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‘We have heard a good deal about the end of the

march being the most tiring, the last

days of the battle most trying, and so on, but it is

true. It helps when you realise that.

And people who lose homes, health – or their

nearest ones – at this stage of the war have our

deepest sympathy of all. The sacrifice is no

less worthwhile, but I feel that

if possible, it may be just a little harder to bear.

My warmest good wishes to you all.’

The Editor, Woman’s Own magazine, 
20th April 1945

‘Don’t think, because I speak lightly, “She doesn’t

know what nervous fears are: She doesn’t

know the agony they can be, or she wouldn’t joke

about them.” She does, I assure you, and

do you know why she jokes about them? Because

sometimes she’s frightened, too.’

Greta Lamb, Woman’s Own magazine,
 19th May 1944





In memory of my grandparents.
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Dear Reader,

Welcome to Dear Miss Lake, the fourth and final novel in The Wartime Chronicles, my series about journalist and agony aunt Emmy Lake, and her friends. This episode begins in the summer of 1944 and takes us through to VE Day in May 1945.

Victory is in sight, but the final months of the war are going to be tougher than ever for the women of Britain. If you’ve read the other novels in the series, you’ll know that I’ve put Emmy through the mill quite a few times. Well, Dear Miss Lake is no different. Actually, I think it’s fair to say this is her toughest and most personal challenge yet.

In this final story I really wanted to bring all the characters together physically as well as emotionally. Over the years (and books) they have become family, both to Emmy, and (if this doesn’t sound too weird) me. It was lovely to be able to write and share more of their lives outside the Woman’s Friend office, and I really hope you’ll enjoy seeing the team growing closer than ever.

Throughout the series, Emmy’s job and her passion have been to look after and stand up for her readers and friends. This time, it’s Emmy’s turn to need the support. There are huge challenges for everyone as well as causes for celebration and joy. As with all my novels, Dear Miss Lake is about friendship. It’s also about sticking together right through to the end, and when things are at their hardest, how finding the smallest moments of light is a triumph against the threat of the dark.

If you’re new here, welcome! I wrote Dear Miss Lake so that it can be read as a standalone novel, but if you want to read the whole series in order, do start with Dear Mrs Bird, followed by Yours Cheerfully and then Mrs Porter Calling.

And if you’ve been with Emmy, Bunty, Guy and their friends since they first appeared in Dear Mrs Bird, thank you for coming on the journey with us all.

Wherever you are in the series, I’m very grateful for your support. You’re the reason I get to write about the characters I really do love. I hope you enjoy the finale!

With best wishes,

[image: Signature: AJ Pearce]

PS: You can keep in touch with all my book and writing news through Instagram and Facebook where I am @ajpearcewrites. Or subscribe to my free monthly newsletter at www.ajpearce.com. It’s full of writing chat, book recommendations and general cheerfulness. I hope to see you there!




Hampshire, England

July 1944





CHAPTER ONE

Bunty Has a Surprise

GUY COLLINS WAS a man of some talents, but until now he had kept motorcycle mechanics under his hat. As the sun shone down on a beautiful July morning, I walked up to the entrance of Dower Cottage to see both Guy and his brother flat on their backs marvelling at the workings of what, by the sound of it, was a terrifically fascinating valve.

‘I say, well done,’ said Charles from underneath the Sunbeam Model 8. ‘That’s definitely looking better.’

Major Charles Mayhew, who also happened to be my husband, was on forty-eight hours’ leave from his base just under an hour away. With Italy beaten and put firmly in its place, four months ago, and to my absolute joy, he had been sent back to Britain, where he had been promoted and sent to work on something operational and as ever, enormously secret. The fact that he was currently lying on the ground and covered in oil did not for a moment detract from the thrill of having him home. After over two and a half years of marriage we were finally in the same country, and most important of all, he was safe.

‘Hello, darling,’ I said, bending to retrieve a piece of rag and a spanner. ‘Has the old deathtrap been playing you up again?’

Charles looked up, smiled broadly and leapt to his feet, greeting me with an enthusiastic kiss. ‘She’s a trouper,’ he said, patting the cracked leather seat as if the motorcycle was a trusty old horse that had carried its owner though the Somme. ‘Guy has just worked a small miracle. I say, you look smashing.’ He kissed me again.

Guy, who was also now on his feet, wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, leaving a large black smudge. He had rolled his sleeves up and was up to his forearms in grease. ‘It should get you back to the base,’ he said, as he surveyed his handiwork. ‘Better test it out first though.’

Before Charles could reply, I moved in.

‘It’s nearly lunch,’ I said, firmly. ‘I’m under strict instruction to bring you both up to the high field to meet the others. The children are mad keen to see you, and Bunty has laid on the most terrific spread. I’m to take you there straight away.’ I paused and looked at them. ‘You might want to clean up a bit first.’

At the promise of food there was no argument from the men as they followed me into Mrs Tavistock’s cottage. Bunty’s granny was always a generous hostess, and never more so than now. For the last fortnight, London had been under constant attack from Hitler’s new flying bombs as he tried yet again to break British morale. Throughout the city, sirens rang out day and night with air-raid alerts. Under today’s cloudless sky in the Hampshire countryside, it was quite possible to pretend that it wasn’t having an effect, but that was far from the truth. There had been two direct hits where Bunty and I lived in London, and while our home in Braybon Street had been extraordinarily lucky, a desperate number of our neighbours had not.

The morning after the second bomb, our friends from the fire station, Roy and Fred, had come round, the colour drained from their faces.

‘There’s at least fifteen dead,’ said Roy, quietly, ‘and well over a hundred more injured.’

‘They won’t put that in the papers,’ said Fred. ‘These new rockets are vicious blighters. I don’t want to scare you, but if you can get the kids out of the city, we both think that would be a very good idea.’

The children’s mother, Thelma, had been one of our dearest friends. Almost exactly a year ago, she had been killed by the Luftwaffe and at her request we had become George, Margaret and Stan’s temporary guardians until their dad came home from the front. With the end of the war now in sight, nothing was more important than keeping the children safe. Roy and Fred were usually two of the biggest jokers we knew, but when they were serious, you listened.

‘Don’t wait for the end of term,’ said Roy. ‘Put them on the first bloody train you can find.’

We didn’t have to be told twice. Bombing raids might have been part of wartime life, but seeing the devastation they caused never became any easier. Now, with the arrival of the doodlebugs, and as it was so close to the summer holidays, a decision was swiftly made. A phone call later, and Bunty and the children were on their way to her granny’s, two hours from London and with masses of room for everyone.

I had stayed on in Pimlico, working with Guy and the rest of the team at Woman’s Friend magazine where we were doing everything we could to support our readers after nearly five long years of war.

It was a job that very much needed to be done. Everyone was exhausted. For Britain’s women it wasn’t just from the physical demands of war work, but the keeping things going – looking after the children, dealing with shortages of everything or trying to turn carrots and potatoes into a new, interesting meal for the thousandth time. And when you added grief and loss and loneliness on top, not to mention the current bombardment from the V-1s, that was a very big weight to bear.

Today, I was grateful to be able to escape to the countryside and picnic with my friends. Guy and I had arrived the previous evening, relieved to deliver our precious cargo of Stan’s two guinea pigs. Now, with the brothers having used a ration-defying amount of carbolic soap to combat the motorcycle oil, we headed off to the top field. It was only a ten-minute walk, and as we strolled along the narrow lane I breathed in deeply, savouring the fresh air. Tall spikes of purple and pink foxgloves lined our route as they poked up between the white umbrellas of wild carrot, while clouds of fluffy meadowsweet swayed in the ditches. There wasn’t a florist in all of London that could come close.

‘How is Harold coping without Bunty?’ asked Charles as we walked, arm in arm. ‘Is he pining away now that she’s moved down here?’

I laughed. Harold and Bunty had been seeing each other for some time and it was screamingly obvious to everyone that they were perfect for each other. Both, however, had been through difficult times during the war, and perhaps this was holding them back. Bunty always played things down and Harold seemed stricken with fear at the very thought of asking her to make things more official.

Having recently forced Charles to corner him and ask very severely what his intentions were, it transpired that Harold was absolutely convinced that he wasn’t good enough for Bunty. Consequently, he couldn’t bear the thought of what he was sure would be the crushing blow of rejection should he suggest anything permanent between the two. For his part, Charles had been equally hopeless and not thought to tell him to buck up and get on with it.

‘You’ll see for yourself in a minute,’ I said. ‘Although if you’d jolly well pushed him in the right direction, Harold would probably have proposed by now. Guy, couldn’t you have a word?’

Guy stuck his hands in his pockets and shrugged. ‘You can’t go around bullying people into this sort of thing,’ he said, sounding vague and looking over a hedge.

‘It’s not bullying,’ I replied. ‘It’s Bunty. Honestly, you’re both as bad as each other.’

Charles and Guy exchanged synchronised raised eyebrows. I took my arm out of Charles’s and marched on, telling them that I would obviously have to speak to Harold myself.

‘That’s torn it,’ said Charles.

‘Poor chap,’ said Guy.

I picked up speed and put some distance between us. Then, as I climbed over the stile into the top field, I looked back over my shoulder. Nothing galvanised people more than a competition and I had always been a very good sprinter at school.

‘LAST ONE THERE HAS TO TELL HAROLD,’ I shouted. Then I jumped into the field and began to run for it as fast as I could.

‘That’s cheating,’ yelled Charles. ‘Come on, Guy.’

I didn’t stop.

Within seconds Charles was at my heels, his older brother swearing in protest while bringing up the rear with admirable speed for a man of his years.

A few minutes later, the three of us collapsed in a heap on the ground, as an entirely unsurprised Bunty and Harold looked on.

‘We had a race,’ I gasped, unnecessarily.

Charles lay back on the grass, breathing heavily. ‘Guy lost.’

‘I’m fifty-one,’ panted Guy. ‘I don’t even run for the bus.’

‘Is there a prize?’ asked Harold.

‘NO,’ said Guy and Charles at the same time.

‘More a forfeit at some point,’ I smiled. ‘Where are the children?’

‘In the river, hunting for sticklebacks,’ said Bunty. ‘They were famished so I let them eat. They’ll be thrilled now you’re here, Charles.’

I craned my neck and could see the three of them standing in the shallows, studiously looking for fish.

Bunty opened the lid of a large wicker hamper. ‘Shall we tuck in? The bread smells delicious.’

No one needed more encouragement than that. Mrs Tavistock’s cook was an excellent baker and as the shop-bought national loaf was always slightly stale, this was a treat indeed. Bunty carved off big chunks and loaded them onto plates with slices of cheddar from the farm, tomatoes still on the vine, and fat blobs of sticky, home-made chutney. Then, and just as you thought life couldn’t get any better, Harold went over to the river and returned with bottles of cider that had been keeping cool in a bucket, together with three over-excited children.

‘MAJOR CHARLES,’ cried Margaret, as Charles stood up to greet them. ‘Look what we’ve caught.’ She swung a jam jar at him.

‘You didn’t happen to come on the motorcycle, did you, sir?’ asked George, shaking hands in his role as senior member of the team.

‘Have you seen the guinea pigs?’ asked Stanley, making his priorities clear. ‘They came on the train.’

‘I’m waiting for you to show me after lunch,’ said Charles. ‘How’s the country life suiting you all?’

The children plonked themselves on the ground as Bunty produced a large punnet of strawberries.

‘It’s very nice so far, thank you,’ said Stan, politely. ‘Even though I’m not allowed to drive the tractor.’

‘Stan, you have to be twelve,’ said Margaret.

Her brother looked justifiably downcast. ‘That’s ages away,’ he sighed.

Harold, who was sitting next to him, gave the little boy a surreptitious nudge with his foot. ‘You just need to grow a bit taller,’ he whispered. ‘Then we’ll see.’

Stan’s face lit up as Bunty rolled her eyes.

‘Harold,’ I said. ‘Prison is no joke and you’ll be no good to anyone if you’re locked up.’

Harold laughed. ‘I’d better have another bottle of cider while I still can then,’ he said.

‘How about you all help me test drive the bike?’ suggested Charles. ‘Guy’s just fixed it as it’s been on the wonk.’

At this the children were spoilt for choice in terms of who was the most impressive grown-up, and as I listened to the chatter, sitting in the sun, full of lunch and surrounded by the people I loved, it was almost possible to imagine everything was normal and at peace. I would have given all the money in the world to stay suspended in time just like this.

‘Penny for them?’ asked Charles.

‘I was just thinking how wonderful it would be to stay exactly like this, for ever,’ I answered. ‘I’m rather jealous of the children getting to live here for the summer. I don’t really want to go back to London tomorrow. Sorry, Guy, I know that’s a terrible attitude.’

Our Editor in Chief, who was reading a slightly crumpled newspaper, stretched his arms and sighed. ‘I feel much the same,’ he said. As he spoke two RAF transport planes came into sight, droning their way across the sky. ‘Never mind,’ he added, more heartily. ‘Job to do. Very lucky to get to visit.’

‘It would be nice though, wouldn’t it?’ said Bunty, keenly. ‘I do feel rather I’m all right Jack that work gave me a leave of absence.’

‘You’re hardly a shirker,’ I replied. ‘And you are helping your granny with the estate as well as being in charge of this lot.’ I pulled a face at the children, who laughed.

‘I suppose so,’ said Bunts. ‘But would you, though?’ she added, chewing on a piece of grass. ‘Stay, if you could?’

‘Of course,’ I said, without hesitation. ‘Lolling about with everyone for the summer. I’d move in tomorrow.’

‘Steady up, Miss Lake,’ said Guy, leaning back and turning his face to the sun. ‘You’ve a problem page to run.’

Bunty was not put off.

‘But Emmy could do that anywhere,’ she said.

‘I can’t really,’ I replied. ‘Can you imagine? “Sorry everyone, could you forward my post as I’ve decided to stay in the country? PS: please send my sunshades as the sun’s hurting my eyes.” I’d hardly get top marks for that sort of managerial approach.’

Now Bunty sat up. ‘What if you didn’t have to?’ she asked. ‘What if everyone else could come too?’

Bunty had stopped playing with the piece of grass. Charles shifted to look at her. Guy lowered his head and stared at her over the top of his glasses.

‘Harold?’ she said, giving him a meaningful look.

‘Well, now,’ said Harold. ‘Speaking as Woman’s Friend’s Business Director, we’ve had what could be a Very Interesting Idea.’

For a moment, no one said anything. A bee hummed by, setting its sights on an open chutney pot. Bunty reached for the lid, disappointing the bee by screwing it onto the jar.

‘We think you could all move in,’ she said. ‘The whole magazine. All the staff and everything you need from the office. The filing cabinets, the typewriters, everything through to pens and pencils. Bring everything here.’

‘We’ve been working it out,’ said Harold, now sitting up very straight. ‘Bunty and the children are staying with Mrs Tavistock in Dower Cottage, so we’ve been looking at Rose House. Now that the US Army has left, it’s just standing there doing nothing. You could fit half of Fleet Street in the drawing room. Why don’t you all come for the summer, or longer if Hitler keeps chucking his buzz bombs about? For all that he’s trying to wallop us, we know Victory isn’t far off. Stay here for the last few months of the war where everyone can feel slightly safer.’

Bunty nodded, her eyes shining with enthusiasm. ‘People could bring their spouses if they wanted, or families could visit at weekends, or of course they could go home if they preferred. But once they were here …’ She looked around. ‘Who wouldn’t want to stay?’

Bunty had hit the nail on the head. Rose House was at the very heart of Mrs Tavistock’s estate. An elegant and substantial home, it had been occupied by American officers for two years until overnight they had disappeared to take part in the Normandy landings. I pictured the Woman’s Friend team sitting on the terrace in the evenings or eating their lunch on the lawn, for once not having to worry quite so much about air raids or rocket attacks, or the possibility of being bombed out. I wasn’t naive enough to think that rural life was a utopia, but on a day like today a move for the summer sounded ideal.

‘But isn’t Rose House still under requisition?’ asked Guy. He leaned forward and looked seriously from Bunty to Harold. ‘There would be all sorts of permissions.’

Bunty looked smug. ‘I’ve been investigating that,’ she said. ‘I think we’ve got a good chance.’

‘The upside of Bunty working for the bigwigs at the War Office,’ added Harold, proudly.

‘Granny’s very keen,’ said Bunts. ‘She rather likes life in the cottage but worries about the house standing empty. She knows we’ll look after it.’

‘It’s a good point,’ said Charles. ‘Some of the requisitioned estates have been wrecked.’

‘Please say yes,’ said Margaret, wistfully.

‘Don’t dash our hopes, now,’ added George. Stan nodded and let out a long sigh. It was like watching an audition for the workhouse scene in Oliver Twist.

‘Have you three been rehearsing this?’ I asked.

‘Nice work, Laurence Olivier,’ said Harold, patting Stan on the leg.

‘What do you think?’ I asked Guy.

‘Well, Good Housekeeping have been over in Wales for most of the war,’ said Guy, thoughtfully. ‘They moved everything, lock, stock and barrel. If they can do it …’

I thought of my colleagues – my friends. They were all endlessly hardworking, as tough as you like, no matter what Adolf threw at them. It could be like a working holiday for everyone.

‘I think it’s the most enormously generous offer. Thank you, Bunty, and of course your grandmother. We need to ask the team. And obviously Monica would need to be on board,’ Guy continued.

That was an understatement. Monica Edwards had been at the very centre of Woman’s Friend since we had taken over ownership at the end of the previous year. Now she was both our Publisher and quite irreplaceable Fashion and Beauty Editor.

‘Do we think people would mind living together?’ I wondered.

‘Darling, you’re not about to ask them to share a bunkroom,’ said Charles, sensibly. ‘Rose House is the size of a decent hotel.’

‘We have given it some thought,’ admitted Bunty. ‘Everyone would have their own room, and there are lots of spaces so no one would be on top of each other. It’s a shame we couldn’t have done it before.’

‘It would have been a terrible squash with all the Americans,’ said Harold.

‘That sounds rather fun,’ I said, cheerfully.

‘Good job I’ve been posted back,’ said Charles, calmly throwing a crust of bread in my direction.

‘Not a moment too soon,’ agreed Harold.

‘Speaking of which,’ said Guy, looking at his wristwatch rather pointedly. ‘All these plans sound super. But, um …’

‘Yes,’ said Charles. ‘Lots to do.’

There was an odd silence.

‘Is that a hint that you’ve had enough lunch?’ grinned Bunty. ‘I’ll start packing up then, shall I?’

‘I’ll give you a hand,’ I said.

‘Harold,’ murmured Guy through his teeth, sounding like a ventriloquist.

Charles stifled a laugh and clapped him on the shoulder. Guy made a slight face. Then they stared at Harold.

‘No time like the present,’ said Charles, almost under his breath.

Now I was baffled. Bunty appeared much the same. Harold looked flushed.

‘Ah,’ he said, in a voice that came out very small for a very large man. He cleared his throat. ‘Yes. Right then. Gosh.’

Guy gave him the kindest smile.

Bunts, who had been about to stack plates, stopped what she was doing.

‘Is everything all right?’ she asked, sounding concerned.

Harold nodded. He took a deep breath, then put his hand into his pocket and took something out.

‘Bunty,’ he said. ‘Darling, I have something I would very much like to ask you.’

Nobody said a word.

Harold moved from where he was sitting next to Bunty and now knelt down on one knee. He took another large breath and then spoke in the clearest of tones.

‘Miss Marigold Tavistock,’ he said. ‘Will you marry me?’




CHAPTER TWO

Operation Summer in the Country

OF COURSE BUNTY said yes.

Then pandemonium broke out. Shrieks, cheers, kisses and the double celebration of the best news in the world together with three men congratulating themselves on pulling off the surprise of the year.

‘I even ran up a bloody hill, so we didn’t give it away,’ said Guy.

Harold had been plotting it for weeks.

Immediately, plans for a country wedding began, and rather than being sidelined, the idea of moving the Woman’s Friend office to Hampshire for the summer became part of the excitement.

The next day we all leapt into action. Bunty scored an early win, taking advantage of going to church for Sunday service to cross off ‘Snaffle date w Vicar’ as Harold had put it, while with Mrs Tavistock’s permission, I rifled through her Edwardian wardrobes to find candidates that might be transformed into a wedding frock for my best friend. Charles and the children undertook a reconnaissance mission to ascertain what condition the US Army had left Rose House in, and George, who had recently achieved an A in his Technical Drawing exam, began work on an impressive floor plan to make sure everyone could fit in. That left Guy on telephone duty, starting with all-important calls first to Monica, and then Mrs Mahoney, as we all knew that nothing would ever get done unless our Head of Production was on board.

None of us took it as read that the Woman’s Friend team would agree to the move. Upping sticks for the summer was all very well, but we worked with people of all ages and familial situations. I just hoped they would want to come.

The fact was everyone at Woman’s Friend had been working flat out for years. It didn’t matter what was asked of them, or what was going on in their own lives, they always rose to the challenge. Working for a women’s magazine might not have been the same as being in uniform or doing the night shifts in the factories, but we knew we had the ability to make a difference, and we took that very seriously indeed.

Our job at Woman’s Friend was to help keep up morale, to share information, offer advice, and perhaps as much as anything, show women that they had our friendship and respect. We received hundreds of letters, week in and week out, asking for help. The flow of problems never, ever let up. They may have been from strangers, but we did everything in our power to respond. You could put us on the moon and the team would continue to work their socks off.

Now, Bunty and her granny’s offer gave us the rarest chance to give the Woman’s Friend team something special. For the first time we really could offer them safety. Far from guaranteed of course, but as it was clear that Hitler was targeting his new bombs at London, moving to the country was a chance to keep people dear to our hearts, safe.

On Monday morning Guy, Harold and I sat on the train home as it made its slow way into Waterloo station, looking out of the windows at the bomb damage that had spared neither suburbs nor city. Gaps in terraces where people’s homes had stood, boarded-up buildings, large patches of land with nothing but heaps of rubble: by the time we got off the bus in Pimlico and walked the final part of the journey home, the opportunity to move everyone to the country felt almost too good to be true.

Monica, who had told Guy she was entirely on board for the move, had come into the office early to discuss details before the rest of the staff arrived.

‘Do you think they’ll say yes?’ I asked. ‘It’s either all of us or not at all. And I’m not sure everyone likes the idea of evacuation or communal living.’

‘I very much hope so, and we all get on very well,’ said Monica, brushing an invisible speck of dust from her jacket. ‘I don’t know anyone who hasn’t had to bunk in with someone they’ve absolutely loathed at some point. Guy, do you remember my aunt who stayed with me during the Blitz?’

Guy grimaced. ‘Dreadful,’ he said.

‘Quite,’ said Monica. ‘She spent the entire time reminding me of the shame I had brought on the family due to getting a divorce. I put up with it until she called a lovely friend of mine a filthy coward because he wasn’t in uniform.’ She grimaced.

‘He took it well, all things considered,’ said Guy. ‘“I do appreciate your concerns, madam, but sadly I have just the one lung.”’

Monica laughed. ‘And then you said, “Jonathan, didn’t you lose the other one just before they awarded you the Victoria Cross?” Emmy, my aunt was gone the next day. So, don’t worry about our team. I’m sure they’ve all put up with far worse. Now, Harold, please tell me everything about your proposal. I’m so thrilled for you both.’

We had decided that when the Woman’s Friend team had all arrived, fully expecting a run of the mill Monday editorial meeting, the first thing would be to break the news about the engagement, which we knew would get everyone’s spirits up.

As the staff began to appear, Harold sidled up to my desk.

‘I’m going to hide upstairs until everyone’s in,’ he said. ‘It’s been bad enough keeping the secret this long. It’s not good for a chap’s nerves.’

‘You were in the Bomb Squad,’ I said. ‘You don’t have nerves.’

‘I do about this sort of thing,’ he answered. Then he shouted, ‘GOOD MORNING, MRS MAHONEY,’ as if she was half a mile away rather than three feet.

‘Good morning, Captain Thomas,’ she answered in a normal voice. ‘How was your weekend?’

‘Dull as ditch water, thank you,’ said Harold, managing to moderate himself but beaming at her like a loon.

‘Is the captain all right?’ whispered Mrs Shaw to me as she took off her coat.

‘Oh yes,’ I said.

‘He doesn’t seem it. No offence meant.’

‘None taken,’ I answered. ‘Morning, Hester. I like your hat.’

‘Good morning, Emmy,’ said Hester. ‘Thank you very much. Did you have a lovely time at Bunty’s?’

‘Bit dull,’ I said, smiling at Harold.

‘I’m getting Guy,’ he answered and hurried out of the room.

This did nothing to dispel Mrs Shaw’s suspicions, and certainly didn’t help the whole Run of the Mill plan, but thankfully everyone had now arrived and when a few minutes later Guy led Monica and Harold back down, I had herded us all into the same room.

‘Morning all,’ said Guy. ‘I trust you had pleasant weekends. Shall we start the editorial meeting now? A little earlier than usual but there’s lots to do.’

Mrs Shaw gave me an I Told You Something Is Up look as we all scuttled to find our places.

‘Captain Thomas. You have something to say,’ said Guy as the meeting began.

Harold’s ears went pink.

‘I’m getting married,’ he said, simply.

‘Hurrah!’ cried Monica, bursting into applause which was taken up by the entire team.

‘Congratulations, Captain,’ said Mr Newton to his boss.

‘How wonderful,’ sighed Hester, who at eighteen was a keen romantic.

‘And about time too, if you don’t mind me saying, Captain Thomas,’ said Mrs Shaw. ‘You were lucky Miss Tavistock didn’t give up waiting and move on to somebody else.’

‘Thank you, Mrs Shaw,’ said Guy firmly, before Mrs Shaw accidentally took the wind out of everyone’s sails. ‘I think we can all agree it is very nice news.’

Then Harold had to give another word for word account of the proposal.

‘It’s just like the films,’ said Hester, putting her hand to her heart.

This set off Mrs Harewood, who let out a gasp of emotion, stood up and then sat down again.

‘For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow,’ began Mr Newton, and everyone joined in. Harold looked pleased as anything.

I wished that Bunty could have been here. Everyone was so very delighted for them both. They all knew what a rotten deal of things she and Harold had had. If anyone deserved to find happiness it was them. With Harold almost overwhelmed by the attention and good wishes, I sat quietly, listening and watching so that I could remember everything in as much detail as possible to pass on to her. This was a special, if perhaps bittersweet, day. I was all too aware that our office was in the very room where three years ago I had tried to make sense of the news that Bunty’s fiancé Bill had been killed. The thought of her ever being happy again had seemed beyond imagination at the time.

With everyone on a high, Guy rode in on the congratulatory wave and introduced the idea of a move to the country.

‘So,’ he said when he had outlined the plan, ‘what do you think?’ He was sitting at the end of the office where the sun came through the window to bathe him in an incongruously angelic light. ‘Of course you may want to give it some thought. It’s not exactly a holiday, but a change might be something of a rest, especially in the light of Hitler’s current attacks. It should be far quieter in the countryside.’ He paused and looked around the table at his staff. ‘Goodness knows you all deserve a break. Now, does anyone have any questions?’

For a moment there was a silence. Then Hester’s hand shot up, making her look as if she was asking to sit at the front of the bus on a school trip.

‘Hester,’ said Guy. ‘Don’t worry, there’s no need for hands.’

‘Yes, please, Mr Collins,’ she said, ignoring the directive. ‘I’d be ever so pleased to come, if that’s all right. And I can help as much as you need.’

It was entirely what I had expected from our much-loved assistant. Since joining the magazine straight from school, Hester had become one of the hardest workers of us all, and always as keen as mustard to join in, whatever the suggestion.

‘Excellent,’ said Guy, as I gently put my hand on Hest’s arm which was still sky high. ‘Thank you very much. Ladies?’ He turned to the group of women who worked with me on “Yours Cheerfully”, the magazine’s problem page.

‘And so, we would all live there?’ asked Mrs Shaw, narrowing her eyes at Guy as if he might be setting an elaborate trap. ‘In a big country house?’

I could tell that Mrs Shaw was already picturing herself as the temporary chatelaine of Hampshire’s answer to the Palace of Versailles. Rose House was big by most people’s standards, but to avoid disappointment I did hope she wasn’t expecting to find courtesans and chevaliers lurking about.

‘In a sizeable property, yes,’ said Guy, admirably keeping a straight face.

‘Living together?’ said Miss Peters, which made things sound concerningly biblical.

‘That’s right,’ said Guy.

‘Goodness,’ said Mr Newton, who was given to worries. ‘I don’t know.’

‘All very much above board,’ I interrupted before our Advertising Manager ran for the hills. ‘We’ve worked out everyone’s rooms, so you won’t have to share or anything.’

Mr Newton looked aghast at the thought.

‘We do realise you will need to consult with Mrs Newton about the move,’ said Harold, sensitively. ‘Spouses will of course be extremely welcome.’

It was nicely done by Harold. If anything was going to clinch things, involving Mrs Newton was it.

Mrs Shaw tutted. ‘Of course, my Ernest is dead,’ she said, sounding slightly put out.

‘Yes,’ I said, quietly.

‘And now he’s missed out,’ continued Mrs Shaw, as if he had only himself to blame. ‘That’s wearing a damp vest for you.’

It was hard to know quite how to respond.

‘A cautionary tale,’ murmured Guy, respectfully.

‘I’ll say,’ said Mrs Shaw. She sighed but then appeared to perk up. ‘Anyway, there we are. Comes to us all. Mr Collins, I would be very pleased to attend, thank you very much. Especially if there aren’t many stairs to my room, what with my knees, as you know. But either way, I won’t mind.’

Guy answered that this was splendid news and as the idea of a summer adventure began to sink in, within a few minutes more almost everyone had said they should very much like to join in. The only person who felt that she couldn’t was Mrs Harewood, who lived next door and worked for us part time. As she also ran a very selective boarding house, where Harold currently lived, it would be impossible for her to leave town. It was a rotten shame and would also leave us a part-time man down, but even this wasn’t without an upside as Mrs Harewood very pluckily volunteered to watch over the house while we were away.

Questions and suggestions began to flow. Hester volunteered to be ration books monitor while Mrs Mahoney went straight to her desk to get onto the printers. Mr Newton planned to rush home at lunchtime to speak with his wife, and Miss Peters was sure she knew someone who could lend us a van to help transport everything we needed from the office.

It was the most excited I had seen them in an age. As the hubbub died down for just a moment, an all too recognisable sound came through the window. The mournful wail of the siren signalling the start of another raid.

The move to Rose House could not have come at a more welcome time.




CHAPTER THREE

A Team Settles In

WITHIN A FORTNIGHT we were ready to go. From Bunty getting dispensation for use of Rose House while still under requisition through to Mrs Mahoney negotiating processes with the typesetters and printers, preparations for the move swiftly fell into place.

On a bright and cheery Sunday morning, the team arrived in Hampshire eager to explore and settle in. Guy, Monica, Hester and I had made up an advance party the day before, arriving in a packed van to join Bunty and Harold, who had already been hard at work setting up rooms and rearranging furniture. Producing a weekly magazine did not allow for the luxury of the entire company taking time off, and we worked late into the night so that it would appear home from home, or rather office from office, when the rest of the team arrived.

Bunty and I went down to the railway station to give everyone a decent welcome and help with the luggage. While we had been lucky to get hold of enough petrol for the van, we now turned to the sort of horsepower that came with four legs. As a result, and thanks to a couple of very kind neighbours who had known Bunty for years, the Woman’s Friend editorial team were greeted by two horses and carts with more than enough room for all the suitcases and personal packages as well as anyone who fancied a ride. Almost everyone climbed up, with Mr Brand our much-loved Art Director and his wife, who were both over seventy, springing on board and saying it reminded them of their wedding day just after the old Queen’s last Jubilee.

Bunts and I walked alongside, pointing out local landmarks, which meant the church and the pub, and enjoying seeing our friends on what looked like a works summer excursion. After a little over a mile, the horses turned past Dower Cottage and up the long drive, plodding between the sturdy old oaks lining the route and then past the paddocks and small lake. As we approached Rose House, our group’s chatter ebbed away as they craned their necks to get their first view. The two-hundred-year-old Georgian manor did not let them down. It had always been an impressive sight, and it still was, even with what had been a flawless front lawn now turned into rows of vegetables that would soon need to be dug up.

‘Gordon Bennett,’ said Mrs Shaw. ‘Look at that!’

‘Oh, Larry,’ said Mrs Newton, squeezing her husband’s arm.

‘It’s beautiful,’ whispered Miss Peters.

‘It’s absolutely freezing in the winter,’ said Bunty, cheerfully. She was always one to play down the fact that her granny was well-to-do. ‘And I hope you’re not worried about bats. But we’ve tried to sort things out, so you’ll be comfy. Thankfully the Americans were very well behaved and have left everything in pretty good shape, other than marking out some sort of funny sports pitch in the garden and painting a great big picture of Betty Grable in a halter neck in one of the sheds.’ She laughed. ‘It’s rather good, actually. Here we are.’

With Monica and Hester joining the party, we quickly unloaded both people and luggage, and with heartfelt thank-yous to Bunty’s neighbours we led the team into their temporary new home.

‘Let me show you around,’ Bunty said, as we stood in the newly spotless reception hall. ‘Or would you like a cup of tea?’

No one wanted tea. Everyone wanted to explore. If I said it myself, we had done a fine job. What had been the drawing room and library were now transformed into a bigger and more splendid version of the Pimlico office. In the drawing room, our trusty old typewriters were set up in a line along a vast dining room table, while boxes holding each person’s stationery and files had been neatly stacked by each chair. Hester had even carefully put out place names written in immaculate script which gave the air of a high-level meeting where attendance was strictly by invitation only. The library had been given to the Art and Production Departments, allowing Mrs Mahoney a luxurious amount of room for weeks of the magazine’s flat plans and almost an entire studio space for Mr Brand’s artwork and illustrations. Best of all, every seat faced towards the rooms’ enormous sash windows, through which the summer light streamed. Should anyone care to look up from their work, they would have a perfect view of the garden where currently several sheep were making the most of the grass.

It was such a contrast to the dear old battered London we had left behind.

‘Well, I never,’ said Mr Newton.

‘Will it do, do you think?’ I asked.

For once, even Mrs Shaw was lost for words.

‘The bedrooms aren’t nearly as grand,’ said Bunty, self-consciously. Hester, who had seen the accommodation, looked doubtful about that.

‘I don’t think I’d mind if I was to sleep in a tent,’ said Mrs Shaw, recovering herself and speaking for us all.

‘You’d probably end up sharing with the sheep,’ smiled Bunty. ‘Anyway, it’s still the weekend so we really should show you your rooms. Hester, may I hand over to you?’

At this Hester took up the reins as our very happy group followed her out to the reception hall, and having collected their luggage, up the polished oak staircase that led to their bedrooms. With the promise of a light lunch of summer soup and peach cake for pudding, to be followed by a celebratory Sunday dinner later on, no one had the slightest doubt that the move to the country had been a most splendid idea.

*

The next morning, it was still hard not to feel slightly giddy at the novelty of it all. Even though I had known Bunty since we were five, visits to Rose House had always been exciting affairs involving madly running around, cadging biscuits off Cook or sliding down banisters when Mrs Tavistock wasn’t looking. It was easily as good as the best children’s novels, even though the reality for Bunty was that the only reason she lived there was because her parents were both dead. As Bunty once said, getting to lark around in your granny’s duck pond and being slightly spoilt by her could only make up for that sort of thing to a certain extent. If you happened to be invited for the summer however, as well as being lucky enough to still have the full complement of family, the place was an almost ludicrous delight.

Sunday evening had gone well, as everyone enjoyed the unusual experience of eating together, not to mention the fact that someone else had prepared the meal. With a dozen mouths to feed and the challenge of pooling coupon resources and kitty, looking after us all was too much for Mrs Tavistock’s own cook at the cottage. Instead, we were all chipping in so that Mrs Whiteley from the village could come on board as cook at Rose House.

To start things off with a bang, Harold stood up and invited everyone to the forth-coming wedding, which went down terribly well, especially when he began with, ‘My fiancée and I.’ Bottles of beer were unearthed which added to the festive air, and all too soon it was bedtime when everyone became awfully polite and started saying, ‘No, please, after you,’ to each other as if we’d all only just met.

Hester and I had assigned bedrooms on a combination of age and whether people were with their spouses, which meant Mr and Mrs Brand quite rightly hit the jackpot for the best one and Mrs Shaw’s knees didn’t have to cope with going up to the top floor, so that went down very well. There was only one potentially tricky moment when Miss Peters saw she was on the same bathroom rota as Harold, and confided in me that her dressing gown wasn’t quite up to pre-war scratch. Luckily, any awkwardness was averted once I assured her that he had probably experienced far worse working with UXBs and also having been blown up now couldn’t see much out of one of his eyes.

‘There’s always an upside,’ said Harold, when I gave him the gen after breakfast. ‘Hadn’t realised that would be one of them. Good-oh.’ Then he thought for a moment. ‘Perhaps I should stay in my room until you give me the nod that the Miss Peters coast is clear?’

It sounded a bit much having to wait around for Miss Peters to finish her ablutions every morning in order to spare everyone’s blushes.

‘Captain Thomas,’ I said, sternly. ‘You’re about to marry my best friend. I’m afraid you’re going to have to get used to coping with ladies’ dressing gowns. It’s a prerequisite for the job.’

Harold looked down at me from his considerable height. Despite being absolutely walloped by a German high explosive, he could still cut a dash. Now, he gave me an amused smile.

‘Don’t worry, Emmeline,’ he said, dropping his voice, ‘I’m pretty sure there’ll be no complaints.’

‘Cripes,’ I said, pulling a mock-horrified face.

Harold gave a roar of laughter and walked off to the library with a spring in his step.

‘What are you two scheming?’ asked Bunty, who had just arrived from Dower Cottage.

‘That Harold fellow is simply awful,’ I said, sitting down at my new desk as Bunts nodded, happily. ‘But I can’t talk, work to do.’

‘Likewise,’ said Bunts. ‘Where do you want me to start?’

As if coming up with a summer retreat wasn’t already enough, in the absence of Mrs Harewood, Bunty had volunteered to help out with the readers’ letters and the problem page. This was a big relief. Keeping up with correspondence from our readers had become an almost impossible task. With sales of the magazine going from strength to strength, the number of letters arriving continued to grow by the day. As the person whose name was on the “Yours Cheerfully” page, and the one who wrote the advice, while I read as many as I possibly could, I needed a team of ladies to sort through them, decide which could be answered with an informative booklet, and hardest of all, pass to me those people who were the most desperate for help.

If anyone thought working on a women’s problem page wasn’t a serious job, or even had a patronising snigger behind the back of their hands (and I had met many who did exactly that), they should spend a day reading our post. People’s problems did not stop during a war. They just got a lot worse.

With Bunty newly on board, she and I, along with Mrs Shaw, Miss Peters and Hester, drew our chairs around the end of the dining table and worked out who would do what for the week. Our holiday postboys, who happened to be George, Margaret and Stan, were already at work going through the mailbags that we had brought with us from London. With redirected letters due to arrive at any minute, we were already running behind. The three of them stood studiously at the other end of the room, slicing the tops of envelopes with letter openers, but under strict instructions not to remove or look at anything inside.

I turned to Hester first. Officially, her job was Personal Assistant to Guy, Monica and me, but whenever she could, she would type up compliment slips on my behalf and send out booklets from the Woman’s Friend Information Library. It meant she could help but not have to be exposed to some of the more delicate or graphic concerns.

‘Hest, could you make a start on the new Becoming A Woman queries, please. We’ve just done a reprint so there’s a backlog. Mrs Shaw, can you and I start with dictating some replies, and then as you’re typing them, Miss Peters, can you take over, and then Bunty, the same, please? The usual relay.’

The women nodded. Bunty had made notes in rapid shorthand.

‘It’ll be quite a change from the War Office,’ I said. ‘Very few problems from anyone in the Cabinet for a start.’

‘Let’s hope so,’ said Bunty, smiling. She turned to the others. ‘I do hope you’ll tell me if you see me doing anything wrong. I’m good at typing but I don’t know a thing about all this.’

It was a smart move. The combination of being the heir to a large house and coming straight from working in Whitehall could easily have made Bunty look grand. Now, she made it clear she was the new girl. It went down well.

‘Not at all,’ said Mrs Shaw. ‘Look at how fast you are. Mr Churchill himself couldn’t keep up.’

Bunts said she hadn’t actually worked for the Prime Minister, but it was a detail roundly ignored.

I opened a much used buff folder which held some of the most pressing queries to be tackled as well as a list of regularly answered topics.

‘Here are the problems we get the most,’ I said, for Bunty’s benefit. ‘The list is getting longer. Affairs – some of them are utterly heartbreaking. Pregnancies with the wrong person – gosh, there are more and more all the time. Financial worries, especially from war widows. I’m afraid there’s been quite an increase in those since the invasion in France. Wives and families of prisoners of war – we’re still getting so many letters about trying to get information about the men, especially in the Far East. We’ve just printed a new leaflet on that. Relatives – so many people are living together now and having problems, particularly with mothers it would seem, being unreasonable, sometimes even cruel. No offence meant, Mrs Shaw.’

‘None taken,’ she said. ‘Me and my Brian are very close.’

‘Of course,’ I replied. ‘So, yes, Bunts, parents being awful about who their daughters fall in love with. That happens a lot. You’d think trying to be happy is a crime. Then, of course, husbands losing interest, men at work taking advantage, readers trying to avoid having more children, others who desperately want to have children, and then some who can’t cope with the ones that they have.’ I paused for a moment and then surprised myself by sighing heavily. ‘It’s quite a list, isn’t it?’

No one replied. Our job was to help, not to dwell. But as I sat listing the saddest of situations, not needing to look at any notes because there had been so many and there would always, always be more, I felt somehow remiss. It was as if I had been purely reeling off an inventory of misery, without the emotion any single one of these problems, or more to the point, the person who had written to us, deserved.

‘The rotten thing, Bunts,’ I said to my friend, ‘is that even if just for this summer, you’ll read hundreds, probably thousands of letters, all of which merit our help. I don’t know if Mrs Shaw and Miss Peters would agree, but I think things are getting worse. Everything is just …’ I paused again.

‘Hard,’ said Miss Peters.

‘Very,’ agreed Mrs Shaw. She turned to Bunty. ‘I know I can be blunt,’ she said, ‘and I do call a spade a spade. But it doesn’t mean I don’t care. I’ve done this job for two years now and I think Miss Lake is right. It is getting worse. Women have either been kept apart from the people they should be with or forced together with ones they shouldn’t. Everything’s upside down. The war has gone on for so long.’

Mrs Shaw and Miss Peters exchanged looks. The younger woman nodded.

‘We just have to find a way to help them through,’ Miss Peters said, quietly. ‘Until we’ve won. Then perhaps things won’t be so muddled.’

For a moment the four of us sat in silence. We hardly ever talked like this. Perhaps it was the move to Rose House.

The






OEBPS/images/signature.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






			Cover



			Title page



			Epigraph page



			Dedication page



			Contents



			Dear Reader



			Hampshire, England: July 1944

	   

			CHAPTER ONE: Bunty Has a Surprise



			CHAPTER TWO: Operation Summer in the Country



			CHAPTER THREE: A Team Settles In



			CHAPTER FOUR: The Man from the Ministry



			CHAPTER FIVE: Do You Think He Might Borrow a Spit?



			CHAPTER SIX: Will you, Marigold?



			CHAPTER SEVEN: A Request from the Ministry



			CHAPTER EIGHT: A Smashing Rig-Out



			CHAPTER NINE: A Highly Irregular Visit



			CHAPTER TEN: Emmeline Lake, War Correspondent



			CHAPTER ELEVEN: Immeasurable Bravery Required



			CHAPTER TWELVE: Missing Presumed Taken Prisoner



			CHAPTER THIRTEEN: Dear Miss Lake



			CHAPTER FOURTEEN: In the Same Boat



			CHAPTER FIFTEEN: A Quandary and an Idea



			CHAPTER SIXTEEN: The Show Will Go On



			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: Wallace Carter Joins In



			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: A Dignitary Steps Up



			CHAPTER NINETEEN: A Festive Success



			CHAPTER TWENTY: My Name is Mrs Juliet Bagley



			CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: Enjoy Every Second You Get



			CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO: The Last Christmas of the War



			CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE: Woman’s Friend Makes the News



			CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR: The Woman Who Knows



			CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE: No Friend of Mine



			CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX: Why Does Nobody Listen?



			CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN: Where’s Hester?



			CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT: I’ve Let You All Down



			CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE: I Don’t Think I Do



			CHAPTER THIRTY: As Mr Collinsy As You Want



			CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE: A Thin Hope



			CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO: We’re Looking for a Farm



			CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE: Time to Come Home



			CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR: Charles



			EPILOGUE: December 1945



	





			Author’s Note and Acknowledgements



			Praise

     

			About the Author



			The Wartime Chronicles



			Copyright page











Guide





			Cover



			Title page



			Contents



			Start













		v



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		vi











OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
AJ PEARCE

Dear
Miss

ke





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘Touching,funny and emotional . . .
just wonderful” Jill Mansell

ear

‘Sheer joy!’

‘If ever there g
Bonnie Garmus

was a perfect

o
book, this was
it for me’
Milly
Johnson
TheA.
TieA.

/2 255

NCOANOAL AR
T

| 1 | 1 i) |

| | S |






