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        “Just the toss of a coin,” he said. “You win, you lose. You live, you die.”

        He flicked his thumb. The disk catapulted skyward. Spiralled down, sunlight glint. Bounced. Spun. Rolled. Flipped. He scooped up the penny and pressed it into her hand for safekeeping.

        “Just like that. We tossed a coin for our first mission across the Channel, Doug and I. Which one of us would pilot that kite? He won. He lost. Shot down somewhere over the sea.”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NOT A SINGLE DOUBT

          

        

      

    

    
      FEBRUARY 1948

      

      She felt cold. Alone, as hundreds of people jostled and pushed around her. Shoved and elbowed to get closer to the railings to see one or more of the ant-size people below. Maybe for the last time. Black and brown specks waving and yelling. Unfinished sentences. Words confused in their relay from the ground to the floating platform in the sky. Specks of anxiety aware of the finality of their loved ones' destination.

      Fog rolled in, drenching fog, weaving webs across Lily's coat. Gluing her hair to her scalp. Her nose burned and dripped. Voices spun about her. “Will write soon.” “Please remember to write back when you get my address.” “I'll miss you.”

      “It's only the other side of the equator,” a man bellowed next to her, and laughed. Waved his great arms in front of her.

      No-one waved to Lily. Lily waved to no-one. Her mother's distraught cries echoed in her head. “Why, Lily?” “So far away?” “Why can't you forget him?” “You don't even really know him.” “He only came for Christmas.” “We'll miss you so very much.” “What about Jeanie?” “Can't you just go back to London instead?” “Australia?” “Marry him?” Her father's caustic words.“There are plenty of good young men here. Why you want to go to the bottom of the world to marry a man you know nothing about is beyond reason. He was too smooth, Lily, a man like that is nothing but trouble.” Her own rage. “He was all right when he was getting shot at to save you all from Hitler, wasn't he?”

      “You're making your own bed, Lily,” said her father darkly as she walked down the path to the front gate, “don't expect me to come and bail you out.”

      Frigid raindrops hung from the bunting above the deck and then plopped upon the travellers below. First class, third class, all joined in a moment of weather that doesn't care what they are leaving behind or where they are going.

      “Exciting, isn't it?” a flighty voice said beside her.

      Lily turned and met a flaming redhead, eyes constellation bright and lips to match her hair. 

      “The prospect of adventure,” she added. “I'm going to Perth to visit some cousins. What about you?”

      “I'm going to Melbourne to marry my fiancé.”

      “Well then, we must make sure you have the gayest, happiest time before you get there and have to do all those wifely duties.” And she took Lily's elbow, guided her through the pack of bodies. “Where is your cabin?”

      “Down there, third class.”

      “I'm in a first class cabin, courtesy of cousin Desmond who made a fortune out of steel or something metal. Twin beds, only me. Let's get your things transferred up to mine. I'm Penelope, by the way.”

      “I'm Lily.”

      “Lovely name. My mother adored frangipani and wanted to bring some back from India to grow in the conservatory at home in the country, but she brought back a baby instead. She wanted to name me Frangipani, but Father objected to the frivolousness, suggesting strongly she leave behind the exotic time she had abroad, and settle back into the County life. So, I became Penelope. But I'll answer to Frangipani if you wish. Oh, we'll have such fun!” Penelope yelled against the rising wind. “Which way to your cabin, Lily? We'll organise a steward to help bring up your trunks.”

      “I only have one large suitcase and a small bag so that won't be necessary, thank you,” Lily replied as Penelope seemed to swirl around her. 

      “One suitcase, one bag, it doesn't matter. We're going to have a wonderful adventure and we don't want to have to start it lugging cases around, do we? And don't worry about clothes, I have two trunks filled with them. Summer, winter, autumn, spring. I always travel with four seasons. It saves so much time waiting in stores and boutiques that I don't know. People who don't know me will insist on trying to sell me clothes that I not only dislike but, for the most part, look quite ridiculous on me. Can you imagine me in a mulberry woollen suit, Lily, jacket with tiny buttons, high neck, like a matron at a funeral may wear? But of course that would be black. At a funeral. That is what I have to put up with if I go shopping in strange ports and cities, whereas if I bring my own, faithfully packed by myself – I don't allow any maids near my packing – I have outfits I love that fit me. When I arrive in port I'm dressed and always at the top of the gangplank to disembark first and soak up the scenery and food. Would you like to be there at the top of the gangplank when we arrive in Bombay?” 

      Lily could hardly see a yard in front of her as she hurried along in Penelope's wake. Couldn't imagine Bombay.

      “I stayed with royalty once – in Bombay – friends of Mother's. Ten times I've crossed the world from north to south and I still love it there. It's a city that fills the senses. Smells so pungent and fragrant you won't believe they're real. I devour them every time.” Penelope shivered. “It's getting chillier by the second up here. Bye bye England,” she said and steered Lily inside.

      Lily wondered if she was doing the right thing, allowing herself to be sucked into Penelope's energy. And staying in her cabin? First Class? What would her mother think? “You don't know her, Lily”, she heard her mother say. “She could be anyone of doubtful reputation.” That was what her parents said about Robert and here she was on a ship about to sail to Australia to marry him. Not a single doubt.
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        * * *

      

      Lily had intended to stay in her cabin and write letters or read and stroll up on deck if the weather was fine. But she never opened a book or picked up a pen. She was immersed in an exotic adventure that began as soon as she entered Penelope's cabin. 

      There was a large, beautiful timber wardrobe, two rattan chairs, rich rugs on the floor, a private bathroom and comfortable single beds. 

      “There's a window. You can see the sea!” Lily exclaimed. 

      “Show me what you've brought to entice your love. Come on, unpack,” Penelope commanded animatedly and opened the wardrobe. “Oh, I'm sorry, there doesn't seem to be any space, but don't worry, I'll get a rack sent up. Put them on the bed for now.

      “I love that rose coloured gown, Lily, you must wear that to dinner tonight. And your warm coat for our first after dinner promenade.”

      Lily had saved for months to buy the long gown from Masons evening wear department. She had worn it to dinner with Robert and as she held it up to her face she was sure she could still smell his aftershave in the fabric. 

      “Help yourself to any of my clothes you fancy. I'm sure we're the same size,” Penelope added. 
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        * * *

      

      “Skittles this morning,” Penelope announced as she perused the activities noticeboard. “Shall we team up with our new friends from yesterday’s deck tennis?” 

      “Richard and Thomas. Do you think Robert would mind?”

      “No Lily, don’t even consider it! Heavens no! This is a time for fun. Not responsibility.”

      Lily smiled as she followed Penelope up the stairs, feeling a surge of freedom. Gin and tonic before lunch again would be nice. And champagne again after dinner in the gambling rooms while she learnt how to play Black Jack. “They have money, Lily, let them pay and you play,” Penelope had whispered as they were ushered to the table the night before. Would that handsome croupier be there again? And the loud-mouthed woman in the voluminous ballgown that got caught under the table? The diamonds, sapphires and rubies glinting under the lights. Her own gown elegant and admired, gold locket on a fine chain at her throat. Dancing in the ballroom.

      “You are magnificent, Lily. There is quite a queue I believe, wanting to waltz you across the floor,” Penelope said. “Did you see that beautiful dark-skinned man behind the bar? I'm going to ask him for a drink afterwards. About midnight. It's going to be heavenly up on deck tonight.” 

      Lily left Penelope at the bar flirting with an Italian man. Edged her way around the crowded, noisy dance floor and through the smoky lounge to the stairs.

      “Nothing out there but ocean and sky,” a man slurred as Lily stepped onto the top deck.

      “Nothing at all,” his lady friend giggled. “I think we need another drink.”

      They prised themselves off the wall and teetered towards the doorway. Slammed the door behind them. Sealed the music and laughter inside.

      Silence, except for the ship's engines pushing through the calm sea. Moonlit strips of cloud. Dappled silver across the water. And Lily, wandering in the tropical night alone, reflecting on her surreal journey. She lit a cigarette and thought about dancing with Robert on a summer night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOUR SEASONS IN ONE DAY

          

        

      

    

    
      MARCH 1948

      

      Visibility was reduced to nil. No-one told her the last leg of the voyage would be so ferocious. The captain had said that a tail wind would have them docked in Melbourne the day before they were due. But that blustery gale turned into a storm which battered and lashed at them from all directions. The ship was forced to seek shelter near the heads before attempting to enter Port Phillip Bay. 

      Lily couldn't stop the world spinning. Lying down on her bunk, alone in the cabin since Penelope's departure in Perth, she couldn't focus on anything, could hardly make her way to the bathroom to vomit. The blackness as she fell on her bed. The grey light. Why wasn't Penelope still here? She'd know what to do. She said she had never been seasick. But this was the worst storm in years, Lily overhead staff say in the corridor outside her cabin. Nausea rose again in time with another roll of the ship. When would they reach calm waters? Shelter. 

      Was Robert waiting at the dock for her? They were now a day late. How would she contact him? Telephone? Telegram? Did they have phone numbers at the post office? Was there a post office at the docks? Lily slept. Dark, thirsty sleep. Dreams of black waves crashing on a red beach. 

      Her hair hung like soaking pieces of moss washed from their hold on a tree. Grey skin. White grey. Would Robert recognise her? But she had stopped vomiting. The ocean had stopped purging, and they were moving over mirror flat water.

      Jubilant noise roused her, and she moved to the door. Bags and cases were lined up against the wall. 

      Melbourne, Australia. She had arrived. 

      She washed and rinsed her face, her body, tried to rid herself of the bile taste and smell. Her case lay open, flung across the floor during the night. 

      A knock at the door. “Miss, are you all right?” a voice called out. 

      Lily opened the door to a steward's cheerful face. 

      “Just checking on everyone. Tea and biscuits in the dining room to get you back on your feet and breakfast if you want it too. Probably just biscuits and tea, Miss, by the look of you.”

      “Thank you. I think I need fresh air. Can I go up on deck?”

      “Yes, Miss, but take a warm coat and hat, it's cold out there.”

      Cold? In Melbourne? At the end of summer? She stepped outside and was blasted with almost polar air and drizzly rain. Where was Robert's never ending summer sunshine? 

      Drizzle turned to torrential rain as Lily hurried back to the dining room. She was suddenly ravenous.  

      Piping hot tea washed down toast and strawberry jam. She sipped the strong brew and hoped that Robert would enjoy listening to her unexpected adventure. She would tell him about being first to go ashore in Bombay. Steaming soupy air. Eating curry for the first time as tears raced down her cheeks, her lips burning and feeling as though they had doubled in size. Incense and cigarettes choking the air. Her head was bombarded with a level of noise she had never encountered before. Colour so vivid she had to shade her eyes. “Our hotel” in London paled sadly alongside the Taj Mahal Hotel, where they stayed two nights. She felt like a princess in this palace. Beautiful columns and terraces, richly carpeted staircases, a bed she wanted to sleep in forever. Inhaling the exquisite scent of frangipani for the first time.

      “There Lily! Aren't they beautiful?” Penelope shrieked excitedly. “Is it any wonder my mother wanted to bring some back to England. Frangipani.” She asked the rickshaw driver to stop. He lowered the rickshaw arms, raced into the nearest garden and filled his hat with flowers. 

      “All for you,” he said, a big gap in his upper gum appearing as he grinned. 

      And the fruit in Perth! She had never seen such grapes and plums and peaches. Sweet, juicy and plentiful. An Australian summer in their aromas. What fun she would have shopping for Robert and herself at the Melbourne markets. 

      “Miss, excuse me, but we're beginning disembarkation now,” a waiter said, breaking Lily's daydream. “Rain's stopped. That's Melbourne for you. Four seasons in one day, they say, even at the end of a long, hot summer.” 
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        * * *

      

      Lily's coat and hat were suffocatingly hot beneath the burning midday sun. Thick, saturated air draped itself over the dock. She shrugged the woollen coat off, hung it over her arm. Pulled her hat off and squashed it into her handbag. Heat prickled her skin, sweat dripped from her armpits. She shuffled forward, part of a great migration sandwich.  

      “Lily,” a voice called. A man walked towards her wearing a dark suit and hat. 

      Robert? He had put on weight. But then, so had she. And her hair was cut short.

      “Lily.” He took off his hat. Hair slicked back. Blue eyes met her eyes. He kissed her perfunctorily on the cheek. 

      She thought his kiss seemed as far away as London.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AN INTERVIEW

          

        

      

    

    
      1936

      

      “I want to work here when I leave school next month.” Lily's sudden announcement broke the after dinner silence. “At Masons.” She jabbed the advertisement for New Season Paris Styles assertively with her finger. “Fashion and Haute Couture.”

      Her father flapped his newspaper, turned a page and continued reading.

      Her younger sister stopped drawing. “What's Masons? What's Haute Couture?” 

      “A famous department store in London, the most famous in the whole of England. Where I shall have a brilliant career in fashion and I'll go to Paris to meet designers and select their exclusive designs. That's what Haute Couture is,” Lily said dramatically.

      “When you've finished dreaming, Lily, can I have my magazine back please?” her mother said. “I think I've left something out of that recipe I copied down from page thirty-two.”  
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        * * *

      

      MASONS DEPARTMENT STORE was stamped on the top left-hand corner of the envelope. The rest of the morning's mail slid across the table like out-of-control skaters.

      Dear Miss Donaldson, Thank you for your application. Please present yourself to Miss Cora Brown, Personnel Manager...

      “I have an interview on Tuesday!”

      Her mother's knitting needles clicked and purled, clicked and purled. And stopped. “You applied to work there? In London?”

      “Yes, and I have an interview on Tuesday!” Lily pushed the letter over the top of her father's newspaper.

      “In London? You're sixteen, Lily Donaldson. You've lived all your life surrounded by farms in a village a stone's throw from the Scottish border. London? Longtown's just down the road and then Carlisle, if you want city life. And what happened to your plan for university?”

      “Look! Read it. Please. This is where I really want to work, Dad. Please let me go to the interview. Mum can come down with me on the train. I’ll work ever so hard, you'll see.”

      Lily pulled Jeanie off her chair and whirled her around the room while a clatter of pencils rolled across the table. “I can't wait to own a Little Black Dress. I've seen photos of Coco Chanel wearing one. And to have my hair cut and styled in a bob like Coco's. I'm sure there will be a hairdressing salon in Masons. And an entire floor dedicated to fashion. Feminine peach and pastel pink dresses for garden parties. Tailored suits for sophisticated appointments. Grecian inspired romantic drapings by Madeleine Vionnet. And those outrageously wonderful divided skirts – culottes – especially designed by her for bicycle riding and playing tennis and games. I read about them in a magazine I look at whenever I'm in Carlisle. Cycling beside the Thames in glorious sunshine. Bold shoulder pads above slinky wrap dresses for the store's fashion parade, which I will orchestrate one day with meticulous detail. I'll be dressed in a dramatic, authoritative dress, my eagle eyes flying over my models as I sit in the front row with invited designers...”

      Lily met her father's eyes, looking sternly over the top of his newspaper as she fell breathlessly against the dining table.

      “Lily, would you please go and make some tea?” he said.

      She caught her reflection in the hall mirror. Her eyebrows were too thick.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MILLINERY, HANDBAGS, GLOVES AND SCARVES

          

        

      

    

    
      Lily smoothed her modest black dress, checked that her white collar sat neatly around her neck, her black regulation shoes were spotless, her hair tied back off her face. And waited anxiously for Miss Cora Brown to approve the “compulsory red lipstick, correctly applied” and “eyebrows professionally drawn”.

      “Finer, Miss Donaldson, your eyebrows must be finer and more arched. See Miss Grimshaw in your lunch hour, please. And pay more attention to your posture. Don't miss any of Miss Smith's exercise classes. In the meantime, follow me.”

      Lily followed Miss Brown's tall, angular figure into the stockroom where she would begin her career climbing up ladders and down ladders. Carrying boxes on top of boxes to the door of the stockroom where they would be picked up by Floor Personnel. Where her regulation shoes rubbed her feet raw for the first few weeks. Where she was more homesick than she believed possible. 

      Mason's provided accommodation for its employees who were working away from home. A labyrinth of draughty, long corridors on every floor. Shared bedrooms and not enough bathrooms. Strict rules dished out by Matron. Not enough food dished up from the kitchen. 

      No pantry shelves lined with preserves and jams. No square tins, round tins, some easy to open tins, some break-your-fingernail-difficult tins filled with treats. Lily's mother's gingerbread was legendary, thickly sliced with butter from the dairy down the road. Shortbread crisp and sweet, perfect fingers for smuggling into pockets.  

      Lily hated the lumpy garish yellow custard which appeared in brown jugs every evening. 

      “Dessert girls, pour and pass it round. No second helpings.” 

      Lily didn't pour. She just passed the jug on. 

      She learnt quickly that rising early, before there was a queue at the bathroom door, meant the possibility of hot, or at least warm, water in the basin. Alone in the blue tiled echo chamber, chilled air pushing down through the window gaps above. Lily yearned for the old bathtub at home filled with steaming hot water on Saturdays. And warm water most other days. The bath roster in the boarding house allowed an inch of lukewarm water once a fortnight, if she was lucky. 

      

      
        
        30th September.

        Dear Mum and Dad, 

        Just a short note to let you know I'm well and settling in to life at the boarding house. Susan is very nice and we get on well together in our shared room (I do miss Maisie's eggs for breakfast, though). I've joined the social club. They have games and outings and sometimes parties.

        I'm learning a lot about Masons. There are so many departments. Ann Todd (the actress) was in the store the other day. She's a regular customer. And so is Madeleine Carroll.

        They're very strict about our appearance and fitness (we have to go to compulsory exercise classes before work every Monday, Wednesday and Friday) but we're not allowed to run anywhere at any time we're in our Masons uniforms! 

        Hope you are well, Jeanie, too. 

        Love, Lily. 

      

      

      

      Six months after Lily first entered the stockroom, she discovered the Millinery Department. 

      “Please deliver these to Miss Davis and return immediately. Walk tall, don't dawdle, Miss Donaldson. Pay attention straight ahead. Avoid personal contact with any customers,” instructed Miss Barnes, the stockroom manager. “And don't dent, scratch or drop them,” she added, rolling the Rs for added effect. “They are very expensive merchandise.”

      Lily wrapped her arms around two hat boxes, one black-and-white striped with a glossy black lid and red cording handle, the other smaller red and white striped box with a cherry red lacquered lid and black cording handle balanced on top of that. 

      “I’ll walk you to the service lift,” Miss Barnes said.

      “Thank you,” Lily replied. She took a deep breath and walked out of the stockroom. Down the long passage with STAFF ONLY, JUNIOR STAFF CLOAKROOM, STAFF LADIES LAVATORY, STAFF GENTS LAVATORY, ACCOUNTS DEPARTMENT UPSTAIRS FIRST FLOOR, STAFF ENTRANCE on doors and walls.

      “Here you are, Miss Donaldson. Mr. Thomas, Millinery please.”

      His name tag gleamed, his grey dust coat pressed to perfection, the creases on his sleeves sharp enough to do damage. Mr. Thomas pressed number three on the control board.

      “Going up, third floor, Millinery, Handbags, Gloves and Scarves. Suitcases and Travel accessories.”

      Does he do this all day? Lily wondered. Pressing buttons, announcing floors, up and down. The door rumbled open. 

      “Third floor, Millinery, Handbags, Gloves and Scarves. Suitcases and Travel accessories.” 

      The top hat box slid sideways as Lily stepped out of the lift. She grabbed the cording and looked straight over the cherry red lid onto a gallery of hats.

      “Can I help you... Miss Donaldson?” A petite woman with lustrous black hair smiled up at Lily.

      “Yes please, I've been instructed to give these to Miss Davis.” 

      “She's over there, dressing the mannequins.” 

      “Oh my hats, at last! Anyone would think Paris was on the other side of the world instead of the Channel. Thank you, Miss...” Miss Davis pushed her black-rimmed glasses higher up her nose and squinted at Lily's name tag. “Donaldson. Put them on the counter, please. And then please wait and tell me what you think.”

      “I really should...”

      “You have not carried the Queen of Millinery hats all the way up here without reward, Miss Donaldson. Are you not interested?” Miss Davis clicked her fingers in Lily's face. Opened the red hat box with relish and then lifted the tissue. “Oh yes,” she murmured, almost seductively, “the feathers are perfect, don't you think, Miss Donaldson?”

      “It's beautiful,” Lily said. Two peacock blue feathers wrapped around the black crown, appearing to take flight off the small brim. 

      “Mrs. Reece-James will be very happy with her order.” 

      The petite woman with lustrous black hair nodded and vaporised into the background. 

      “This one, Miss Donaldson, is a Lilly Dache.” Miss Davis extracted a red and blue silk head dress. “She's famous for her turbans.”

      Turbans! As hats! Who wears these spectacular creations? Lily wondered as she waited for the lift. When will I meet Lilly Dache? Is she as exotic as her millinery? And Miss Davis, she must have had three rings on every finger. And scarlet nails and lips and she's so tall and straight. She must have attended deportment classes.

      “Going down, Miss?” Mr. Thomas interrupted Lily's thoughts.

      “Yes, please, the basement.”

      As the lift rumbled down, she decided her first promotion out of the stockroom would be to Millinery. She would look as glamorous as Miss Davis, who seemed to move effortlessly from one task to the next. She would go to the European Milliners Exhibition that Miss Davis mentioned. “In Milan this year.” Milan, Paris…

      

      
        
        1st February.

        Dear Lily, 

        I miss you. It seems so long ago since you left. It's very dull here, not like your life in London. Have you been to many parties yet? I can't wait to come down to London and go to parties. And belong to a “social club”. (I overheard Mum and Dad discussing your “social club” and “parties”. Mum said, “I hope they're nice, quiet parties.” Dad said, “she doesn't know these girls, we don't know what they get up to.”)  Will you tell me all about them when you come home to visit? When are you coming home to visit? 

        How often do famous people come into the store? 

        School is the same as always. Ruth broke her arm last week after falling off her bicycle. She was trying to ride no hands. I have to ride to school by myself until the doctor takes the sling off her arm. 

        We have six new chickens. They're fluffy and beautiful. I wish they stayed that way. 

        Love, Jeanie. 

      

      

      

      
        
        20th February.

        Dear Jeanie, 

        Thank you for your letter. I'm sorry I have taken so long to reply. I'm kept very busy. 

        I haven't spoken to anyone famous yet, but I have been privileged to see some very expensive designer hats from Paris in the Millinery Department. I want my first promotion to that department and I’ve been working very hard to get there as soon as I can. Miss Barnes, head of the packing room, told me the other day that I am climbing ladders “faster than a cat after a mouse” and “scampering down more nimbly than a trapeze artist”. “We don’t run in Masons,” she said (she rolls her R’s when she wants extra attention). “We do not pack and unpack with burning haste. We pack and unpack with the care and precision our customers expect. It is not a race.” But I want to be out of there as fast as I can. I could go to Milan or Paris with Miss Davis and her glamorous staff from Millinery.

        Once a month, the social club has a little party in the boarding house. But Matron's very strict. 

        I'll have a few days off soon and will see you then. 

        Love, Lily.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE TOP FLOOR

          

        

      

    

    
      July 1938

      

      “I saw a fleet of sailors this morning,” Marjory said to Betty as they entered the front lobby. “I nearly walked up to them and invited them all to our little party tonight.” 

      Matron glared as she marched by, her pressed white uniform almost crackling. “No parties or men in this establishment, ladies.”

      Betty raced up the stairs, her face strained and red as she suppressed a fit of the giggles. 

      Matron left the building promptly at seven. Eight young women rushed out of their rooms as soon as she was on the footpath, striding towards the bus stop. Gloves tucked in dressing gown pockets, hats and dresses swaddled under nightwear, they jostled each other playfully to the bathroom. Regimental Red lipstick passed around, scraped and blotted. They bundled their dressing gowns under their arms and sprinted across the corridor to Anne and Joan’s room. Bedside lamps, draped with scarves, created a moody private club.

      Marjory juggled two packs of cigarettes. “Who's got a lighter then?” 

      “Don’t ask,” Joan said as she produced a bottle of gin from behind her back. “Tea cups and toothbrush glasses, please. This is a celebration. We haven’t all dressed up for nothing. Congratulations Lily!” 

      “You’ve been released from the clutches of Miss Barnes, Lily. Promoted! After not quite two years. I suffered three years down there. Miss B. couldn’t stand me. She said I was slower than a tortoise,” Marjory groaned. 

      “Straight to the top floor,” Janet said dreamily. “I’d love to work up there. All those new cooking utensils. I’d be wanting to spend all my pay before I left work each week. Putting away a set of those shiny saucepans for when I get married. And a six person tableware set. Just think, Lily, each day while you dust you’ll be able to decide which one you like best. Royal Doulton is what I’d buy. Everyone wants a set of Royal Doulton. With gold around the edges.” She drew deeply on her cigarette. “I went straight to the cafeteria for my promotion. To the sink and tea towels. I’ve been dreaming about dirty dishes ever since.”

      “You’ve only been there two weeks,” Elizabeth scoffed. 

      “It’s all right for you, Liz. You get all dolled up each day in your waitress uniform and get to talk to all the staff. Mr. Mason himself gets you to pour his tea,” Janet said. 

      “One more year and the job’s yours, Janet, if you work hard,” Elizabeth said, leaning out the window, “because I’ll be married and gone.”

      “Perfume or Cosmetics, I wouldn’t mind working there either,” Janet added. “I wish I had some of that Shocking Schiaparelli perfume that Miss Bronte dabbed on my wrists when I took a package over to her a few weeks ago. Its spicy scent is so exotic…” 

      “Miss Bronte goes to Paris every year and visits all the perfume houses I’ve heard. Masons puts her up in a swish hotel and she spends a whole week sniffing and inhaling her way around the city,” Susan said. “She meets all sorts of famous people.” 

      “Does she now? Famous people come into Masons, don’t they? Who wants another cigarette?” Janet asked and shuffled back on the bed to lean against the wall.

      “Who needs a top up? Cheers, Lily, drink up girls.”

      “Thank you,” Lily said quietly and drank her gin too quickly. 

      Promotion. Celebration. In the heavy goods lift, rattling straight to Homewares, Lily thought. And Mrs. Smithers.

       

      
        
        Dear Mum and Dad,

        I have been promoted!

      

      

      Lily paused and wondered how she could show enthusiasm for her promotion. The Homewares Department. At the top of the store where Mrs. Smithers greets me with “Good morning, Miss Donaldson, come along please,” as soon as I have stepped out of the lift. I then start dusting the display tables, the ones the customers see first. The ones that show the expensive dinnerware, the Royal Doulton that Janet wants. The top of the store where spoilt county girls, dressed impeccably in suits and sensible hats, come with their mothers to select dinnerware for their new homes. Where Mrs. Smithers, grey hair plaited and coiled around her head, small round glasses pinching the bridge of her nose, ushers them from one setting to another, extolling the different qualities and recommending “which one would suit Madam's needs best.”

      “We can arrange a setting for you here so that you can see it laid out,” Mrs. Smithers suggests. “Shall I get Miss Donaldson to add glasses and cutlery?”

      I set the table in the space behind the saucepans. White damask with crystal candlesticks and candles. Fresh flowers daily from the florist shop next door.

      “With care, Miss Donaldson,” Mrs. Smithers instructed during my first lesson. “We gently lift the plate out of the box and hold it so. Only the inside tips of our fingers touch the porcelain. And we place it perfectly centred over the tiny markings, do you see? They are there to make our work efficient and precise.”

      I cannot get excited about the cookware that Janet raved about. 

      
        
        Before lunch yesterday, Mrs. Smithers was almost giddy with excitement.

      

      

      I didn't know her, Lily reflected. Her cheeks glowed. She had applied lipstick to her pale, crumpled lips.

      
        
        Her Royal Highness will be visiting the store tomorrow morning. We have to close the floor to the public. I have been instructed to be very present but fading into the background. Always discreet. I am apprenticed to Homewares for twelve months and then I may apply to work in another department. 

        Love, Lily.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PERFUMES AND COSMETICS

          

        

      

    

    
      JULY 1939

      
        
        MASONS DEPARTMENT STORE

        LONDON

        VACANCY

        PERFUMES AND COSMETICS DEPARTMENT

        ASSISTANT REQUIRED

        Must have Customer and Sales experience, Outgoing personality and Impeccable presentation. 

        Please forward applications to Miss Bronte, Department Manager

        Masons Department Store, Regent Street, London. 

        Applications close 7th August. 

      

      

      

      “It’s in The Times!” Janet exclaimed, thumping the newspaper with her finger. “The assistant’s job in Perfumes and Cosmetics. I saw a poster on the cloakroom noticeboard yesterday afternoon and I thought about applying. My dream job…”

      “Are you going to?” Joan asked. 

      “I don’t think I’d stand a chance. There’ll be applications from all over the country.”

      “You’ll be able to apply for my job soon,” Elizabeth said, flashing her engagement ring about. 

      “Yes, I suppose I will.” Janet sighed despondently, closed the newspaper, ironed it flat and placed it on the entrance hall table. 

      Lily paused at the bottom of the stairs, felt the envelope in her bag. And then hurried out the front door. Ran to the letterbox at the end of the road.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Ah, Miss Donaldson, we’ve met before. Several times. Please sit down and tell me about this career you wish to pursue.”

      Lily clutched her handbag on her lap, thought of the page she had sealed in the envelope and posted. 

      
        
        Dear Miss Bronte, 

        Clothes. Accessories. Make-up and Perfume. They are all essential elements of the final picture of Fashion. One compliments the other. One is not complete without the other. I am passionate about pursuing a career immersed in this world. 

        I want to learn how perfumes are made, what perfumes suit different personalities; how to apply make-up as an artist, to learn which ones suit which skin types. I want to learn how make-up compliments and makes an outfit outstanding. Which aroma sets the scene.

      

      

      “I am passionate about Fashion and all that it entails,” Lily said.

      “Yes, so you state on your application. And yes, indeed, Cosmetics and Perfume are the icing on the cake of Fashion. And yes, you must be prepared to immerse yourself in this position,” Miss Bronte replied. She stood and indicated the door to Lily. “Thank you, Miss Donaldson, we will be in touch.” 

      Miss Bronte sat down and studied the papers on her desk. Didn’t acknowledge Lily picking up her handbag and leaving the office.  

      Lily tried to hold back tears as she hurried to the lavatory. She had spent extra time applying her make-up, doing her hair, and the interview had lasted five minutes. Maybe I should just have said I would really like to work in Cosmetics and that I would like to help people, that I’ve had experience serving customers, Lily thought. Kept my lofty ambitions to myself.

      
        
        25th August 1939

        Dear Miss Donaldson, 

        I am pleased to advise that your application for the position of assistant, Perfumes and Cosmetics in Masons Department Store has been successful. 

        Please present yourself to the Cosmetics counter on Monday morning, 4th September at half-past eight sharp. 

        Yours sincerely, 

        Miss J. Bronte, Department Manager. 

      

      

      Nine days until I really begin my career, Lily thought. Nine days of rich young women in sensible hats fussing and arguing with their dominating mothers. Nine days of dusting displays of Royal Doulton and Royal Albert. Following Mrs. Smithers and her grey plaited head from pillar to post. Fetching and carrying parcels. Nine days until I’m surrounded by bright lights and mirrors. Will I go to Paris before Christmas? 

      

      
        
        3rd SEPTEMBER 1939

        11.15 a.m.

      

        

      
        Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain announced

        “This country is at war with Germany.”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LILY

          

        

      

    

    
      1941

      

      She was dying for a cigarette. And running late for work. She fidgeted in the queue at the small tobacconist and newsagent near the entrance to the train station. Tried not to breathe in through her nose. The smell emanating from the two men behind her was nauseating. She shuffled closer to the counter. 

      Suddenly a cough and “How can I help you, madam?” And “Make it quick, missus” from the smelly men behind. 

      She bought some Players, slid the change into her purse and hurried towards the door. Lit a cigarette, inhaled relief. As she pushed the grimy glass, two barefoot boys hassled her. Cigarettes spilled out and rolled across the footpath. Men and women forgot their status and chased after them. Scooped them up, whooping and laughing. 

      She bent down to retrieve the crushed packet, and a voice said, “allow me.” A dark-haired, blue-eyed serviceman scooped up the mess, put his arm behind her back and guided her away from the crowd milling around like vultures. His uniform was dark navy, his grin lopsided.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SEA OF KELP

          

        

      

    

    
      She never forgot the first night they spent together. With about a thousand or more others. 

      He met her at the front of the store on a Friday after work. She couldn't believe it when Josie, her assistant, handed her his note that afternoon. Addressed to Lily, who works here. There were five Lilys working at Masons that day. One Lily who had grown children, one who was sixteen, one who was engaged to a chap in the country somewhere, one who was married to a policeman, and her. She hadn't told anyone about him. The gossip would fly straight from Cosmetics and Perfumes, past Shoes, through to Hosiery and Gloves before you could count to ten.

      “He sounded different, not from London,” Josie said, with a faraway glaze in her eyes.

      Lily clutched the note in her hand and felt a fiery blush spread across her face and down her chest like flames to dry paper.

      “He's Australian. From Australia,” she said breathlessly.

      “Well, his hair was pitch black as a moonless night and his eyes were just like the Mediterranean,” Josie swooned. “I've never been there, but I've seen a picture of it. Just tell Lily Robert came by,” she added, fluttering her eyes for dramatic effect as Lily hurried away.

      He was leaning against the wall beside the main doors, looking debonair as he smoked. Two of the girls from Accounts giggled as he pulled Lily towards him and kissed her. She forgot to breathe. Forgot she was outside Masons.

      She wondered if she looked smart enough in her black work dress and coat when he ushered her into the hotel. Leather upholstery and gleaming brass. Intimate groupings of deep lounge chairs. Exotic palms in magnificent celadon blue urns. Clicking heels on polished tiles. Husky laughs through the smoky haze. Masons elegance drifting across the foyer. Candlelight flickering across their entwined fingers. Food she had never tasted before. And gin. Giddy, light-headed gin.

      “Surprise!” Robert said as they left the hotel, arms around each other. 

      “Chocolate!” It smelled extra rich in the darkness.

      “Ration my Mum sends,” he said as they snuggled into a corner to indulge. And then the sirens started wailing. 

      Chocolate was forgotten as they joined the throngs heading for the Underground. Stumbling, hurrying down the escalators, meeting the cold draft from the tunnel. A seething, coughing platform of humans resembling a sea of kelp. Rolling, sliding sideways, up, down, wave upon wave. Finding a piece of platform as far away from others as they could. 

      Robert wrapped Lily in his coat and they clung to each other, listening, waiting...not knowing if a bomb was going to mean their first night together would be their last.

      
        
        Dear Lily, 

        I feel as though a cement block is on top of my head and two more on each side banging against my skull. A hangover. We had a big party on the base last night. A few from the village came over and we coerced them into sneaking some of the pub's secret spirits. I'm not sure who knew about this alcohol, but someone did. Whisky. I've never had much of the stuff before, but it sure beat the cold. The little coal fires we've been burning had nothing on the heat of that. One drink, another drink, and another. One of our fellows played the piano – a bit out of tune – but it lifted us. I fell asleep in my clothes.

        I woke with a raging thirst and cold seeping into my bones at 4 a.m. Can't get back to sleep. You should hear the snoring and mumbling in here. If I didn't know what it was, I think I'd be heading for cover. Rumbles like a bomber, mumbles too uncouth to repeat. And me writing by torchlight under the covers. Thinking of you. Wondering when I'll see you again. 

        I hope you get this letter and that you're well. 

        Robert.

      

      

      

      
        
        Dear Robert, 

        It was lovely to receive your letter. London is a terrible mess but Masons has escaped damage and is still open. Our boarding house is also still standing, although the next street is almost completely gone. I don't know how the postman finds his way through the rubble. 

        Masons is going to release some of us to the country to join the Land Army effort. All that fresh air will be wonderful, but I hope to get home for a weekend before then. 

        Yours,

        Lily

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GODDESS OF WISDOM AND WARFARE

          

        

      

    

    
      Lily was walking up the hill from a friend's house to meet her mother when the motorbike pulled up beside her.

      “Lily!”

      “Robert!” She pushed a stray hair out of her eyes. Wanted to rush into his arms. Folded hers tightly around her waist. “I'm home for the weekend,” she gushed.

      “This is Ian, my flying partner,” Robert said, indicating the pillion passenger. “And this beauty,” he added, patting the motorbike, “is Athena, dedicated to the Goddess of Wisdom and Warfare. I thought we'd make a detour, see this little village you talk about, on our way north to Scotland. A long weekend of leave to let off steam, breathe a bit, and then hitch a ride back with the Lanc boys.”

      “Lanc boys?”

      “Lancaster bomber. They're going to be up north, said they'd pick us up and give us a lift back to base.”

      How audacious, Lily thought, riding a motorbike named Athena around Scotland in the middle of a war and then getting a lift back to base in a fighter plane.

      “Would you like to come up for tea?” she asked. What would she tell her mother?

      “Another time Lily, we'd better keep going,” Robert said, and pulled her towards him. Kissed her softly on the lips. Held her hand. And then waved as they rode off.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Dear Lily, 

        Are you still living at the same address? I suppose if I send this letter to there I may find out. It's been so many weeks since I saw you last.

        The chaps are already talking about Christmas. We're still going to have it this year, apparently. I can't get my head around Christmas when it's getting so cold and dark very early. Christmas back home is summer and long light. Cricket games after tea in the backyard with cicadas drowning out our cheers and yelling. 

        Heatwaves when the day is over 90 degrees or sometimes over 100 and then tossing and turning at night hoping for a southerly to blow in. Mozzies seem to love buzzing extra loud around my head on those nights. Sometimes we go down to the beach to swim and stay there until late because it's cooler by the water. 

        Do you have plans for Christmas? Do they close the shops and let you have time off? There's going to be a dance at the local village pub on Christmas Eve. I would love you to come. How could we arrange that? I could pick you up on Athena. Dance the night away and stay up late enough to see Father Christmas's sleigh go past. 

        Hoping you're safe and well, 

        Robert. 

      

      

       

      
        
        Dear Robert, 

        Yes, I still live here although I don't know for how much longer.

        Thank you for your invitation. I would love to go to the dance. You brought a smile to my face with your chivalrous offer to pick me up on Athena, but I don't know how we can arrange that. However, I'm wondering if you and a few of your fellow airmen would like to have Christmas with my family? Some of our neighbours have Americans coming to spend Christmas Eve and Christmas Day with them.

        My mother has been saving up her coupons and has made a dinner menu of roast pork and roast potatoes, cabbage and peas (with her famous apple sauce) and plum pudding (we're getting extra rations of dried fruit).

        Lily. 

      

      

      

      
        
        Dear Lily,

        Thank you for the invitation. I've asked Ian and Jack (another Australian pilot) and they said they'd very much like to come (Ian actually did a Fred Astaire shuffle while he sang about his love for roast pork!)

        Jack said he'd catch the bus and Ian and I will ride the bike.

        Would you like to see a film after Christmas?

        I'm feeling light-headed in anticipation of spending Christmas with you (and rather nervous about spending it under your parents' watchful eyes).

        Yours,

        Robert. 

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PAPER CHAINS AND CAROLS

          

        

      

    

    
      Lily was giddy with excitement and anxiety as she tore open the envelope. Her eyes scanned the page at a blurry speed until “very much like to” came sharply into focus. 

      Robert was coming for Christmas! If her parents asked how they met, what would she tell them?

      She sank onto her bed. Re-read the letter slowly. And panicked. She must tell Robert not to smoke, not to let on that she smoked. Not to let on that she wore red lipstick. That she liked gin.

      Dark clouds raced low across the sky as she walked along the footpath, the letter securely in her coat pocket. She wrapped her scarf tighter around her neck. Lit a Players. Would you like to see a film after Christmas? 

      Robert had taken her to see Gone With The Wind during the summer. A huge chandelier hung above the stalls. Lily was swept into Scarlett's plantation house as though it had been built for her. Robert was Ashley, sweet, considerate Ashley. Not Rhett Butler, who, Lily was certain, would always lie and cheat his way through life. 

      As she entwined her fingers with Robert's, she wondered how the women stayed cool in those voluminous dresses. And wondered why war still raged. 

      The chandelier above them started to sway. People yelled. Scarlett continued crying on the screen as the sirens wailed. Lily leaned closer to Robert and hoped that if the chandelier fell and the bomb blasted them from their seats, it would be quick.

      Lily wondered what film would be showing after Christmas.

      The Toy Workshop in Mason's basement was a magical distraction. Lily and her friends sometimes had lunch down there. 

      Father Christmas's house was surrounded by fake snow and forest. Inside, it was warm and filled with toys and decorations. Empty boxes wrapped in colourful paper were piled under a tall tree. Carols played on a gramophone. Sometimes a choir sang at a lunchtime concert. And always, happy children posted letters to the North Pole.

      Outside on the street, people stood on sandbags to admire the window displays. Dreaming of gifts they couldn't give their children. Dreaming of gifts they wouldn't receive. And dreaming of future Christmas nights when the windows would sparkle. 

      Matron relaxed the rules a little as Christmas drew near. The girls decorated the dining room tables with holly. Hung paper chains along the walls. Sang carols with the staff and made each other silly hats. Feasted on second helpings of dessert smuggled from the kitchen. Smoked cigarettes and sipped illicit gin until their heads spun.
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