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  ‘I don’t know who the hell you are, but you’re too late. Rose is going to marry me.’ Matthew’s voice combined surprise and indignation in equal measures.




  For a moment Rose Taylor felt as if she had left her body and was observing the scene in the crowded kitchen as if it were a still from a film. There was the long table, covered with the debris of a festive meal, the wineglasses still full, ready for the New Year toast that would now never be proposed. There were her mother and her sister Bet, wide eyed and open mouthed with shock; and Jack and Enid Willis, whose home this was and who had taken them in as refugees from the Blitz, gazing at her in puzzled embarrassment. By the door, Merry and Felix were frozen in the act of shaking hands, the snowflakes still melting on the shoulders of Merry’s overcoat, Felix’s handsome, ravaged face further distorted by surprise. And on either side of her, Matthew and Richard; Matt with his weather-beaten farmer’s face creased with anger and confusion, and Richard, so thin and gaunt, with his dark hair plastered to his head by the snow and a terrible realisation slowly dawning in his brown eyes.




  It was that look which undid her. Suddenly she was no longer an observer. She felt something rising and swelling within her, like a balloon that must either burst or suffocate her. For a moment she thought she might vomit or faint, then the balloon burst in an inarticulate howl of despair. She thrust her hand into her mouth to stifle it and ran out of the kitchen.




  As the door slammed behind Rose, Merry felt the mood of happy triumph in which he had entered the kitchen turn to one of anguished disappointment. He had brought Richard with him, expecting his arrival to add the crowning surprise to the celebrations, and the result had been disaster. At the same moment, the people in the kitchen seemed to come to life. Both Matthew and Richard started after Rose, both calling her name, but Jack Willis interposed his burly frame between them and the door.




  ‘Now then, gents, hold your horses. Happen she needs a few minutes to collect herself.’ He looked at Richard. ‘I don’t know who you are, son, but you’ve certainly given some of us a shock.’




  Merry stepped forward and laid an arm across Richard’s shoulders. ‘This is Richard Stevens, Jack. He was with us all in the Follies in the summer before the war. For a long time we thought he’d bought it at Dunkirk, then we found out he was a POW. I still haven’t discovered how he came to be thumbing a lift a couple of miles outside the village.’




  ‘Well . . .’ Jack extended his hand. ‘I’m sure we’re all glad to see you back, Richard. I’m sorry things aren’t quite what you anticipated but I expect Rose’ll be down in a minute to explain.’




  ‘I’ll go up and speak to her – get her to come down,’ Bet said.




  ‘Good idea, love,’ Jack agreed, and went on as Bet left the room, ‘Now, why don’t we all sit down so Richard can tell us what’s been happening to him? Mother, these two chaps are starved, I’m sure. Can we find enough for both of them?’




  ‘Of course we can.’ Enid moved to the kitchen range. ‘I was keeping a plate hot for Merry, anyway, and there’s still some meat on that capon and plenty more veg. Sit down, both of you.’




  Merry propelled Richard gently to the table. He could feel that he was shivering, but whether from shock or from the effects of a long wait in the blizzard that had been raging all day he could not be sure. He had not spoken since he blurted out his proposal, except to call Rose’s name, but as Mrs Willis set a steaming plate in front of him he stirred as if awakening from a nightmare.




  ‘I’m terribly sorry. I seem to have ruined your evening. I had no idea . . . It was stupid of me to assume that nothing would have changed . . . stupid . . .’




  ‘You weren’t to know,’ Merry said. ‘None of us had any idea, until tonight.’




  ‘Well, what did you expect?’ Rose’s mother spoke for the first time. ‘All these months and never a letter. You gave her nothing to hope for. Was she supposed to wait indefinitely?’




  ‘I couldn’t write.’ Richard looked at her, his face haggard. ‘I’ve been on the run since August. How could I have written?’




  ‘Tell us about it.’ Felix sat opposite them. ‘How did you get away? When did you get back to this country?’




  Merry watched as Richard picked up a forkful of chicken and crammed it into his mouth. He recognised the impulse. He had learned on the retreat to Dunkirk what it was like to be starving, and how, even after weeks, the sight of food could produce an almost Pavlovian response.




  ‘I was wounded at Dunkirk,’ Richard said, through a mouthful. ‘Both legs shot up. I couldn’t walk so they had to leave me on the beach. For months I was in a prison hospital. I can’t fault the Huns. I had several operations and I was well looked after. But I never let them know I could walk properly again. One day, when we were being transferred by ambulance from the hospital to a prison camp, I managed to escape. I hid out in the forest with a wonderful family of woodcutters for a while. Then they passed me on to one of the escape lines that are springing up. It’s amazing. There are people in France, men and women, who are risking their lives to get escaped POWs back to England. They got me into the unoccupied zone and down to the south coast, and then to the Pyrenees. Then a guide took us through the mountains to the Spanish border.’




  ‘What a fantastic story,’ Felix said. ‘So when did you get home?’




  ‘That wasn’t the end of it,’ Richard said. He laid down his fork and took a gulp of the wine Jack had set in front of him. ‘The Spanish police caught us and we were interned in a hellhole called Miranda. I can’t tell you . . .’ He stumbled into silence, but as Merry was about to speak he seemed to revive and went on. ‘The conditions were appalling. We were all covered in lice and nearly starving and the guards were sadistic brutes . . .’




  ‘Oh, you poor man,’ Enid Willis murmured.




  ‘In the end,’ he said, ‘the British consul managed to get me out and smuggle me into Gibraltar. And from there I got a ship back to Liverpool. I got there just before Christmas but the army kept me cooped up in a hotel in London for several days, asking a lot of bloody silly questions.’ He raised his eyes and sought out Mrs Taylor. ‘As soon as they let me go, I came to look for Rose. I had the address in Lambeth but the place was all boarded up. There was an air raid on and I couldn’t find anyone who knew where you’d gone. The army had given me a travel pass for Didsbury, so in the end I just had to get the train north. I got home on Christmas Eve.’




  ‘Your family must have been so delighted to see you – at that time of all times,’ Enid said.




  ‘So how did you find out where we were?’ Mrs Taylor asked.




  He looked at her and the bitterness in his face made Merry wince inwardly. ‘I found out yesterday that my mother had known all along. You told her, didn’t you, Merry?’




  ‘It’s true,’ Merry said unwillingly. ‘I happened to run into her when I was giving a concert in Didsbury. She’s the president of the local music society. That was when I found out that Richard wasn’t dead but a POW. I gave her this address and asked her to get in touch with Rose.’




  ‘A fact that she only let slip by accident,’ Richard confirmed. ‘So I got the first train this morning and managed to get as far as Winchester. From there I hitched, but if Merry hadn’t happened along I’d be out there still.’ He sat back, his shoulders drooping. ‘Anyway, it doesn’t matter. Like you said, I’m too late.’ He looked across at Matthew, who had listened in silence. ‘I’ve ruined your big moment. I’m truly sorry. I’ll push off now and get out of your way.’




  ‘Good Lord!’ Jack Willis exclaimed. ‘You can’t go anywhere at this time of night, and in this weather. Surely we can find him a bed somewhere, Enid?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ his wife said doubtfully. ‘Of course he can’t go out in this, but we’re bursting at the seams already. We managed to squeeze Felix in, while he’s waiting to go into hospital, by putting Bet’s boys up in the loft, but as it is poor Merry has to share a bed with him when he comes to stay . . .’




  Merry caught Felix’s eye and looked away quickly. As far as he could tell, both the Willises and Mrs Taylor were too innocent to guess how well that arrangement suited both of them.




  ‘I don’t understand,’ Richard said. ‘Why are you all here like this?’




  ‘Oh, that’s easily explained,’ Mrs Taylor responded. ‘We came to get away from the Blitz. Bet and her boys were bombed out, and Rose and I didn’t fancy spending another night in a shelter with the bombs coming down all round us, so Rose telephoned Enid and Jack here and they offered to put us up.’




  ‘Well, it was the least we could do, in the circumstances,’ Enid Willis put in. ‘With Barbara away in the Wrens we had the space. You remember Barbara, Richard? She was one of the dancers with you in the Follies, that last summer season before the war.’




  ‘Oh, Babe?’ Richard’s confused expression cleared slightly. ‘That’s what we called her, because she was the youngest.’




  ‘Yes, that’s right. Rose was always a good friend to her, so when she telephoned and we heard she’s had to give up dancing . . .’




  ‘Give up dancing? Why?’ Richard looked from Enid to Rose’s mother.




  ‘She had an accident,’ Mrs Taylor explained. ‘She was in a show in France, entertaining the troops before Dunkirk. The building where they were performing was strafed by an enemy plane in the middle of a performance. All the lights went out and in the confusion Rose fell off the edge of the stage. She broke her ankle and tore the ligaments and the surgeon told her she’d never be able to dance again.’




  Merry saw the look of shock deepen on Richard’s face. ‘Oh, that’s terrible! Poor Rose!’




  ‘Well, she’s over it now,’ her mother said. ‘We all moved down here and then she felt she wanted to make herself useful so she joined the Land Army and went to work for Matthew here.’




  ‘But then,’ Enid Willis added, ‘Merry phoned to say that Felix had got to leave the convalescent home and had nowhere to go. We couldn’t let him spend Christmas all on his own, so we moved Bet’s boys up into the loft and put him in Barbara’s room.’




  Richard turned to Felix and Merry saw him swallow hard. He guessed it was the first time he had taken in the scarring on his face.




  ‘Felix, Merry told me in the car about you being shot down and the Spit catching fire. Rotten luck!’




  Felix smiled. ‘Not to worry. Some chaps have had much worse to put up with. I’m waiting for plastic surgery and everyone tells me that the surgeon is an absolute wizard. I’ll be good as new in no time.’




  It was Merry’s turn to swallow. Both he and Felix knew that that was a vain hope.




  Richard’s attention switched to Merry. ‘So where do you come in? How did you know Rose and her family were here?’




  ‘Because I’ve been using their flat in Lambeth as a base,’ Merry explained. ‘When I was seconded to the Central Pool of Artistes, which is what the army calls its entertainments unit, I had to find somewhere to live in London and the Taylors kindly took me in. I still stay there when I’m not touring.’




  ‘I’m beginning to get the picture,’ Richard said slowly. ‘It’s just really odd to find all you old Follies people together in one place, after everything that’s happened.’




  ‘Well,’ Felix said with a smile, ‘you know what Monty Prince used to say. Once you’ve done a season with the Follies, you’re family.’




  ‘This is all very well,’ Jack Willis remarked, ‘but it doesn’t get us any nearer finding Richard a bed for the night.’




  ‘Perhaps I could just stretch out on the floor,’ Richard murmured. ‘It wouldn’t be the first time.’




  ‘To hell with that!’ Matthew cut in. ‘There’s plenty of spare room in my farmhouse. You come up with me.’




  Richard began to protest but Jack overrode him. ‘Good idea, Matt. Now, it’s very late and some of us have to be up early, so I suggest we call it a night. It doesn’t look as if Rose is coming down. Let’s all get some sleep and sort things out in the morning.’




  There was a general scraping of chairs and clatter of dishes as the women began to clear the table. Matthew got up. ‘Come on, if you’re coming. Like Jack says, some of us have an early start.’ He turned to Mrs Willis. ‘Thanks for inviting me, Enid. Sorry the evening turned out like this.’




  Merry accompanied Richard to the door. As they reached it Felix intercepted them. ‘It’s good to see you, Richard. I’m sorry the circumstances haven’t been happier, but don’t give up hope. I’m sure things will sort themselves out.’




  Richard held out his hand. ‘Thanks, Felix. And good luck with the plastic surgery.’




  Felix shook his head. ‘Sorry. This hand’s u/s at present.’ He held up the claw-like fingers of his right hand. ‘Another job for McIndoe.’




  ‘You coming, Richard?’ Matthew called from the porch, and Richard ducked his head, muttered ‘Goodnight’ and disappeared into the darkness.




  Upstairs in the bedroom she shared with her sister, Rose sat huddled in the eiderdown, her hand still pressed to her lips to stifle her sobs. She was shaking all over and the only thought she could frame was ‘What am I going to do? What am I going to do?’ It went round and round in her brain, like a rat in a wheel.




  ‘Rose? Rose!’ Bet’s voice broke through the tumult in her head, sharp with anxiety. The handle of the door rattled. ‘Rose, open this door! You can’t hide in there all night.’ She began to pound on the door. ‘Let me in – or do I have to fetch Matt to break the door down?’




  Rose got up and stumbled across the room. As soon as she had turned the key Bet pushed past her.




  ‘Rose, for God’s sake pull yourself together! You can’t leave everyone dangling like this.’




  ‘What am I supposed to do?’ Rose cried. ‘What can I say?’




  Her sister looked at her. Her face was flushed with an expression that could have been exasperation, or perhaps embarrassment, but the sympathy Rose craved was missing. ‘Well, Matt’s proposed and you’ve accepted, haven’t you? Just come down and explain to Richard that you’d given up hope of ever hearing from him and now it’s too late. Who does he think he is, turning up out of the blue and just taking it for granted that you’re still free? He’d hardly got through the door before he was proposing to you.’




  ‘But I can’t just turn him down,’ Rose wept. ‘He’s waited for me all this time. I promised him that if a year passed and he still loved me I’d marry him. What can I tell him now?’




  ‘You’ve promised Matt now,’ her sister said mercilessly. ‘What are you going to say to him?’




  ‘I don’t know. I don’t know.’




  Bet’s face softened. She took hold of Rose’s arm and pulled her down to sit on the edge of the bed. ‘Look, you always said that that fling with Richard was just a summer romance. You never expected it to last.’




  ‘But it has!’ Rose protested. ‘I didn’t realise until it was too late how much I loved him. But then the months went by and he didn’t write and he didn’t write . . . I thought he must be dead. Then, when we heard he was a POW and he still didn’t write I decided he’d forgotten all about me, just like I thought he would. That’s why I said yes to Matt this afternoon.’




  ‘But you love Matt, don’t you?’




  ‘I thought I did. Now I don’t know any more.’




  Bet got up. ‘Your trouble is, you never know when you’re well off. There’s Matt, a good man, solid, reliable, owns his own farm – and he adores you, any fool can see that. Richard’s not right for you. I’ve always said that. Too stuck up, with his fancy ideas about being an opera singer. And it’s obvious he’s never mentioned you to his family, or they’d have been in touch. If he thinks you’re not good enough for his posh folks, what sort of a future is there for you? You come down and tell him it’s all off and you’re going to marry Matt. That’s my advice.’




  Rose gazed up at her. She felt chilled to the marrow and utterly alone. ‘Go away, Bet. For God’s sake, let me be! You don’t understand. You’ve never understood. Please, please, just shut up, will you?’




  She twisted round and stretched herself out on the bed, burying her face in the pillow. After a moment she heard the door slam and her sister’s departing footsteps.




  The first hours of 1941 were the worst Rose had ever spent in her life. She cried for a while, silently so as not to wake Bet, feeling the tears well up in her eyes and run down the sides of her face to soak into her hair. After her tears were exhausted she lay staring up into the darkness, going over and over the events of the previous evening, until the alarm clock beside the bed showed 5 a.m. Then she got up quietly and gathered up her clothes in the icy, pre-dawn gloom of the winter morning. She crept out of the room and splashed her face with cold water in the bathroom, then tiptoed downstairs to the kitchen. It was a relief to find the room empty. She had half expected to discover Richard asleep on the wooden settle against the wall. The big iron kettle was sitting on the side of the range. She pulled it on to the hob and began to put on the heavy sweater and the bib-front dungarees that were the working uniform of the Women’s Land Army.




  She had just finished dressing when a sound at the door made her swing round. Merry and Felix stood in the doorway, tousled and unshaven, woollen dressing gowns over their pyjamas. They were old friends, from the summer of 1939 when she had been a dancer with the Fairbourne Follies concert party, and now both their faces were creased with concern. Her throat tightened on a fresh sob. The last thing she wanted at this moment was to have to talk through her dilemma, even with these two.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ she croaked. ‘I didn’t mean to wake you. I tried to be quiet.’




  ‘We weren’t asleep,’ Felix said. He came into the kitchen. ‘Rose, what are you doing? You’re not planning to go up to the farm today, are you?’




  ‘The cows need milking, New Year’s Day or not, war or no war,’ Rose replied.




  ‘But surely, after last night . . . you can’t just carry on as if nothing has happened.’




  Rose sank down on to a chair and rested her arms on the table. ‘I know,’ she mumbled wretchedly. ‘But what can I do?’




  Merry moved behind her and poured boiling water into the teapot. ‘Stay here,’ he said. ‘You’re in no fit state to make decisions right now.’




  Felix said, ‘Is it true, Rose? Have you promised to marry Matt?’




  Rose nodded miserably. ‘He asked me at Christmas and I said I needed time to think. Then yesterday he wanted to know if I’d made up my mind and I said yes – yes, I would marry him. It seemed . . . I dunno, right. It seemed the only sensible thing to say.’




  ‘You can’t go up to the farm, Rose,’ Felix said. ‘They’re both there, Richard and Matt.’




  ‘Both?’ she queried, startled. ‘You mean Richard is staying with Matthew? How on earth did that happen?’




  ‘We couldn’t let him go off out into the night,’ Merry pointed out, ‘and there was no bed here for him, so Matt offered.’




  ‘Which was big of him, under the circumstances,’ Felix concluded.




  ‘So they went off together?’ Rose caught her breath. ‘Oh, you don’t think . . . ?’




  ‘Fisticuffs in the farmyard? Pitchforks at dawn?’ Felix queried. ‘Not a chance! They’re both far too civilised for that and anyway, from the look of him, Richard wouldn’t have had the energy.’




  Merry sat beside her. ‘What are you going to say to them, Rose?’




  She shook her head miserably. ‘I don’t know! I just don’t know!’




  ‘But it’s Richard you’ve been waiting for all these months, isn’t it?’ he prompted.




  ‘Yes . . . no. That is . . . I don’t think I ever really believed in it. It was just a sort of dream. I’m not the right wife for him. I’ve always known that, deep down.’




  ‘What makes you say that?’




  ‘You’ve heard him sing. You know what a wonderful voice he has. He was wasted on a little end-of-the-pier show like Follies. It was just a way of filling in a summer for him. One day he’s going to be a great opera singer. I couldn’t fit in to that sort of world. I’d just be a drag on him.’




  ‘That’s rubbish!’ Merry said. ‘You’d be perfect for him. You’re a fellow performer. You know all about the stresses and strains of the profession. What better sort of wife could he want?’




  ‘Oh, someone much cleverer, more sophisticated than me.’




  ‘But he’s proved that it’s you he loves. It’s not his fault that he’s been out of touch for so long,’ Felix said.




  ‘I know. But now I’ve promised to marry Matt. Poor Matt! He’s had enough misery, with his first wife being killed like that. What would people say if I went back on my promise?’




  Felix leaned across and put his good hand over hers. ‘Rose, listen to me. I want to give you a bit of advice from my own experience. For years I tried to ignore my real feelings, tried to pretend I was someone different from my real self, all because I was afraid of what “society” would do to me if I was honest. It was only when this happened . . .’ He raised his claw-like right hand towards his damaged cheek. ‘. . . that I had to face up to who I really am. And I was lucky.’ He glanced towards Merry. ‘In my case, it wasn’t too late.’ He gripped her hand. ‘You have to follow your heart, Rose! To hell with what people will say.’




  Rose met his blue eyes. It was the first time she had ever heard him allude to his relationship with Merry and she was amazed by the intensity of feeling in his voice. This was Felix, the ladies’ man, the conjuror whose most potent magic was his own charisma. Felix who, in the old days when they were all in the concert party, had always had girls queuing at the stage door for his autograph. Mysterious Felix, whose real name was the Hon. Edward Mountjoy, but who always refused to talk about his family. All through their summer seasons with the Follies she had watched Merry suffering in silence while Felix flaunted his latest lady friend. Yet it had been Merry who had telephoned to say that Felix had got to leave the convalescent home where he had been recovering from his injuries and had nowhere to go for Christmas, and to ask whether the Willises could fit him into their already overcrowded home. And now the roles seemed to be reversed, with Felix relying on Merry for comfort and support. She had assumed that it was the result of his disfigurement, but now he was suggesting something much more fundamental.




  ‘Felix is right,’ Merry said.




  ‘But I don’t know what my heart is telling me!’ she said, her voice breaking. ‘I thought I loved Richard, but then I met Matt and he’s kind and gentle and . . . and solid. I can imagine living with him on the farm. I can’t imagine what living with Richard might be like. Oh, I don’t know. I don’t know what to do.’ She put her head down on her arms and wept again.




  Merry put his arm round her shoulders. ‘What you need is a good sleep. Why don’t you go back to bed?’




  ‘But I can’t,’ she wailed. ‘There’s the cows to milk.’




  He gave a brief chuckle. ‘Anybody would think you’d grown up on a farm. How long have you been a Land Girl? Two months? Three? Before that you didn’t know one end of a cow from the other.’




  ‘I’ve still got my job to do,’ Rose said doggedly.




  ‘Look,’ he said, ‘Felix and I will go up to the farm and give Matt a hand. And while we’re there we can recce the situation from Matt and Richard’s point of view. They may have come to some understanding. At least we should find out. You take a couple of aspirins and go back to bed. Everything will be clearer when you’ve slept on it.’




  Rose lifted her head and looked from him to Felix. ‘You’re very kind. I’m lucky to have such good friends.’




  Felix squeezed her hand. ‘Nonsense. We’re all old pros, after all, and show-business people look after one another. Remember the saying – “the show must go on”.’




  ‘Except there isn’t a show,’ Rose mumbled.




  ‘Oh yes there is,’ Merry said heavily. ‘A bloody great, dangerous show. We may only have bit parts but we’ve still got to do the best we can with them. Come on, Felix. Let’s get dressed and see what’s going on up at the farm.’




  When they let themselves out of the front door Merry saw that the snow must have gone on falling all night. It had stopped now but the ground was covered in a thick, unblemished carpet, and theirs were the first footprints to sully it as they trudged up the lane towards the farm. Felix yawned and pulled his greatcoat closer round him.




  ‘You OK?’ Merry asked.




  ‘More or less,’ was the gruff reply.




  Neither of them had slept much that night. Merry tried to suppress a sense of injustice. He had forty-eight hours’ leave, two precious nights to spend with Felix, and one of them had been wasted in uselessly going over and over the events of the evening. Still, he told himself, there were more important things to worry about now.




  They found Matthew at work in the cowshed. He looked up from milking, his face bleak. ‘Don’t tell me. She’s not coming to work this morning.’




  ‘She’s not feeling too good,’ Merry said, ‘so we volunteered to take her place. And before you say anything, I can milk a cow. I used to help out on a local farm during the school holidays. Just point me to one that doesn’t kick.’




  Matthew got up. He moved like an automaton and Merry felt a stab of sympathy for his tightly controlled grief.




  ‘I’ll get you an overall and you can start on that old girl in the next stall,’ he said.




  ‘And I’ll just pop in and see if Richard’s awake, if that’s OK,’ Felix said.




  Matthew shrugged. ‘Please yourself. Door on the right at the end of the passage.’




  Merry had just got into the rhythm of milking again and was almost beginning to enjoy himself when Felix reappeared. He hunkered down beside Merry and said softly, ‘Richard’s done a bunk.’




  ‘What?’ Merry exclaimed, and the cow stamped irritably.




  ‘Bed’s not been slept in and I found this.’ Felix held out a folded piece of paper torn from a notebook and addressed to Rose.




  ‘Christ!’ Merry said. ‘You don’t think he’s . . . ?’




  ‘No, surely not. Oh God, I hope not! What should we do?’




  Merry considered for a moment. ‘I think we’d better read it, just in case.’




  ‘Are you sure? It’s not intended for us.’




  ‘I know, but we need to know that he hasn’t done anything bloody stupid. Rose will understand.’




  ‘Here goes, then.’




  Felix unfolded the paper and held the letter so that they could both read it.




  Dear Rose,




  I can’t begin to tell you how sorry I am about last night. I obviously blundered in and upset everyone. It was stupid of me to imagine that everything had stayed the same while I’ve been away. I have to report for duty by six o’clock tonight so I’m going to make an early start. Please thank Matthew for his hospitality. I hope you and he will be very happy.




  Yours,




  Richard




  ‘Sod!’ said Merry, in an undertone. ‘The silly bugger! Now what do we do?’




  ‘God knows,’ sighed Felix. ‘Better explain this to Matt for a start, I suppose.’




  ‘He’s gone, then?’ Matthew said when they told him about the note. ‘Left her in the lurch again? Might have had the decency to hang around until we found out what she’s decided.’




  ‘I think he probably thought he was doing the right thing, for both of you,’ Merry said defensively.




  ‘He won’t have got far,’ Matthew said. ‘I don’t suppose there’ll be any trains today – or not till later, anyway.’




  ‘He’s probably hitching,’ Merry said.




  Matthew grunted. ‘He won’t get far that way, either. There won’t be many people about, not this early.’




  Felix said, ‘You don’t think he might still be standing down on the main road, waiting for a lift, do you?’




  Merry looked at Matthew. ‘Matt, can you cope on your own? I’m sorry, but I’m a bit worried about Richard. I think we ought to go and see if we can find him.’




  ‘I’ve managed on my own for years,’ Matthew responded. ‘Don’t see why today’s any different. You get off. Silly bugger’ll be half frozen by now, I shouldn’t wonder.’




  They hurried back to where Merry had parked Felix’s Lagonda the night before and drove down the icy lanes. The recent snow had covered any tracks but there were only three routes Richard could have taken. They followed them all, without seeing any sign of him. In Wimborne Minster there were a few people about, heading for work or opening shops, but no Richard.




  When they reached the main London road Merry stopped the car.




  ‘He may have walked on,’ Felix pointed out. ‘He could have covered quite a few miles by now.’




  ‘That’s just the point,’ Merry replied. ‘Look at the petrol gauge. If we go much farther I shan’t have enough to get back to town myself and I’ve no more coupons.’




  ‘I guess that’s it, then,’ Felix said. ‘We’d better go back and break the news to Rose.’
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  Back at the Willises’ smallholding Merry and Felix found the family at the breakfast table, with the exception of Rose.




  ‘Where have you two been, this early?’ Jack Willis asked.




  ‘Up to the farm,’ Merry said. ‘Where’s Rose?’




  ‘Asleep still,’ Bet said.




  ‘Have you seen Matt and Richard?’ Mrs Taylor asked.




  ‘We saw Matt. Richard’s not there. He’s left a note for Rose.’




  ‘You mean to say he’s just gone off again? Without even talking to her?’




  ‘I think he probably feels that he was intruding, and that she’ll be happier without him.’




  ‘Best thing he could do, if you ask me,’ Bet said with a sniff.




  Merry went upstairs and pushed Richard’s note under Rose’s bedroom door. After breakfast he managed to catch Bet on her own, feeding the chickens.




  ‘Bet, did Rose talk to you last night, about Richard?’




  Bet straightened up, an uncharacteristically stubborn look on her usually easygoing face. ‘I tried to talk to her, but I couldn’t get any sense out of her. Told me to mind my own business – good as.’




  Merry said, ‘She can’t go ahead and marry Matt now.’




  Bet shrugged. ‘Why not? That Richard’s buggered off again, without so much as a word. If he really cared for her he’d have hung around to say goodbye, at least.’




  ‘I don’t think it’s that, Bet,’ Merry replied. ‘I think he just couldn’t cope with the situation. I mean, imagine coming back from what he’s been through, hoping to find Rose waiting for him, only to be told she’s marrying another man.’




  ‘Well, he wants to make his mind up,’ Bet said brusquely. ‘He didn’t have the guts to pop the question before he went off to the war, then he doesn’t write for months . . .’




  ‘Bet! He was a prisoner, and then he was on the run,’ Merry protested.




  ‘Hmm.’ Bet sounded unimpressed. ‘Well, if you ask me, she’s better off with Matt. He’s a good bloke and he’s mad about our Rose. And what’s more he’s got his own farm. Better than a highfalutin opera singer who’ll probably be out of work more than in. He’ll give her a decent life, will Matt.’




  ‘Oh, sure!’ Merry exclaimed sardonically. ‘Up at five to milk the cows every morning. And there’s nothing highfalutin about Richard.’




  But Bet had turned away and was occupying herself with the chickens.




  Merry returned to the house to find Bet’s two boys in a state of high excitement because Jack Willis had produced an old toboggan from the back of a shed.




  ‘Uncle Merry! Uncle Merry! Will you take us tobogganing?’ pleaded seven-year-old Billy. ‘You and Uncle Felix? Come on, it’ll be fun.’




  ‘Oh do, Merry, please!’ said Mrs Taylor. ‘Get them out from under our feet for a while.’




  So Merry and Felix took Billy and Sam up on the hill above the farm. In other circumstances it would have been a thoroughly enjoyable morning. They tobogganed and played snowballs, ‘just like four kids together’, as Mrs Taylor remarked indulgently when they returned, faces glowing and fingers numb from the cold. After lunch Sam, who could hardly keep his eyes open after staying up late the previous evening, was persuaded to go to bed for an hour while Billy settled at one end of the kitchen table to finish a model aeroplane from a kit he had been given for Christmas. Merry and Felix sat at the other end and played chess while Mrs Taylor and Mrs Willis sat by the wireless, knitting and listening to the Light Programme. It was the sort of peaceful, domestic interlude that Merry yearned for during his travels around the country, giving piano recitals in hospitals and works canteens, but today he could take no pleasure in it.




  Rose reappeared at teatime, dry eyed and pale. ‘I’ve thought it out,’ she announced, ‘and I know what I’m going to do.’




  They all gazed at her. ‘Well?’ her mother said. ‘Who’s it to be?’




  ‘Neither of them,’ Rose said. ‘It’s all quite clear to me now. I can’t marry either of them.’




  ‘Rose, are you sure?’ Merry asked, and Felix murmured a protest.




  ‘I can’t marry Matt because as soon as Richard came in I knew I’d only said yes to Matt because I’d convinced myself I’d never see Richard again. And Matt would know that. He’d know I was only marrying him as a kind of second best, and that’s not fair on him. And I can’t marry Richard because if I’d really been in love with him I’d never have thought of marrying someone else. Anyway, he’s gone away again, so he obviously wasn’t that keen. He probably thought he owed it to me, after what he said that summer, but now he thinks I’ve got someone else he’s free to get on with his life. So there it is.’




  Merry gazed at her set, miserable face and his heart went out to her. ‘Don’t make up your mind too quickly. Give yourself time.’




  ‘Merry’s right,’ Bet said unexpectedly. ‘Don’t go telling Matt you’re throwing him over. You’d be a fool to let him go.’




  ‘That’s not what I meant,’ Merry protested.




  ‘You keep out of this!’ Bet said sharply. ‘This is family business.’




  ‘Stop it!’ Rose said, her voice cracking. ‘I’ve told you, I’ve made up my mind.’




  ‘But what will you do now?’ her mother asked. ‘You can’t go on working up at the farm as if nothing had happened.’




  ‘Obviously not,’ Rose said, with an uncharacteristic sharpness. ‘I’ll go up tomorrow morning and explain to Matt. Then I’ll go and see Mrs Heatherington-Smythe and tell her I’m resigning from the Land Army.’




  Rose arrived at the farm at 5.30 the next morning, as usual. The cows were already in the milking parlour and Matt was milking and hardly looked up when she said good morning. Rose put on her overall and settled into the routine she had become used to over the past three months. When the milking was finished and the dairy had been cleaned, she went into the farmhouse kitchen and prepared breakfast, as she always did, for Matt and herself and old Fred, the ploughman – porridge sweetened with honey and boiled eggs fresh from the hens that scratched in the yard. It was not until Fred had gone about his work and she and Matt were washing up that she opened the conversation she had been rehearsing in her head through two sleepless nights.




  ‘Matt, I need to talk to you.’




  He finished drying a plate and put it down carefully. ‘You’re not going to marry me, are you? I’ve been expecting this ever since that Richard walked in.’




  Rose looked at him with tears in her eyes. The expression of dogged resignation on his face touched her more than any protestations of surprise or disbelief could have done. For a moment she longed to tell him he was wrong, that she had made no such decision, but she knew that it would be cruel to both of them to prevaricate.




  ‘I can’t, Matt,’ she said softly. ‘It wouldn’t be fair on you, for one thing. I’m sorry, so sorry. I wouldn’t have hurt you for the world, but I can’t marry you knowing that we might both regret it later.’




  He turned away and picked up another plate. ‘Why didn’t you tell me there was someone else?’




  ‘I didn’t think there was. I met Richard that last summer before the war. We talked about getting married once, but I told him we should wait. I thought he’d probably change his mind when the summer season was over. Then, when he went off to join the army, it was all left sort of in the air.’




  ‘If he came down here meaning to ask you to marry him, why did he clear off so fast the next morning?’ Matt asked, with the first hint of belligerence. ‘Strikes me he can’t be that keen.’




  ‘I don’t know,’ Rose said, in distress. ‘I think he probably went away because he didn’t want to cause trouble between you and me. The point is, it made me understand how I feel. I’m very fond of you, Matt, and if I’d never met Richard things might have worked out all right for us. But I can’t marry you knowing that he’s alive, and he hasn’t forgotten me and perhaps . . .’ She trailed off into silence, unwilling to articulate the hope that she would not put into words, even in her own mind.




  Matthew folded the tea towel and laid it on the back of a chair. ‘What will you do now, then?’




  ‘I can’t go on working here,’ Rose said sadly. ‘That would be too difficult for both of us. I think I’ll go back to London and open up the shoe shop again. The Blitz seems to have eased up a bit. Maybe I could even start dancing again. My ankle’s so much better now, I’m sure I could get back into training if I really made up my mind to it. I’ll go and see Mrs Heatherington-Smythe tomorrow and explain things to her and ask her if she can get someone to take over my job. I don’t want to leave you stranded.’




  ‘You’d better get down there now, then,’ Matthew said, still with his back to her.




  ‘Oh no,’ Rose replied quickly. ‘I’ll finish up today. I can’t just walk out and leave it all to you.’




  ‘I coped before you came,’ he said. ‘I guess I’ll cope now. You get off. Best all round.’




  He headed towards the door, pulling his coat off the hook as he went.




  Rose said, ‘Matt, please! Let me help you clear out the cowshed, at least.’




  ‘You get off,’ he repeated. ‘I’ll manage.’




  He went out of the door and she heard him pulling on his wellington boots in the porch, then saw him pass the window, striding towards the cowshed. Slowly, she finished drying and putting away the last dishes, then stood for a moment gazing out across the yard and beyond to where the cows were huddling in the snow-covered meadow. She remembered how they had frightened her when she first came to the farm. Now she knew each of them by name, knew which ones were placid, easy milkers and which were likely to kick or knock over the bucket. She looked round the kitchen, taking in the worn red quarry tiles on the floor, the rag rugs, their colours muted by wear, the dishes on the dresser, the comforting warmth of the old black range. In such a short time it had come to feel like home, and it came over her in a sudden rush that she was throwing all this away. This could have been her kitchen, her farm, to share with Matthew. She visualised the life that might have been – could still be perhaps, if she went now and told him she had changed her mind. They could have ridden out the rest of the war here, not untouched by its hardships but out of danger and protected from its worst privations. And afterwards? She hardly ever let herself think about that mythical time ‘after the war’, but she had never had any doubt that one day it would end in victory. There would be a time of peace, of returning prosperity, and between them she and Matthew could make sure that the farm flourished. There would still be the routine of early morning and evening milking, of course, but perhaps they would be able to afford some help with that. Even leaving aside that distant prospect, the immediate future could be bright. Soon the days would begin to lengthen. Spring was coming. There would be calves and lambs and mornings full of birdsong – and later, when the war was over, there might be children . . .




  Rose turned from the window and forced her mind back to the present. It was no good dreaming! She had made her decision and in her heart she knew it was the right one. She could never live happily with Matthew, wondering all the time whether Richard was really still in love with her. Whatever finally happened between them, even if she never saw him again, she knew now what her true feelings were and no amount of wishing would change that. She pulled on her coat and went out, closing the door carefully behind her. The yard was empty but she could hear the sound of Matthew sweeping out the milking stalls. For a moment she hesitated, wondering whether she should go over and say goodbye. In the end, she took her bicycle from its place by the wall and rode out and down the lane towards Wimborne.




  As luck would have it, Mrs Heatherington-Smythe was in the WLA office in the village. She looked up in surprise as Rose entered.




  ‘Good morning, Rose. What are you doing here at this time of day? I hope there isn’t a problem.’




  Rose pulled off her broad-brimmed uniform hat and sat down in the chair opposite her.




  ‘I’m afraid there is, Mrs Heatherington-Smythe,’ she said. ‘Matthew Armitage has asked me to marry him.’




  Mrs Heatherington-Smythe’s face positively glowed. ‘But, my dear girl, that’s not a problem! I’m delighted for both of you. You’ve fitted in so well at the farm, and Matthew really needs a wife. It’s a wonderful arrangement!’




  ‘You don’t understand,’ Rose said. ‘I’ve refused him.’




  ‘You’ve what! Whatever for?’




  ‘Because I’m not in love with him.’




  ‘You mean to say you’ve been leading him on all this time and now you’ve turned him down?’ The glow had faded from the big woman’s cheeks, to be replaced with the frosty hauteur Rose remembered from their first encounter.




  ‘I haven’t been leading him on!’ Rose exclaimed indignantly.




  ‘Going out to parties with him, letting him take you to the pictures. Oh, you needn’t worry, I know all about it. You can’t keep much hidden in a small place like this, you know.’




  ‘I haven’t tried to hide it,’ Rose said, trying to quell the angry tears that welled up in her eyes. ‘He asked me to go with him, and it was fun for both of us. I don’t call that leading him on.’




  ‘Well, perhaps you don’t where you come from,’ Mrs Heatherington-Smythe retorted with a snort, ‘but round here if a girl lets a man spend his money on her it’s taken to mean that she is serious about him. You city girls are all the same – just out for a good time!’




  ‘That’s not true!’ Rose protested, but she was miserably aware that a lot of people would find some truth in the accusation. ‘I was serious, Mrs Heatherington-Smythe. I thought I could marry Matthew, until the other day. Then an . . . an old friend turned up out of the blue. He’d been a prisoner of war. I thought I should never see him again.’




  ‘I see.’ The other woman’s face conveyed the impression that all her worst suspicions had been confirmed. ‘So while one boyfriend was suffering for his country, you thought you’d find someone else to provide for you, and now he’s back you want to ditch poor Matthew. You want to make up your mind, my girl, and stop trifling with honest men’s feelings.’




  ‘I’m not! I never meant to hurt anyone!’ Rose cried. ‘I’m just as upset about it as anyone is.’




  Mrs Heatherington-Smythe glared at her for a moment in silence and then said abruptly, ‘Well, what do you expect me to do about it?’




  ‘I can’t stay at the farm,’ Rose said, trying to control herself and speak calmly. ‘It wouldn’t be fair to Matthew. I wondered if you could find someone else to take my place.’




  ‘And what are you proposing to do?’




  ‘I thought I would go back to London and reopen my mother’s shop.’




  ‘Oh no you won’t, my girl!’ The large woman opposite her seemed to swell with rage. ‘Let me remind you, you volunteered for the Women’s Land Army as your choice of war work. You can’t just walk out, as and when you please. What would happen if we all behaved like that?’




  ‘But . . . but what am I supposed to do?’ Rose stammered.




  ‘I shall have to try to arrange a transfer for you, though God knows I’ve got enough to cope with without the extra work that entails.’




  ‘A transfer? Where to?’




  ‘That remains to be seen. I’ll make sure it’s somewhere well away from here, so poor Matthew won’t have the embarrassment of bumping into you.’




  ‘But my family are all here – my mother and my sister. I don’t want to leave them.’




  ‘Perhaps you should have thought of that sooner,’ Mrs Heatherington-Smythe replied implacably. ‘Now, if you don’t mind, I’ve got work to get on with. I’ll let you know where you are to go as soon as I hear from headquarters. Good morning!’




  Rose cycled back to the Willises’ house with tears streaming down her cheeks. Her mother and Bet were in the kitchen, peeling potatoes for lunch. Her mother put down the knife and dried her hands.




  ‘Well, how did it go? Did you tell him?’




  Rose nodded, unable to speak.




  Bet gave her a narrow look. ‘You’ve actually turned him down? You stupid . . .’




  ‘Oh, for God’s sake, Bet!’ Rose found her voice in a cry of anguish. ‘Leave it be, will you? What’s it got to do with you?’




  ‘Rose is right,’ their mother said. ‘If you can’t say something helpful you’d best keep your mouth shut.’




  Bet turned away sulkily. ‘Oh, pardon me for breathing!’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ Rose said, sinking into a chair. ‘But it’s not just this business with Matt. Things just seem to be going from bad to worse.’




  She told them what Mrs Heatherington-Smythe had said and Mrs Taylor was all for going straight down to Wimborne to give ‘that stuck-up bitch’ a piece of her mind. But Jack Willis, who came into the kitchen in the middle of Rose’s story, pointed out as kindly as possible that the WLA organiser was within her rights. All single women were expected to sign up for some form of war work and Rose was now in something closely equivalent to one of the armed services. She could not simply resign.




  Merry had already left for London at the end of his leave, but Felix was still waiting for the summons to attend Archibald McIndoe’s burns unit at East Grinstead hospital. Rose was in the sitting room, staring gloomily out of the window at the gathering dusk, when he sought her out. He came over to stand beside her and squeezed her arm gently.




  ‘Chin up, old girl. It’ll all come out in the wash.’




  ‘I don’t see how,’ Rose said.




  ‘Look, why don’t you write to Richard? Tell him you’re not engaged to Matthew. I don’t mind betting he’ll be back here like a shot.’




  ‘How can I?’ Rose asked. ‘I still don’t have an address for him. All I know is he’s in the South Lancashire regiment, but I’ve no idea where they’re stationed and the War Ministry won’t give out that information.’




  ‘Why not write to his home address and ask them to forward it?’




  ‘Because I don’t know that either.’ Rose’s voice had an edge of desperation. ‘Anyway, his mother would probably burn it. She’s never wanted him to have anything to do with me.’




  ‘Hang on a minute,’ Felix said. ‘Merry ran into her at that concert he gave. If it was organised by his unit there must have been some form of communication – you know, letters backwards and forwards. His HQ must have an address for her. He’s still using your flat in Lambeth as a base, isn’t he?’




  ‘Yes, when he’s in London.’




  ‘Why don’t you write a letter to Richard and send it to Merry at your address with a covering letter asking Merry to ferret out Mrs Stevens’ address and send it on? He could probably even put it in a War Ministry envelope, so she’d never guess it was from you. She couldn’t risk not forwarding it then.’




  Rose turned to him and smiled for the first time in two days. ‘Felix, you’re brilliant! At least then Richard will know what the situation is here. After that, it’ll be up to him.’




  She went up to her room and got out a writing pad and her pen.




  Dear Richard,




  I don’t know if this letter will reach you, but I think Merry has your home address so I am going to send it to him and ask him to forward it. I wish you had not rushed off so early on New Year’s Day, as there are so many things I would like to explain to you.




  The most important thing I want you to know is that I have broken off my engagement to Matthew. I know this makes me sound fickle and as if I don’t know my own mind. Perhaps that’s true, but I was sure that you had decided you didn’t want to keep in touch and that I would never see you again. And I really did think I could make Matt happy. I realise now that I was wrong and I am very, very sorry for all the unhappiness I have caused.




  You came all the way to Wimborne to ask me to marry you, and it must have been a terrible shock to hear that I was engaged to someone else, so you may have changed your mind now. I can’t blame you if you have. But I need to know how you feel. I really can’t get my life sorted out until I do. I’m being transferred to another farm because, of course, I can’t go on working for Matt. I don’t know where it is yet, but it will be a long way from here. Please write to me and let me know how you feel. If you send the letter here my mother will forward it to me.




  Don’t be afraid to tell me honestly if you think it would be better for us not to see each other again. I don’t want you to feel guilty, or responsible for me breaking up with Matt. I’ve learned one thing in the last day or two, and that is that the most important thing is to be absolutely honest with yourself and everyone else about these things.




  I hope you are getting over your awful experiences in France and Spain and that the army will give you a chance to get really well again. We all worry about you. Take care of yourself.




  She hesitated for some time over how to finish the letter and in the end wrote simply ‘Yours, Rose’.




  Then she wrote a covering letter to Merry and addressed it to her own flat in Lambeth. The next day Mrs Willis posted it for her on her way to market.
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  ‘Private Stevens reporting for duty, sir!’ Richard came to attention in front of his commanding officer’s desk and saluted, then obeyed the sergeant major’s command to stand at ease.




  The CO looked up and beamed. ‘Good to see you back, Stevens. Stand easy. Thank you, Sergeant Major.’




  The SM did a sharp about-turn, stamped and marched himself out of the door. As it closed behind him Richard relaxed and allowed his gaze to drop to the officer’s face.




  ‘Good leave?’ the CO enquired.




  Richard drew a breath before answering. Repetition of the deceit did not make it any easier. ‘Not bad, sir, thank you.’




  ‘Not bad, eh?’ The officer regarded him shrewdly for a moment, but it was apparent that no further confidences were forthcoming so he went on, ‘You certainly look a good deal fitter than you did when you got back from Spain.’




  ‘Yes, I’m fine, sir, thank you.’




  ‘Family all well?’




  ‘Yes, thank you, sir.’




  ‘Relieved to have you back safely, I’m sure.’




  ‘Yes, sir.’




  ‘Hm.’ There was a pause. Then the officer resumed, ‘Bloody good show, getting yourself out of that prison hospital and back across France like that. Bloody good!’




  ‘Thank you, sir.’




  ‘Showed a lot of initiative, a lot of guts.’




  ‘I was lucky, sir. I had a lot of help. They’re the people with the real guts.’




  ‘So I understand.’ The CO was looking at a file on his desk. ‘I’ve had very good reports of your conduct on the retreat to Dunkirk, too. Singing to keep up the morale of the men, for one thing. And then there was that child you saved from being strafed.’




  For the first time Richard allowed a trace of emotion, mainly of surprise, to cross his face. He was touched by the realisation that the young lieutenant in charge of his platoon, who had himself been so close to exhaustion that he could barely stand by the time they reached the coast, had remembered when he got home to mention that one incident out of so many. He had almost forgotten it himself.




  ‘Instinctive reaction, sir,’ he said.




  ‘An instinctive reaction that might have got you killed,’ the officer commented. He leaned back in his chair and Richard felt that he was being studied. ‘Tell me something, Stevens. Why have you never put in for a commission?’




  ‘Never felt I was officer material, sir.’ The response was almost glib in its promptness.




  ‘Why not? You’re a well-educated chap, intelligent, well spoken. You’ve proved you have courage and initiative. You’re exactly the sort of man we need as an officer. Tell you what I’d like to do. I’d like to put your name forward for promotion. What do you say?’




  Richard hesitated briefly, then he met the CO’s eyes and smiled faintly. ‘Yes, thank you, sir. I think I’d like that now.’




  ‘Good man! Meanwhile . . .’




  ‘There’s something else, sir, if I may?’




  ‘Go on.’




  ‘I’d like to put in for a transfer, sir.’




  ‘Transfer? To what? If you’re worried that the men in you own outfit won’t accept you as an officer, I think you can forget it.’




  ‘No, it’s not that, sir. I’d like to volunteer for special duties. I’m not quite sure what the outfit is called, but I’m sure there must be one. Those people I mentioned in France, they’re going to need help if they are going to go on getting our men back to this country. They need money, and some way to keep in touch with this side – wireless operators perhaps. Already there are a lot of pilots who have been shot down over France and there will be more. They all need help to get out. I speak quite good French now, and I could improve it. I want to go back to France and help out over there.’




  He had spoken rapidly, almost breathlessly, wanting to get the words out before his courage failed him and he changed his mind. The officer regarded him in silence for a few moments. Then he said, ‘You do realise what danger you would be putting yourself in? I understand the Gestapo have a pretty brutal way with anyone caught helping escaped British servicemen.’




  Richard swallowed. ‘I know that, sir. But there are women and kids helping out, nuns even. If they can take the risk, so can I. I owe them that much.’




  Once again the CO regarded him for a moment in silence. Then he said, ‘Very well. I’ll make some enquiries in the right quarters. We’ll be sorry to lose you, but I can see that there is a need for the kind of operation you’ve outlined. I’m not making any promises, mind you. I don’t know how these things are being organised. But I’ll see what I can do.’




  ‘Thank you, sir.’




  ‘All right, dismiss.’




  Richard came to attention, turned on his heel and marched out of the door.




  On the evening of that same Thursday Merry pushed open the street door of the Taylors’ flat in Lambeth and found a small pile of letters on the mat. It was apparent that the next-door neighbour, who had been asked to forward them, had not been doing so. He gathered them up and took them upstairs to the living room.




  As soon as he stepped inside a wave of depression hit him. It was not an unfamiliar sensation, but one he had not had to contend with since that magical night the previous November when Felix had finally dropped his disguise and admitted his true feelings. The room was icy cold, with the musty dampness of a place that has not been lived in for months. But it was not the physical chill which bothered him. It was the absence of Rose and her mother. Since he had come to lodge with them, getting on for a year ago now, he had come to feel more at home in the cosy flat than he did in his own empty house down in Seaford. He had been there only intermittently, but there had always been a warm welcome and a good meal, in spite of rationing. More importantly, there had been Mrs Taylor’s indefatigable cheerfulness and Rose’s gentle affection. Now, after the companionable hubbub of the Willises’ crowded home, the flat seemed all the more desolate.




  Worst of all was the thought that it might be weeks before he saw Felix again. He cast his mind back to the previous night, when for an hour or two they had forgotten the war, and Felix’s forthcoming operation, and Rose’s dilemma, and concentrated solely on each other – on the intensity of desire and the drowsy tenderness that followed its satisfaction. It was a memory to cherish in the dark days ahead, but also one that brought with it a poignant sense of loneliness.




  Merry lit the fire and made himself a frugal meal of sardines on toast. Then he unpacked and sat down to go through the pile of letters. He readdressed those that seemed important and then fetched a notepad and began a letter of his own, which he had mulled over in his mind on the drive up from Dorset.




  Dear Richard,




  We were all very distressed by the events of New Year’s Eve. I hoped that it would be a wonderful reunion for you and Rose and I had no idea that there was any question of her marrying Matthew. I am quite sure that if she had known that you were still in love with her she would never have considered his proposal. It was a great pity you didn’t wait until the next day. If you had had a chance to talk to her I think she would have told you so herself.




  Please write to her, or better still go down to Dorset and see her again, if you can possibly get away. At least give her – and yourself – a chance to sort things out.




  And please keep in touch. We all missed you and worried about you and it was wonderful to see you safe and well. I look forward to hearing from you.




  Yours ever,




  Merry




  He sealed the letter and put it in his pocket and then left the flat and crossed the road to the Queen’s Arms pub, where he knew he would find a welcome.
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