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Christmas Eve 1940


Rose Neville felt extremely sick – so sick, in fact, that she couldn’t lift her head from where she lay. It was if her whole body was trussed up like the chicken her mother, Flora, had prepared for their Christmas Eve meal at Sea View guesthouse. She wriggled, trying to free herself. Was Lily behind this? Her friend was always one to be over-generous with the sherry. No doubt someone had helped her to bed, and then tucked her in too tightly to stop her falling out.


Rose opened her eyes, but could see only darkness. Fear gripped her heart as, deep inside, she began to realize something wasn’t right. She made an effort to breathe slowly and deeply until the sickness passed a little, then tried to wriggle free again, gradually finding that at least her fingers and toes were working. This reminded her of the times she’d been on board Mildred Dalrymple’s fishing boat, out in the Channel beyond Ramsgate Harbour, when waves of sickness would flow over her until she found her sea legs. She stopped wriggling and sniffed; come to think of it, she could smell a mixture of engine oil and fish. And whatever she was lying on felt too hard to be her own comfortable bed.


A small groan from nearby prompted her to lean as best she could towards the sound. ‘Who’s there?’ she called, fearful of who else might be in the room.


‘Rose?’ came Flora’s voice in reply. ‘Where are we? What has happened?’


‘Mum!’ Rose almost screamed, then thought better of it in case whoever had put them on the boat was still aboard. ‘Are you hurt?’


‘I don’t think so. I feel rather wobbly, and more than a little sick. My head aches – it’s as if I’ve been bumped against something hard. Can you reach me?’


‘No . . . I seem to be trussed up and tied to something. I’ve moved as far as I can towards you,’ Rose replied, doing her utmost not to sound frightened in case it worried Flora. She had no idea if her mum’s injuries were serious.


‘Then stay where you are; I’ll shuffle towards you. My hands are tied behind my back and my ankles are tethered together. Keep talking, so I know where you are.’


Rose swallowed hard. Never had she wanted her mum by her side more than at this very minute. She pulled hard on the ropes that bound her, but could tell the ones around her hands were attached to the boat. Making good use of the time it would take for Flora to reach her across the few feet that divided them, she closed her eyes, trying to remember the layout of Mildred’s small fishing boat. There was a wheelhouse towards the front, where Mildred steered and controlled the boat. It was just about large enough for a second person to stand alongside her while she worked. Rose knew they were most definitely not in that area. Even in the dark, everything seemed to be in the wrong place and out of reach.


It was late on Christmas Eve, and judging by the way this boat was being tossed about, they could not be moored in the relative safety of the harbour – they must be out in the open channel. She forced herself to concentrate on her mental image of Mildred’s boat. Further back, it was open to the elements – that was where the fish were hauled in, along with the crab pots. The only other space was below deck, where Mildred kept her equipment along with a small, hard bed for long journeys, and a gas-ring stove. A door at one end led to the engine room.


Rose realized that they must be below deck, where they were unlikely to be seen or heard; not that anyone would be looking anyway, in the dark and out at sea. But why were they here?


‘Ah, here you are,’ Flora said as she wriggled alongside Rose. ‘It’s as dark as the night in here.’


‘It’s Mildred’s boat,’ Rose said, in case her mum wasn’t aware. ‘I’d know it anywhere.’


‘I know, love. It even has the smell of Mildred about it.’


Despite their predicament and feeling afraid, both women laughed.


‘We really need to get free of these ropes; then we won’t be at a disadvantage if anyone comes back who wishes to do us harm,’ Flora said. ‘What I intend to do is wriggle down to where your feet are and see if I can unpick the knots in the rope around your ankles. It’s going to be hard, as my wrists are bound tight and I just have my fingers to work with. Hold on,’ she added as she shuffled along on her bottom until she was close to Rose’s feet.


After what felt like an age, Flora gave a quiet but triumphant cheer and Rose felt the ropes fall slack around her ankles. She shook them loose and stretched her legs, enjoying the freedom. At least now, if anyone came back, she would be able to kick out at them. That’s if this hadn’t been part of an elaborate joke. ‘I may be able to reciprocate and untie your feet,’ she said to her mum.


‘See if you can pick apart the knots at my wrists first,’ Flora said, leaning as close as she could. ‘Go slow and steady,’ she instructed as Rose started to pick.


By the time Flora’s hands were free, Rose’s fingertips were swollen and sore. Gingerly, Flora pulled herself to her feet, feeling the low ceiling above her head. ‘I’m going to find the hatch to see how far out at sea we are.’


‘Be careful, Mum. There may be someone up on the deck,’ Rose said fearfully, hoping Flora would hurry and release her wrists. With them bound, she knew she couldn’t do much if anyone came below deck.


‘There’s no sign of anyone. It’s pitch black out there, from the little I can see,’ Flora called out. ‘We could be anywhere. Why would anyone do this to us? Has something happened at Sea View, do you think?’


‘I have no idea. My head is fuzzy, and I can’t remember much,’ Rose said, feeling her head spin. ‘I really need to get up and move about before I’m sick. Lying here is not helping. Do you think you can release me, then I’ll help you with the rope around your ankles? Be careful, though,’ she added as Flora stumbled to her side.


‘I could have untied my own feet if I’d been thinking straight. Silly me,’ Flora tried to grin, fighting off a sob. ‘Who would do such a thing?’


Rose could only shake her head. She had no idea.


Once the women had freed themselves, they stood up and rubbed their cold, aching limbs. Rose felt along the side of the boat until she came across a cupboard, and began to rummage about. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if Mildred has a drop of something in here that we could drink to warm ourselves up. She always used to, although she told me it was medicinal,’ she laughed, her tinkling voice echoing through the small boat. ‘Here we are . . . although have no idea what it is,’ she added as she tried to pull out the cork.


‘Take it over to the hatch. There may be a label you can read. The last thing we want is for you to poison yourself.’ Flora shivered. ‘Perhaps we should be looking for a blanket. I don’t know about you, but I’m frozen to the bone wearing just my best frock and no cardigan.’


‘At least you have your best pinny on,’ Rose smiled, although she too was shaking due to the cold. ‘It’s another layer of clothing.’


As they made their way to the open hatch, Flora slipped her hand into the pocket of her crossover pinny and gave a shout of delight. ‘Ah! We won’t starve,’ she declared, waving a carrot above her head. ‘I’d gone to the kitchen to find a carrot for young Pearl to leave out for Father Christmas’s reindeer. I was returning to the front room, when . . .’ She shook her head in confusion. ‘I don’t remember what happened after that.’


Rose slipped her arm around her mum’s shoulder, sensing her fear at not remembering. ‘I went out to the kitchen to see where you’d got to, as Pearl was ready to post her letter up the chimney to Father Christmas. The light was off in the hall, and then . . . and then someone grabbed me and put something over my mouth and nose. I don’t know what happened next,’ she said with a sob. ‘This isn’t a game, is it? Thank goodness Pearl didn’t follow me, or she could have been hurt.’


The women clung together, trying to comprehend what had happened to them. From outside the hatch they could hear the drone of planes approaching. ‘Oh God, that’s all we need. The Luftwaffe will spot our boat in the moonlight – we are a sitting target!’ Flora cried. ‘Perhaps we should dive into the sea and try to swim for it? Get away from the boat before it explodes?’


Rose cuddled her mum, trying to soothe Flora’s ragged breathing. She could see, when the moon appeared from behind the scudding clouds, that they were far from shore. Even on a summer’s day it would be a long swim, but today, Christmas Eve, they’d catch their death in the cold water before they got anywhere. ‘Shh, listen. There’s not been an air-raid warning. We’d hear it, even this far out at sea. Those planes must be our lads coming back to Manston. Don’t lose hope yet. Come on, let’s get up on deck – but we need to be careful as we have no idea what has happened to our abductors. They could still be nearby.’


Flora looked around her warily. ‘No – whoever has done this is not on board. Someone will be in trouble,’ she added as she looked towards Ramsgate, pointing her finger. ‘There’s a light showing. Probably one of the pubs’ kicking-out time. The landlord’s a bit tardy, letting the light show like that. I’ll have to remember to tell the wardens at our next ARP meeting.’


Rose smiled to herself. Did Flora never stop thinking of her war work? ‘I wonder if I can remember how to steer the boat. It’s been a while, and I always had Mildred helping me,’ she said, thinking back to her childhood days helping Mildred bring in a haul of fish. Whiting, cod and skate, she thought, as the lessons Mildred had taught her came flooding back. Heading to the front of the Saucy Milly, she stopped and quietly swore to herself. Someone had run a heavy chain around the wheelhouse and secured it with a hefty-looking lock. They didn’t mean anyone to get inside and start up the engine. Perhaps, Rose thought, if she dropped anchor, the boat wouldn’t head out any further into the Channel – and they could sit tight until they were spotted and rescued? But this plan was soon scuppered when she found the anchor missing. Someone had meant to make sure they would not return.


The two women sank down onto the deck and sat leaning against the wheelhouse. Rose squinted at her watch as the moon appeared for a few seconds. ‘It’s midnight. Happy Christmas, Mum,’ she said, thinking of the busy day they’d had planned. There seemed to be no hope of that now, unless someone come to rescue them before their abductors returned.
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September 2nd 1940


‘Oh Miss Neville, I’m that thrilled for you,’ the young Nippy exclaimed as Rose walked into the staffroom of the Lyons teashop she managed in Margate. ‘Fancy being engaged to an army captain! Show us your engagement ring?’


Rose smiled at the girl standing in front of her. ‘Thank you, Edie. I’m afraid I don’t have the ring yet – my fiancé is having it altered. His grandmother’s fingers were larger than mine,’ she explained as she looked down at the slim fingers of her left hand, thinking back to the moment Ben had slipped the ring on after formally proposing.


‘You mean it’s second-hand, Miss? I’d have thought a posh bloke like him could have afforded to buy you something new,’ Edie said, giving her a pitying look. ‘When my sister got engaged to her chap, she had a new ring, and he’s only a corporal.’


‘You are a silly child,’ a familiar voice said from behind Rose. ‘Do you not know that Captain Benjamin is a man who comes from the landed gentry of England? What our Miss Neville is to be wearing on her finger will be an ancient heirloom,’ Anya Polinski reprimanded the girl. ‘Show some respect to our manageress,’ she added with a dismissive sniff, looking down her nose at the younger woman – something that was easily done, since Anya stood a head taller than most of the staff in the teashop.


The younger staff members were unsure of their Polish colleague, who always carried an air of authority even though she was just like them, albeit a ‘Sally’ who looked after the front counter of the Lyons teashop, where she served customers with all manner of goods. The older staff found her helpful and knowledgeable, although they too were in awe of the woman who’d left her homeland and come all the way to Thanet in search of her pilot husband, Henio. When the couple had been reunited, more than one Nippy had been heard to sigh at the romance of it, remarking that Anya’s life was straight out of an edition of The People’s Friend.


Rose clapped her hands together to gain the attention of the other Nippies and Sallys. ‘Ladies, we have but fifteen minutes before the doors open to our customers,’ she said with a smile, before taking a look at the notes in her hand. ‘I would like to inspect your uniforms first, and then I will give you some news about a few staff changes that will affect our work here at the Margate teashop while I’m away in London. I trust you all to carry on your hard work while I’m absent.’


This was met with excited chatter and nods of agreement before a hush fell as Rose walked along the line of Nippies, checking their black uniform dresses, white cuffs and collars were clean. ‘Annie, your hem is coming down. You will find thread and needles in the drawer,’ she instructed a newer Nippy, nodding towards the large table where the staff sat while taking breaks for their meals. ‘There is also red thread, for any of you who have loose pearl buttons,’ she added as many of the women ran their hands down the fronts of their dresses, where two neat rows of white pearl buttons ran from their collars to the waistbands of their crisp white aprons.


‘Please, Miss Neville, I have a ladder in my stocking. If there is time, may I change it? I didn’t notice until I was on my way to work,’ an older Nippy asked.


‘Most certainly you may.’ Rose smiled, pleased that her team took such pride in their appearance. She’d not found one dirty fingernail, and each worker had clean, shiny hair underneath the white starched caps bearing the Lyons badge. Rose made a point of supplying soap, towels and brushes for them to scrub their nails and have a wash at the teashop, in case they hadn’t been able to do so at home. Since the terrible bombings only weeks earlier, she had made it her mission for each member of her staff to be able to wash, wear a clean uniform and have a filling meal inside her, so that they could all go home to their families and face whatever the Germans next threw at them. She knew some of the staff had been made homeless and were relying on family and friends to put them up while they found alternative accommodation; others continued to live in their bomb-damaged homes.


Rose shuddered as she thought back to the day of the bombings. Most of the townsfolk in her hometown of Ramsgate had taken refuge below ground, in the tunnels, which had certainly saved many lives. In Margate, residents were not so lucky – they didn’t have a warren of tunnels beneath their town. Fortunately, the bombing had not been so fierce these past couple of days.


‘I need to supervise the delivery man,’ Anya said, as banging was heard at the back door of the teashop. ‘Yesterday he forgot my bloomers,’ she muttered, looking surprised as all about her started to titter. ‘You English, you act so strange; I will never understand you,’ she huffed as she left them to their meeting.


Rose tried not to join in with the laughter, even though she found her friend’s words as funny as her staff had. Anya seemed tetchy these past few days, she thought. She must try to find time to talk with her before heading off to London. At least there she would be free of the bombing that had ravaged Thanet in past weeks. With Ramsgate being one of the closest points to France, and Manston airport nearby, the seaside town was in more danger than the capital. Rose had spent many a long hour stuck, along with her friend Katie, in the tiny Anderson shelter in the garden of Captain’s Cottage, their home in Broadstairs.


‘All seems in order,’ Rose smiled at her staff, before glancing up at the large round clock on the wall. ‘Time to go to your workstations. But before you leave, may I remind you all that my office door is always open? I’m here to listen if you have a problem. We live in dangerous times, and we need to look out for each other. This teashop is not just a place of work but also, I like to think, a place where friends help each other and we can share our problems.’ With that, she nodded for them all to go about their daily duties.


‘Miss, would you like your tea tray now, or when Mr Grant gets here?’ Edie asked.


‘Perhaps when Mr Grant arrives. And can you put a little something on a plate for him? He is bound to be hungry,’ Rose said. The area manager was always ready for a bite to eat, whatever the time of day. ‘If we happen to have any iced buns in with today’s delivery, I’m sure he would enjoy one of those too,’ she added. Walking back to her small office, tucked away at the back of the teashop, she reflected that it would be a good idea to keep her boss happy. She had a special request to make, and wasn’t sure how he would take it – especially what with there being so many disruptions to the teashops in Thanet owing to the constant bombing.


At least it was quiet today, she thought, as she sat down to make a list of jobs that required doing in the seafront teashop that day. Her first priority would be to show the new staff how to place the wooden shutters on the shop windows each night once the business closed for the evening. Since the shutters had been delivered, Rose was thankful they didn’t arrive for work to find broken windows, which left looters able to steal from the premises. Thankfully they’d not been targeted so far, unlike some other shops in the same parade. Oh, and there was the issue of the Nippies not always wearing their gas masks while they worked, she recalled. It was easy enough for them to fix the masks to the belts at the back of their uniforms, but even so, some forgot. She sighed as she thought about how her daily duties had changed since Hitler had decided to target Thanet. For all their suffering, the people of Kent had kept smiles on their faces and gone about their day-to-day lives, not letting the enemy break their spirit; they were made of sterner stuff, of that she was sure. She liked to think that her Margate teashop brought a small measure of normality to everyone’s life. As long as supplies could be transported across Kent from their London base, and as long as the rationing now imposed on households did not affect the teashops, there would be a cup of tea and a bite to eat for whoever came through her door.


‘Excuse me, Miss Neville – could you spare me a minute?’ the young Nippy said, poking her head round the office door.


‘Of course, Edie; come in and close the door behind you,’ Rose smiled, expecting that the girl, no more than a child, was about to ask for time off for her sister’s wedding. ‘Do you have a problem?’ she asked, seeing how nervous she looked.


‘It’s not me, Miss; it’s the new girl who started in the kitchen last week.’


Rose tried to think which girl she was referring to. Several of the kitchen staff had changed recently, with so many of them going off to do war work.


‘Jennie, miss?’ Edie prompted.


Rose nodded her head as she recalled a small, thin girl with a pinched expression who always seemed to be looking down at the floor rather than making eye contact. ‘Yes, I know her. I didn’t take her on myself, as I was off duty that day – Mrs Jones interviewed and hired her. Is there a problem?’


‘I don’t think she has anywhere to live. Twice I’ve seen her kipping on the seats by the seafront. I spotted a copper moving her on the other day. I called out to her, but she didn’t hear me – or chose not to,’ Edie added, looking sad. ‘It’s awful to think of her not having anywhere to sleep at night.’


‘It’s very good of you to think of your colleague,’ Rose said as the Nippy got up to go. ‘Leave it with me. I promise to see what I can do.’


‘Thank you, Miss Neville. I hope you don’t think I was poking my nose in where it’s not wanted.’


‘Not for one moment,’ Rose said. ‘I like to think of the staff here as one big happy family, and sometimes one of us just needs a little help. I do believe I can hear Mr Grant. Would you prepare that tea tray please, Edie?’


Edie stepped back as the door opened and their area manager, Mr Grant, walked in, followed by the area salesman, Tom White. ‘Shall I make that tea for three?’ she said as she smiled shyly at the younger of the two men. She was rewarded with a charming smile and a wink that had her giggling as she hurried away.


Rose took a deep breath. There was something about Tom White that she did not like. He was too charming by half, and she had a gut feeling that he wasn’t all he seemed.


‘Ah, Miss Neville,’ Mr Grant said as he entered the room and shook her hand enthusiastically. ‘I hear that congratulations are in order?’


‘Thank you,’ Rose murmured as she indicated the two chairs across the desk from where she was sitting. ‘It has been a pleasant surprise to find colleagues so delighted by my engagement.’


‘Who wouldn’t be delighted by the news of a forthcoming betrothal? And to a captain, no less. Most suitable – most suitable indeed,’ he beamed. ‘I hope we won’t have to wait too long for the wedding. You must keep me updated on developments, as I am sure Lyons can be relied upon to present you with a wedding cake for the nuptials.’


Rose knew that her employers were always generous when it came to long-term staff marrying, but under the present circumstances she wasn’t sure whether gifting cakes would be deemed proper; after all, the country was at war. Still, it would be churlish to do anything but make her thanks, which she did with a grateful smile.


‘Will the wedding be here or in London, where I believe Captain Hargreaves’ family are in business?’ Mr Grant asked, settling back in his seat. ‘Mrs Grant and I were married in London. My wife is one of the Smiths of Kensington,’ he added, giving Rose a knowing look.


Rose had no idea what he was talking about, but it seemed clear that he was impressed by names and titles. ‘My mother and I have been invited to visit my future mother-in-law to discuss wedding plans.’ Rose suddenly blushed, worried she had spoken out of turn to her manager. ‘That is if I can be spared from my work commitments?’


‘Oh my dear, of course you must go,’ Mr Grant said. ‘Joe Lyons wouldn’t like it if one of his valuable staff was unable to accept an invitation from someone as venerable as Lady Diana McDouglas. That would never do.’


The door opened, and they watched Edie hurry in with a laden tea tray. Mr Grant rubbed his hands together as he spied the ice buns. ‘It’s never too early in the morning to sample a Lyons cake,’ he remarked, as Rose started to pour the tea.


‘I thought we’d be served a cooked breakfast,’ Tom White huffed, although he was quick to tuck a napkin into the stiff collar of his shirt and reach for a sandwich.


Rose had hardly stirred her tea when the wail of the air-raid sirens began, gradually building momentum through the town. She rose to her feet. ‘I suggest we go down to the cellar immediately. If you will excuse me, I must see that the staff are carrying out their air-raid duties,’ she explained as she quickly locked her desk drawer, checked the door of the safe was secure and tucked the keys into the pocket of the navy blue woollen jacket that matched her calf-length skirt. ‘You do know your way to the cellars?’


Mr Grant piled his plate high with food and hurried from the room, closely followed by his colleague. As pleasant as the area manager was, Rose did not approve of the way the two men hurried past her female staff rather than stopping to help them to the cellars. Thank goodness there weren’t many customers in the teashop just yet, she thought as she picked up her gas mask and went to supervise her workers. They needed to secure the premises, and then head down to shelter in the cellar. With luck this air raid would soon be over, and the town would be safe again until the next visit from the Luftwaffe.


Flora Neville concentrated on her knitting. This was a special little cardigan for a child who had stolen her heart. She had put the wool by to make something for Lily’s Mary for Christmas, but that could wait. She sighed and closed her eyes, still continuing to knit. If she tried hard enough, she could forget she was down in the tunnel below her home and imagine she was in her cosy kitchen, listening to the wireless set and her favourite programme, Music While You Work.


Further down the tunnel, she could hear the strains of a familiar tune being played on a piano; voices occasionally joined in with a chorus or two. They weren’t a patch on her Rose’s beautiful singing voice. Thinking of her daughter made her hope Rose was safe in a shelter, and not caught out in the air raid on her way to work. No one should be sitting underground contemplating their fate at this ungodly hour, she thought to herself, as the ground shook with another bomb hitting the harbourside town of Ramsgate. Why, she’d not even finished cooking the residents’ breakfast when the siren went off. She prayed Sea View was faring well, and thanked her lucky stars they hadn’t had time to open some of the wooden shutters that Rose’s Ben had suggested would protect the larger windows. She loved to see the sunshine on the polished furniture in her best rooms, but not if the bloody Luftwaffe were going to drop bombs every five minutes and shatter the large panes of glass. The shutters, along with the anti-blast tape, would protect the windows from the brunt of any bomb dropped further from the house. Mind you, they wouldn’t save anyone from a direct hit.


She stopped knitting for a moment, her fingers poised as the needles ceased their relentless click-clacking, while she thought of poor Ellen Davis and her family. During an air raid, only three nights before, Ellen had unwisely not gone down into the tunnels to shelter. Whatever reason the woman had had for staying above ground, God only knew.


Flora had been on ARP duty that night, and helped pull rubble from what had been the home Ellen was so proud of. She could see Ellen now, washing down the tiled path that led to her house; she would always wave across the square if she spotted Flora or her guests at the door of Sea View. Flora and her colleagues had stopped several times as they listened in the silence for something to give them hope that the Davis family had survived. A small cry had them fervently battling on, passing masonry and bricks back through the chain of people who hoped against hope that there would be a survivor.


It had been Flora who spotted the dusty brown lace-up shoe and knew the wearer was Mrs Davis. Hadn’t she handed those very shoes to the woman not one week since, at the WVS clothes swap down the church hall? She’d coveted the almost-new shoes herself, but knew they should go to someone more in need; and Ellen’s need was greater, what with her having to run about after her four girls and push that large pram up and down Madeira Walk to queue at the shops. Flora blew the whistle that hung around her neck to alert others that someone had been found, although she could see it was too late. As she stood up straight and raised her arm to beckon to her colleagues, she wiped the back of her hand across her face, smudging the dust and tears into a streaky mess. She no longer worried about how she looked. What was the point? A muffled cry came from close to Mrs Davis’s body, and Flora leant in to see where it came from. Gently easing the body of the woman aside, she found her youngest child underneath its mother, tucked securely in a blanket and placed in a wooden box. Had Ellen’s last thoughts been for her children? Flora carefully lifted the baby and carried it from the rubble, assisted by the helpful hands of her fellow workers.


A young woman from the Auxiliary Ambulance Service took the child to the back of her vehicle. ‘It’s a miracle, when you think about it,’ she said after declaring the baby no worse for its experience. ‘There’s not a scratch on the poor mite.’


Flora looked back to where her colleagues had fallen silent as three small bodies were lifted from the rubble, followed by their mother, who’d been placed on a stretcher. ‘Is it still a miracle when this little scrap of life is left alone in the world?’


‘The father . . .?’


‘Lost on the beaches of Dunkirk,’ Flora said, fighting back the urge to scream and curse against a war that could kill innocent children and leave others orphaned. ‘Little Daisy Davis here has no one left in the world and will never know her mother or sisters. Hitler has a lot to answer for,’ she added bitterly.


‘Life can be bloody hard,’ the ambulance woman said as she gave the baby an extra hug. ‘Now, what are we going to do with you? I’d usually take the kiddies off to hospital and they’d take it from there. But she’s not injured, and what with the bombings, the local places are full to bursting. I’m not sure what’s to become of her, in the scheme of things.’


‘I take it she will go to a children’s home eventually?’


‘That’s right, until they’ve traced any family, but it seems so unfair when she’s been ripped away from her mum. As good as those places are, this little mite needs mothering and cuddling right now.’


Flora’s heart lurched as she looked at the little girl. Now the brick dust had been wiped from her face she looked like any other baby, with her perfect cupid’s-bow lips and soft pink complexion. ‘You’re going to be a little stunner,’ she whispered as she stroked one small chubby hand. At once the baby curled her fingers around Flora’s, looked up into her eyes and beamed.


‘I’ll take her,’ Flora said, snatching the baby from the surprised ambulance woman’s arms. ‘What I mean is, she can stay with me until a suitable place is found for her. I’m not about to kidnap her. Doctor Hewitt will vouch for me, and we already have one smaller baby about to move into Sea View when her mummy comes out of hospital.’ She nodded across the square to her own home.


The woman let out a sigh of relief. ‘I thought I recognized you, but it’s hard with you wearing your uniform and a tin helmet, as well as being covered in so much brick dust. I’m Polly Bell – I used to work with your Rose, when we were both Nippies up at the teashop. Seeing as you are known to the authorities, I can’t think of anyone better to take the poor little thing in until we sort things out. It would be a weight off my mind,’ she added. ‘It’s going to be another busy night. Hopefully once the mother’s family have been traced, this little one will be moved on . . .’


Shaking her head to pull herself back to the present, Flora put her knitting down on her lap and turned to her lodger, Joyce Hannigan, who had just finished feeding young Daisy. ‘I’ll take her for a while, if you want to stretch your legs?’ she said, holding out her arms.


‘Thank you. She took an age to get that bottle down her, and fell asleep halfway through. I was tempted to take the bottle away, but her eyes soon opened when she thought she was going to miss out on a full feed.’


Flora chuckled. Daisy had wrapped everyone around her little finger in the few days since she’d arrived. ‘I’m surprised she even woke up. She’s been flat out since we got down here,’ she said, looking towards the large coach-built pram she’d purchased second-hand for when Lily came out of hospital with baby Mary. Thank goodness it was large enough for the two little ones to travel top to tail for a while. It would be a godsend down here in the tunnels.


‘I want to hang onto that child and never let her go,’ Joyce said as she handed Daisy to Flora. ‘It seems like so long since my Pearl was that age. It was a joyous time in my life, and I’ll go to my grave with the memories in my heart.’ She placed one hand to her breast. ‘I tell Pearl often about when she came into the world, and how special she is to me. It is such a shame this poor mite won’t have anyone to tell her about her early days . . .’ She shuddered as the ground shook with another explosion nearby. ‘At least my Pearl is safe from all of this danger.’


Flora nodded her head in agreement. As much as they missed young Pearl, who had lighted up the residents’ lives at Sea View with her constant chattering and lively spirit, it was better that she was staying with Joyce’s sister in the Kent countryside, away from the constant bombing in Thanet. Without a husband, Joyce’s sole concern in life was her daughter. Flora admired the way the woman had been both mother and father to the young girl.


‘I suppose, in a way, it’s good Daisy won’t remember what happened,’ Joyce said thoughtfully. ‘But then, she’ll have no memory of her mum or her big sisters.’


‘I’m going to make sure she knows about them. I’ve been given a box of bits and pieces that weren’t destroyed, and I’ll make a scrapbook that I can read to her when she’s older.’


Joyce frowned slightly as she looked sideways at Flora. Had she forgotten Daisy was only staying at Sea View until her family were found – or until she was put up for adoption?


Rose looked around her at the low-ceilinged cellar that ran the full length of the building underneath the Margate tearoom, and wondered how long it would be before the all-clear sounded. Some days it came quickly, while on one memorable day the air raid had lasted seven hours, and she had begun to think it would never sound.


‘All present and correct, Miss Neville,’ one of the older Nippies said, handing Rose a clipboard with a list of all the staff who were on duty that day. ‘I took the liberty of adding Mr Grant and Mr White’s names, as they’d not signed in when they came into the building.’


Rose pursed her lips, unseen by the staff member in the dull light of the two bare bulbs that hung from the ceiling of the cellar. How many times had she told the two men to sign in when they came into the building, in case there was an air raid? If the youngest members of her staff could manage this, why couldn’t they? Far too busy eating the stock, she thought to herself, and had to suppress a laugh at the image that came into her head. She decided to try one more time to impress upon them the importance of following rules – even those imposed by a mere woman. Thanking the Nippy and taking the clipboard from her, she sought out Tom White. True to form, she found him sitting amongst the younger Nippies, basking in their admiration as he told them about the London head office.


‘I expect to be promoted before too long. Then I’ll be waving goodbye to Kent and heading to the bright lights of the capital . . .’


Rose was horrified to see how the young women hung on his every word. ‘Hopefully you’ll be able to find your way there in the blackout,’ she remarked in a waspish tone. ‘May I have a quick word, Mr White?’


The Nippies made a space on the bench for her and turned their backs, trying to be seen to give their manageress some privacy – although of course every word would be listened to carefully, and saved for discussion at a later date.


‘I note you did not sign in when you arrived at the teashop this morning?’ she said, tapping the clipboard with a sharpened pencil. ‘It is a basic rule that I insist all staff follow during wartime.’


Tom shrugged his shoulders and gave a short laugh. ‘Everyone knows when I’m in the building,’ he smirked, checking the knot of his tie with one hand and looking round to see if he was being admired by the female staff. Several of the girls giggled at his words.


Rose gave a small cough to warn her staff she wasn’t impressed by their input, and silence quickly fell. ‘I’m afraid I do not have time for vanity when lives are in danger,’ she snapped at him.


‘I say, that’s a bit strong,’ he objected. ‘After all, I am senior to you, Miss Neville. In my position within the company, as well as by being a man.’


Rose made an effort to remain calm. The nagging doubt she’d had since the day, just two weeks ago, when her friend Lily gave birth to her darling daughter, Mary, surfaced. ‘It was you, wasn’t it?’ she hissed, leaning in as close as she could so that no one else heard. ‘It was you that got Lily Douglas pregnant, wasn’t it? You were the one who put her in the desperate position of wanting to kill her child, as she had nowhere to turn.’


Tom White looked startled, then sneered. ‘I’ve heard she’s generous with her virtues. That child could be anyone’s.’


Rose was outraged. Her friend had not had a good life, with her mother passing away and leaving her in the clutches of her odious stepfather. Lily had done her utmost to keep a roof over their heads, and had been thanked with his drunkenness and much worse. However, Lily was trustworthy, and she was kind – and she wasn’t one to be overly friendly with men. At the moment, the identity of baby Mary’s father was a mystery; but Rose would lay good money down that Tom White had something to do with it. In any case, she didn’t like his attitude or the way he tended to be so familiar with her staff. She wagged her index finger close to his nose. ‘Be very careful, Mr White. I’m watching you,’ she hissed. ‘If you put one foot out of line, I’ll have your guts for garters – so watch you don’t get too close to my girls.’ Giving him a hard look, she turned away and joined her friend Katie, who was sitting with Mr Grant. Something would have to be done about Tom White, she huffed to herself. If only Lily would confirm he was the father of her baby, then Rose would do all she could to help Lily fight for financial support for the child.


Katie budged up and made room for Rose, so that she was sitting next to the area manager. ‘I was telling Mr Grant about your mother taking in that poor baby that was orphaned, and how she’d rescued it from the rubble of the building. She’s such a brave lady.’


Rose nodded in agreement, although she was still seething after her conversation with Tom White. Already she could see him with his head close to several Nippies as they laughed together. She had a feeling she was the butt of his joke. ‘Mum sees it as doing her bit for the war effort. If she isn’t doing her ARP work, she’s down the WVS helping those who’ve suffered in the bombing.’


‘Don’t forget her waifs and strays,’ Katie said. ‘Flora Neville doesn’t stop at babies. She will take anyone under her wing who she thinks needs a helping hand. I’m testament to that. I doubt I’d be a happily married woman right now, if it wasn’t for Flora and Rose’s help.’


‘You intrigue me, Mrs Jones. Please tell me more,’ Mr Grant said as he leant closer to listen to Katie explain about her life in the children’s home, and how she had gone to school with her best friends Rose and Lily.


‘You say your husband is in the navy?’ he asked.


‘Yes, he’s on the . . . Oh dear, I really can’t say where he is, can I? I hope you don’t think me rude not being able to answer your question, Mr Grant.’


‘Of course not, my dear. What is it they say about keeping mum?’ He tapped the side of his nose in a knowing way. ‘You must miss him, though?’


‘Yes, I’m hoping he will be home on leave soon. He hinted as much in his last letter. I’m so proud of him.’


Rose reached across and squeezed the younger woman’s hand. She wasn’t fooled by Katie’s brittle smile. She could see behind the facade, and knew her friend was heartbroken to see Jack go off to fight the enemy.


She turned to tackle Mr Grant about signing in to the teashop when he visited. Mr Grant listened as Rose explained about the safety of everyone in her care whilst working in the Margate teashop. ‘So you see, if you could remember to sign the sheet pinned up in the staffroom, it would be a huge weight off my mind.’


‘I agree with what you are saying, Miss Neville, and I assure you that both Mr White and I will follow your request. Now, if you will excuse me, I will rescue Mr White from those young Nippies and see if we can spend our time down here going through some paperwork,’ he said as he moved over to Tom White, who looked none too happy at having his boss join him.


Katie gave Rose a grim look. ‘I think it’s the Nippies who need rescuing from Tom White,’ she said. ‘I really feel uncomfortable around that man. I wonder what it was Lily saw in him that convinced her to go out to dinner, just the two of them?’


‘Perhaps she was lonely,’ Rose suggested. ‘I don’t think either of us knew what her life was really like after her mum died. I feel guilty that I didn’t do enough to help her.’


‘But now she has her gorgeous baby, and once she’s out of hospital we can all live together at Captain’s Cottage and everything will fine.’ Katie sighed.


Rose frowned. If only she could see the world as Katie did. Deep inside, she felt that regardless of the war, life might not be as straightforward as Katie imagined for Lily and her baby.
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Rose sighed and snuggled closer to Ben as they sat on a wooden bench looking out over Ramsgate Harbour. There was a light breeze, and the harvest moon was hidden by clouds as they scudded across the evening sky. ‘I can’t believe that in a few weeks I’ll be your wife,’ she said as he tenderly kissed her forehead. ‘I feel as though I’m the luckiest person in the whole world.’


‘Only you could sit here in the blackout, just hours after the all-clear has sounded, and say that you’re lucky. You’ve only just explained to me how you’ve been holed up in the cellar of the teashop falling out with Tom White for most of the day,’ he laughed. ‘I’ll argue that I’m the luckiest person in the whole wide world, as I found you, my darling girl, and you agreed to be my wife. We will be like Darby and Joan, living out our days together surrounded by our children – and later, their children.’


With the arm he’d earlier draped around her shoulders, he pulled her closer. Rose could feel his heart beating close to hers, as he nuzzled her ear and left small delicious kisses on the side of her neck. She shivered with delight, feeling her cheeks start to burn, imagining how it would be once she was married to Ben and they’d be sharing a bed. Thoughts of the few fleeting hours they’d once spent together, alone in his mother’s London home, made her heart beat faster. Could she wait? Running her hand across his shoulder, she encouraged his lips to meet hers. For a while, they were oblivious to the waves lapping against the harbour wall and the distant sounds of an air-raid siren, until its threatening insistence made them pull apart.


‘I think we ought to get to the shelter,’ she whispered breathlessly. ‘I’d hate either of us to be injured and have to cancel the wedding. Although with there being so many air raids of late I fear our wedding will be held underground in the tunnels.’


‘You’ve convinced me,’ he said with a groan as he pulled her to her feet. They hurried, hand in hand, to the nearest entrance to the tunnels that ran under the town.


As Rose joined her mother and the other residents of Sea View in the now familiar tunnels, her mind went to the day, only a few weeks ago, when she’d accepted Ben’s proposal of marriage. She sighed as she remembered how, before that, she’d almost lost him – all because of her refusal to listen. A simple misunderstanding could have torn them apart forever.


It was down here in these tunnels that they’d made their peace; and only hours later, back in the comfort of Sea View over cups of hot tea and slices of bread pudding Flora had magically produced from the pantry, Ben had gone down on one knee in front of all her friends and asked her to be his wife. Amongst the cheers, she’d replied, ‘Yes please,’ before bursting into tears of joy. Before she could catch her breath, Ben had been using the telephone at Sea View to put through a call to London, where his mother had been staying in the family apartment during one of her brief visits from her Scottish home. Rose wasn’t sure what surprised her most – that the telephone was working, or that she was being introduced to Lady McDouglas by her exuberant son.


‘My dear, I can’t tell you how happy I am for you both. Between you and me, Ben’s had a chequered romantic life, to say the least,’ her future mother-in-law had declared. ‘I know you will make my son extremely happy, and that’s all a mother can hope for.’


Rose – who felt as though she ought to be curtseying, having never spoken to a Lady before – had been aware of Ben standing close beside her. ‘I’ll do my best to make him happy,’ she’d said, hoping his mother would believe her.


‘I’m sure you will,’ Lady McDouglas had replied. ‘Now, may I speak with your mother?’


Rose had been taken aback. Why would Ben’s mother wish to speak to her mum? ‘Of course, I’ll go and fetch her. Here is Ben,’ she’d said, carefully passing back the receiver. As she hurried through to the kitchen, where Flora was chatting with Miss Tibbs and Joyce, she’d thought about how casual Ben was while using the telephone. Even though Rose used the instrument in her small office at the Margate teashop, she was always relieved when it was placed back in the cradle on the desk.


Rose was snapped back to the present as Flora nudged her with an elbow. ‘A penny for your thoughts?’


‘I was thinking about the wedding and about meeting Ben’s family. Do you think we are rushing things, wanting to marry within weeks of him proposing? I so wanted the grand white wedding and for everyone to enjoy our special day; and I’ve yet to meet his daughters. What if they don’t like me?’ she said, then grabbed Flora’s arm as they felt the thud of a distant bomb hitting its target, making them both jump. Even this far underground, they could still hear the hell above.


Flora patted Rose’s hand and stood up. ‘Come with me. I want to show you something,’ she urged her daughter, leading her along their tunnel into a slightly wider one. ‘Look at this,’ she said, pointing to where many inhabitants of the town had set up camp.


‘Oh my gosh,’ Rose said, gazing about her. Even by the weak glow of overhead lights and candles, she could see clearly that families had started to move their entire lives underground. ‘Of course, I’ve known that life went on down here – but people have actually made rooms!’


She gazed in wonder at the ingenious arrangements of the townsfolk, who’d strung up sacking and old curtains to create an element of privacy for themselves. She could smell cooking – and wasn’t that Vera Lynn singing? Someone must have struggled all the way down here with a gramophone player. How clever. ‘Perhaps we should do something like this ourselves? If we all muck in, we can soon have a cosy area for the residents of Sea View,’ she said, warming to the idea.


‘Well, yes – but that isn’t why I showed you the encampment,’ Flora said with a smile. ‘My point is that life goes on. It may not always be how we planned it, and God knows if it will ever be the same again after this war. However, the human race is resilient and will carry on, regardless of what is thrown at us. It is good to have dreams, and I do hope that those two children love you – there’s no reason they shouldn’t – but what I’m trying to say is that we have to live for today. It doesn’t matter what you wear or where you marry, as long as you and Ben are together. Create your family as soon as you can, for goodness knows what we will face in the years ahead. I want to see my daughter happy and content. If that means you getting married in a Nippy uniform, then so be it.’


Rose kissed her mother’s cheek. She only needed reminding that these things didn’t matter. ‘I was being silly,’ she smiled. ‘I’d rather be married to Ben now than wave him off without a wedding band on my left hand. It would have been nice to have waited and had Lily fit and well enough to be one of my bridesmaids, but I’m sure she will understand.’


‘Well done!’ Flora said, giving her a big hug. ‘Why, we can always have a proper wedding later on. There’s no reason why not.’


Rose agreed, and found she suddenly had to force back tears that threatened to fall. ‘Although I won’t be marrying in a Nippy uniform,’ she laughed with a hoarse voice, ‘or my manager’s uniform, come to that.’


‘That’s my girl,’ Flora said, linking her arm through Rose’s. ‘Now, why don’t we go find that handsome fiancé of yours and make some plans? You know your future mother-in-law would like the wedding to be held in London, don’t you? She mentioned some fancy registry office to me, and then suggested celebrating at the Ritz hotel. I couldn’t help thinking that there wouldn’t be many girls who work for Joe Lyons doing such things.’


Rose chuckled. ‘I don’t care where I marry, as long as I do marry. Lady McDouglas sounds delightful, doesn’t she? And so down-to-earth, just like Ben. I can’t wait to meet her.’ A knot of excitement again caught her unawares. ‘Mum, you do know that many Nippies who work at the London Corner Houses make very good marriages, don’t you?’


Flora stopped and looked at Rose with a puzzled expression on her face. ‘Then why was that Miss Butterworth so strict when it came to you Nippies chatting with the customers?’


‘Because she was an old tyrant,’ Katie said as she joined them. ‘She even stopped me talking to my Jack, when he popped in once with news of his posting.’


‘Hello, Katie love,’ Flora said as they both gave the young woman a peck on the cheek and hugged her. ‘I’m glad you are down here and safe with us.’


‘I was on my way to Sea View when Moaning Minnie started wailing. Honestly, she never lets up for more than a few hours. Now, why were you talking about Miss Butterworth?’


‘I was telling Mum that many Nippies who work in London make good marriages, but Miss Butterworth almost stood guard over us to make sure we remained as pure as the driven snow,’ Rose giggled, thankful that in the gloom of the tunnel no one could see the blush spreading over her cheeks as she thought of the one night she’d spent with Ben. ‘I do feel sorry for her, though – having to give up her job to care for her sister.’


‘Don’t be, because you’d never have become manager of the Margate branch otherwise and been such a wonderful boss,’ Katie said generously.


‘Crikey, you seem to be in a good mood,’ Rose said, laughing off her friend’s compliment.


‘I should be,’ Katie replied, reaching into the pocket of her coat. ‘I’ve received a telegram from Jack. He has shore leave, and will be with me within a few days.’


‘That’s something to celebrate,’ Flora said, clapping her hands together in delight. ‘Come on – let’s open up the flasks and toast your Jack with hot cocoa.’


‘We certainly know how to live,’ Rose grinned, as they followed Flora back to where the other Sea View residents had set up for the duration of the air raid.


‘When are you going to visit Ben’s daughters?’ Katie asked as they fell a little behind.


‘I was hoping we would be able to see them here in Kent, but it seems they’re on a trip up to town to see their grandmother. Ben’s sister, who cares for them, has some kind of appointment, so they’re killing two birds with one stone.’


‘Three birds, if you include meeting their future stepmother,’ Katie grinned. ‘Just fancy you having a ready-made family even before you are married.’


Rose laughed, but deep down inside she couldn’t help but feel a little apprehensive about what lay ahead.


‘Why don’t you sing us a song, Rose?’ Joyce Hannigan said. ‘I’m sure it would cheer everyone up. It’s the waiting down here that bothers me most. When I’ve something to keep me occupied, things don’t seem as bad. A bit of a sing-song would be perfect.’


‘What about singing “When You’re Smiling”? That always has me feeling happy,’ Miss Tibbs said as she passed a sleeping baby Daisy back to Flora. ‘I’ve changed her nappy, Flora, so she should sleep through for a few hours. Not that much disturbs the little mite.’


Flora hugged Daisy close to her. ‘When you think what the poor child’s been through, it’s enough to make you want to weep,’ she said, gently kissing the baby’s forehead. ‘Nothing nasty will ever happen to you again,’ she murmured, causing Katie to nudge Rose in the ribs.


‘It looks like your mum’s getting broody,’ she hissed. ‘What will happen when the authorities take the child away?’


Rose simply shook her head, looking worried. She knew her mum had taken to the child, and there would be tears when Daisy left Sea View. ‘Let’s start the sing-song, shall we?’


She kept the people in their part of the tunnel singing, while outside the Luftwaffe did their best to destroy their hometown. Miss Tibbs and Joyce even got to their feet at one point and gave a rousing rendition of ‘The Lambeth Walk’ complete with a little dance routine, which caused much laughter when everyone joined in, calling out ‘Oi!’ at the end of each verse.


‘You seem quiet,’ Ben said to Anya as they sat watching. ‘I hope you aren’t worrying too much about Henio? By all accounts, the lads are doing a sterling job up there protecting the airfields and the towns. You should be proud of him.’


‘I am proud,’ Anya replied, ‘but I am also the wife who is worried for her husband. Men do silly things – they take chances. They do not think of the family down here, praying for their safety. When they get into those planes to fight, they turn back into little boys again; and I’m thinking that is not so good.’ She reached for Ben’s hand and held it tightly. ‘You must promise me you will not play silly boy games when you go back to the fighting. You must think of Rose, your girls and your future. Stay safe, Captain Ben. There are many who will mourn if you lose your life.’


Ben liked the Polish woman. To some she appeared stern and had a sharp way about her, but to him she was the perfect example of how brave women could be in this war. Leaving Poland after the invasion, she had headed to England to find her Polish fighter pilot husband and made herself a new life here in Ramsgate. Anya was made of stern stuff, that was for sure; but she still had a soft, caring nature that he admired. ‘I promise I’ll be careful, but we do have a war to win. I know that Rose and my family will understand if something happens to me,’ he said, giving her hand a squeeze. ‘Will you promise me something?’


‘If I can,’ Anya said stiffly, holding her chin high.


‘If . . . if anything should happen to me, will you look after my Rose? I know you will make her carry on, and not dwell on her loss.’


‘It is a big thing you ask of me,’ Anya replied seriously, looking him straight in the eye. ‘I may not be here in Thanet for much longer. I cannot take care of someone if I only write the letters.’


Ben frowned. ‘Where do you plan to go? You know it is far too dangerous for you to return to your homeland, even if it was possible to do so?’


‘No, I fear I will never return home. This country is now my home – even if I do not like all these songs,’ she sniffed, as a line of people danced past them doing the conga before they all collapsed with laughter. ‘Sing a better song,’ she called out to Rose. ‘Sing about the lilac. That is a song I do like.’


Rose broke into ‘We’ll Gather Lilacs in the Spring Again’. They listened to her for a few moments before Ben tore his attention away from his fiancée and turned back to Anya. ‘Where are you planning to go?’


Anya looked around to make sure no one was listening. ‘My Henio tells me he is being moved to an airfield called Biggin. I plan to follow him there. He swore me to silence, as he would have the big trouble if he spoke about it. I cannot bear to lose him, Captain Ben. So I go to this place he called “the bump”, and I do all I can to keep him close to me.’


‘So you’re sodding off to London while I’m stuck here in hospital,’ Lily sniffed, before grinning when she saw Rose’s sad expression. ‘I’m pleased for you, I really am. I’m just sorry I’m missing out on all the fun.’


‘You’ve not missed much so far. We celebrated with cocoa and bread pudding at Mum’s, and apart from that I seem to either be at work or down the tunnels taking cover.’


‘I’ve been wondering about Captain’s Cottage and how it has been faring. I miss our little house,’ Lily said. ‘I hope it doesn’t get hit – all the bits and pieces I’ve put aside for Mary are there. Mind you, by the time we both get out of here she’ll have outgrown some of the stuff before she’s even worn it.’


‘There’s no need to worry on that account. Katie and I decided to move as much as possible downstairs, and we packed up all our special things into a hamper and stored them in the cellar. Mary’s clothing is safe as houses,’ Rose said confidently.


Lily laughed out loud. ‘With so many houses destroyed by the Luftwaffe, you may wish to think that comment through again. I just wish there was room in the cellar for us to shelter. That way we wouldn’t have to trek down to the bottom of the garden to the Anderson shelter – I swear we take our life in our hands going down there in the dark, with just the thin beam of a torch. God knows how I’ll manage when I have Mary to carry as well.’


‘We’ll all muck in. That’s what friends are for,’ Rose reassured her, although she really was rather worried about how Lily would cope with a small baby and no husband. ‘I have some good news,’ she added.


‘So do I,’ Lily beamed.


‘Then you go first.’ Rose settled back in the hard hospital seat that had been placed beside her friend’s bed.


Lily gave the biggest grin. ‘I’ve been told I can go home next week. Isn’t that wonderful news? Of course, with my leg still not one hundred per cent, the doctor has told me I’ll need some help at home until I’m more mobile. I assured him that with you and Katie living at Captain’s Cottage, there would be plenty of people coming to and fro. Oh, and Mildred is sure to visit, being that the cottage was once hers and she likes to do repairs for us. Mind you, I’m not sure about her touching Mary, as I don’t want her smelling of fish . . .’ As Lily’s excited chatter came to an end, there was silence for a moment. ‘What’s wrong?’ she asked, a worried frown replacing her smile.


‘Katie’s heard from her Jack – he will be home on leave next week. She’s talking of going somewhere with him, so they can be alone. They didn’t really have a honeymoon after the wedding,’ Rose said, knowing she sounded as though she was making excuses.


‘That’s all right. You’ll be there, and perhaps Flora will visit me while you’re at work,’ Lily replied, although she still looked worried.


‘I’m sorry, Lily. Mum is coming to London with me to stay with Ben’s mother. Mr Grant kindly gave me a week’s leave. I’m going the day after tomorrow. But I’ll cancel,’ she said, noticing how disappointed Lily looked. ‘It’s important that you and the baby are safe and secure at home. I can go to London another time.’ Even as she spoke, she knew it was going to be nigh on impossible to change her plans to suit all the people she cared about.


‘I’m sorry,’ Lily said. ‘I feel as though I’ve messed up all your plans. I’ll tell the doctor I’m too poorly to leave just yet.’


‘No, don’t be daft. You’re not to worry about a thing. Now, I need to get to work, or the staff will wonder what’s happened to me – but we can make plans later. For now, I’ll get the show on the road my end. And I promise that you will be home safe and sound next week.’


After kissing Lily’s cheek and telling her again not to worry, Rose hurried from the hospital and headed to the bus stop to catch the next bus to Margate. However was she going to explain this to Ben? Would he be annoyed? It wouldn’t look good to his mother, either . . .


The teashop was busy when Rose arrived, with Nippies dashing about serving late morning snacks to hungry customers. She nodded to a couple of the regulars, and hurried to her office. She’d just removed her coat and checked her appearance in a small mirror hanging behind the door, when there was a quiet knock and one of the senior Nippies appeared with a tea tray.


‘I thought you could do with a cup of tea?’ the woman said, placing a silver teapot on the table alongside a cup and saucer and a small jug of milk.


‘Thank you, Phoebe,’ Rose said, sitting behind the desk and picking up a pile of post. ‘It always amazes me that even though we spend so much time in air-raid shelters, the post still arrives on time.’


‘Life goes on,’ the woman replied, smiling at her boss as she backed out of the room.


Life goes on, Rose thought to herself as she poured the amber liquid through a tea strainer into her cup before adding a dash of milk. Yes, it certainly does go on. And sometimes it can spoil carefully made plans, as well.


‘Cheer up. You look as though you lost sixpence and found a penny,’ Katie grinned as she stuck her head round the door. ‘Can we chat for a few minutes?’


‘Come on in,’ Rose said. ‘I’m next to useless today. I’ve hardly started on the post, and I’ve yet to check the kitchens or go through the stock lists.’


‘That’s not like you,’ Katie said, closing the door behind her and sitting on a chair opposite her friend’s desk. ‘You put us all to shame as a rule. You’re not going down with something, are you? Or perhaps you are pining for Ben. I take it you’ve not seen him since last night during the air raid?’ she laughed as she ribbed her childhood friend.


Rose brightened up as Katie joked with her. ‘You only have a smile on your face because your husband is due home next week.’


‘I won’t argue with that. Oh, Rose, I can’t wait to see Jack again. It seems an age since our wedding. That’s what I wanted to speak to you about. Would it be an awful cheek if we had Captain’s Cottage to ourselves for a few days? I can’t find a hotel to put us up, and it would be lovely to live as husband and wife properly, even if it’s only until Jack has to go back to his ship.’ Katie coloured slightly at the implication of her words.


Rose bit her lip. It felt as if the situation was getting completely out of control.


‘Is there a problem?’ Katie asked, looking concerned.


‘No, not at all. I’m probably not going to London now, as Lily is due out of hospital next week and will require looking after. She can’t be left on her own until she is back on her feet and fighting fit.’


Katie frowned as she thought about the situation. ‘But you really must go to London to meet Ben’s family and celebrate your engagement with them. It’s a big occasion. You’ve yet to meet Ben’s daughters. If you leave it too long, you won’t meet them until your wedding day – and I don’t think that would be a good idea. Those two little girls need to feel comfortable with you being their new mummy, and you turning up dressed like a Christmas cake might make that more difficult,’ she grinned. ‘You’ve told me how you want to do everything right. Then there’s Ben’s sister. You have no idea how she will react to a manageress from Lyons nipping in and taking over. If you don’t do your utmost to meet your new family before the wedding, you could be causing all kinds of problems that would take years to resolve – if ever. Don’t worry about Lily and the baby. We will care for them.’ She smiled bravely. ‘Jack and I have our whole lives to be alone.’


It was Rose’s turn to argue. ‘No, that wouldn’t do at all. Why, who knows what will happen in this war – and if . . . if . . .’ She stopped speaking, knowing that with every word she was digging a hole for herself. What she had almost said would upset her friend.


‘If my Jack should perish at the hands of the enemy, do you mean?’


Rose felt ashamed. ‘I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking straight. I do apologize.’


‘Rose, how long have we been friends? If we can’t say what we are thinking to each other, it doesn’t say much for our friendship, does it? Look at the three of us. There’s poor Lily, a single mother and no parents, stuck in hospital – and all she wants is to go home to Captain’s Cottage and get on with bringing up her daughter. There’s me, never having known who my parents are and wanting to live as a proper married couple with my new husband for just a few days. Then there’s you . . .’
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