t likely to last another day, after distributing the rest to her staff. Without it, the cupboard would have been almost bare.


Peter kissed her on the cheek. ‘Hello, Katie. If it’s not too inconvenient, we’d love to join you for afternoon tea. And I can contribute,’ he said, handing over a small cardboard box.


Katie peered inside to find two tins of ham along with packets of butter and tea. ‘I’ll not ask any questions as to how you came by them,’ she grinned. ‘Would you like to join us?’ she asked the other airman, who stood wringing his cap in both hands. ‘We won’t bite,’ she added, noticing his discomfort.


‘Only if it’s not inconvenient,’ he said in a quiet Scottish accent, stepping forward to introduce himself. ‘Daniel Stewart; my friends call me Stew.’


Katie gave the ginger-haired man a gentle smile. She knew what it was like to be the quiet one in a group, and Stew seemed less forward than his mate Peter. ‘Welcome to our home, Stew. I take it you’re not from around here?’ she asked as they went through to the lounge.


‘I don’t think I’m giving anything away to say I’m from the Scottish Highlands,’ he grinned. ‘You certainly have a comfortable home here,’ he added appreciatively, looking around the cosy room with its inglenook fireplace.


‘We can’t accept the praise for furnishing it, as it was like this when our friend Mildred gave us the property. Lily, why don’t you tell the story and show Stew round while I make tea? The children will be waking shortly, so keep an ear open for them,’ she said, noticing how Lily was cosying up to Peter.


She was busying herself in the kitchen when Stew joined her. ‘Can I help?’ he asked.


‘Goodness, no, but thank you for offering. I’ll not have a guest helping with a meal,’ she said, giving him a smile. Up close she could see that he stood a little taller than her Jack, with broad shoulders and an upright frame; she supposed it came from his upbringing. Weren’t RAF officers typically picked from the privately educated upper classes?


‘Is there something wrong?’ he asked, bringing Katie back to the present.


‘I’m so sorry; I was miles away. My husband is due back any day soon and I can’t help wondering how far away he is at the moment. He could even be here in Thanet and be knocking on the door at any moment . . .’


‘Ah, that could be rather awkward for you,’ he frowned. ‘Perhaps I should leave.’


‘There’s no need, honestly; besides, you’ve not even had a cup of tea, let alone anything to eat. Here,’ she said, holding out a plate of paste sandwiches. ‘Carry this through to the living room while I fill the teapot. My Jack is used to people coming and going; with the three of us girls owning the house we tend to entertain a lot, even though Rose has now moved out. She married Ben Hargreaves and has a home in Pegwell Bay, although she will pop by and stay with us when Ben is away; he’s in the army,’ she explained, before clapping a hand to her mouth. ‘Perhaps I shouldn’t have said that? Honestly, they could have been thinking of me when they designed that poster about loose mouths and keeping mum. You aren’t a German spy, are you?’ she asked, smiling sweetly.


‘As if I’d tell you if I were,’ he laughed.


They were still laughing as they returned to the kitchen after laying out the food. Lily and Peter joined them, holding the children, who looked sleepy.


‘Yours?’ Stew asked, glancing towards Katie.


‘Goodness, no. Mary belongs to Lily and this is Alexsy, whom I’m looking after today for a friend.’


‘It’s not for want of trying, though,’ Lily winked as she passed a fractious Alexsy to Katie. ‘I think his nappy needs changing.’


Katie looked embarrassed. ‘It’s my dearest hope that before too long Jack and I will have a family of our own. I’m grateful that we have good friends to fill the gap. Although you can go off some,’ she said, wrinkling her nose as she sniffed Alexsy’s nappy.


‘I’ll help you; I have three of my own,’ Stew said, reaching out to take the child.


‘You don’t look old enough,’ Katie gasped before apologizing. ‘You must think me so rude.’


He chuckled. ‘That’s my Scottish genes. We live long and healthy lives in my family.’


‘And have lots of kiddies, by the sound of it,’ Lily chipped in as she passed him a basket containing nappies and a clean romper suit. ‘One is enough for me . . . for now, anyway,’ she added, giving Peter a coy glance.


‘Let’s get stuck into this food, shall we?’ Peter said, rubbing his hands together.


‘But Stew . . .’ Katie started to say.


‘I’ll not be long,’ he called over his shoulder. ‘Don’t wait for me.’


‘Now, that’s a man who would make a perfect father for your children,’ Lily grinned, nudging Katie.


‘I have no idea what you mean,’ Katie huffed.


‘We have drunk too much tea and I have told you about my life in Poland. Now, will you tell me why I am here?’ Anya said. She was getting fed up with all the small talk. Checking the gilt-framed clock hanging on the wall, she could see that an hour had already passed, and still she was none the wiser as to why she’d travelled to London. ‘Tell me, is my Henio dead?’


Ruth shrugged. ‘That is not why you are here, although I will continue to make enquiries. Now, if you have finished your tea, we need to be somewhere else.’ She went to her desk and picked up the telephone. ‘Have the car ready in five minutes, please.’


Anya was puzzled; wherever was she being taken?


‘I have to be back in Ramsgate to collect my son,’ she pointed out as Ruth reached for her coat.


‘I’ll make sure you are home in plenty of time,’ Ruth assured her. ‘Now let’s get cracking, shall we?’


This time, Anya was shown down a back staircase and out into an alley just wide enough for a car to access. It was a squeeze for them to climb inside.


‘We prefer to take this route,’ Ruth explained as she offered Anya a cigarette, which the Polish woman declined.


Anya had a feeling she was being kidnapped and wished she’d had the foresight to inform Flora whom she was going to meet. She knew little about Ruth, apart from her being Rose’s sister-in-law and someone who did not appear to work very much for her living, what with having wealthy parents. Anya felt disloyal in her thoughts and was reminded of one of Flora’s favourite sayings: ‘It takes all kinds of people to run the world.’ But what kind of person was Ruth?


Try as she might, Anya could not identify any of the roads on the route the car took. Neither Ruth nor their driver spoke a word, which alarmed her even more. She thought of jumping out and running away but there was never an opportunity to do so, and by the time the car stopped she was a bag of nerves, convinced something awful would happen. She even prayed for the air-raid sirens to start so she could get out of the car and make her escape.


With her mind working overtime it was some seconds before she realized the car had pulled up and the driver was getting out, ready to open the door for them. Allowing herself to be directed through a single door, she followed Ruth up a narrow staircase and was ushered into an office not unlike the one they’d sat in earlier.


‘I’m sorry for all the subterfuge, Anya, but what I’m about to talk to you about is top secret. This office is more secure than where we were before, but I wasn’t able to bring you straight here for security reasons.’


Anya nodded her head slowly as she took in Ruth’s serious face and after a few seconds knew she had to ask the question that was foremost in her mind. ‘Is this legal, or are you working against the government?’


Ruth guffawed loudly. ‘My dear woman, nothing could be further from the truth. I work for the government.’


‘As a secretary?’


‘If that is what you wish to believe. However, the truth is, I work for the SOE.’


‘What is this SOE? Why does everyone speak initials? It is most confusing. Flora tells me about ITMA and ENSA – I am so easily confused.’


Rather than laugh at Anya’s comment, Ruth sat opposite the woman, lacing her fingers together as she thought carefully about her next words. She would have preferred to remain at her own office, but Kenneth had wanted to meet them here; he had some strange ways, but she went along with him most of the time rather than argue. There were enough problems in the world without her acting up because she didn’t like this dusty, impersonal room with its old desk, unmade fire and out of date calendar on the wall.


‘Anya, what I am telling you must go no further than this office; in fact, you will be expected to sign a document to that effect . . .’


‘I don’t understand.’ Anya looked around the room and for the first time focused on a man who had come in with them and was now standing by the door, smoking a pipe. She turned back to Ruth. ‘Why do you want this of me?’


‘Because, Anya, you are very important to the safety of this country and also the safety of your homeland,’ Ruth started to explain. Anya’s eyes grew wide with astonishment. Ruth continued, ‘The SOE stands for the Special Operations Executive, Mr Churchill’s secret army. We believe you can identify a woman who is collaborating with the Germans. We want you to confirm her identity and we can do the rest.’


Anya shook her head in denial. ‘I know the same people that you know: Flora, Rose, Miss Tibbs, Lily, Katie, and people we sit with in the tunnels during air raids . . . Are you saying one of those is a col– a collab—’


‘A collaborator,’ the man with the pipe said as he came closer, perching himself on the edge of Ruth’s desk. ‘No, Anya, it is not one of your friends – it is someone from your past.’


‘Who are you to know of my past?’ she spat back at him.


‘Anya, this is one of my colleagues, Colonel Kenneth Parry,’ Ruth explained. ‘He can tell you more.’


Anya looked between Ruth and the tall, thin man with unkempt salt and pepper hair, whose pipe seemed almost glued to his lips. She noticed how scruffy he looked, in a sagging jumper that had seen better days, with fraying cuffs and darned elbows. She shook her head wildly and got to her feet, her chair scraping on the linoleum floor. ‘I’m not sure I wish to know. I will go home now, if you do not mind? I promise not to say a thing about this.’


‘Please, Anya, identifying this woman would bring the war to an end so much sooner. You have no idea how important this is.’


Anya chewed on her fingernail as she thought about what Ruth was telling her. ‘If I was to do this for you, will you find my Henio and bring him home to me?’


Ruth looked to Kenneth, who had started to puff on his pipe. He nodded his head. ‘We will do our very best.’


She sat down again, ready to make her point. ‘Your very best is not good enough. I want him home to Ramsgate alive, or in his coffin so I can grieve, and our son has a place to visit where he can say his prayers by the grave of the father he has never met.’


Ruth reached across the desk and squeezed Anya’s hand. She tried not to think of all the women she had sent away who had never returned. How would she face her sister-in-law, Rose, if Anya died on this mission?


‘I promise I will do my utmost to help Alexsy by getting both of his parents home to him safely. Will you take a short journey and identify the woman for us?’


Anya thought for a few seconds before saying, ‘I will be proud to help Mr Churchill. Will I wear a uniform and stop working for Joe Lyons as a Sally?’


Kenneth laid his pipe down on the wooden desk and sat down in a vacant chair. ‘Anya, we want you to go home and continue in your work as you usually would. It will be arranged for you to have training and you will be accompanied; you should have nothing to fear. We will, however, ask you to put your affairs in order, and quickly, as this mission will occur very soon.’


Anya frowned. ‘You mean, I must find someone to care for my son in case I am killed on this mission and my Henio doesn’t come back alive? Where am I to go?’


‘It will be disclosed closer to the day you depart,’ Kenneth explained.


‘Am I to return to Poland? It can’t be anywhere else as I do not have the language . . .’


‘Please, Anya, don’t ask, as we cannot tell you at this time,’ Ruth begged.


‘Then I will return to Ramsgate and carry on as normal until you call me.’ She looked at her wristwatch. ‘If I do not hurry, I will miss my train; I cannot expect Katie to care for my son overnight.’ She stopped, thinking about what she had just said. ‘Katie would make a good mother to my boy . . .’


Ruth picked up the telephone and asked for a driver to take Anya to the station as Kenneth shook her hand. ‘I’ll walk you downstairs,’ Ruth said, taking her arm.


Outside, as they waited for the car, Ruth gave Anya a big hug. ‘Katie is the ideal person . . .’
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‘I’ve not seen you in here before,’ a smartly dressed young man said as a young Nippy handed him a menu.


‘I can’t say I’ve seen you in here either,’ she replied cheekily, looking behind her to check she hadn’t been overheard.


He nodded appreciatively before giving her a wink. ‘What’s your name, or are you a Gladys like all the rest?’


‘Gladys?’


The man tutted. ‘Dear me, you must be new not to know about the company you work for . . . I’ll have a pot of tea, the Spam fritters followed by syrup pudding and custard,’ he said, brushing away the proffered menu.


‘My name is Jennie. I’ve worked for Lyons for a while,’ she said, giving him a defiant look even though she was taken with his appearance. He wore a smart suit, which was different to most men, who were in uniform, and he smelt of soap as though he’d not long had a bath. She’d noticed as he walked into the teashop that he wasn’t over tall and held himself confidently, as if he was used to women watching him.


‘My, my, you’re a cheeky one. I bet you keep your boyfriend on his toes.’


‘I don’t have a boyfriend; I live in digs and answer only to myself,’ she answered, chin held high, not adding that no lad had ever asked her out.


He raised his eyebrows. ‘So if I asked you out for a drink at the end of your shift, you’d not be interested . . .?’


Jennie was caught off guard. She’d never been invited out by a young man before now. Although she kept herself clean and tidy, she always thought there were other Nippies ahead of her in the queue for the attentions of the male customers; who’d want to go out with a younger woman who wasn’t yet twenty? Even so, she was proud of her shiny light brown hair and large brown eyes. There again, perhaps it was time she started to make more of herself and accept invitations to walk out with men.


‘I’ll get your order, sir,’ she replied, giving him a smile before she hurried to place his order. ‘That’s a cheeky one,’ she couldn’t help saying to the cook, who was standing at the service station taking the Nippies’ orders.


‘You’ll be for it if you get caught being over friendly with the male customers. You know Mrs Jones doesn’t like that sort of thing going on during her watch,’ the cook sniffed.


‘Well, Katie isn’t here,’ Jennie retaliated. ‘Besides, she knows me, so I won’t get the sack. All the same, can you give him an extra dollop of custard? I want to keep him sweet in case I accept his offer . . .’


The cook tutted but made a note with the stub of a pencil on the order form Jennie had handed to her. ‘I don’t know, you girls will chase anything in trousers.’


Jennie ignored this. ‘By the way, what is a Gladys?’


‘It’s what the waitresses used to be called here before the bosses decided they was to be called Nippies; but that was a good few years ago. What made you ask such a thing?’


‘The young man mentioned it. He seems quite charming.’


‘They are all charming when they’re after something, so you be careful and mind he only gets extra custard.’


Jennie glared at her. ‘I know how to take care of myself, thank you very much.’


‘On your head be it,’ the cook said. ‘You’d best get his pot of tea over to him before he forgets you and starts chatting up one of the others.’
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