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For my father, Hatherleigh Percy Harold Barnes, 
and my mother, Lilian Hilda Beatrice – or Molly, 
as she was always known. They lived in London and were 
married by special licence three days after war was declared, enduring every moment of the terrifying Blitz.
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In May 1940 when Winston Churchill had just 
become Prime Minister, he walked down the spiral staircase 
to the War Rooms and into the Cabinet Room. 
Glancing round and in his gravelly voice, he told Brigadier 
Leslie Hollis and the small group accompanying him: 

‘This is the room from which I will direct the war.’




Chapter One

August 1939 
Wimbledon, London

Katie Valentine jumped off the bus, ready for her walk home from Wimbledon Racetrack where she worked as a kennel maid. It was a warm Saturday night, and for once she’d managed to leave on time after the last race finished and she’d given the forty dogs a few biscuits and water and settled them in their baskets.

Her thoughts turned to the impending war that was on everyone’s lips. Her father said only yesterday it was no longer ‘if’, but ‘when’. She shuddered at the thought that life for millions of people could be turned upside down by one callous dictator far away in Germany – a country she’d never visited in spite of having a German mother. As a child, she’d often wondered why her parents had never taken her to see her German grandparents, why they never sent a birthday or a Christmas present, not even a card, but Mutti had always evaded her questions by blaming all sorts of illnesses, and by the time Katie was in her teens, she’d stopped mentioning them.

But what about her own life? Katie wondered. She certainly didn’t want to stay at the racetrack after she’d witnessed the terrible injury her favourite dog, Tan Pet, had endured last month when a rogue spike on the metal fence that bordered the track had pierced his side as he’d raced round a corner. She’d never forgotten the callous owner who’d said he was no longer any good for racing so he’d have to be put down. No love for the animal, she’d realised bitterly. Tan Pet was simply there to make the owner money. She’d nursed the whimpering dog back to health, then taken him home to live, much to her mother’s indignation that she hadn’t been consulted.

Katie had put off giving in her notice until she’d found another job, but the trouble was that she’d gone straight from school to the racetrack without getting any formal qualifications, and there’d never been anything she’d rather do than work with animals. Katie chewed her lip. If there really was a war, she realised, it would have to take priority over any foolish dreams. Perhaps she should join the Forces like two of her old schoolfriends had announced they would do if the worst should happen.

Her mouth now parched and her pace beginning to drag with tiredness, she forced herself to quicken her steps until, after what seemed an eternity, she pushed the key into the front door keyhole.

‘Ah, you are finally home,’ Ursula Valentine said as Katie came into the kitchen, Tanny trotting behind her.

It was the same greeting her mother always gave, no matter what shift Katie had just finished.

‘Where’s Dad?’ she asked, kissing her mother’s cheek.

‘In the sitting room reading his paper. Go and keep him company. Take the dog with you and I will bring you a cocoa.’

Oscar Valentine put down his paper. Tanny immediately rushed over, giving a short bark.

‘Yes, good boy.’ Her father patted the dog’s golden head and looked at his daughter. ‘Hello, love. Have you seen your mother?’

‘Yes. She’ll be in in a minute.’

‘Did she say anything about—?’ He broke off as his wife came into the room with a tray.

‘We agreed I would speak to Katharina,’ Ursula said, setting the mug of cocoa on the little table by the side of Katie, who frowned.

‘She’ll know sooner or later,’ Oscar said mildly.

‘What’s all the mystery?’

‘We’ve just had notification of Judith’s will.’ Her mother handed Katie a brown envelope with her name on.

Katie’s heart jumped to see her beloved aunt’s neat handwriting. She’d been devastated to learn of her recent death from lung cancer, far too early at only fifty. The doctor had put it down to her aunt’s chain-smoking. Katie turned the envelope over. She narrowed her eyes. The envelope was addressed to her but although it was still sealed, the wrinkles on the flap showed that someone had tampered with it and not stuck it down again very accurately.

‘Has this been opened?’ Katie demanded, looking at both parents although she knew without doubt it was her mother’s doing.

Ursula flushed. ‘It came in a large envelope with the will. She’s left us her old furniture and her collection of books. As if we need more books.’ Her gaze hovered over the bookcases as though not wanting to meet her daughter’s eye.

‘Mutti, I’m asking why you felt able to open a letter clearly addressed to me.’

‘I’m your mother. I need to know what Judith is writing about to my daughter.’

Katie shook her head, remembering the time she’d caught her mother reading her diary. How she’d said she needed to know what her daughter was up to. From that day, Katie had hidden her diary in a different place every night.

‘Where are you going?’ Ursula said as Katie rose from the chair.

‘I’m taking my private letter upstairs where I can read it privately even though it’s plain to see that it’s no long private.’

At nineteen, she knew she was being childish, but really her mother was too bad. Katie picked up her cocoa and Tanny immediately followed her upstairs, his tail drooping as though he’d picked up his mistress’s displeasure. In her room she ordered him to go to his basket, then sat on the bed and removed two sheets of paper from the envelope. Sadness threatened to overwhelm her again to think dear Aunt Judy was gone – she’d never see her again, have a giggle together and give her a hug – yet here she was, still speaking to her and obviously worrying about her. How often Katie had wished her aunt had been her real mother. Then she would berate herself for being disloyal. Mutti couldn’t help the way she was. Turning back to the letter, Katie noticed it was dated 26th June, the day after the doctor told her aunt there was nothing more to be done.


My darling Katie,

When you read this I will, of course, no longer be here. But you have all your life ahead of you. And I don’t want you to waste it at that racetrack. I know you love the dogs but your present job is a dead-end one. And you are amongst men who gamble!! I do not approve of such a situation and cannot bear to think of you wasting your life. 



Katie bit her lip. Aunt Judy was sounding like her mother. Maybe the two women had more in common than they realised, though there always seemed to be a flicker of jealousy between them – or at least on the part of her mother.

To that end I bequeath you a sum of money which will pay for you to take a year’s secretarial course at a good establishment. There will be enough money for you to live on so you can give in your notice immediately at that dreadful place.

I know you will rail against this but it will stand you in good stead to earn a proper salary and meet interesting people. You will find with those skills that all sorts of opportunities will be open to bright girls like you. There’s no doubt we will be at war with Germany sooner or later and you’ll have something concrete to offer, such as a secretary at the War Office in Whitehall. (I approached them myself once – successfully – in the Great War!)

After your secretarial training you will be able to pay the rent for a small flat for a year so you can leave home and make your own way in life. But this is just a temporary measure. You need a steady, well-paid job so you are never forced into marrying a man for the wrong reasons but always try to be financially independent. Any money left over, after you’ve put some away for a rainy day, you can splurge on some good-quality outfits and shoes ready for your new career. And you never need to be in want of a hat not seen on anyone else as I’m leaving you a dozen of my favourite ones for any occasion that will suit you down to the ground.

Katie couldn’t help smiling. Her aunt had always dressed in the latest fashion with one of the hats she’d crafted herself perched on her head. They always looked right on Aunt Judy, no matter how outlandish. Now she’d inherited them.

This money is set aside for you only and is to be used only as I have outlined above. 

Please remember I have your best interests at heart. You have always been like a daughter to me – the daughter I was never able to have. 

Katie briefly put the letter aside. Poor Aunt Judy. She’d never married. When Katie had plucked up the courage one day to ask her why, her aunt’s tone was unusually sharp.

‘Why do you ask that?’

Katie bit her lip. Was she intruding on Aunt Judy’s personal life?

‘You’re such an interesting person – you’re well read, you’ve travelled, you’re independent – any man worth his salt would be intrigued. Besides all that, you must have been very beautiful when you were young because you still are so I’m sure you didn’t lack admirers.’

Her aunt remained tight-lipped.

After a few moments, Katie ventured, ‘Did you never fall in love with anyone?’

Judy hesitated, her eyes clouding. Instinctively, Katie was sure there had been a special man in her aunt’s life.

‘You’re right. I did have several admirers over the years. In fact, I had two serious proposals and even stupidly became engaged to both of them – though not at the same time.’ She threw her niece one of her mischievous smiles. ‘But I never found anyone I wanted to spend the rest of my life with.’ Judy looked away, as though wondering if to say anything more. She cleared her throat and said quietly, ‘Well, there was one, but it wasn’t meant to be.’

Katie had wondered at the time who this man was and why their relationship had sounded doomed. She swallowed hard at the memory of her aunt’s wistful expression, then read the closing sentences.

Don’t be sad to learn that I am gone. I’ve packed more into my life than most people, and now I will have peace of mind knowing I have done my best for you.

All my love, my darling,

Judy XX 

P.S. Nearly forgot! The sum of money which is now yours is £500. 

Katie gasped. Five hundred pounds! That was a small fortune. Her aunt had earned a reasonable income after the war as a milliner for Bourne and Hollingsworth in Oxford Street, but as far as she knew, she wasn’t rich by any means. And a secretarial course would only cost a fraction of that. If only her aunt hadn’t insisted she learn shorthand and typing – because that’s all it amounted to and she couldn’t imagine anything more dull. It was too bad. She’d always thought her aunt knew her better than anyone. But she’d been wrong.

She read the letter again, more slowly this time, in case she’d missed something. But no, her aunt seemed determined to put her savings towards her niece’s future – for which she was incredibly grateful – but in a job Katie would never have imagined herself doing.

You’d get some proper training, her inner voice whispered. If you don’t take up Aunt Judy’s offer, what will you do? Stay at the racetrack that you now despise? Being paid a pittance so you’ll never be independent? 

She sprang up from the bed and from his basket Tanny opened one eye, then trotted over. She put her face near his and he gave her cheek a lick.

But typing for some grey-haired old bank manager in an office? That’s the last place she’d have thought of. Briefly, she closed her eyes

I cannot bear to think of you wasting your life. 

Katie startled. It was as though Aunt Judy was speaking directly to her, begging her not to pass up this opportunity. She heaved a sigh. If her darling aunt thought she should do the course and gain her certificate, and was willing to fund it, then all right, she supposed she should at least give it some serious thought. Sleep on it, Dad always advised.

But if I did take the course, what then?

Where would that certificate in her hand lead her?

Later that night, Katie turned over yet again and switched on her bedside light. Ten past one and she still hadn’t had a wink of sleep. She banged the pillow in frustration, then flung it over, hoping the cool side against her cheek would help slow down her brain. If she could only think of something else she could train for and give in her notice at the racetrack.

Trouble is, Katie mused, girls and women don’t have so much choice as men. But there’d be a positive side if women and girls were also allowed to play their part – it would be an unexpected opportunity to contribute to the war effort. But would England really go to war with Germany – her own mother’s country – for the second time? If so, it would break Mutti’s heart, though Mr Chamberlain, the Prime Minister, had already warned Germany that if they invaded Poland, England would come to Poland’s aid. And then the horror would begin.

A sudden tremor ran over her. It certainly felt like the country was on the brink of something momentous. If that turned out to be the case, and it meant getting herself a sensible qualification as Aunt Judy had practically ordered, then that’s what she must do.

This time when she turned over, she fell instantly asleep.

The following morning, as soon as Katie opened her eyes, she felt ready to stick to her decision to apply for the secretarial course. She’d tell her mother at breakfast. At least Mutti would be relieved. Throwing on her dressing gown, she tied the cord, and, with Tanny bounding in front, ran down the stairs and into the kitchen where her mother stood in front of the stove stirring the porridge.

She turned round, her expression anxious. ‘Good morning, Katharina. Did you have a good night?’

‘Only after I’d thought about the secretarial course.’

Her mother fixed her eyes on Katie.

‘And what have you decided, Katharina?’

‘I’m giving in my notice this morning.’

Her mother gave a half smile, obviously of relief.

‘Judith was sensible for once,’ she said, as she ladled the porridge into two bowls and set them on the kitchen table. ‘You’ll get a steady job until one day you marry a nice young man.’

‘I hope that day is far in the future,’ Katie said, her mouth firm. ‘And anyway, by the looks of things all the eligible men will have disappeared.’

‘Do not speak such things, Katharina.’ Her mother’s voice was sharp as Katie poured out the tea. ‘There will not be a war. Even Hitler does not want us to be enemies.’ She paused. ‘Why, he admires the British. He even copies some of their habits.’ She raised her cup to her lips and looked at her daughter. ‘Do you know that he often has a traditional English afternoon tea – just like us?’

Katie rolled her eyes. As if indulging in an afternoon tea made the dictator a normal, reasonable person.

‘And he loves his dog.’ Katie couldn’t keep the sarcasm from her voice. When her mother was silent, she said, ‘Mutti, you must face it. Hitler will have his way. He’s determined to expand his territory. Look at what’s happened with Austria. How he pretended it’s what the Austrians wanted.’

‘Some of them did want to join Germany as one country,’ her mother argued.

‘I bet it won’t be long before they wish they never had.’

Her mother’s bright blue eyes filled with tears.

‘What is happening to my beautiful country? Have they not learnt anything from the last war?’

‘I’m sure the German people themselves aren’t in favour,’ Katie said. ‘But they don’t have a voice. It’s Hitler and the rest of the bloody Nazis that now have all the power.’

‘I will not have you swear,’ Ursula reprimanded. ‘It is not ladylike.’ She gave Katie a stern look. ‘That’s what comes from working at that racetrack.’

‘There won’t be much call for “ladies” if there’s a war. Women and girls will have to muck in – like Dad said they did in the last one, so the men are free to fight.’

‘I do not wish that for you,’ Ursula said through pursed lips. ‘It is for the men to fight. German women will remain in the home to look after their husbands and children.’

‘What about the single German women?’

‘They will not be allowed to involve themselves in fighting – even if they desired it.’

Katie stole a look at her mother, fourteen years younger than Dad. Her slight figure, most of the time enveloped in an apron, her delicate bone structure, the innocent china-blue eyes . . . A horrifying thought struck her. Her mother might be treated as the enemy. Sent back to Germany even. Katie swallowed hard. Mutti wouldn’t survive in her native country without Dad.

‘How did they take it when you told them you wouldn’t be returning?’ her father asked when Ursula had dished up supper that evening.

‘They weren’t pleased,’ Katie said. ‘I’m cheap labour but dedicated so I doubt they’ll replace me that easily. I just told them war was inevitable and I had to do my bit.’ She didn’t elaborate and tell them Mr Jackson hadn’t even thanked her or wished her luck – just told her she could leave after her shift on Saturday night.

‘Neville Chamberlain will convince Herr Hitler that there must be a peaceful resolution,’ Ursula remarked.

‘I’m afraid, my dear, it’s inevitable,’ Oscar said ruefully. ‘Chamberlain is an appeaser and Hitler doesn’t respect that attitude and will take full advantage of him. No one is strong enough to oppose the wretched man – except possibly Winston Churchill. He would never consider entering into any kind of negotiation with that dictator.’ He shook his head. ‘No, we must brace ourselves.’ His glance took in both his wife and daughter. ‘I certainly hope the government is bracing itself in turn. If it’s not, we’re in deep trouble.’

‘It can’t happen again. Lieber Gott, es muss nicht.’ Ursula’s voice cracked as she looked up at her husband, her eyes wide with terror. She fled the room in tears.

‘Your mother is living in cloud-cuckoo-land if she thinks Chamberlain will save us at the last minute,’ Katie’s father continued.

‘It’s her way of trying to cope.’

‘She has to face the truth some time,’ he said, regarding his daughter thoughtfully. ‘Talking of coping – I think you have a fair bit of adapting to do yourself, working in an office after being outside with the greyhounds all those months. Because I know your heart is in working with animals.’

‘It looks like my heart might have to be put on one side for the time being,’ Katie said with feeling.

September 1939

‘This is London. You will now hear a statement by the Prime Minister.’

The sombre tones of Neville Chamberlain came over the wireless in the sitting room where Katie and her parents had gathered to listen.

‘I am speaking to you from the Cabinet Room at 10 Downing Street. This morning the British Ambassador in Berlin handed the German Government a final note stating that unless we heard from them by eleven o’clock that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of war would exist between us. I have to tell you now that no such undertaking has been received and that consequently this country is at war with Germany.’

‘Lieber Gott!’ Ursula Valentine shot out of her chair as though a bomb were about to drop on her head there and then.

‘Hush, my dear, and listen to what more Chamberlain has to say.’

Ursula stared at him with frightened eyes.

Katie listened intently as the Prime Minister said he needed everyone’s help to face Hitler’s evil with calmness and courage, though Ursula looked dazed, as though she wasn’t able to take in any more. Was her mother thinking she might be sent home – or worse, to prison? Dare she ask her father what the government might do with German people who lived in this country? Whatever the answer, they needed to be prepared.

She was just about to question him when a blood-curdling wail started up, then rose to a crescendo. She froze. Her mother screamed and dived under the table. That sound. Katie had heard it before on Pathé News. The air-raid warning. Good God, it couldn’t – surely – have started already.

‘It’s all right, Ursula.’ Oscar bent down to his wife, whose legs were sticking out from under the table. ‘They won’t have time to come over and bomb us the same moment we declare war on them. It’ll be a practice to show the public what an air-raid siren sounds like. Come on out of there. We’ll go outside and you’ll see there are no German bombers in sight.’

‘Just leave me,’ came her whimper.

Her father sighed. ‘Katie, come with me and we’ll have a look.’

Neighbours gathered outside, their heads tilted upwards. There was nothing to see except a few innocent clouds.

‘Dad, what will happen to Mutti?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘She’s German.’ Katie bit her lip. ‘I think she’s worried the government will send her back to Germany. Or even imprison her.’ She turned to her father. ‘They wouldn’t do that, would they?’

‘Well, they might start interning Germans who they’re suspicious of, but they can’t do anything to your mother. When we got married, she automatically became a British citizen.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Quite.’ He looked at her. ‘I thought I’d reassured her on that.’ He paused. ‘I’d better go in and try to calm her down.’

Katie stared after his vanishing figure. It seemed surreal that they were now at war with Germany. Like a nightmare from which you try to wake up but can’t. She shuddered. What would become of them all? At nineteen, her own life was only just beginning. Would it end before it had even started?




Chapter Two

June 1940

Katie heaved a sigh as she rolled a fresh sheet of paper, together with a piece of carbon paper backed by a sheet of flimsy copy paper, into her typewriter, ruing the moment she’d finally agreed to take a secretarial course at May Stanley’s Secretarial School in Kensington a whole nine months ago. Thank goodness she’d be finished by the end of the month and be able to collect her certificate. After the initial shock, she hadn’t disliked the course – in fact, to her surprise she’d even enjoyed learning Pitman’s shorthand. It reminded her of grappling with German at the insistence of her mother, ultimately revelling in her top place in the small class. She hadn’t been so keen on bookkeeping, yet with practice even that began to fall into place. But the thought of being shut in an office day after day, sitting at a typewriter producing the same kinds of letters over and over after taking dictation from some mumbling old fuddy-duddy, filled her with fear.

And now what everyone had dreaded, many burying their heads, had happened. It was still incredible that the country was in the throes of another world war – the Phoney War, the Americans called it, as so far there’d been no sign of the threatened invasion. The British went one better and named it the Bore War. Katie sighed as she propped up her shorthand notebook on the left-hand side of her desk and began transcribing the piece of dictation Miss Brown had given them an hour earlier, just before the tea-break. Some of the students must be struggling, she thought, as there was only the sound of a few typewriter keys being hammered. She kept her eye on her notebook and had soon finished typing the letter to a fictional company about their heating system. If only the subject matter was more interesting. But thank goodness she was pretty accurate with her typing. Just as well. One mistaken word only was allowed in a complete letter or report and that had to be erased very carefully so as not to smudge the carbon copy underneath, which in turn had to be amended. Miss Brown would hold up the sheet of typing to the light to spot if this correction was noticeable. A stencil was even worse – you were only allowed two incorrect letters, which you could dab with a bright pink liquid – almost like applying nail varnish – and type over. If there were more errors, the stencil would end up in the bin and that student would be ticked off for wasting it.

 ‘I should have typed this straightaway instead of going to tea,’ Maureen on the desk next to her grumbled under her breath. ‘Now my shorthand’s gone stale, I can’t read some of it.’

‘Jot down the bits you can,’ Katie advised. ‘Your brain will soon fill in the missing words.’

‘My brain doesn’t work like that.’

‘Then you have to train it,’ Katie said firmly.

At four o’clock in the afternoon, Miss Brown made her usual announcement.

‘Thank you, girls. You’ve done well today. You may now pack up and go home.’

Katie had noticed quite soon after the course began that Miss Brown rarely criticised any of them, even though a couple of the girls still couldn’t type without looking at the keys, and half their letters ended up in the waste-paper basket, full of mistakes. And poor Maureen always had difficulty transcribing her shorthand. Maybe Mrs Stanley didn’t want to lose any students as she might be obliged to reimburse some of the fee.

The dozen girls pulled the covers over their machines and picked up their handbags, then darted for the door. Where were they all heading? She knew several girls had dates with their boyfriends this evening but not everyone, surely. Well, she didn’t have a date. Katie blew out her cheeks, feeling a little envious. What would it be like to have a boyfriend taking her arm and maybe going to the cinema, sitting in the back row holding hands? But since she’d got the job at the racetrack six days a week, her old schoolfriends had stopped asking her to join them, as she was either working on a Saturday night or too tired to go to a dance. Certainly, the greyhound racetrack was not the place to meet the kind of young man her mother would approve of. But it would be nice if there was someone waiting for her.

Stop being ridiculous! You have too much happening already to worry about some non-existent man.

 Mechanically, she drew the cover over her own typewriter, not in the mood to go home just yet. Maybe she’d go for a walk. Clear her mind. Maybe she could—

Her thoughts were interrupted by Miss Brown.

‘Katie, Mrs Stanley would like to have a word with you in her office.’

The teacher’s words took her by surprise. Apart from when Katie had had her interview with the owner, the woman had never spoken to her.

‘Of course, Miss Brown.’

She mounted the dusty narrow staircase to an equally narrow landing and knocked on the first door she came to.

‘Enter!’

Katie opened the door and stepped inside. The smell of smoke assailed her nostrils.

‘Have a seat.’ Mrs Stanley gestured to one of the chairs on the other side of the desk as she stubbed out the remains of her cigarette, causing the last of the smoke to curl towards Katie.

‘You’ve done well in your course, Miss Valentine.’ Mrs Stanley flipped through a file. ‘Miss Brown says you are one of the fastest with your shorthand and typing and should be able to secure a good position in any company you choose. We would, of course, give you an excellent reference, if that’s what you decide.’

Katie’s heart dropped. It wasn’t what she’d planned for the rest of her life. And if a bomb fell on her, what had there been to show for that life?

‘Thank you,’ she murmured.

‘As I’m sure you know, Miss Brown became engaged at the weekend,’ Mrs Stanley continued briskly. ‘She and her fiancé plan to marry by the end of the year and move to Newcastle.’ She paused to light a fresh cigarette.

What have Miss Brown’s plans got to do with me?

‘That means I’ll need to recruit someone to step into her place and I’d like you to be that person.’

Katie startled. Had she heard right? Mrs Stanley wanted her as a teacher of shorthand and typing and bookkeeping? Oh, she couldn’t think of anything worse. Stuck with a load of girls, probably no more enthusiastic than she’d been. But how to answer without sounding rude or ungrateful?

‘Um, thank you for having such faith in me,’ she finally stuttered.

Mrs Stanley leaned forward on her desk.

‘Miss Brown strongly recommended you.’ She inhaled deeply on her cigarette. ‘I realise you’re not yet twenty-one but you’re mature for your age. And until Miss Brown leaves, you can be her understudy for the autumn term. She and I have every confidence you will do a splendid job.’ She blew out a stream of smoke. ‘I don’t expect an immediate answer. You’ll need to talk it over with your parents. That’s natural. But perhaps by tomorrow I hope you’ll be in a position to accept.’

Katie bit her lip. She didn’t need to talk about a job offer with her parents. She was old enough to make up her own mind whether to accept a situation or not. Without doubt, her mother would say it was just the opportunity she should take. But would teaching girls shorthand and typing help with the war effort? No. Now she was about to take her final exams, she wanted to apply her skills to something that would place her nearer to the action that was bound to start sooner or later. Do her bit, as Mr Churchill, the new Prime Minister, had rallied the country to do in one of his marvellous speeches.

Besides, there’d been no mention of earnings. Katie’s mind raced. Miss Brown had warned all the girls when they’d first begun the course and had to feign an interview with a future boss: never ask how much the employer was offering.

‘No well-brought-up young lady would dream of discussing remuneration,’ she’d said. ‘You must hope that the employer will bring up the issue himself. Under no circumstances must you be the first. If they grant you a second interview and still don’t, then you’d be within your rights to enquire once they’d offered you the position. Until then, it’s vulgar to mention it.’

Well, vulgar or not, Katie thought, here goes.

‘What would you be offering as a wage, Mrs Stanley?’

Katie almost giggled as Mrs Stanley’s thin pencilled eyebrows practically disappeared into her hairline.

‘That is to be discussed only if you accept the post.’ Her voice had noticeably cooled.

‘But how can I accept if I don’t know what I’ll be earning? It could make all the difference to my decision. In fact, I can’t even make a decision if I don’t know exactly what you have in mind.’

If her mother heard the way she was talking to one of her elders and betters, Katie knew she would be horrified. But surely she wasn’t being unreasonable.

‘I’ve never heard anything so extraordinary from a young woman.’ Mrs Stanley rose to her feet, her dark skirt swirling round her ankles. ‘Unless you have severe financial problems at home that you would need to discuss with me—’ She raised a pencilled eyebrow.

Katie shook her head. ‘Not that I know of, but I think it’s only fair to be told. After all, I don’t want to live with my parents for ever.’ There was a silence. Before Katie realised what she was about to say, she blurted, ‘I’m sure the men ask future employers what their salary is to be and no one turns a hair.’

She couldn’t believe she was arguing with Mrs Stanley, whose face had darkened with anger.

‘I think, Miss Valentine, I must reconsider my offer. I have a feeling you might turn out to be more trouble than you’re worth!’

The late afternoon sun warmed Katie’s bare arms as she wandered through Hyde Park, musing over Mrs Stanley’s surprising offer, and how, moments later, she had just as surprisingly taken it back. Really, the woman was too cynical for words, interpreting her question as rude and assuming she must be a troublemaker.

Even if Mrs Stanley had offered to increase her wages from a guinea a week to twenty-five shillings, Katie knew it wouldn’t have been enough to tempt her. She had to be interested and happy in her work – and being a teacher in May Stanley’s Secretarial School was not the job that could make either possible.

Well, she wouldn’t tell her parents any of this. Her mother in particular would never let her forget that she’d messed up such an opportunity by her apparently bad behaviour.

Relieved the decision had been taken out of her hands, Katie sat at one end of a park bench watching a young family play ball with their dog and breathing in the scent from the nearby rose bed. She’d take Tanny for a walk as soon as she was home. She tilted her head to look up at the sky. It was a clear blue – a perfect early summer afternoon. She couldn’t imagine the sky filled with German planes dropping bombs on innocent people, as the country had been told would happen if Hitler had his way and they were invaded. But so far everything seemed calm and perfectly ordinary, and it was hard to believe it would ever be any other way than how it was at this very minute.




Chapter Three

Over the next three weeks, no matter how hard she tried to shrug off Miss Brown’s noticeable change of manner, constantly finding fault with almost everything she did, Katie felt a burning resentment towards the teacher. As for Mrs Stanley, the woman couldn’t even raise a smile and say, ‘Good morning’ whenever she passed by.

‘I won’t let them get me down,’ Katie muttered to herself. ‘Mrs Stanley’s done me a favour. I know I would have hated teaching and would have felt awkward when there were bound to be some older girls who would have resented me and made my job difficult.’

The atmosphere was worse at the end of June when the certificates were given out after the final examination. Katie was pleased to come second in the class – until she learnt that Daphne had come top, even with consistently lower marks than Katie’s throughout the nine months. But she managed to swallow her indignation and took her certificate, saying ‘Thank you’ and looking Miss Brown and Mrs Stanley straight in the eye. Let them think what they liked.

Katie kept her dignity while she marched out of the building, her head high and her spine pulled straight to make the most of every inch of her petite frame. But when she turned the corner, she couldn’t stop the tears.

‘You all right, love?’ A plump, middle-aged woman walking towards her stopped in her tracks.

Furiously, Katie brushed her face with her hand.

‘Something in my eye,’ she mumbled.

‘If you’re sure.’ The woman gave her a kind smile as she passed by.

Katie was lost in her jumbled thoughts when she heard her name.

‘Katie, wait!’

She turned round. It was Daphne, of all people. Had she come to gloat? She almost walked on but out of curiosity she stopped. Daphne ran up, breathing fast.

‘I’m glad I caught up with you,’ she said. ‘Look, why don’t we go somewhere and have a cup of tea.’

‘I don’t see the point,’ Katie said coolly. ‘I want to forget all about Mrs Stanley and her damned school.’

She shouldn’t swear, but, face to face with the girl who’d unfairly beaten her in the final exams, she felt humiliation hot on her cheeks.

‘So do I,’ Daphne said surprisingly. ‘I couldn’t wait to get my certificate and leave that place.’

‘Really?’ Katie’s eyes widened. ‘I actually quite enjoyed it.’

‘Oh, I didn’t mind the training itself,’ Daphne said. ‘It was that pathetic Miss Brown. And I never took to Mrs Stanley.’ She took Katie’s arm to steer her out of the way of two young boys. ‘So thank God it’s over.’ She stopped abruptly. ‘There’s a Lyons’ teashop round the corner – and it’s my treat.’

Suddenly, tea seemed a good idea to Katie.

Daphne pushed the door open to a clattering noise. From where Katie was standing, there wasn’t an empty table in sight. Nippies in their black dresses, white aprons and distinctive white caps, rushed to and fro, holding trays high.

‘Table over there,’ one of the waitresses said, her head jerking to a corner where an elderly couple were rising to their feet. ‘Wait here a mo while I clear it.’

Two minutes later the girls were settled at the table and the same waitress handed them a menu.

‘Tea for two, please,’ Daphne said, then looked towards Katie. ‘Would you like a toasted teacake? I’m having one.’

Katie nodded. ‘Thank you, that would be nice.’

‘With real butter, please,’ Daphne added to the waitress, who scribbled the order on her notepad and hurried away.

‘Now, Katie, I want to know exactly what brought about the change with Miss Brown, suddenly finding fault with everything you did when we’d almost completed the course.’

Katie bit her lower lip. Daphne’s eyes were looking directly at her. She was a vivacious girl, Katie thought, maybe a couple of years older than herself, and they’d never been unfriendly. Maybe she’d feel better if she got it off her chest.

‘It all started when Miss Brown became engaged and recommended to Mrs Stanley that I be trained in her place,’ Katie began. She filled Daphne in with a few more details. ‘So Mrs Stanley took back her offer after I’d asked her for the second time what my wages would be. She said I’d be a troublemaker.’

Daphne threw back her dark head and roared with laughter.

‘She really said that?’

‘Yes. And it was the last straw—’ Katie stopped. No, she had more pride than to mention it to Daphne.

‘When I came top and didn’t deserve it,’ Daphne finished.

‘How did you know I was going to say that?’

‘Because I would have felt the same as you. Furious. They’re totally unprofessional, but it’s not going to make any difference to your future. The certificate merely says we’ve passed and are now qualified secretaries.’ Daphne’s hazel eyes sparkled. ‘I can’t think of anything more exciting – can you?’

Daphne’s tone was so blatantly sarcastic, Katie couldn’t help chuckling.

‘I’d like to be friends,’ Daphne said, ‘so how about it?’

Katie’s temporary grudge against Daphne immediately fell away. The girl had sought her out and explained. She hadn’t tried to lord it over her in any way. And right now, it would be good to have a friend with whom she had something in common, even if it was only the secretarial course.

‘I’d like that, too.’

Over tea and buttery toasted teacakes the conversation inevitably turned to the subject of how the war was going.

‘So far the Germans haven’t done that much – well, not to us, at any rate,’ Katie added.

‘Hmm. Don’t speak too soon.’ Daphne buttered the second half of her teacake. ‘Have you seen the papers today?’

‘No,’ Katie said. ‘I usually read it after Dad’s read it and that’s not until the evening.’ She looked at Daphne. ‘Why? Has something happened?’

‘You could say that.’ Daphne’s face was grim. ‘The Nazis invaded the Channel Islands yesterday. More than likely it’ll be us next.’

Katie stared at Daphne in horror, swallowing at the enormity of what Daphne had just said.

‘Dear Lord.’ The teacake dropped from her fingers.

‘I imagine it will end in total world war.’ Daphne pulled out a packet of cigarettes and shook one out to Katie. She took it, hoping it might calm her thudding heart, and Daphne lit the two cigarettes with a silver lighter. ‘No one can change Hitler’s determination to add to his Fatherland. Look at how he swiped Czechoslovakia. It came out of nowhere and they had no defence. It was frightening. Then poor Poland, Norway and Denmark, half of France—’ She broke off with a heavy sigh.

‘I can’t keep up with all Hitler’s doings.’

‘My father, who’s an army officer, talks a lot about it,’ Daphne said. ‘He thinks we all need to be aware of what’s going on, and I agree. It’ll affect us all sooner or later.’

‘Do you really think we’re next on Hitler’s plan?’ Katie said.

‘I’m sure. He won’t want to leave us out. We’re a challenge but he thinks we’ll give in like a baby.’ She gave Katie a rueful smile. ‘He definitely doesn’t know the British.’

‘My mother won’t believe Hitler would dare to invade us – not when it’s only twenty years since the last one.’ Should she say anything about her mother’s nationality? Would it matter? After all, her father had never told her she must hide the fact. She coughed a little from the cigarette, the smoke irritating her throat. She wasn’t used to smoking but had wanted to be polite. ‘It’s worse for her.’

‘In what way?’ Daphne leaned forward over the table.

‘Because she’s German.’

Daphne’s smile faded. ‘Oh, too bad. She could be in for a rough time.’

‘That’s what I’m worried about.’

‘So what do you think you’ll do now?’

‘I did want to see something of the world before I settled down.’

‘Get married, you mean?’

‘Maybe sometime in the future, but not yet.’ It was too soon for Katie to mention her dream of setting up an animal centre.

‘Do you have a boyfriend?’

Katie felt her cheeks grow warm. Roderick would no longer count. She’d met him at a dance and they’d gone out a few times. He’d even kissed her. But then he’d told her he was going into the Army. She hadn’t seen him for several months and to her surprise hadn’t missed him. Soon his letters stopped altogether. He must have felt the same about her.

‘Not any longer,’ was all she said. ‘How about you?’

Daphne pulled her mouth into a grim line. ‘I fell for the wrong chap. He thought he could push me around – literally. He did it once too often and I ditched him. But I have the feeling he still hasn’t got the message. So now I’m going to apply to the ATA.’

‘What’s that?’

‘The Air Transport Auxiliary – where the pilots deliver aeroplanes to the soldiers.’

Katie’s jaw dropped. ‘Can you actually fly a plane?’

Daphne hesitated. ‘I haven’t got my licence yet, but I was having lessons until the school closed when the war started. My dream is to be a pilot. Difficult in a man’s world.’ She gave a rueful smile. ‘But now we’re at war, suddenly the clouds have broken loose and apparently the ATA has started to recruit female pilots to ferry planes around, as well as finish training them if they’re not yet qualified.’ She stubbed her cigarette into the ashtray with more vehemence than it warranted. ‘I want to be where the action is.’ She looked at Katie. ‘I imagine having a German mother you speak German very well.’

‘Pretty much. My mother was determined I learn even when I was little.’

‘I’m sure it will stand you in good stead.’ Daphne finished her tea and looked at her watch. ‘Well, I must be going but let’s not lose contact.’ She rose to her feet. ‘Are you on the telephone?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then give me your number and I’ll keep in touch. Perhaps we can go to the pictures one evening.’

‘I’d like that.’

How strange that something horrid had turned into something so nice, Katie mused, as she put out her hand for the bus to stop. It looked as though Daphne came from a good family, judging by that expensive silver cigarette lighter, and the way she always dressed to perfection. And fancy her being a pilot. Katie smiled to herself. Daphne had certainly made her think again about what women could do if they were determined.

In a much better frame of mind, Katie alighted at the bus-stop and walked the short distance to her home. All was quiet when she opened the door and called out, but there was a delicious smell of apples and cinnamon. Her mother had been making Apfelstrudel. Even though she’d just finished a toasted teacake, Katie’s mouth watered. She wandered to the kitchen but it was deserted. The Apfelstrudel was on a baking tray and still warm to Katie’s light touch. Her mother must have gone to Mrs Shelton’s while it was cooling.

Forcing herself not to cut even a sliver to taste it – Ursula liked to be in control of her baking – Katie went to her bedroom and kicked off her shoes. Oh, that was better. She put on a pair of flat sandals and opened the middle drawer of her dressing table to find a comb to grip back her hair. On the top was Aunt Judy’s letter, still in its envelope. She hadn’t looked at it since she’d opened it a year ago. Idly, she picked it up and read the contents again.

All right, Aunt Judy, I did as you instructed. I have my certificate. Now what do I do?

Her eyes ran down the page and a flurry of words jumped out at her as though for the first time:

‘There’s no doubt we will be at war with Germany sooner or later,’ she read out slowly, ‘and you’ll have something concrete to offer such as a secretary at the War Office in Whitehall.’

She’d even gone on to say she’d successfully approached them in the Great War. For the first time, Katie wondered in what capacity.

Well, dear Aunt Judy, we are at war now. The Nazis have just invaded the Channel Islands. It’s hard to believe but it could be us next.

Maybe the War Office was where she should apply. Katie’s heart fluttered. She hadn’t thought of that and now it was staring her in the face. But she was getting ahead of herself. Yet something told her if she did apply, she might well be offered a job. Until then she wouldn’t mention it to her parents – it might be tempting fate. Wishing she could hug her aunt for thinking ahead about her niece’s future, and with renewed energy, Katie ran down the stairs to greet her mother, who had just come through the front door.

Katie was suddenly struck by how Ursula had begun to look as if she were well into middle age. Her fair hair was already salt and pepper, even though she was only forty-two. But she must have been a beauty in her day, Katie thought, with her fine bone structure and bright blue eyes. It must have been her delicate blonde appearance that had captured her father’s heart. For once overwhelmed by the frail figure, she said, ‘Hello, Mutti,’ and kissed her cheek. ‘Go and sit down and I’ll make you a cup of tea for a change.’




Chapter Four 

July 1940

Katie heard the letterbox rattle as she was getting dressed. She’d written to Whitehall a few days ago, crossing her fingers that they would at least give her an interview. With Tanny rushing in front, she hurried down the stairs and picked up the morning post. Two bills and a brown typed envelope. Her heart raced as she turned it over. But it was addressed to her father.

She blew out her cheeks. It had been a week now and she wondered if she should give up and look for something else. Her father’s newspaper advertised vacancies for females but what was on offer didn’t appeal. Nannies and nurses and cleaners and kitchen staff in hotels and restaurants, waitresses in Lyons’ teashops, filing clerks . . . nothing where she could use her new shorthand and typing skills. And if she kept faithful to Aunt Judy’s wishes, that’s what she was destined to do.

The following day, when she’d decided to go to the library and see whether they could help – perhaps read some pamphlets about joining one of the Forces after all – she picked up the post. There was what looked like a bill for her father and, from the writing, a letter from her mother’s English friend, whom Ursula had met when she first arrived in England. But the last item was an envelope with a typewritten address for Miss Katharina Valentine.

Her heart thumped when she saw the London postmark. This must be it. Could her future be contained in this one buff-coloured envelope? Tearing it open as she stood in the hall, she slid out the letter and read:


Dear Miss Valentine,

We are in receipt of your letter of 30th June 1940 and request you attend an interview at this department on Wednesday, 10th July 1940 at 10a.m. Please bring your secretarial certificate with you.

If you are unable to attend, kindly let us know.

Yours faithfully,

The War Office

Ref: V. W. L/cm



Whoever it was – this VWL – hadn’t even bothered to sign his name and the tone of the letter struck her as quite curt. Then she shook herself.

Stop whining, for heaven’s sake. He’s granting you an interview so count yourself lucky. She couldn’t wait.

Katie opened the curtains on the morning of her interview to a bright blue sky with a few trailing clouds. It was going to be another hot day.

Long may it last, Katie thought happily as she pulled her favourite cotton dress over her head. Her mother had designed it beautifully, as she had done with almost all of Katie’s clothes. The dress was black and white checked, short sleeved and knee-length, the hem of the skirt swinging as she walked. It had a black patent belt emphasising her waist, and her mother had sewn a black and white bow on a band round the front of one of the many hats Aunt Judy had left her.

She glanced at herself in the mirror. Her blonde hair shone, her pink lipstick was freshly applied . . . She looked down at her shoes, polished and gleaming. Yes, she was ready for her interview at Whitehall – though she’d told her parents she was going to meet Daphne, because there might be a position in the place where she was working.

Katie took the train from Wimbledon Station to Vauxhall and walked the short distance to St James’s Park. She crossed Horse Guards Road to the New Public Offices. Even though her head was full of how she was going to conduct herself in the interview – calmly and intelligently, she told herself – she couldn’t help admiring such an elegant Baroque-inspired Edwardian building. Its outstanding features were the four decorative domes on the towers at each corner, the colonnade on the upper storey, and the Grecian-style pediments and cornices. Just a pity about the sandbag barricades – yet another sign that the country was at war, although so far there’d been no bombing in London as everyone had expected.

Taking a deep breath, Katie stiffened her spine. A sentry directed her to the west front where she would find the main entrance. Another sentry was on duty outside.

‘Do you have an appointment?’ he said curtly.

She showed him her letter.

‘I see.’ He gave her a cursory glance. ‘Go in and ask at Reception.’

Inside, barely taking in the opulent surroundings, Katie walked up to the Reception desk and showed the same letter to one of the receptionists, a smartly dressed young man with dark Brylcreemed hair. He looked at a large open diary and glanced up.

‘Someone will be along shortly to escort you,’ he told her. ‘If you’d take a seat . . . ’ He gestured to a row of visitors’ chairs.

Ten o’clock came and went. Katie repeatedly glanced at her watch. By the time it showed ten-thirty, she was lost in her irritation with the mysterious VWL who hadn’t bothered to keep to the appointed time. Then she jumped as she heard her name.

‘Please come this way, Miss Valentine.’

Katie followed the young receptionist up the wide, elegant staircase to a landing, and finally to a door with a sign bearing the same initials as on her letter. He knocked briskly and a voice from within said, ‘Enter.’

‘Miss Valentine for you, Mr Lester,’ the receptionist said as he ushered her in.

A man with hair almost as fair as her own rose from his chair and stepped towards her. He was little more than average height, but somehow he had a presence. Instinctively, she stepped back as he thrust out his hand. She felt its pressure and, after a second or two, removed her own.

‘Vernon Lester. Do sit down.’ He gestured to a pair of chairs on the other side of his desk.

When she’d nervously arranged her skirt over her knees under his piercing blue gaze, he said, ‘The reason I asked you to attend an interview is because we’re expanding our office to cope with the extra work the war is causing.’ He looked at her directly. ‘Do you have your certificate to say you’re qualified?’

‘Yes.’ She had it ready and handed it to him.

Katie sat silently while he bent his head and read it. She tried not to let him see her attempt to read some pencilled notes from upside down, but he abruptly looked up and caught her. Feeling the warmth colouring her cheeks she bit her lip.

‘I see you’ve finished your secretarial course with a distinction at a well-regarded establishment,’ he commented, ‘but I’m interested to know why you approached us for a job at the War Office in particular.’

She told him it was her late aunt’s suggestion only weeks before war was declared. And that she had had some kind of involvement with the War Office.

‘And this sounded like an interesting place to work, now we’re at war,’ she finished lamely.

Mr Lester snapped open a gold cigarette case. He drew a cigarette half out and offered it to her. She shook her head, even though she was very tempted. It might calm her nerves. On the other hand, if she started to cough it would be too embarrassing for words.

He snapped the lighter and lit one for himself, inhaled deeply and stared at her.

‘Is there anyone you’re responsible for who could distract your attention from a position we might offer?’

‘No.’

‘What about boyfriends?’

She looked at him steadily, doubting he’d have asked that question of another man. It was so unfair.

‘No one special.’

‘Parents both in good health?’

‘Yes.’

‘What does your father do?’

‘He’s in the Home Guard.’

‘And before the war?’

‘He was a teacher at King’s College.’

‘Why is he not still there?’

The questions were coming thick and fast.

‘He’s quite a bit older than my mother and retired just before war was declared.’

‘What can you add that would make me think you might be useful?’ he said, casually leaning back in his chair and blowing the smoke out of the side of his well-shaped mouth. She had the feeling that if she hadn’t been there, his polished shoes would be perched on the desk. Before she could answer he leaned forward. ‘You mentioned in your letter that you spoke German fluently. How did that come about?’

‘My mother is German. She’s always spoken to me in German as much as English, so I’ve grown up with it.’

‘Hmm.’ He took another drag and tapped the trembling ash against his glass ashtray. ‘That could prove most useful now we’re at war with Germany.’

Her mother had often suggested she teach German to English children, but now there really was a war, wouldn’t it be the last thing parents would want their children to learn? His next question took her by surprise.

‘How did your parents meet – he being British and she being German?’

‘She was studying English just after the Great War. He was one of the teachers. They got married and stayed in England.’

‘Did they visit Germany at all?’

‘I don’t think so – not as far as I know, anyway.’

He nodded, his face expressionless.

‘Hmm. Interesting.’ He ground out his cigarette in the ashtray with the other stubs. ‘Do you have any questions?’

She hesitated, aware that he was watching her. ‘What would a job here entail?’

He raised a golden eyebrow.

‘Anything I would tell you about the work would have to be preceded by your signing the Official Secrets Act. But first I want to reflect on where you might be most suited.’

It didn’t sound as though he were turning her down. She felt a flicker of excitement.

‘So does that mean you’re offering me a job, Mr Lester?’

‘It means I’ll give it some thought.’ His tone was impatient.

‘I see.’ Flushing with embarrassment, Katie rose from her chair. ‘Well, thank you—’

For a moment his eyes narrowed in surprise. Then he said, ‘Please sit down. I haven’t finished.’

She did as she was told, confused as to where she stood with this man, though she didn’t want to upset him or it might backfire on her and she wouldn’t be offered anything. Thank goodness she hadn’t told her parents she was coming for this interview. She couldn’t bear the thought of having to tell them she’d muffed this as well as the job at the secretarial school.

‘I will discuss your credentials with my colleagues to see where we might possibly place you.’ He gazed at her. ‘I can see you’re a bright young lady, Miss Valentine, but I couldn’t guarantee we have a position to use your full potential. A lot of our work is very routine.’ He gave what looked like an apologetic smile. ‘However, as I said, I will give it some serious thought.’ He came from behind his desk, shook her hand briefly, then opened the door to see her out.

‘Thank you for your time, Mr Lester,’ she said, determined to meet his eye, though she couldn’t fathom his expression.

He nodded. With all the energy she could muster, Katie stood as tall as her petite figure allowed and walked out, hearing him close the door behind her.

When she was outside the Whitehall buildings she drew in a shaky breath. She’d bungled two job opportunities in less than a fortnight.

Please God, let there be a third and I promise I’ll grab it with both hands, no matter what.

What now, she thought. She had nowhere in particular she wanted to go. She might as well make her way home – take Tanny for a walk. He never failed to cheer her. A bus was coming
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