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			Chapter 1 - 
South Wales – July 1943

			‘Still no letter from Pappa, Mam?’

			Ruby shook her head. ‘Not even a postcard, love. But you know how things are. Nothing for ages then three or four cards and letters turn up at once.’ 

			Ruby watched Anna peer into her soup and gave her a wry smile. ‘Oh, for a meal like the one I made that time your pappa arrived home unexpectedly for Christmas. I remember he brought beefsteak and I fried onion rings with it, until they were caramelised. He opened a bottle of wine even though there were still a few days to go before Christmas.’

			Anna did remember, even though she’d been a child. She and her mother had returned from a walk to find her father back from sea. She could still picture the way he pulled pins from her mother’s glossy, dark hair so it tumbled around her face. 

			‘Pappa always says they make much more of the festive season in Norway than we do here. He still calls it Jul, doesn’t he?’

			Ruby looked up as the doorbell split the silence. ‘Who’s that, I wonder?

			‘You won’t know unless you open the door, Mam. Shall I go?’

			‘No, it’s all right.’ Ruby laid down her spoon.

			Anna noticed her mother swiftly check her appearance in the mirror hanging above the fireplace, patting her hair as she went. Left alone, Anna fleetingly wondered if her father had arrived, having mislaid his door key, but waited while Ruby opened the door. 

			Her mother’s memories of that special welcome home meal for her seafaring husband, matched Anna’s. That same night, as a nine-year-old listening outside her parents’ bedroom door, she overheard Viktor telling her mother a baby sister or brother would be good for Anna, and though she waited for some sign of this new arrival, no new sibling ever arrived.

			Now she heard the creak of the front door opening, and her mother responding to whoever had called. Then, startled out of her wits, Anna leaped from her seat as she heard her mother wailing as if someone was tearing out her heart.

			‘Mam? What is it?’ Anna hurried into the passageway. 

			A telegraph boy stood on the front doorstep, looking as though this was the last place he wanted to be. Ruby, clutching a telegram, pushed past her daughter and rushed upstairs.

			‘I’m sorry, Miss,’ said the lad, blushing beetroot red. ‘I know the lady’s had bad news. I … I’m glad she’s not alone.’ He pulled off his hat, bowing his head before hurrying off.

			Anna closed the door, ran up the stairs and into her mother’s bedroom where dust motes danced in a ray of sunshine beaming through the window. Ruby sat in the dainty chintz-covered chair beside the big double bed. Eyes closed; she held a framed photograph of her seafaring husband close to her heart. 

			Anna dropped to her knees beside her. ‘Come on, Mam. Talk to me. Tell me what’s happened.’ She couldn’t bear to ask the dreaded question. Every family whose menfolk were away from home feared the knock announcing delivery of a telegram.

			Her mother opened her eyes. ‘I have to travel to Scotland. To a place called Invergordon. Your pappa …’ She swallowed. ‘He’s been taken to hospital there. He’s not expected to pull through.’ Ruby replaced the photograph on the small table nearby, so the handsome, golden-haired Norwegian smiled back at his wife and daughter.

			Anna buried her face in her mother’s lap. She felt Ruby’s fingers smoothing her hair and wondered why neither of them was shedding tears. Might this be the effect shock produced? 

			‘I’ll need to set off as soon as possible,’ Ruby said.

			Anna raised her head. ‘I’ll come with you. I want to see Pappa.’

			‘No, lovey, I really think it’s best you stay with Nana, unless you prefer to be here. It’s a long way to travel and I have to think of the cost. Besides, I don’t want you missing business school. I’ll need to pack and, oh, goodness, I must tell Mr Mapstone I shan’t be available for a while.’

			Anna’s thoughts were whirling. She so wanted to see her dad, but realised the sense in what her mother said. Ruby would require a taxi to the station and their landlord would probably be offended if he wasn’t asked to help. She suspected Mr Mapstone had more than a soft spot for her mother, but this was no time for such thoughts. ‘Shall I go and tell him? Write a note for me to take if you prefer.’

			Ruby still seemed dazed. ‘That’d be a great help.’

			‘I’d rather stay with Nana while you’re away – if she’ll have me.’

			‘Do you feel up to calling on her after you’ve seen Mr Mapstone?’

			Anna nodded.

			‘Well, be sure and break the news gently, won’t you? She’ll probably say where there’s life there’s hope. And when you come back, you’ll need to pack a suitcase too. Thank you, love.’

			Anna made her way to Frank Mapstone’s house, where she used the big brass doorknocker her mother kept gleaming. He didn’t respond but after she knocked a second time, he appeared around the side of the house, wearing a green baize apron over his grey trousers and white shirt, and clutching a trowel in one hand.

			‘Anna, my dear girl, is everything all right? Is your mother …’

			She shook her head. ‘I’m sorry to disturb you, Mr Mapstone, but we’ve received bad news.’ She held out the note. ‘My mother has written to explain.’

			He dropped his trowel with a clang and took the envelope, ripping it open and scanning it in moments.

			‘I’m so very sorry.’ He met Anna’s gaze. ‘Where there’s life, there’s hope, so don’t despair, my dear.’

			‘Thank you. We – that is I – wondered if you’d like me to do some housework for you, while my mother’s away. I wouldn’t be as efficient as she is, of course, but I could come after I finish my college sessions.’ Anna stood, watching the landlord’s solemn face and wondered if he’d heard one word of what she said.

			‘Um, yes, of course, you’re at business school, aren’t you? Well actually, I’m wondering whether your mother would allow me to drive her to Scotland. What do you think?’

			Anna had often read of fictional jaws dropping when fictional people received a shock, but this was her first experience of the real-life phenomenon. ‘I’m sure my mother wouldn’t expect you to drive her all that distance. Not that it isn’t very kind of you, of course.’

			‘Anna, your mother has become more to me than merely my tenant and housekeeper. Do you understand what I’m saying?’

			Although Anna disliked what he was implying, she met his gaze. ‘My mother’s devastated by this news, Mr Mapstone.’

			‘I know … I know. I should say that I count both your parents among my friends, and please trust me when I say that as a friend, I shall take the utmost care of your mother. We’ll break the journey and stay in a hotel en route so Ruby doesn’t arrive exhausted as well as concerned for Viktor. I’d set off this evening were it not for the damned blackout, but will you tell her I shall collect her tomorrow morning at six o’clock, ready to start the journey? And don’t worry about the housekeeping. Your mother makes sure the place is immaculate and it won’t hurt if it’s left for a few days.’

			Anna hurried to her grandmother’s and pushed open the back door, not looking forward to giving her news.

			‘Nana,’ she called. ‘It’s only me.’

			Her grandmother emerged from the pantry, brandishing a bunch of carrots, still earthy from the allotment. ‘Anna! What’s up, hen?’

			Anna knew better than to rush into her arms. Her Scottish-born nana shied away from displays of affection and Anna still stood, wondering how best to begin, until her grandmother shook her head.

			‘Come on then, my girl. Out with it.’

			‘Could we sit down, please, Nana? I need to tell you something important.’

			Her grandmother pursed her lips but nodded. ‘What a palaver! Well, I could do with taking the weight off my feet.’ She dumped the carrots on the draining board and led the way up the two steps into the living room to take her usual seat beside the kitchen range, black-leaded and shiny, only left unlit in the unlikely event of a Mediterranean summer.

			Anna sat opposite on the ancient maroon chesterfield, ankles crossed and hands clasped in her lap. She focused on the vase of bright orange marigolds on the table. 

			‘Well? It’s no good you waiting for your granddad. He’s gone back to the allotment.’

			‘It’s not good news, I’m afraid, but it’s not the worst,’ she said before explaining about her father.

			Her nana listened in silence, her back ramrod straight. ‘Will you go with your mother?’

			Anna shook her head. ‘I wanted to, but Mam says I mustn’t miss my lessons.’

			‘She’s right. You’d be foolish to waste money now that course is paid for. Will you manage in the house on your own, or would you rather come here?’

			Anna felt relieved. ‘I’d rather come here, Nana, if you’re sure you don’t mind.’

			‘Wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t want you here, my girl! You can earn your keep by helping with the hens and you’ll need to make up the bed in the spare bedroom.’

			‘I’ll do that tomorrow, then.’ Anna got to her feet. ‘I must go home now. I’ll put some things in a suitcase ready for the morning as Mam’s leaving first thing.’

			‘Don’t pack too much if you’re carrying your case on your own and make sure your mother gives you a house key in case you’ve forgotten something.’ She paused. ‘She’ll need a taxi to the station. I wonder if she could drop you off first. I’m always up with the lark.’

			Anna nodded, deciding not to confide their landlord’s offer. ‘Maybe she will. If not, I’m sure I’ll manage.’

			‘Tell your mother I’m sorry to hear things aren’t good for Viktor and that I’ll be praying for him.’

			‘I will.’ On an impulse, Anna darted across and dared to kiss her grandmother’s wrinkled cheek. Aware how the old lady scorned sentiment, she felt a pang to see tears welling before Nana hauled up her apron and scrubbed it over her face. 

			‘Away with you now. We’ll see you tomorrow.’ 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			‘Anna? Wake up, love. It’s just turned five o’clock.’ Ruby perched on the bed while Anna sat up, rubbing her eyes. ‘I know it’s early, but I don’t want us to keep Mr Mapstone waiting and I’ll be happier if we can drop you off first.’

			Anna nodded. ‘Did you get much sleep?’

			Ruby shrugged. ‘I drifted in and out, thinking of your father all those miles away, up there in hospital.’

			Anna had no idea what was wrong with her father, nor did she think her mother would know until she could speak to whoever was looking after him.

			‘You didn’t want to talk about it yesterday,’ she said, ‘but I’m pleased Mr Mapstone’s driving you. He must think a lot of you.’

			‘I think he’s a lonely man.’ Ruby stroked a lock of Anna’s blonde hair back from her face. 

			 ‘Mr Mapstone has just the one son and I’ve never heard him mention any brothers or sisters.’ Ruby looked down at her hands. ‘I – I think he’s very kind-hearted, but I’d prefer you not to tell anyone he’s driving me to Scotland. I’ve been thinking about it and it’s best if he drops you just around the corner rather than outside your grandparents’ house.’

			Anna saw the anxiety in her mother’s eyes and nodded. Unless her nana was upstairs, curtain-twitching at the front bedroom window, she couldn’t possibly see any comings and goings.

			‘If your grandmother asks whether you came by taxi, you won’t mind telling a little white lie, will you? She’s such a stickler for everything being right and proper. Not that I’ve anything to be ashamed of.’

			‘I can say you didn’t want to come in and say goodbye because you were afraid it would be too upsetting. That won’t be a lie, will it? And I’ll ask Nana if I can take my things upstairs and make the bed up before I walk to the college.’

			‘That would do very well indeed.’

			During her day at the business school, Anna’s thoughts drifted to her mother, though she tried her best to concentrate on her studies. She had enjoyed learning to type and unravel the art of shorthand writing, a skill she found fascinating. Her tutor, Miss Ring, a woman whose fiancé had perished in the mud and mayhem of World War One, expected nothing but the best from her students, all of whom were progressing well. She seemed ancient to Anna, but according to Ruby, Miss Ring was in her forties. That still seemed old to a girl of seventeen.

			Miss Ring called Anna to stay behind while her classmates were leaving at the end of the afternoon session. A student who often walked part of the way home with Anna looked enquiringly at her, but seeing their tutor’s expression, called a quick goodbye and left, closing the door behind her. 

			‘Miss Christensen, forgive me, but is there something wrong? Your mind has not been totally focused today, has it?’ Miss Ring sat down at her big desk. ‘Take a seat in the front row, please.’

			Anna did as she was bid. ‘I’m very sorry, Miss Ring. I’ve tried my best to concentrate, but I keep thinking of my mother, travelling all the way to Scotland. I’ve no idea where she might be by now or where they … where she’ll be staying the night.’

			‘Is your mother visiting family? You wanted to go but couldn’t, because of your studies?’

			‘I would like to have gone, but she didn’t want me to miss my lessons. Even though my father’s very ill in hospital.’

			Miss Ring sucked in her breath. ‘I’m so sorry, my dear. No wonder you’re not your usual self. Is there someone at home with you?’

			Anna thought how strange it was, hearing her tutor speak so informally. ‘I’m staying with my grandparents until my mother returns. She said she’d ring my grandma’s neighbour to let us know how things were. They have a telephone and they don’t mind coming to fetch me.’

			‘I’ll remember your father in my prayers, Anna.’ Miss Ring cleared her throat and pushed her spectacles back on. ‘On another matter, I have here a letter from the Special Reconnaissance Department at the docks.’ She looked up. ‘The SRD is recruiting for a forthcoming vacancy in their offices. We have in the past sent girls who’ve graduated to be interviewed for positions there. If all goes well for you with your exams, I shall recommend you as my first choice. I hope this will provide some small comfort to you and your mother at this time.’ 

			Anna swallowed hard. ‘My goodness! Thank you very much, Miss Ring. I’ll do my best to achieve good marks.’

			‘I know you will, my dear. And remember, while you’re one of my best students, it is only you who can achieve the required standard allowing me to put your name forward for interview.’

			Anna nodded. ‘I understand.’

			‘If they offer you a position, you will start work in July. Now, you’d best get back to your grandmother.’ Miss Ring hesitated. ‘Despite the sadness behind your stay, she must be delighted to have her granddaughter with her.’

			Anna noticed the wistful expression in her tutor’s eyes and quietly left the room with only a whispered, ‘Goodbye.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Next evening, Anna fed the hens their pungent mash of bran and scraps, and lingered outside, admiring the deep pink peonies her grandmother cultivated, despite most of the backyard being taken up with the chickens. She was bending to sniff one particularly beautiful bloom when she heard a voice call over the garden wall.

			‘Hey shrimp! Haven’t seen you for a while.’

			Startled, Anna straightened up and looked across at the boy next door, immediately noting his changed appearance. Davy wore a pair of dark blue overalls; his hair was cut neatly and he’d lost his gangly frame. The most important change was his voice. She remembered it as quite hoarse, sometimes even squeaky, but now when he spoke, she heard a deep, rich tone that touched something within her, creating a sensation she found pleasing as well as puzzling. Davy sounded like a man, no longer the cheeky lad she remembered. 

			‘I notice you still can’t remember my name.’

			He grinned. ‘I do so, Miss Anna Christensen. Where have you been hiding yourself?’

			‘I’ve been working hard. I’m studying at Miss Ring’s Business College.’

			‘There’s posh! Keeps your nose to the grindstone, does she?’

			‘If I pass my exams, it’ll be well worth it. I can’t wait to get a job and start earning my own money.’

			Davy gave her a long, hard look. ‘Good for you. I don’t earn much, but I’m apprenticed to a motor engineer and I want to own my own garage one day.’

			‘It sounds as if we’re both ambitious, then.’ 

			‘Yes, even me with my valleys accent!’ He looked anywhere but at her. ‘I was wondering if you’d fancy a walk with me after tea? These fine evenings, see … if we cut through the town, we can get down to the beach quicker.’

			‘I daren’t go out in case my mother rings Nana’s friend across the street. My dad’s seriously ill in hospital and Mam’s gone to him. I’m staying here while she’s away.’

			‘My God,’ Davy exclaimed in Welsh. ‘I’d no idea. Where’s he to, then?’

			‘At the hospital in Invergordon. It’s a seaport on the west coast of Scotland.’

			‘That’s a way to go.’

			‘Hundreds of miles,’

			‘I’ll have to ask you again, then. I’m expecting my call up papers soon. Will you come out with me before I leave?’

			She blinked hard, suddenly stricken with guilt. ‘Um, I need to find out how my dad is. And my granddad’s very strict.’

			‘He chats away when he sees me out here. It’s not like I’m a stranger.’

			Anna turned her head as she heard her grandmother calling. ‘I must go. Enjoy your walk.’

			‘Will you come out with me if I’m still here when you’re back with your ma? Please, say yes!’

			She hesitated; conscious Davy was still watching. He wasn’t her ideal choice for a boyfriend, but he was leaving home soon, and most importantly, she needed to practise her non-existent flirting skills on some unsuspecting male.

			‘I suppose it’ll be all right.’

			She stopped again as he called after her. ‘I hope your dad gets better soon. Maybe see you tomorrow?’

			‘Maybe.’

			The following day dawned grey and chilly for mid-June. After college, Anna went back to her own house, finishing a pile of ironing her mother hadn’t had time to tackle.

			Preparing to leave, she noticed a thick drizzle had set in so she took Ruby’s big black umbrella and walked quickly to her nana’s. She headed up the lane leading to the back door and, turning the corner, almost collided with a tall young man.

			‘There’s a bit of luck,’ Davy said, pulling off his cap. ‘Can I shelter under your umbrella, Miss?’

			‘You should put your cap back on now it’s raining heavier. My tea will be on the table soon.’

			‘I’m going down the road to get us fish and chips. Ma’s round at my auntie’s and I’ve no idea where my dad is.’

			‘Well, don’t let me stop you.’ Anna couldn’t understand why Davy’s mother wasn’t at home cooking tea for her family. Ruby and Anna’s grandmother would be scandalised at the idea.

			But without checking if anyone was approaching, Davy wrapped his fingers round the hand clutching the umbrella handle. ‘I dream about kissing you, Anna.’ He was looking at her mouth. ‘Will you let me? Please?’

			Contrary to the story she’d fabricated to tell her friend Margaret, Anna didn’t yet know how it felt to be kissed on the lips by a boy. But if anyone should come along and catch them canoodling, she knew she would die of shame.

			He seemed to read her mind. ‘Nobody wants to come out in this weather,’ he murmured, pressing closer. ‘Nobody will see.’ 

			She felt his hand on her back and swayed towards him, her face almost touching his. Davy felt solid against her. Comforting. He bent his head and when their mouths met, the softness of his lips surprised her. 

			Moments later, he released her. ‘I wish this war wasn’t …’ 

			Anna was struggling with her emotions. This boy her mother disapproved of, generated a sensation both worrying and strangely wonderful. Unsure what came next, she wrenched the umbrella from Davy’s hand. ‘I must go now.’

			‘You’re cross,’ he said, jamming his cloth cap back on his head. ‘I’m sorry, but if you only knew how often I’ve thought about you …’

			‘Don’t be daft,’ she said. ‘I’m not cross. Here, you’d better take my umbrella or you’ll come back like a drowned rat. Leave it in the shed so I can collect it in the morning.’

			She turned and ran the rest of the way. But that kiss stayed with her and her thoughts only turned to other matters later, after her mother’s telephone call.

			Anna followed her nana and the neighbour across the road after the knock on the door.

			‘I’ll have a word first then hand you the phone,’ Nana said as they went through the front door. The telephone sat on a small mahogany table with barley-sugar twist legs, its receiver lying on a crisp white lace doily.

			‘Are you there, Ruby?’ Anna’s grandma bellowed into the instrument, obliging Anna to stifle an inappropriate fit of the giggles.

			The elderly woman frowned as she listened, while Anna waited impatiently for her turn. She watched her grandma’s face, realised something was very wrong and, knowing the way her parents felt about each other, began praying in silence. Praying that all would be right and her mother would soon return home, leaving her father to recuperate and come back to them for a holiday before joining his next ship.

			After what seemed an eternity, Nana handed over the telephone with a whispered, ‘Now, my girl, for your mother’s sake, try and be brave.’

			Pappa’s gone then. Oh, poor Mam. Anna grasped the receiver.

			‘Hello, darling girl.’ Ruby’s voice sounded husky. ‘I wish I didn’t have to give you bad news, but I imagine you’ve guessed by now. I’m afraid it’s all over, lovey. We shall both need to be very brave.’

			Anna closed her eyes. ‘When did he …was Pappa still …’

			‘Your father knew I was there. He squeezed my hand and whispered to me.’ Ruby gulped. 

			Anna knew her mother was struggling to keep her composure. ‘I’m so sorry, Mam. But I’m pleased he managed to speak to you.’

			‘He told me he loved us both and he asked me to tell you he was sorry.’

			‘Sorry for what?’

			‘I don’t know. There was no time to ask. The nurse was very fierce and shooed me out.’

			‘But that’s terrible! After you travelled all that way?’

			‘I think she was trying to do her best for her patient, but whatever it was that affected your dad’s system was too powerful in the end. There are formalities to deal with.’ Ruby paused. ‘Frank … Mr Mapstone has kindly agreed to remain here with me until everything’s dealt with. I’ll ring and leave a message so you’ll know when I’ll be coming home.’

			Anna heard her mother’s shuddery intake of breath. 

			‘I’m so sorry, my darling,’ Ruby said. ‘Is college going well?’

			‘Very well. You mustn’t worry about me.’

			‘If you don’t feel like going in tomorrow, I’m sure Miss Ring would understand.’

			‘I think Pappa would’ve wanted me to keep going, don’t you?’

			Silence. ‘You’re right, Anna. Yes, Vik would be proud of your courage and how well you’re getting on. Now, I must go. Mr Mapstone insists I try and eat something …’ Her voice trailed off.

			‘That’s wise. Will he bring you to Nana’s or back home?’

			‘Straight home is best, I think.’

			‘I’ll see you then, Mam. After … when everything’s been dealt with.’ She gulped. ‘Please give my regards to Mr Mapstone and – and thank him from me for looking after you.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Anna’s routine helped the days pass. 

			Ruby returned and once mother and daughter were on their own, they fell into each other’s arms, giving way to a deluge of tears. Ruby looked washed out, apparently not bothering with her usual face powder and rouge, and Anna knew her mother mut be finding difficulty in sleeping. 

			As she’d grown old enough to sense these things, Anna used to feel her father’s energy and vibrant presence filling the house whenever he returned from a lengthy voyage. Her mind kept returning to the apology her mother mentioned and she wondered whether he regretted being unable to take a bigger part in her upbringing. Maybe he thought there might have been a sister or brother for her, if he’d been at home more.

			But he’d made the sea his career and his unusual gifts and tales of faraway ports brought sunshine and magic into her childhood. It would be odd without the big blond man turning up every now and then, capsizing the dynamics of their quiet existence.

			The morning of her interview for the typing pool, Anna washed in the scullery and put her dressing gown back on to run upstairs and get dressed in a smart blouse and two-piece costume. She left the house with plenty of time to spare and walked the mile or so to the supply depot; a large stone building overlooking the docks and whose entrance reminded her of a house illustration for a Charles Dickens novel, complete with ornate brass plate on the wall beside the door.

			Inside, she was directed to a waiting room where she perched on a wooden bench, both hands gripping the leather strap of her handbag, her gas mask in its holder beside her. Inside her bag was a letter from Mr Williams of the corner shop, confirming her as a young lady of impeccable character and pleasant disposition. She knew Miss Ring had already provided details of Anna’s examination results as well as a character reference.

			A dark-haired girl entered the room shortly after Anna arrived. She caught a whiff of Californian Poppy as the newcomer sat down beside her, wasting no time in introducing herself.

			‘My name’s Biddy O’Brien. Are we after getting the same job? Shorthand typist?’

			Anna nodded. ‘I imagine so. Pleased to meet you, Biddy. I’m Anna Christensen.’

			‘Not a Welsh name between the pair of us! Pleased to meet you too, Anna, even if we are rivals.’ Her brown eyes twinkled.

			‘Well, good luck anyway, Biddy. May the best girl win.’

			‘Tell you what, why don’t you wait for me afterwards, then we can go for a cup of tea and compare notes? If you can spare time, of course.’

			‘Miss Christensen?’

			Anna jumped to her feet. ‘Yes, that’s me.’

			A thin brunette, dressed in a pale blue blouse and dark grey skirt, ticked off a name on her clipboard. ‘Follow me, please.’

			Anna turned towards Biddy. ‘I’ll wait for you outside,’ she whispered. 

			‘Lovely. Good luck to you too. Ooh, better take your gas mask.’ 

			 The brunette shooed Anna through the door to the interview room. In front of the window looking out over the dockyard two people sat, straight-backed, behind a dark wood table.

			‘Do sit down, Miss Christensen.’ The woman wore her fair hair in a neat chignon. ‘My name is Miss Napier and I’m the Office Supervisor. This gentleman is Mr Taylor.’

			The man, consulting a sheet of paper on the table before him, glanced up and nodded.

			‘Can you tell us why you wish to work here?’ Miss Napier removed her horn-rimmed spectacles.

			‘I’m anxious to gain experience of working in an office and Miss Ring felt I was ready to apply for a job with you.’

			‘Your shorthand and typing skills more than meet the required standard and we hear you’re a good timekeeper. Is that so, Miss Christensen?’ Mr Taylor spoke this time and Anna, noticing how his scrubby, grey moustache quivered, tried not to let her lips quiver in sympathy.

			‘I’ve never once been late for college, sir.’

			‘Do you work well under pressure?’

			Anna hesitated.

			‘If there were last minute changes required to a report, for example?’ Miss Napier nodded at her, as if urging her on.

			‘I … I’d do my best, just as I did when we were given speed tests in our lessons.’

			She watched the two exchange glances.

			‘I’d like to dictate a letter,’ said Mr Taylor. ‘Then we’ll ask you to go to the typing pool and transcribe your shorthand notes. If you should make an error whilst typing, please don’t attempt to correct it.’

			His colleague pushed a lined notepad across the table. ‘Help yourself to a pen or pencil from the pot.’

			Anna detected a slight smile of sympathy upon the supervisor’s face.

			‘Honest to God, my teeth were chattering, but there was such a clatter from all the other typewriters, I don’t think anyone noticed.’ 

			Anna sat back in her chair and smiled at her new friend. She’d never visited this café before and was enjoying the change of scenery.

			Biddy was shaking her head. ‘I don’t think I stand a chance. When I went in, Mr Taylor asked me where my gas mask was. To think I’d reminded you just before! And my fingers turned into sausages as soon as I began typing. He must think I’m a numbskull. Anyway, I bet they offer you the job.’

			‘I wouldn’t be too sure. I made two mistakes in that letter. The girl who arrived while you were still in the typing pool looked a right Miss Goody Two Shoes. They’ll probably appoint her.’

			‘Let’s hope there’s more than one position available.’ Biddy glanced towards the counter with its display of cakes beneath glass domes. ‘I could fancy a slice of gingerbread, how about you?’

			‘Good idea. I reckon we deserve it after that ordeal.’ Anna caught the waitress’s attention and gave their order.

			‘While I think of it, Biddy, could we exchange addresses? It’d be nice to keep in touch, in case we don’t make it to the typing pool.’

			‘I’d like that.’ 

			Anna opened her handbag. ‘I have a little notebook here.’

			‘You see!’ Biddy laughed. ‘Won’t you make the perfect secretary one day?’

			‘That’s what I’m aiming for. Do you realise, if we got jobs in the docks’ office, we wouldn’t be called up at eighteen because the work is of national importance? Although, that doesn’t mean you couldn’t volunteer for one of the women’s services.’

			‘But why would anyone want to if they were working here? You might get sent anywhere.’

			Anna looked Biddy in the eye. ‘I wouldn’t want to leave my mother on her own, but one day, who knows where I might go?’ Briefly, she explained to her new friend the circumstances around her father.

			‘That’s so sad.’ Biddy shook her head. ‘I can see why you want to stay with your ma. Are you courting? I bet you are.’

			Anna hesitated.

			‘Is it a secret?’

			‘I suppose it must be, if even I don’t know about it.’

			Biddy laughed. ‘I don’t believe you.’

			‘Well, I’ve known Davy since I was fourteen and I suppose he’s the nearest I’ve ever come to having a boyfriend, but I’m not going to tie myself to anyone. Not yet anyway.’

			‘I love reading romances,’ Biddy gazed into the distance through the lace-curtained window and beyond the scattering of chattering customers. ‘Imagine a handsome man falling for you, desperate to win your hand in marriage.’ She smiled dreamily.

			Anna sipped her tea. ‘Well, if that led to washing his smelly socks and drawers and having his children, no, thank you very much!’

			Biddy’s eyebrows shot upwards. ‘You’re a cool customer. You’re also far too pretty to be a spinster all your life, so put that in your pipe and smoke it.’  

			‘You’re very pretty yourself, even with that crumb on your lip.’ Anna sat back, smiling at her new friend as Biddy dabbed at her mouth with a handkerchief. ‘I bet you beat me to the altar, no trouble.’

			‘I thought you didn’t fancy being married?’

			‘I suppose what I really mean is, I could never marry someone like Davy. I know he’s sweet on me and I don’t want to hurt his feelings, but that’s as far as it goes.’

			‘Poor lad! So, what kind of man would you like to marry then, Lady Anna?’

			‘It wouldn’t be for ages yet, but someone who has a really good job. A man who’d never treat me as though I was stupid. Someone who’d love me for ever and never treat me like a drudge. I sound like a snob, don’t I?’ 

			Biddy’s expression changed. ‘No. Some men do treat women badly, don’t they? I hope your father didn’t …’

			‘No! Not at all. My father always treated my mother like a lady.’

			It felt refreshing to exchange views with someone she’d never met before, but as she spoke, Anna felt a rippling sensation down her spine. When the time came, if the war was still on, how could she possibly hope to meet a man with class? 

			Some days later, Anna and her old friend Margaret left the cinema, chatting about Penny Serenade, the film they’d just watched.

			‘I’m so glad you wrote and suggested meeting up, Anna. You could have asked your new friend to go with you.’

			‘To be honest, I wish Mam could have joined us too, but she’s not interested in anything these days and I didn’t want to miss Cary Grant. I know you love him as much as I do.’ 

			‘He’s super, but he’s also ancient!’ Her friend giggled. 

			‘He’s in his late thirties, Marg. A man of the world.’

			‘Come on, he’s old enough to be your father.’ Margaret clapped her hand over her mouth. ‘Oh, I’m so sorry, Anna. I didn’t mean to …’

			‘It’s all right. It’s far worse for Mam. They were married when she was eighteen and Pappa was twenty-two. He was only forty when he died in that hospital.’

			‘It was far too young to die. My father said it was extremely unlucky that Captain Christensen fell ill at sea. If he could have been taken to hospital sooner, he might well have been saved.’

			‘It was almost all over by the time Mam got to his bedside.’ Anna hesitated. ‘She told me he opened his eyes and looked at her when she took hold of his hand. It was as though he’d been waiting to say goodbye.’ 

			Margaret bit her lip. ‘I know I have to get used to people dying once I start nursing, but it must be so much more difficult when it’s the person you love.’

			‘I suppose so.’

			‘Brrr, it’s turning chilly.’ Margaret looped her arm through her friend’s. ‘You must miss your father, even though he was away so much?’

			‘Of course. We got on really well. When I was little and stupid, I sometimes used to get cross about him coming home because he seemed to take all Mam’s attention. I think I must’ve been very precocious back then.’

			‘What’s changed?’

			Anna chuckled. ‘I refuse to comment.’

			‘Your father was very handsome, wasn’t he? I couldn’t help seeing his photograph when Ma brought me to your house after he … after your mother came back from Scotland. She noticed it as well, because later, I heard her telling my auntie that your father had film star good looks. You must have inherited the way you look from both of them – no wonder you get the boys after you. I should be jealous, really.’

			‘Whatever for? You’re very pretty, Marg.’

			‘You’re just saying that to please me!’

			‘I’m not. Really, I’m not. I remember that time you came to our house, you told Mam you still wanted to be a nurse. You’ve been saying that ever since we were playing with dolls.’

			Margaret nodded. ‘My father still isn’t convinced I’ll make a go of it, but I want to show him I can. Blood, bedpans and whatever else they throw at me!’

			‘Well let’s hope they don’t hit you.’

			Margaret laughed. ‘Anyway, how about you? Are you enjoying your new job?’

			‘I’ve only been there a week. I like the work actually, but I can’t say I enjoy being in the typing pool with all those other girls. Except for Biddy. You’d like her, Marg.’

			‘You never know – if you keep on doing good work, they might promote you one of these days.’

			‘I know I have to be patient.’

			‘Still, I’m glad you’ve found someone you get on with. I’ve palled up with a girl who’s waiting to start her nurse training too. Her mother knows mine through the WVS.’

			‘That’s good. Anyway, I may be only one of a dozen girls in the typing pool, but I’m determined to become secretary to someone important one day.’

			‘I’d just like to begin my nurse training,’ Margaret said.

			‘When will you know if you’re accepted?’ 

			‘Soon, I think. I’m eighteen just before you are and if I have a starting date, I can count the days down while I’m trotting round after Ma.’ She squinted up at the big clock above the municipal building on the town square. ‘My father’s collecting me from your house at half seven.’

			‘We have plenty of time.’ Anna gazed at the stars. ‘You wouldn’t think there was a war on, looking at that sky. Do you ever worry about being bombed?’

			‘Doesn’t everyone? Especially after the awful attacks on London and other big cities.’

			‘I try not to think about it. We’d have to be really unlucky here, wouldn’t we? They cop it in Cardiff much worse than we do.’

			‘We still never know what the enemy’s up to though. My father says when the bombers come up the Channel, they usually go for Cardiff or on to Bristol.’

			Anna shivered. ‘We just have to keep hoping, don’t we?’

			‘What about that boy you told me about? The one that’s fallen for you?’

			‘Davy? What about him?’

			‘Has he joined up yet?’

			‘It won’t be long.’

			‘Will you write to him once he’s gone?’

			‘Of course not. It’d be cruel to get his hopes up.’

			‘You like him kissing you though, don’t you?’

			‘It’s good practice for the next one.’

			‘Anna – you bad girl! Surely you don’t mean that?’

			‘But I do! When I meet someone really special, I want him to think I’m sophisticated, not scared to let him near me.’

			Margaret stopped walking. They were almost at the bottom of the hill leading to Anna’s house. ‘But you wouldn’t let a boy do the things married people do with each other, would you?’

			Anna hesitated. ‘It’s wartime …’

		

	
		
			Chapter 5 - 
September 1943

			Captain Charles Milburn drove his kingfisher-blue sportsman’s coupé along the promenade and parked it at the end, opposite a small café. He sat for a while, watching the waves frothing over the sand, then took out a gold case and helped himself to a cigarette, which he lit with a slender gold lighter. 

			For a moment, he balanced the lighter in the palm of his hand, gazing at the words engraved upon it – To my darling Charlie with love from Pearl – before putting it away and winding down the window while he enjoyed his nicotine blast. Pearl had been an absolute delight until the silly girl pulled a fast one. He’d always made sure to take precautions, except for that one time when she’d turned up at his parents’ house while they were away on holiday and he was caught out. 

			He’d been powerless to resist the little minx. Nor was he convinced she’d done her sums right when, weeks later, she insisted he must be the father of the child she carried. He still believed she’d discovered she was in the family way and deliberately set him up. 

			Things had been sorted out, thanks to one of his many useful contacts. It had been a pity, but the more Pearl pleaded, the more he’d distanced himself. Even now, he still resented having had to fork out his cash to clear up some other chap’s muddle.

			Charles shrugged. Back home, he had a fiancée who worshipped him and, meanwhile, there were plenty of other willing fish in the sea. He got out of his car, locked the driver’s door and strolled across to the café. The attractive brunette behind the counter glanced up from polishing cutlery as the jangling bell heralded his approach. 

			‘Hello, Janice.’ He walked up to the counter, giving her his David Niven smile. 

			‘Captain Milburn, I do declare. Turning up like the proverbial bad penny. Your usual, sir?’

			‘Please. I’ll take the window table.’ He smiled to himself as he made for his favourite seat. He’d noticed Janice’s hand trembling as she patted away a stray curl. She’d missed him all right. And if her old man was still sweating out the war in Burma, Charles might well be in for a cosy evening à deux once she locked the café door for the night. Life was good for a man like him, despite Hitler’s machinations. He’d got himself a pretty cushy number and intended taking full advantage of it while he could. 

			The moment Janice arrived at his table bearing a pot of tea and two toasted teacakes, he caught a whiff of her perfume, floral yet spicy, and felt the familiar thrust of desire. She began arranging paraphernalia on the table. Pretty daisy-splashed cup and saucer, round white teapot and squat stainless-steel jug. No sugar lumps. She’d remembered.

			‘How was your trip?’

			‘Far too many meetings and tedious evening drinking sessions with fellow-officers who also drive desks. Did I mention the air raids? We don’t know we’re born, here.’

			She frowned. ‘We shouldn’t get complacent and nor should you talk yourself down. The Army needs educated fellows like you to organise things.’

			‘You’re a sweetheart,’ Charles said. ‘I’ve missed you, Jan. A lot.’ He dropped his gaze so it rested on the swell of her breasts beneath the utilitarian apron bib. The tip of his tongue flicked the edge of his top lip. ‘Any chance of you keeping a lonely soldier company later?’ 

			She swallowed hard. ‘I’ve missed you too, Charlie. Shall we say eight o’clock? Leave your car in the next street and come round to the back door. That time you forgot and parked out front, the old dear next door couldn’t wait to shove her teeth back in and blab to the neighbours about my fancy man.’

			He grinned. ‘But telling her I was in the same unit as your husband was a good idea, darling. I need to return to base and sort out my accommodation so eight-ish will suit me fine. Go away for five minutes and they change things round. Even in a bloody tented camp.’

			Janice stiffened. ‘I hope you’re not getting any ideas about staying overnight, Charlie – whether I say you’re mate of my Ronald or not.’

			He watched her shimmy back behind the counter as a couple of customers entered. He’d reassure her later, sweet talk her and reward her with a pair of nylon stockings from his secret stash. This clandestine relationship suited him well. A married woman was a far better bet than a girl with stars in her eyes because you were the first man wanting to pop her cherry. Janice was always clued up in one vital quarter. No fears of unwanted pregnancy when he was with the curvaceous café owner. And she enjoyed his visits as much as he enjoyed gracing her with his attentions. He’d wandered into the café soon after arriving at the camp two months before and, well, wasn’t he keeping a fellow soldier’s wife from becoming too forlorn in her husband’s absence?

			She didn’t let him down. That evening, Janice answered his knock at the back door, wearing a frumpy dressing gown; in case it had been a neighbour calling, she explained. As soon as she bolted the door behind him, she shucked off her robe and stood there, wearing the black lace bra, French knickers, fishnet stockings and suspender belt he’d bought for her after they first began their meetings.

			‘Lord, but you smell good enough to eat.’ He wound his arms around her and nuzzled the top of her head. She stood on tiptoe and whispered in his ear. He followed her upstairs to the spare room where she lay down on the ancient double bed, laughing up at him while he bent over her, feeling her expert fingers undoing his buttons.

			‘Your face! You look like an eager schoolboy about to get his sweetie ration!’

			He was too much of a gentleman to remind her he was several years younger than she. He didn’t ever experience a twinge of guilt at being between the sheets with a fellow soldier’s wife. Janice could do that to him … make him forget everything save her hungry mouth, those talented fingers and her husky voice driving him insane with provocative words.

			They lay there afterwards, wet with sweat, recovering their breath enough for him to light a cigarette apiece. Charles hopped out of bed and fetched a half bottle of brandy he’d wrapped in a brown paper bag. They took turns to drink from it until he screwed the top back and put it on the rickety bedside table. 

			The rest of the evening was surreal. Janice had rolled away from his embrace eventually, picking up a black satin kimono to cover her lush contours.

			‘Your husband’s a lucky son of a gun.’ Charles gave her a lazy smile, propping himself up on one elbow. 

			He realised he’d said the wrong thing because she went downstairs at once, leaving him to get dressed. 

			When he joined her, Janice was sitting at the kitchen table, a glass of water before her.

			‘Night-night, sweetheart, I’ll be off now.’ Charles dropped a kiss on her forehead. ‘I didn’t mean to make you feel guilty and I humbly apologise if I upset you.’ He cupped her face between his hands, watching her expression.

			She blinked hard. ‘I haven’t heard from Ronald for ages. And here we are – you and I having it off in his bed while he’s stuck in some godforsaken place. I hate this bloody war! It changes people, Charlie.’

			He held her close, murmuring platitudes about mail taking ages and everything coming right in the end. She had a little weep and he dried her eyes with the pristine white linen handkerchief he always carried. One last kiss, then he beat it through the back door, negotiating the blackout like a wily fox returning to its lair.

			On reaching his car, he noticed clouds no longer obscured the moon and contemplated taking a quick dip, but on a night like this, mightn’t Jerry be on the prowl? Charles, not stopping to think further, grabbed a towel from his kitbag and jogged down the slope from the promenade. His feet slithering this way and that, he conquered the few yards of soft sand and reached the damp hard apron. At the nearest rocky outcrop, he removed his clothes and covered them with his towel. If anybody was daft enough to wander along the prom at two in the morning, more fool them.

			Gasping as the water level hit his undercarriage, he waded out, feeling the ridged sand hard beneath the soles of his
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