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September 1926


Flora Neville pulled a pearl-tipped hatpin from her best black felt hat and placed both onto the bed. It had been a tense day, and she was glad to be home and back to work; there were sheets to bring in from the line, where they’d been hanging a good part of the day, and there was dinner to prepare for the guests. A quick glance at a dainty ormolu clock standing in the middle of the walnut tallboy reminded her Rose would be in from school shortly. Flora needed to be back in her work clothes with today’s events firmly locked away, so no one would know where she’d set off to when she boarded the first train up to London. Furthermore, the nature of the business that had her kitted out in her Sunday best on a Thursday, and her usual sunny disposition replaced with a sad, thoughtful expression, should be known only to her and never told to a living soul. Some things should be forgotten, she thought to herself. She wouldn’t deny, though, that it had been pleasant to stop for a cup of tea and a toasted teacake in a Lyons Corner House along the Strand after her appointment with the solicitor, Mr Bartholomew, and then catch a train from Charing Cross back to Ramsgate and home.


For once she’d enjoyed being waited on by delightful waitresses who showed her to a vacant table and took her order. It made a change from being the one looking after her boarders at the Sea View guesthouse. She sat watching as the young women dashed here and there, taking orders and carrying heavy trays laden with food and drinks. They all had ready smiles and were so polite. However, she was surprised so many people would call out the word ‘Nippy’ to get their attention.


‘Why do they call you Nippy?’ she’d asked as her tea was brought to the table.


‘It’s our new name,’ the dark-haired young waitress explained. ‘It’s supposed to be because we nip about all over the place,’ she giggled.


‘How strange. Surely they could call you something more in keeping with your smart appearance?’ Flora said as she reached for the milk jug.


The girl smiled. ‘I don’t mind it one little bit. They used to call us Gladys, and as that’s my old gorgon of an aunt’s name, I much prefer to be a Nippy.’


‘Oh, I see,’ Flora said as she poured her tea. ‘Who decided to make the name official?’


‘Lyons had a competition to find a new name, and that’s how we came to be Nippies.’


Flora smiled back at the girl. ‘How interesting. Nippy is a much better name, and so memorable.’


She thought about the busy Nippies as she sipped her tea. Hopefully the documents Flora now held in her black leather handbag would mean that her ten-year-old daughter, Rose, would never have to work as a waitress. When Rose grew up there would be money enough for her to train for a position in an office until the day came for her to marry and have a family to care for. Yes, that would be a very pleasing situation indeed.


Flora shook herself from her thoughts as she ran a brush through her soft brown hair and frowned at a few grey threads running through the gentle curls. ‘Time waits for no one, especially you, Flora Neville,’ she muttered before twisting her hair back into a severe bun at the nape of her neck and fixing it with a tortoiseshell clip. ‘Now, what to do first?’ She smiled at the pleasantly rounded face staring back at her from the mirror.


She hung her coat in the wardrobe and looked at an envelope she’d placed on the bed as she walked into the room. Kneeling down, she reached under the double bed and pulled out a battered suitcase. Opening the stubborn catches, swearing under her breath as one caught her fingernail, she delved inside and pulled out a smaller leather case. Taking a long chain from around her neck that held a delicate brass key, she unlocked the smaller case. She gently touched a pearl cameo brooch and a small ruby ring, stopping to think for a moment about the past and how different her life had been. Then she placed the envelope she’d collected from Mr Bartholomew inside. ‘At least he kept his promise,’ she whispered, before locking the case. Looking around the room, she put the chain and the key into a small porcelain jar on her dressing table and pushed her secret safely back under the bed.
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January 1940


Rose Neville shivered as she hurried up the street towards the Ramsgate branch of Lyons teashop, hugging the straps of her black leather handbag and gas mask holder close to her side in case they slipped off her shoulder and were lost in her haste. She dreaded the day she would need to use the ugly gas mask; like so many in the small Kent seaside town, she hoped the war would be over before they saw enemy action. So many people were using the words ‘phoney war’, but as her mum was fond of saying, she could feel it in her water that something would happen before too long, and she wanted to be prepared.


Rose wasn’t keen on the early morning starts, especially with a cold wind blowing off the nearby seafront and snow threatening to fall again. Her pert nose was frozen cold even though she’d wrapped a bright red knitted scarf across most of her pretty face. Waving to an old school friend who was opening up the doors of a nearby cafe, she thanked God she was working for the prestigious Lyons teashop chain, who even had posh Corner Houses in London. So much better than the small cafe where staff did little more than fry eggs and serve mugs of tea all day long. Not only were Lyons staff taught how to serve food and be the best waitresses, but they wore smart uniforms and went by the name of Nippies. That couldn’t be said for any other waitresses, she thought, feeling proud. Why, she’d even been trained in London, just as other Nippies had.


‘Hey,’ a voice shouted from close behind her. ‘Didn’t you hear me calling for you to wait?’


Rose stopped suddenly and turned as her friend Lily barrelled into her. ‘Oops, sorry, I can’t hear a thing wrapped up in this scarf. Aren’t you cold?’ she asked, seeing Lily’s coat flapping open and her hair flowing free while she held a green felt hat in her hand.


‘I was late getting up and I’ve run all the way. My hat blew off back at the corner. I’ve lost my hatpin,’ she added, seeing Rose shake her head in despair.


‘Again? You’d lose your head if it was loose,’ Rose said. ‘Now stand still while I do up your coat, or you’ll catch your death . . .’ She froze as the words came tumbling out. What an idiot she was. ‘I’m sorry, Lily. That was thoughtless of me.’


Lily brushed a tear away that had been threatening to fall. ‘Don’t be daft. You didn’t mean anything by it, and my mum would have said the same if she’d been here. In fact, she’d have made sure I was out of bed on time and had some breakfast inside me before I set off for work. And she’d have told me off for not getting dressed properly,’ she added, giving Rose a quick hug. ‘Tell me off as much as you want. No doubt I deserve it. Now, let’s get to work before the old dragon reprimands us both for being late.’ She grabbed hold of Rose’s arm and hurried her along the street.


‘All the same, I should be more thoughtful,’ Rose said as she trotted along, trying to keep up with her friend. ‘It’s only been three months since your mum . . .’


‘. . . Died?’ Lily finished Rose’s sentence. ‘It’s been two months, three weeks and four days,’ she said, stopping by the door of a shoe shop and turning to give an over-bright smile to Rose. ‘But who’s counting?’


Rose felt awful. Lily’s mother had been taken ill so quickly and faded away almost before their eyes. Apart from a stepfather, her friend didn’t have any relatives to turn to, and she had been determined to carry out her mother’s last wishes to keep a roof over her husband’s head and care for him as best she could. Rose didn’t care much for Lily’s stepfather, but she knew that her friend would do her very best for him, just as she too would have carried out the wishes of her own mother. Not for one moment could Rose imagine losing her mum, Flora, who meant the world to her – but if it should happen, she would honour her mum’s memory and follow her wishes until her dying breath. It would be all she could do for the woman who had brought her up single-handedly since Rose was ten years of age and who had never once complained. Flora had never spoken of her past life, but Rose had a feeling that she had worked in London, as she seemed to know streets and buildings there when they were mentioned by visitors to the Sea View guesthouse. However, if anyone asked about her early life Flora would say very little, and would quickly change the subject.


Rose was shaken from her reverie as the Lyons teashop came into view and she spotted someone on the doorstep. ‘Surely Miss Butterworth hasn’t got someone outside cleaning windows in this weather?’ she said as they hurried closer.


‘I wouldn’t put it past her,’ Lily huffed. The early morning shift hadn’t started yet, but they both knew the grumpy woman who managed the Ramsgate branch would stop at nothing to keep her Nippies working hard. ‘She’s a dragon! She had me cleaning the shop front five minutes before I was due to clock off. I swear it’s because she heard me telling Katie how much I was looking forward to our trip to the pictures.’


‘You got there by the skin of your teeth,’ Rose commiserated. ‘At least you managed to see Johnny Johnson in that Clive Danvers B movie. I hope they make a third film, as Johnny is such a good actor.’


Lily grinned. ‘He’s easy on the eye, too.’


‘Why, Lily Douglas, what a thing to say,’ Rose exclaimed, although she agreed with her friend. ‘Oh look, I do believe that girl outside the teashop isn’t cleaning at all. Come on – let’s go see what’s happening.’ She started to hurry, ignoring the flurry of icy snow now stinging her eyes. Lily had no choice but to keep up.


As they reached the grand facade of the teashop, Rose could see that the young woman was leaning against its glass window. She was shivering, and had tears running down her face. ‘My goodness, whatever is the matter?’ Rose asked with concern. ‘Is there anything I can do to help?’


The young woman shook her head, causing auburn curls to tumble from beneath a black beret, before cuffing her eyes with woollen mittens that had seen better days. ‘I’m just being daft, and I’m freezing cold,’ she said, giving Rose a brief smile. ‘I have an interview with the manageress at nine o’clock and I left earlier than I should. Now I’m too afraid to go inside.’


‘Your nerves got the better of you, and now you’re half frozen as well,’ Rose said as she took charge. ‘What you need is a hot cup of tea and a chance to warm up before you meet the Dra . . . before you meet Miss Butterworth,’ she corrected herself, not wanting to frighten the young woman even more before she’d as much as stepped over the threshold of the smart-looking Lyons premises.


‘I can’t sit in there drinking like a customer. I’m not dressed . . .’ The girl faltered, looking down at her coat that had seen better days. ‘I’ve done the best I can for my interview, but as for sitting with posh people, I’m just not sure. Besides, I’ve only got a few coppers to last us until my husband gets paid.’


‘You’re married?’ Lily said, looking shocked.


The girl jutted out her chin and glared at Lily. ‘I’m seventeen, and old enough to be a wife. My mum said it’s better than being an old maid.’


Rose felt her face start to twitch. She suddenly felt quite ancient, even though she was only six years older than the girl. ‘You can come into the staffroom for your cuppa. You don’t have to pay,’ she added, seeing a shadow fall over the girl’s face.


‘And Lyons isn’t posh,’ Lily added as she pushed open the door to be met with a cloud of warm air. ‘It’s a friendly place for one and all.’


Rose ushered the girl into the teashop and through to the staff quarters, where she sat her down with a cup of tea poured from a large brown china pot kept under a red tea cosy. She placed a bun onto a tea plate and put both in front of the girl. ‘The bun may be a little stale as it’s left over from yesterday, and before you ask, you don’t have to pay a penny. Eat up while I get changed into my uniform, and then I’ll let Miss Butterworth know you are here.’ Her tone made it clear that she didn’t expect any arguments. ‘I’ve not seen you around the town before, and I’ve lived here all my life,’ she added.


‘We came down here to live with my husband’s mum. I’m from the East End of London,’ said the girl proudly. ‘I’ve brought me mum an’ little brother with me. We was told it would be safer down here once the war kicked off, which it’s bound to do before too long.’


‘Well, I hope you will like living here,’ Rose said, thinking how brave it was of the girl to up sticks and move from the capital down to the other side of Kent. ‘I’ve always found everyone friendly around here.’


The girl gave her a grin. ‘I like living by the seaside. Me mum’s tickled pink to be able to walk along the front and take in the sea air – she says she feels like one of those toffs that used to come down here when it was the posh thing to do. It’s supposed to be good for you, so hopefully it’ll help Mum’s bronchials.’


‘I do hope it helps your mum. Yes, Ramsgate used to be very popular for the upper classes to visit to take the air. We aren’t quite as popular these days, but holidaymakers still come down and until the war it was a busy town. Nowadays we see more soldiers than families. Now, drink your tea before it gets cold,’ Rose said before heading to the room where the girls changed their clothes and kept their coats and bags.


‘Blimey, married at her age. It makes you think, doesn’t it?’ Lily remarked as she stepped into her black waitress dress before checking her stocking seams were straight. ‘Do my shoes look clean? I should have given them a good going-over last night, but I fell asleep on my bed.’


Rose stepped back and looked Lily over. ‘You look fine. And as for the girl out there – who’s to know if she didn’t have to get married on the quick, or that her husband’s not out of work? She looks frightened half to death, poor kid. She’ll need a bit more backbone if she wants Miss Butterworth to hire her. As for going to London to be trained . . .’


‘You’ve got a point there. I found it bad enough staying in that hostel for young women, even though the three of us were there together learning the ropes. By the way, where is Katie?’


‘She’s on a later shift today, so we’ll see her at midday.’ Rose said, checking her white cap was pinned on correctly, and that the Lyons badge was lined up correctly and not skew-whiff. It was something Miss Butterworth checked when she inspected her staff.


‘As long as she’s still coming to the dance with us this evening,’ Lily said as she dabbed lipstick onto her lips and gave a small smile into the cracked mirror hanging on the wall. ‘It will be good to go out and have some fun, and listen to you sing.’


Rose grinned. ‘It will. Now, I must take that young girl to Miss Butterworth. I hope she gets taken on – it looks as though she could do with the job. I’ll see you at the coal face.’


Lily laughed. ‘Not that we get much chance to chat, with my workstation being way across the tearoom from yours.’


Rose went back to where the young girl was picking crumbs from her plate. ‘I’m just going to let Miss Butterworth know you are here, and then I’ll fetch you.’


‘Oh, I didn’t recognize you in your uniform,’ the girl said. ‘You do look very smart.’


Rose smiled. ‘If you are accepted, then you will be wearing the same uniform – that’s unless you’re put to working the kitchens, or trained to be a Sally.’


The girl giggled. ‘A Sally? Whatever are they?’


‘Did you see the women serving customers at the counter at the front of the teashop?’


‘I saw a lady selling teacakes and bread.’


‘Yes, well, they are Sallys. They do tend to be taller, though. It’s to do with reaching into the window display and across the counters, I suppose . . .’


‘There’s no chance I’ll be a Sally, then. I’m shorter than you.’


Rose laughed. ‘That’s true. By the way, what is your name? I’ll need to tell Miss Butterworth who is waiting to see her.’


‘My name is Grace Gibbons,’ the girl said, holding out her hand.


They shook hands, and Rose hurried out of the staffroom. She had her own workstation to get to once she’d notified the manager. Stepping into the teashop, which was already busy with early-morning customers, she felt a tinge of pride as she looked across the rows of tables dressed with crisp white tablecloths and set with silver cutlery. Overhead, brass light fittings hung from chains, enhancing the polished tea urns and stainless-steel teapots lined up waiting to be filled with steaming hot tea.


She felt the usual thrill run through her, knowing she worked for a chain of teashops that were held in such high esteem throughout the country. Joe Lyons may have had his grand restaurants and Corner Houses up in London, but down here on the very eastern tip of the county of Kent, the smaller teashops were just as important and equally impressive.


Straightening her back, Rose tapped on the door to Miss Butterworth’s office and waited to be told to enter. Her mind wandered to the dance she was attending that evening, and the songs she hoped to sing when Silvano Caprice called her to the stage. If only her life had been different and she had been able to pursue her dream of singing with the big bands; perhaps even touring with them, and maybe one day her voice being heard on a 78 rpm record. However, things like that hardly ever happened to girls like her; and how could she even think of leaving Ramsgate and her mum? she thought, chastising herself. How would Flora cope running the Sea View guesthouse on her own if Rose were to go running off to pursue her dreams? No, she’d have to make the most of her life and just sing when invited. But a girl could dream, she thought sadly as a stern voice from inside the office called for her to enter.


‘Excuse me, Miss Butterworth,’ Rose said as she stood in front of the manageress’s desk. She spotted Mr Grant, the area manager, pushing the last remnants of a toasted teacake into his mouth before brushing a scattering of crumbs from his expansive chest.


‘Yes, Neville, what is it?’ Miss Butterworth snapped, looking up at a large clock on the wall. ‘Spit it out. I have appointments to deal with.’


‘I wanted to let you know that a Mrs Gibbons is here for her interview. I’ve left her in the staffroom having a cup of tea, as she was frozen stiff,’ Rose answered, thinking it would be a good idea not to mention she’d also given Grace a bun.


‘Hurry up and show her in,’ Miss Butterworth said, looking away to continue her conversation with Mr Grant.


‘Before you go, Miss Neville . . .’ Mr Grant said as Rose reached for the door handle. ‘May I ask if it was your idea to check the Nippies’ gas masks each morning?’


Rose took a deep breath. Was she in for a telling off? ‘Yes, sir. I noticed some of the Nippies were having problems attaching their gas masks to the back of their belts, so I suggested that they paired up with others on the same shift to help each other. I didn’t think it was worth mentioning,’ she said, giving her manageress an apologetic look. Miss Butterworth looked askance.


‘You did very well, Miss Neville, very well indeed,’ he said, looking her up and down. ‘Had you thought about furthering your career with Lyons?’


‘No, sir – I mean . . . I do like my job here in Ramsgate. I’d never thought of doing anything else,’ she replied, pushing her dreams of singing to the back of her mind. It wouldn’t do to mention them or she’d not have a job at all, as Miss Butterworth would soon show her the door. She always made it clear that she was the boss, and the Nippies could easily be replaced.


‘Keep it in mind, Neville,’ Mr Grant said, giving her a dismissive smile.


Rose hurried to the staffroom, wondering what Mr Grant was going on about. The more she thought about it, the more she wondered if she could be a manageress – or perhaps work in another part of the Lyons empire? Yes, if the opportunity were to arise to further her career, she’d grab it with both hands.


Flora took a sharp intake of breath before raising her fist skywards at young Charlie Stubbs. The scruffy lad was perfecting his aim, armed with a large round stone, egged on by a gang of identical-looking lads. ‘You throw that and you’ll feel the back of my hand so quick, you’ll not know what hit you.’


Charlie cuffed his dripping nose with his sleeve and glared sullenly at Flora, allowing the stone to gently fall from his hand. ‘Well, she’s a spy. I heard me dad say all foreigners are.’


Flora shook her head in disbelief. The Stubbs family were notorious in that part of Ramsgate, and it wasn’t for the eloquence of their speech or the generosity of their nature. ‘Don’t talk so daft, boy.’


‘If they speaks funny like her, then they must be spies,’ he answered back, raising his chin defiantly, pointing to what looked like a bundle of rags on the ground nearby. ‘We don’t trust the likes of them,’ he added proudly.


She tutted and gave him a stern look. ‘Your father wouldn’t know a spy if he found one in the bottom of his pint pot. Now, you and your mates help me get this poor woman onto her feet, then you can run off home to your beds. It’s far too late for a child your age to be out alone. Why, there might just be a proper spy around the corner waiting to kidnap a boy and take him off to Germany to fight for that Hitler.’ She tried not to smile as young Charlie looked fearfully around before tearing off as fast as his legs would carry him with his gang close on his heels.


It was time Sean Stubbs took his children in hand, Flora thought as she moved closer to see what poor soul Charlie had been stoning. Charlie and his many siblings had turned feral since their mother, Eileen, had run off with a sailor when his ship had anchored off the Kent coast and he’d come ashore looking for entertainment. The last Flora heard, Eileen was plying her trade in the East End and the sailor had copped it on some foreign sea. By rights Eileen should be home caring for her kids, but no doubt Sean Stubbs would kill her if she ever came anywhere near the town again. He’d been heard saying so on many occasions – as if he’d didn’t approve of women whose virtue had ended up in the gutter, even though he was acquainted with more than a few of them himself.


Flora leant closer to the ragged figure. She could see it was a thin-faced woman, huddled close against the wall, trembling with fear as blood ran from a cut on her high cheekbones. Her first thought was that the poor wretch needed feeding up, put in some clean clothes and with the luxury of a bath, she would be most striking. Her hair was pulled back tightly under a scarf, but it looked thick and dark. Yes, in the right circumstances this lady would be most handsome. At the moment, though, she already had a bruise forming around one eye. ‘You’re going to have a right old shiner there come the morning.’


The woman shied away from Flora, pulling a blanket up to her chin.


‘Come on, my love, no one’s going to hurt you. My house is just up the road a bit. Let’s get you cleaned up and sort out that nasty cut, shall we? No doubt you’d like a hot drink too, eh?’


The woman muttered a few words of thanks, but they were lost on the wind that whipped in from the sea. Flora detected a foreign accent, but she had no idea of where the young woman came from. That would have to be a question for another time. Lifting a small suitcase she’d kept close to her side throughout her ordeal, Flora helped her to her feet. ‘Don’t you worry about speaking, my love. Just you hang on to me, and we’ll have you home and safe in no time.’


The woman leant heavily on Flora’s arm as they slowly covered the few yards along the harbour front before turning the corner towards the steep slope up Madeira Walk that led to the Sea View guesthouse in Albion Place. Flora felt a harsh wind on her back from the sea as the tide came in at an angry pace, and flurries of harsh snow made it hard to see ahead. Everything and everyone seemed angry these days, she thought as she fought to keep the woman on her feet. Those boys were just the tip of the iceberg. There again, who wouldn’t be angry, what with this bloody war and what Adolf was up to? she thought, as she placed the suitcase at the top of the three steps leading to her front door before fishing around in her pocket for the key. ‘Let’s get you inside and put the kettle on shall we? Everything will feel better once we’ve had a cuppa.’


‘That’s your answer to everything, Mum.’


Flora turned to see her daughter, Rose, reach for the suitcase and follow them into the warm hallway of the guesthouse. ‘You’re home early, love.’


‘Only a little,’ she said. ‘Who is this, then? Have you picked up another waif and stray?’ she grinned.


‘I . . . I am Anya,’ the woman said slowly as she looked around the large hallway with three oak doors on the right and a wide carpeted staircase on the left that swept upwards, curving to the right before disappearing out of sight. ‘You have . . . you have a good home. I feel the warmth . . . the love.’


Flora beamed in delight. ‘Thank you, Anya, I agree with you. There has been much love in this house.’ She gave her daughter a hard glare as she spotted a fleeting grin appear on the girl’s face, knowing from experience that Rose was likely to pull her leg at any time. ‘Let’s get you through to the kitchen, and then you can tell me why those boys were throwing stones at you.’ Flora took Anya’s arm and steered her to the door at the end of the hall.


‘Not the Stubbs kids?’ Rose asked as she helped her mum guide the frail woman.


Flora nodded, her lips set in a thin, angry line. ‘I’m going to have a word with their dad. It’s happening far too often. Look at the nasty cut on this lady’s face. I may even have a word with PC Denning so he can keep an eye out for the children. They’re little blighters in the blackout. As for getting them down an air-raid shelter when the sirens go off with these false alarms – I’ve all but given up blowing my whistle to get their attention.’


‘Mum’s an ARP warden,’ Rose explained as she saw their visitor’s confused frown. ‘She will make sure everyone is safe if we ever have an air raid.’


Anya thought before nodding her head. ‘She is very good at caring for people, I feel. She helped me very much.’


‘Call me Flora. “She” sounds like something the cat dragged in,’ Flora said before leading Anya to a comfortable chair by the stove that Flora kept burning all day long, using scraps of driftwood collected on her walks along the beach; not that she was able to do much of that anymore, due to the shoreline being off limits to the locals since the army arrived to protect the coastline. ‘Here; sit yourself down while I put the kettle on the hob. Then I’ll take a look at that cut on your face.’


‘Mum’s a dab hand at first aid, too,’ Rose said, taking off her hat and coat and throwing them onto a spare seat. ‘She took a course as part of her ARP training.’


Anya followed Rose’s movements with wide eyes. ‘You are a maid?’ she asked, taking in the formal black dress with its row of buttons down the front and neat collar and cuffs.


Rose hooted with laughter. ‘God, no, although it feels like it sometimes; I’m a Nippy at the Lyons teashop up the road. A waitress,’ she added, seeing the foreign woman’s frown. ‘You’re not from round here, are you?’


‘That’s enough of that,’ Flora scolded. ‘There’ll be enough time for questions once I’ve cleaned up this pretty face and we’ve had a cuppa.’


Anya blushed. ‘I thank you. No one has ever said I am pretty before. Not even my husband. He says I am handsome woman,’ she added quickly, seeing the smile fall from Flora’s face. ‘He is a good man, and that is why I am here.’


‘Well, as far as I’m concerned you are a beauty, and I’ll not have anyone say otherwise. Now, let’s help you off with your coat and make you comfortable. The kettle’s about to boil, so if you can warm the teapot, Rose, I’ll get Anya seen to, then she can tell us all about herself and how she came to be in such a pickle.’ Flora went to a cabinet and pulled out an enamel bowl and a clean piece of rag, not seeing the shadow that swept across Anya’s face. She added the water Rose had left in the kettle and checked it with her finger. ‘That seems to be about right,’ she said, dipping the cloth in the liquid before gently dabbing at the cut on Anya’s face. The woman looked straight ahead, biting her lip just a little. ‘Sorry, love. It will sting just a little, but we’ll soon have you as right as rain. I’ll put a dab of Acriflavine cream on the cut once it’s clean. Now, why were those nasty kids picking on you?’ she asked.


‘I asked if they knew of any . . . what you say . . . lodges?’


‘Lodgings, do you mean?’ Rose asked, putting down a cup of hot steaming tea where Anya could reach it before perching on the arm of her chair to listen to what the stranger had to say.


‘Yes, that would be it . . . lodgings. The taller boy, he said rude words to me and then picked up a stone to throw at me. He called me a Nazi and a spy. I am not either of these things. I have papers to show who I am, if you would like to see them?’ She looked to where her small battered suitcase had been left near the kitchen door.


‘I’m sure you’re not,’ Flora fussed as she pulled back Anya’s hair that had fallen loose to check if there were any cuts she’d missed. ‘I must say you have the most beautiful hair. It is so thick and dark.’


‘I thank you. My husband he say it is as dark as the night.’


‘He seems to have a way with words.’


‘He does.’ She smiled gently and nodded to Rose as she passed her tea. ‘He writes many words in books. I have his journal in my bag. I couldn’t leave it behind,’ she said, her eyes taking on a faraway look once more as she sipped from the cup. ‘This is very good tea. Not so, how you say . . . the wet and warm kind.’


Flora laughed. She knew exactly what Anya meant. ‘I pride myself in always having a decent cup of tea for my guests. Now drink up, there’s another in the teapot. I’ll get you something to eat in a minute.’ She’d noticed how thin the woman was under her threadbare navy-blue cardigan.


‘I cannot eat your food,’ Anya said, looking alarmed. ‘You must keep it for yourself. When I have finished my tea I will be going. You have been more than kind in helping me and cleaning my wound. I must be going to find a lodge . . . lodgings,’ she added as Rose attempted to correct her.


Flora crossed her arms and stood in front of Anya. ‘I’ll not hear of any such thing. We have a room going begging here. It’s no more than a box room, but you are welcome to it.’


‘You would take me into your home without you know who I am? The nasty boy may be right. I may be a spy, but I can assure you I am no Nazi,’ she added with a shudder. ‘You are generous woman, but I cannot take your charity.’


Rose hooted with laughter. ‘It’s not charity. Mum runs a boarding house. Lodgings,’ she added, seeing Anya frown. ‘She takes in paying guests.’


‘I prefer to call Sea View a guest house,’ Flora said, giving her daughter a prim look.


Rose chuckled before draining her cup and getting to her feet. ‘I must have a wash and change my clothes. There’s a dance at the Margate Winter Gardens this evening, and I’ve been asked to sing with the orchestra.’


‘I wondered why you were home so early,’ Flora sniffed, appearing not to approve. ‘You’ll get the sack before too long if you keep coming home in your work uniform, my girl.’


Rose shook her head, causing her shoulder-length blonde curls to ripple across her shoulders. ‘The teashop is too understaffed for Miss Butterworth to give me the sack. Besides, she also let Lily and Katie leave early, as it was quiet. Would you like me to show Anya up to the room?’ she asked, knowing how to keep her mum sweet.


Flora nodded. ‘You’ll find clean bed linen in the airing cupboard. Can you make up the bed, as I have the evening meals to finish?’


Anya noticed Rose’s downturned expression. ‘Please, I can make a bed. I have no wish to make you late for your dancing and singing.’


Flora sighed. Her daughter could charm the birds from the trees. ‘That’s very kind of you, Anya. When you’ve unpacked your things, please come back down to the kitchen and I’ll have a meal ready for you.’


I’d also like to know a little more about you, she thought to herself as she turned to the task of peeling potatoes for their evening meal. There was food enough for Anya, regardless of whether she had a penny to her name. Flora would not see someone go hungry if she could help it.


Anya ran her hand over the freshly washed sheets. It had been a long journey, but she was now here and soon, with much luck, she would have answers. Her few items of clothing hung in the small wardrobe, and a hairbrush and bible lay on top of the chest of drawers. She could be happy here, and Flora and Rose Neville seemed very pleasant people. If only she had more money. Her next priority would be to find work. Yes, she needed to work to be able to stay and complete her mission. There was so much she needed to do, and after all this time her goal was almost within sight. She sighed as she thought of her past life and how different it was to be here in England. Poland was her home, and always would be; but for now she would concentrate on what she had to do and make the most of her circumstances.


A polite knock on the door brought her back to the present. ‘Yes, who is it please?’ she asked.


‘It’s only me,’ Rose said as she entered the room and looked about her. ‘I hope you will be comfortable. This was my room when I was a child. You can see the harbour from here,’ she said, going over to the window.


Anya joined her and they stood silently shoulder to shoulder, watching out over the dark sea lit by a pale moon. ‘It is beautiful,’ she whispered.


Rose glowed with pride. She loved her hometown, with its tall Georgian houses and the busy fishing port. It retained its charm even as locals prepared for the possibility of invasion, covering their windows with heavy curtains to cut out the smallest chinks of light – sometimes actually painting over the glass panes, so that if enemy aircraft should fly overhead they’d have little chance of seeing anything below. Rose’s mum had been out day after day, carrying out her ARP warden duties with diligence, advising residents on how to prepare for any form of enemy attack. If Adolf should come, they would be ready. Why, even the boy scouts, who hadn’t been evacuated, had been roped in to fill sandbags and distribute them to homes and businesses.


Giving Anya a sideways look, taking in the white skin and large grey eyes, Rose wanted to ask what had brought the woman here, but she knew it would appear rude. Perhaps in time Anya would share her story. ‘You look tired,’ Rose smiled in sympathy. ‘Don’t forget Mum said she’d have a meal for you; then perhaps you could put your head down and have a sleep?’


‘Head down?’ Anya frowned.


‘It’s something we say here in England. It means put your head down on your pillow and go to sleep.’


Anya thought for a moment before giving Rose a warm smile. ‘I like that very much. Yes, I will be putting down of my head very soon. The day has been a long one. I think your language will be hard to understand.’


Rose sat down on the bed and laughed. ‘It certainly is, but you put us to shame – we don’t know one word of your language. Polish, is it?’


‘Yes, I am Polish.’


‘Poland is such a long way away. Whatever bought you to England?’ Rose asked, completely forgetting that she had decided not to ask questions just yet.


‘Yes, it is a very long way away . . .’ Anya said, gazing back out over the sea.


‘You must miss it most terribly,’ Rose said, knowing she was pushing for an answer.


Anya pulled the curtains together and turned to give Rose a bright smile. ‘No, I no longer miss Poland. Now, tell me about your singing and dancing. I do like your pretty dress,’ she said, stopping Rose from adding any further questions.


‘This old thing? Why, I’ve had this for two years now. Miss Tibbs added a little lace trim and altered the neckline for me, so it looks as good as new.’


‘Miss Tibbs?’


‘She’s one of our boarders and has lived here for years. You’ll simply adore her – we all do. She used to be a dressmaker until she retired and closed her workshop. Now she does bits and bobs for neighbours and friends, which is very handy now rationing is starting to grip us all. From what we hear, it won’t be too long before even new clothing will be thin on the ground.’


‘Bits and bobs . . .?’ Anya frowned. ‘I think I have a lot to learn.’


Rose chuckled. She did like the polite Polish woman and hoped they’d become friends, even though it seemed strange her turning up as she had. She thought of the many foreign servicemen who came to the Lyons teashop while she was working. It would be lovely to share a few words with them, to make them feel welcome. ‘Perhaps you could teach me something to say in Polish?’


Anya hesitated. ‘Perhaps it is best we speak in English. Not everyone welcomes a foreign tongue. Now, again, I ask you to tell me about your singing?’


Rose shrugged her shoulders. She didn’t like to talk about her dreams, especially to someone she’d just met. ‘It’s nothing much. Where we go dancing, they sometimes ask if anyone can carry a tune, and my friends pushed me up onto the stage. Carry a tune means to be able to sing a song,’ she added, seeing a questioning expression cross Anya’s face. ‘I’ll try to be more careful in what I say, as I can see it is a problem for you to understand me,’ she said.


‘No, please never do that,’ Anya implored her. ‘I must learn. I want to learn. It is important I learn.’


Rose thought Anya seemed surprisingly keen to learn the language, but she resolved again not to ask why. If the woman had secrets, who was she to poke her nose in and interfere? All the same, she must remember to tell her mum about the conversation. ‘Shall we go downstairs and have that bite to eat? I don’t have long before I need to be somewhere else.’


Anya smiled. ‘Yes, a bite to eat would be very nice indeed and I understand you need to be . . . what you say . . . somewhere else,’ she laughed. Rose took her arm and they headed down the two flights of stairs towards the sound of plates being put out on a table as Flora dished up their meal.


‘It’s only bubble ’n’ squeak,’ Flora said as she pushed the plate in front of Anya. ‘But the hens have come up trumps, so we have a fried egg each. Miss Tibbs isn’t back from her church meeting, so I’ll feed her later.’


‘Oh, Mum. Not fried food again. My dress and hair are going to smell like a chip shop. No one will dance with me,’ Rose said, poking at the food with a fork.


‘You can take it or leave it,’ Flora huffed. ‘I’ve got too much on my hands to pander to you, young woman. You don’t find our guests complaining, and they pay for the privilege of living here.’


Anya, who had been tucking into her meal with relish, laid down her knife and fork and reached into her pocket, pulling out a small leather purse. ‘Here, I must give you money for my food,’ she said. ‘What will it be?’


‘It can wait,’ Flora scolded. ‘Get on with your meal before it goes cold.’


‘If you are very sure,’ the young woman said with a shy smile. ‘I do not wish to . . . how you say . . . be beholden. I was very lucky that you came to rescue me.’


Rose, who had pushed her plate aside and was peering into her powder compact to top up her lipstick, gave Anya a questioning look. ‘Where was you off to when those horrid little boys attacked you?’


‘I was looking for a place called Margate. Do you know it?’


‘Know it? It’s where I’m off to this evening, dancing to the Silvano Caprice band.’


Anya’s eyes lit up. ‘Is this place – Margate – very far away? The bus driver was not helpful and would not tell me. I could not see any signs, and he told me to get off when the bus went no further.’


‘P’raps he thought you was a German?’ Rose said, running the red lipstick over her top lip and smiling into the small mirror.


Anya looked dismayed. ‘But I am Polish. Anyone can tell that. I hate the Germans,’ she added vehemently. ‘They ruined my life.’


Flora had been thoughtful as the two girls spoke. ‘What I don’t understand is how you got here? Thanet is not such an attractive area to visit these days, since the war started; and January is no month for a holiday by the sea.’


‘I met a man in London. He told me that for the right money, he could get me to Margate. He was a strange person and tapped his nose a lot when he spoke to me.’ She demonstrated the action, adding a wink at the same time. ‘He also wanted much money from me, but I gladly gave it, as I so much need to be here.’


‘Hmm, he sounds like a bit of a spiv,’ Flora said. ‘How did he get you here?’


‘I know not what is a speev, but I travelled in a lorry until we approach Thaneet, where the driver told me to hide under old sacking until he drop me off and told me to find a bus. Then I am lost, and you rescue me – for which I thank you once again.’


‘Mum, do you think Anya has broken the law?’ Rose asked, looking worried.


Flora was thoughtful. ‘I don’t know, but as movement is prohibited in and out of Thanet, I do believe there will be some explaining to do. I’ll take you to the police station tomorrow and we can find out. I take it you do have identity papers?’


‘I am legal. You wish to see?’ Anya asked, reaching for her handbag.


‘There’s no need. Perhaps if we say you are a friend who has come to visit, they will be happy for you to stay here. That’s unless you really do want to go to Margate?’


‘I will stay here if I may. If the policeman says I can.’


‘What’s this about the police?’ A large red-faced woman in a boiler suit entered the kitchen and went to the stove, rubbing her hands together to warm them. ‘Has someone broken the law? Been caught smuggling Germans in on a fishing boat, have you?’ she guffawed.


‘Nothing so serious, Mildred,’ Flora said as she rose to her feet to pour a cup of tea for the woman. ‘Anya, this is another of my lodgers. Mildred, meet Anya.’


Anya held out her hand, which the older woman took and pumped up and down enthusiastically. ‘I am not German,’ she said warily.


‘If you were you’d not be welcomed here, I can tell you, but any friend of Flora’s and all that . . .’ Mildred said, picking at the food Rose had left on her plate. ‘Is there any more of this going begging?’ she asked, taking the seat Rose had just vacated.


‘I’ve got some keeping warm in the oven. It’ll only take a few ticks to fry an egg. Have you had a busy shift?’


‘You could say that. Some lads on a boat out of Margate had a mine caught up in their nets. By the time the navy mine disposal team arrived we’d helped to tow it out to sea and cut it loose. They’ll no doubt blow it up soon, so prepare yourself for a bit of a bang.’


Flora put her hands on her hips and scowled at the rotund woman. ‘You’ll get yourself killed one of these days, and no mistake. Why you can’t get yourself a nice job that any female would be pleased to do, instead of messing about with them fishing boats, I just don’t know. Now go and wash your hands, or I’ll not be putting any food in front of you. You’re worse than any man.’


Anya gave a small smile. This household was not what she had expected at all. ‘You go fishing, Mildred?’ she asked, thinking how big the sea had looked when she arrived in the town just this afternoon.


‘And a lot more,’ Rose giggled as she took her coat from a hook on the kitchen door. ‘I won’t be late, Mum,’ she told Flora, giving her a kiss.


‘Make sure you’re not, and be careful in the blackout on that bicycle. Your knee has just cleared up after the last time you come a cropper. Where are you meeting Lily and Katie?’


‘Aw, Mum, I’m not a little kid anymore. Don’t fuss so.’


‘I’ll fuss and worry about you until I draw my dying breath,’ Flora said. ‘It’s what mothers do.’ She gave her daughter an indulgent smile and glanced at Anya, who had placed a hand on her stomach as she gazed into space, lost in her thoughts.


I know that look, Flora thought to herself as she placed Mildred’s fried egg on top of the plate of hot bubble and squeak. It looked as if the next few months were going to be interesting . . . very interesting indeed.
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Rose pushed into the crowded ladies’ toilets and headed to a large cracked mirror over a washbasin. ‘Just look at the state of my hair! I don’t know why I bother, I really don’t. I must look an absolute fright.’


‘Here, use my hairbrush. You’re lucky – your curls will soon bounce back into shape,’ Lily Douglas said as she passed a small tortoiseshell hairbrush from her clutch bag before delving back inside for a lipstick. ‘I don’t know why we had to cycle here. I swear I swallowed a fly,’ she added, checking her teeth in the cracked mirror and wiping off a speck of red lipstick. ‘As for cycling in falling snow . . .’ she moaned to no one in particular. ‘Here, Doris, I thought they was supposed to be changing this mirror. A girl can’t see herself for cracks; especially in this crowd.’ She gave a rotund woman next to her a sharp poke in the ribs. ‘Here, watch it, won’t you?’


The cleaner carried on scrubbing round the washbasins with a grubby cloth. ‘The boss says it isn’t worth it, as it’s bound to crack again. Besides, all this talk of bombs and what have you – what’s the point?’ she added darkly.


‘Aren’t you a bundle of joy,’ Lily said as she slipped the lipstick back into her bag. ‘Are you done with that, Rose?’


Rose handed back the hairbrush and grimaced as she looked at her hair in the offending mirror. ‘It doesn’t look any better. I should have pinned it up but I couldn’t find any kirby grips, and wearing a woolly hat did it no favours. There’s me about to go up on the stage to sing, and I look as though I’ve been dragged through a hedge backwards. Perhaps I should say I’ve got a sore throat and will have to give it a miss?’ she added sadly. ‘I bet Helen Forrest never has problems like this before a performance.’


Lily sighed. ‘Helen Forrest is a star, not a Nippy from Kent. For goodness’ sake, come here and turn round,’ she commanded, opening her bag and pulling out a couple of hairpins. ‘I’ve always got a few spare.’ She deftly brushed Rose’s hair before folding it into a neat pleat at the back of her head and fastening it with the pins. ‘Now, turn round to face me.’ She looked at her friend with a frown before fluffing up the loose blonde curls on top of her head. ‘Give me your lipstick and powder,’ she added as she threw the brush into her bag. ‘Hurry up, or the band will start without you.’ She swiped the red lipstick over Rose’s lips before putting a little onto her finger and dabbing each cheek. Swapping the lipstick for the powder compact, Lily rubbed in the colour and added a liberal amount of powder over Rose’s cheeks. Stepping back as much as possible in the crowded room, she cocked her head to one side. ‘Here, Doris, do you think she’ll do?’


Doris stopped her scrubbing and looked carefully at Rose’s face before giving a long sigh. ‘As pretty as a picture. You’d give that Betty Grable a run for her money, take my word for it.’


Rose shook her head and gave a laugh. ‘Oh, I don’t know. The pair of you could give me a big head if I didn’t know you were joking. Come on, Lily. Katie has saved us a table, but by now she could be hanging onto it for grim death. I spotted the girls from Woolies coming in just behind us and they’ll be after a table. I don’t want them shoving Katie out, even if she has put our coats on the seats.’


Rose led the way across the busy ballroom. All around her were men in uniform, and even a few women. She couldn’t tell which service was best represented, but it looked like a close thing between the RAF and the navy. Talk at the Lyons tearooms was that they’d see more of the army any day soon, and anyone with a room to spare would have billeting officers banging on their front doors with the intention of foisting a soldier or two onto the unsuspecting family. Perhaps that was why her mum had been so quick to offer the box room to Anya, she thought as she waved to the leader of the band. He indicated he wanted her up on the stage, and she gave him a thumbs up.


‘He’s a bit keen,’ Katie said as Rose sat beside her.


‘I was only invited to sing a couple of songs during the whole of the dance,’ Rose huffed. ‘If he wants me up there for the evening he’s going to have to pay me. I bet his regular singer hasn’t arrived.’


‘Stick to your guns,’ Lily said as she joined them, putting a tray of drinks on the table. ‘These are from the sailors over by the bar,’ she added, watching Katie to see if she picked up on her friend’s words.


Usually the quietest of the three chums, Katie jumped to her feet and gave a shriek that had people around them looking to see what the problem was. ‘It’s Jack,’ she cried, hurrying over towards where a sandy-haired sailor was pushing through the dancers to reach his fiancée. Katie fell into his arms and, oblivious to anyone watching, allowed him to sweep her off the floor and swing her round before they stopped to kiss.


‘There goes love’s young dream,’ Lily said with a touch of sarcasm as she reached for a half-pint glass of light ale and took a deep draught.


‘Oh, don’t be so cynical. Katie loves Jack, and it’s obvious he adores her too. I just hope they name the day soon, so that she gets to walk down the aisle before he’s dragged off somewhere overseas and they don’t see each other again for ages.’


‘And if he don’t come back she’s going to end up with a baby and be stuck in a small room somewhere, hardly able to support herself, let alone a nipper. It’s not as if she has any family to care for her, is it?’


Rose looked at her. The three friends had been close since they started school together, and it was Lily who’d always seemed the most worldly wise even though she’d hardly set foot outside of Thanet, let alone Kent. She had ambitions – not like Rose and Katie, who were happy to live in Ramsgate and work at the tearoom. Even with her friends Rose wasn’t prepared to share her dream of being a professional singer, as it was just that – a dream.


Katie had been brought up in the local children’s home. If it hadn’t been for her two friends sticking by her and Rose’s mum, Flora, kitting her out in hand-me-downs, the child would have had nothing to call her own. The three girls had even started work as Lyons Nippies on the same day, and travelled together to London for their formal training.


‘Don’t deny her a bit of happiness,’ Rose said to Lily. ‘She deserves some, and if worse comes to worst, we will be there to help her out. None of us know how this war’s going to pan out, so let Katie have a bit of fun while she can, eh?’


‘Blimey, you sound like your mum,’ Lily laughed as she opened a packet of Player’s cigarettes and offered one to Rose. ‘Here, have one of these. I got them off a soldier who came into the teashop. He said it was by way of a tip.’


Rose refused the cigarette, making it clear she wasn’t amused her friend was accepting gifts from customers, as it was against the rules laid down by their employer.


Lily ignored Rose and continued with her opinion. ‘Blimey, your mum will be clucking round Katie before we know it if she does get herself married and up the duff.’


‘Mum’s not that bad. She just likes looking after people, and they do appreciate it. Look how many have stayed on at Sea View since the war started.’


Lily snorted with laughter. ‘Her lame ducks, do you mean? They know what side their bread’s buttered. She’ll not be rid of them that easily.’


Rose felt uncomfortable. She didn’t like to hear Lily speak about her mum’s lodgers in such a way. When she thought of Miss Tibbs, who’d lived with them as long as Rose could remember, and Mildred, who could fix anything from a dripping tap to the engine on a fishing boat, it was as if they were part of her family. Joyce Hannigan, with her young daughter, Pearl, rented two rooms at the back of the house and they had fitted perfectly into the group of residents from the day they arrived. Rose thought they were a delightful family. Then there was Mr Cardew, who kept himself to himself and even took his meals in his room these days; Mum only ever saw him to collect a dirty plate and hand over his washing. Tell a lie, Rose smiled to herself – he does pop in to the kitchen on a Friday evening to hand over his rent money. She wondered what he would think of the new lodger.


‘What’s tickled you?’ Lily frowned.


Rose shrugged. ‘Nothing much,’ she replied, but knew that Lily would wheedle it out of her. She could never keep a secret from her friend. ‘I was just thinking about our new lodger. Mum’s given her the box room. She’s not from around here,’ she added thoughtfully.


Lily’s eyes lit up. ‘Really? Is she a foreigner? You know they picked up some chap the other week, charged him as being a spy then carted him off to the Tower of London?’


‘Oh really, Lily, I despair! You should know better by now than to listen to our customers’ gossip. Much of it has no basis in truth. Besides, Anya is Polish – and don’t look like that,’ Rose added, noticing the way Lily was starting to sneer. ‘I don’t know what’s come into you lately. You’re either biting people’s heads off, or you’re picking holes in everything. You used to be a barrel of laughs, but not these days.’


It was Lily’s turn to shrug her shoulders. ‘If truth be known, I’m fed up with my life. There’s nothing to do apart from go to work and come home again. This war is becoming boring. I thought we’d be able to have some fun with so many servicemen in the area, but so far I’ve not seen any fun at all. If that Polish person was a spy, at least it would add some excitement to our lives.’


Rose shook her head in despair. She’d noticed lately that Lily wasn’t the life and soul of the party the way she used to be. No doubt this was down to the sad loss of her mother. ‘But we’re having a good time tonight, aren’t we? And you always seem so cheerful when we’re serving the customers? You’ve been out a few times with the soldiers we’ve met. As for Anya being a spy, we have enough strange people living at Sea View as it is. That Mr Cardew fair gives me the creeps, the way he moves around at night. I can hear the floorboards creak while I’m in my bed.’


Lily reached for her cigarettes and lit one, not thinking to offer them again to Rose. She was too caught up in her own thoughts to respond to her friend’s comments about Mr Cardew. ‘If I don’t smile at the customers at work, I get told off. It’s a fine line between being friendly and being over-friendly at Lyons.’


Rose knew instantly what Lily was referring to. ‘I think chatting to those army chaps was seen to be over-friendly by Miss Butterworth. A smile is one thing, but perching your backside on their table and sharing a risqué joke was taking things a bit too far.’


‘I didn’t mean anything by it. Blimey, there wasn’t even time for one of them to ask me out before Miss Butterworth came running over! Then she blamed me for them walking out without paying for their meal. It wasn’t my fault they called her Miss Prissy Knickers, was it?’


Rose felt her face twitch as she tried not to smile. Lily was her own worst enemy at times. ‘Anyway, we’re having a nice time this evening, aren’t we?’ she said brightly.


Lily drew deeply on her cigarette and blew smoke circles into the air. ‘If you say so. But cycling to a dance hall with the snow blowing in our faces and then paying for our own tickets isn’t exactly glamorous, is it? If those squaddies hadn’t stopped and given us a lift we’d have been in a right state by the time we got here.’


Rose knew Lily had a point, but now wasn’t the time to discuss such things. She hadn’t felt comfortable being hauled into the back of a lorry and having so many ‘helping hands’ assist her.


Out the corner of her eye, she could see the bandleader looking in her direction. She was needed on stage before too long and didn’t want to leave her friend in a bad mood. ‘Perhaps we could get the bus next time?’


‘I suppose so, or better still we could have some of those sailors pick us up. Katie could put a good word in for us,’ Lily said, looking to where Katie was standing with Jack’s arm protectively round her shoulders as they chatted to his mates.


‘I’m not sure Katie knows any other sailors. Are you forgetting she knew Jack before he joined the navy?’


Lily looked even glummer. ‘I wish I could just run away to London. At least I’d see some nightlife.’


‘Well, with no money or job you’d see the wrong kind of nightlife, and God knows what would happen to you then,’ Rose said, getting to her feet. ‘I’ve got to go – Silvano Caprice is waving at me to get over there and sing.’


Lily snorted with laughter. ‘You mean Sam Coggins with his trumpet? Everyone knows he’s made up some fancy name just so he sounds like an American bandleader. You want to watch him or he’ll get his wicked way, and then where will you be? I’ve heard too many stories about him for them not to be true. Just you watch yourself.’


‘Silvano or Sam, I don’t care. At least I get the chance to sing on a stage. You aren’t the only one who wants to enjoy herself,’ Rose snapped as she turned to push her way through the crowd on the dance floor. Everyone was trying to get closer to the stage, knowing it was time for the entertainment to start.


‘Ouch! Watch out,’ a male voice exclaimed as Rose stumbled against a soldier and tried not to tread on his toes without success. He caught her as she lost her footing, and for just a few seconds he held her securely until she’d righted herself.


‘I’m sorry,’ she apologized, trying to move on. She could hear the first few strains of the melody.


‘It’s no trouble, I’ll live,’ he said in a rich, well-spoken voice, causing her to look up into the deepest steel-grey eyes she’d ever seen in a man.


‘I . . . er,’ she started to say, stumbling over her words. For some reason she couldn’t quite catch her breath. The warmth of his hands on her arms was all she could concentrate on, apart from those eyes. ‘I’ve got to go. The bandleader’s waiting for me,’ she apologized.


On stage, Silvano was announcing that a Ruby Norris was about to sing. Rose pulled away and pushed her way to the stage, hurrying up the few steps to stand in front of the band. Silvano gave her a hard stare before nodding to the band and raising his trumpet to his lips. She’d cut it fine, getting to the stage only just before her part of the song began. As the notes from the trumpet faded away she started to sing, her sweet voice soaring over the crowd of dancers, who stopped to watch and listen.


‘You made me love you . . .’ Rose put her heart and soul into the song as she’d never done before. Each word resonated through her body. She could drift away on the lyrics: in her mind she was no longer in Ramsgate, but singing in a posh London hotel. Or even on stage in America with a big band accompanying her, like she’d seen so many times in the movies. When it was Silvano’s turn to play a refrain, she closed her eyes and dreamt of those few moments when the soldier had held her captive. As she started to sing once more her eyes scanned the room for him, but she couldn’t see him amongst the sea of uniforms. ‘You know you made me love you . . .’ she pleaded into the audience as she sung the last few words of the song. Could she fall in love that quickly, was it possible?


To thunderous applause, Rose started to leave the stage, but she was caught by Silvano behind the curtains that led to the steps down to the dance floor. ‘Not so quick,’ he said, grabbing her roughly around the waist. ‘I thought me and you could go for a drink later? I’ve got a good bottle of whisky back at my place. We could share it . . .’


Rose flinched. There had been rumours about Silvano and the women he chased going all the way back to their schooldays. To say he would love them and leave them was an understatement. ‘I’d rather not, if you don’t mind. Unless you want me to sing again tonight, I’ll go back to my friend,’ she said, pulling away.


‘Be friendlier, Rose, and you can sing your pretty little heart out,’ he said, pulling her closer.


Rose snorted with laughter and pushed him away. ‘My friends are waiting for me,’ she said firmly, trying not to let him see how he made her skin crawl.


Silvano shrugged his shoulders. ‘I’ll stop asking one day, and then you’ll be sorry,’ he called to her departing back.


She ignored his words and headed back to the table, where Katie and her fiancé had joined them along with a couple of Jack’s sailor buddies. They all congratulated her as she sat down and took a sip from her glass.


‘Blimey, girl, you was good tonight, even if everyone thinks your name is Ruby.’ Lily patted her on the back, her earlier grumpy mood forgotten. ‘Anyone would think you was singing to just one bloke in the audience.’


Rose chuckled. Was it that obvious, she wondered? ‘Silvano is playing well this evening, and it helped me get into the mood of the song,’ she said.


Lily laughed. They’d all known Silvano since they were at school, and she couldn’t get used to his stage name. However much she tried, he would always be Sam Coggins to her. ‘He ain’t no Harry James, but he can play a trumpet OK,’ she begrudgingly acknowledged.


Rose wasn’t listening. She was still replaying those few moments after bumping into the soldier with the steel-grey eyes.


Rose was aware of Miss Butterworth glaring at her back as she slipped off her coat and went to the tiny staffroom mirror, which hung from a piece of old bootlace on the wall of the little room. She pinned her white cap in place and checked for stray hairs, then looked down to make sure her shoes were not scuffed and a ladder had not mysteriously appeared in her black stockings. She was trying to breathe deeply as she awaited the telling-off she knew was coming. She didn’t have to wait long.


‘Miss Neville, I believe you wore your uniform home yet again. What do you have to say about this?’


Rose gave a big sigh and turned with the brightest smile she could muster. Inside she was seething. The old battle-axe was picking on her yet again. ‘I needed to stitch a couple of buttons that had come loose,’ she replied, crossing her fingers behind her back. She hated to lie, but sometimes there was just no way out of it.


Miss Butterworth thought for a moment, looking Rose up and down as she did so. ‘Are you sure you haven’t shortened your uniform as well? Come to my office at once so I can measure the length,’ she added, turning round and marching swiftly from the room.


Rose followed obediently, knowing that to argue would have been futile. Without blowing her own trumpet, she knew she was good at her job and got on well with the customers. Miss Butterworth also knew that, and there lay the bone of contention. Clarice Butterworth should have retired long ago, but with war looming, the area manager had requested she stay on in her job and be promoted to oversee the teashop staff. So many of the male managers were either being called up, or were keen to do their bit for King and Country and were volunteering for the services. Before her promotion Miss Butterworth had served in the kitchen area, and it was only by length of service that she had beaten Rose to the job of manageress. She was more than aware that Rose would be a popular choice for manageress amongst the staff.


‘Stand still,’ she commanded as Rose wriggled to pull the drop-waisted black dress down as much as possible, muttering that it had shrunk in the wash. Miss Butterworth held a wooden ruler from the hemline to the floor.


‘It’s as I thought. This dress has been turned up. Do you have no shame?’ she sneered, only inches from Rose’s face. ‘Lyons is a respectable company, and will not have its female staff behaving like harlots while working under their roof. Take a spare dress from the storeroom and change your clothes this instant. You will have to work late to make up for your time, and you will also let down that hem in your own time and bring it back to show me first thing tomorrow morning. Now, hurry along.’


Rose bit her lip to stop herself answering back as she hurried from the room. She’d not altered her dress, and Miss Butterworth would have seen as much when she looked at the sewing-machine stitching around the hem. Rose’s hand stitching left a lot to be desired, and it would have been obvious to Miss Butterworth when her nose was so close to the fabric.


Rose had planned to go to the picture house with Lily this evening to see Jamaica Inn – she had longed to see the film ever since she’d read the book. She knew she’d be late now. She would have to tell her friend not to wait for her after work, so she hung about close to the office door, as Lily would be passing by with food for the tables on her workstation.


As she lingered she could hear murmured conversation from inside the room, where a younger Nippy had gone in as Rose came out. Suddenly the door opened again and the girl came rushing out in floods of tears, heading for the staffroom. Rose hurried after her, not wishing to see anyone in such distress.


‘Whatever has upset you so?’ she asked as she caught up.


‘Miss Butterworth told me I was the worst Nippy she had ever seen. She told me I was scruffy and no good at my job,’ the girl said, wiping her eyes with a handkerchief.


Rose frowned. ‘It’s Clara, isn’t it?’ she asked, looking at the girl hunched up against the table.


‘Yes. I started last month. I didn’t think I was that bad at my job. I’ve not dropped one plate this week so far.’
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