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			‘Life is one long search,


			A search for love,


			A search for knowledge,


			A search for acceptance,


			Sometimes we get lost,


			And we have to walk down many roads


			before we find the hidden road home.’


			Anon
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			CHAPTER ONE
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			She wouldn’t always be a waitress, of that she was certain. No rush. At nineteen, time is still your friend. This was her second year of being a ‘nippy’ at the Lyons Corner House in Tottenham Court Road and although Thursday evenings were usually extremely busy, this one was rather slow and Charlotte was lost in her own thoughts. She had no doubt that one day something, or someone, would lead her to a more exciting path, but she had no way of knowing that this was the day the opportunity she longed for would find her.


			The familiar voice of her supervisor, Mrs Harrison, scythed through her musings, ‘Come on, Dolly Daydream, there’s a family of four waiting to be served on table 15.’


			Charlotte smiled apologetically and set off across the packed room, weaving between the patrons and tables. She stifled a giggle as she remembered that Dolly Daydream was what her old teacher occasionally called her. In her leavers report she’d even written, ‘Charlotte is a bit of a Dolly Daydream at times. A bright girl but she puts more effort into amusing her classmates than she does into learning. If she applied herself, she could go far.’


			Mum and Dad weren’t happy with the report and neither was Charlotte, for a different reason. She didn’t have to put any effort into amusing her classmates; it all came naturally to her. She’d learnt by the time she was ten that making other kids laugh made her popular, with the added bonus that it made her feel good too. The ability to amuse was a powerful drug and she was soon hooked.


			Having snaked successfully through the chattering throng she reached table 15, simultaneously taking out her notepad and pencil and adopting her ‘a tip would be nice’ smile. The family consisted of a mum, a dad, a boy of about ten and a girl of around nine. The parents were studying the menu whilst their son entertained himself by slyly pulling his sister’s hair and furtively kicking her under the table. Sensing a disapproving look, the boy turned his face toward the young server and, after checking his parents weren’t looking, poked his tongue out at her. Charlotte waited calmly for the order whilst thinking to herself, ‘What an obnoxious little shit.’


			She then pretended to stumble and deliberately trod on the boy’s toes, his cry of pain causing his parents and the elderly couple on the next table to jump.


			‘Oh, I’m so sorry, sweetie,’ fawned Charlotte. ‘Are you alright?’ Turning to the mother she explained, ‘It’s an old hockey injury. My knee can give way at any time.’ As she fussed over the grimacing lad she glanced at his sister who had just the trace of a smile on her lips. 


			To the adults their waitress offered, ‘Sorry again, there will be free ice cream for the children. Now, are you ready to order yet?’ Before they could answer she explained, ‘Oh, I should just mention, there’s no tongue today.’ Only the boy noticed her eyes were fixed on him as she spoke. 


			To her right she became vaguely aware of two men in RAF uniforms entering the premises and sitting down at table 12. If they’d sat at table 11 one of the other girls would have served them and Charlotte would never even have spoken to them.
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			Four hours previously, the shorter of those two airmen sighed at the mirror as, for the umpteenth time, he tried to get the correct sized knot in his tie. It was a skill that had eluded him even as a schoolboy. Back then his mother had always come to the rescue but now, at the age of twenty one, it probably wouldn’t do much for his standing with the other fighter pilots to ask Mum to jump in a taxi and help dress her baby boy.


			How could someone drive a car and fly just about any sort of aircraft but not master a necktie? With the knot unfashionably large he gave up and did up his slate blue tunic which conveniently concealed the fact that the tie was also too short.


			He was always immensely proud to wear that uniform but George, his best friend and roommate, had an ulterior motive, insisting that women loved a man in uniform so it ‘doubled the chances of pulling.’ Ah, the force of nature that was George Merriweather. In no set order, his passions were alcohol, flying and women, and if on any given day he could fit in all three there wasn’t a happier man on the planet. Twenty-two years old, six foot two, chiselled good looks and a permanent twinkle in his eye. Mischievous but never malicious. He viewed life as a party and wasn’t about to waste his invite. Tom had once questioned Merriweather about his hedonistic lifestyle and he’d simply fixed him with his infectious grin and replied, ‘We’re a long time in the ground Thomas, so let’s just enjoy the ride.’


			Women adored him. The ones that didn’t want to bed him wanted to mother him, which was fine by him as he got fed and usually ended up bedding them anyway. Although nowhere near as extrovert as George, a shared sense of humour ensured they gravitated toward each other from the first day they met at flying school in 1937. That two years later they were now both qualified pilots based at RAF Northolt was a joyous piece of good fortune. Merriweather didn’t just embrace life, he held it in a bear hug and wrestled it to the ground. 


			Tom considered himself nothing special, but he had a natural likeability, a way of putting people at ease, and women, albeit different women to the ones interested in George, were attracted to him. With his thick, dark hair, deep blue intelligent eyes and slim frame, he had no shortage of female admirers, even if he didn’t seem to notice. There had been one or two romantic liaisons, but he was convinced that he’d already met the love of his life – flying. It was all he’d wanted to do since he was four years old and his dad had taken him to an air show. That was 1922 and they were all biplanes back then but what beautiful machines: the SPAD, the Bristol and his favourite, the Sopwith Camel, credited with shooting down nearly thirteen hundred enemy planes in the Great War. He could still remember looking up at the clouds and wondering, ‘What must it be like to actually be up there?’ There was a terrible tragedy that day, a French Nieuport 17 suffered engine failure doing a figure eight and plummeted into a nearby field, killing the pilot instantly. It should have put young Tom off, but it didn’t.


			Just then the door flew open and Merriweather strode in and announced, ‘Right Thomas, fasten your seatbelt. I crave bright lights and ladies with tight blouses and loose morals.’


			Tom grinned, ‘Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer Westminster Abbey and a spot of brass rubbing?’


			‘Tempting, but leisure time should not be squandered on culture.’ replied his roommate, casually taking off his tunic and tossing it on his bed. ‘Not while the pubs are open. A quick wash and shave and a change of shirt and let the games begin.’


			Tom wondered what he’d been thinking of when he’d agreed to a night out in London with Merriweather. Only two things were certain: it wouldn’t be dull and his head would hurt in the morning.


			They boarded the tube train at Ruislip Gardens and hadn’t even sat down before Merriweather produced the ever-present deck of cards from his side pocket. The journey to Oxford Circus was only thirty-five minutes but in that time Tom found himself nearly a pound down, which at two shillings a game was some feat. As the train rumbled into their destination, he was silently thankful that the trip wasn’t longer as no doubt he’d have ended up in his vest and underpants. Not a dignified look for one of His Majesty’s knights of the sky. They’d no sooner exited the station into the bustling West End when Merriweather spotted a pub, ‘The Golden Lion’, and gravitated toward it as naturally as a honey bee to a flower.


			For the next three hours of that warm May evening they chatted, laughed, played darts (at which Tom lost a further five shillings) and drank. Tom downed five pints of bitter and his friend the same with an added brandy chaser after each one. Maybe the rumour on base that he had hollow legs was true. It didn’t escape the younger man’s notice that every time George went to the bar, the landlady, a peroxide blonde who looked in her mid-thirties, made sure she was the one to serve him. He couldn’t hear their conversation, but the way the woman giggled like a schoolgirl told him all he needed to know. Her husband, who was at the other end of the bar, deep in conversation with two sharp-suited swarthy-looking men, either didn’t notice or didn’t care. 


			George arrived back at their table with their latest drinks, sat down, removed two cigarettes from his silver cigarette case, lit them and handed one to his drinking partner. Tom suddenly felt hungry and the realisation that they hadn’t eaten since breakfast hit him. He sipped his pint and said, ‘I think we should get something to eat after this one.’


			George blew a smoke ring. ‘I concur, Thomas. Nothing too fancy though. How about the Lyons Corner House around the corner?’ Tom had always liked Lyons Corner Houses. The understated elegance of the old buildings with their classy interiors of gilt-edged mirrors, rubber plants and potted palms. At that moment he had absolutely no idea how much he’d like the one they were soon to visit.


			Conveniently, a couple were leaving as the two airmen entered the busy eatery. Unless Tom was mistaken George was slurring his words slightly. Perhaps he didn’t have hollow legs after all. As they sat down at their table they both noticed the pretty blonde waitress dealing with the family of four glance at them. It was only a fleeting look but enough for them to see she was a striking girl. Like a younger version of Clark Gable’s wife, the Hollywood actress, Carole Lombard.


			Merriweather spoke first, as much to himself as to Tom. ‘We thank thee Father for guiding us to this place.’ And then she approached them, pad and pencil at the ready. ‘Good evening gentlemen. What can I get you?’


			It was her eyes that Tom noticed first. He’d never seen that shade of blue before. Then he realised, of course he had. Countless times. A summer sky. They were the colour of a cloudless summer sky. Predictably, George was first out of the blocks, gazing at the small letter L on her white cap and asking, ‘What does the L stand for – Lovely?’


			Without missing a beat she replied ‘Yes,’ then gestured with her pencil at the winged emblem above his breast pocket, ‘and what does RAF stand for, Rubbish At Flirting?’ Tom heard himself laugh out loud. George laughed too, but not quite so much. The younger airman said, ‘I think she has the measure of you, George,’ and laughed again, determined to enjoy this rare moment.


			Charlotte liked the way he laughed; it made her want to laugh too, but she didn’t, instead settling on a sweet smile. ‘Now, if you’re ready to order.’


			Tom spoke. ‘Can we have a pot of tea please while we make our minds up?’


			‘Of course.’


			Merriweather piped up, ‘Are the cutting remarks extra?’


			‘No, I throw those in for free,’ she answered, slipping her notepad into her apron pocket. Then she turned on her heel and headed for the service counter.


			‘Never let it be said that I shirked a challenge,’ declared the wounded philanderer, but noticed Tom wasn’t really listening. ‘You haven’t taken your eyes off that girl since we came in here,’ he continued.


			Tom didn’t deny it. ‘When there’s something more interesting to look at, I will.’


			‘You’re not smitten, are you Thomas?’


			‘Don’t be silly, I’ve only known her about a minute and a half,’ countered Tom.


			‘Ah but how long does it take for Cupid to fire his arrow?’ teased his friend.


			Tom conceded to himself that he was attracted to this girl, but it was still a bit too soon to be talking about Cupid’s bloody arrow.


			The topic of their conversation approached with a pot of tea and two china cups and saucers which she put down on the tablecloth in front of them. Merriweather rose from his seat and announced, ‘Nothing for me, thank you. I’m off back to the pub.’ Tom almost tried to convince him that he really needed to eat but immediately thought better of it, as he realised that he wanted to be alone with this girl. If George could just take every other customer and member of staff to the pub with him, that would be perfect.


			‘Young lady, I leave this noble defender of the realm in your capable hands. Be gentle with him.’ He patted his friend on the shoulder as he squeezed past him. Tom was grateful that George was perceptive enough to leave the field clear for him, but he still feared that an unsupervised George Merriweather could result in a worse outcome for London than the great fire of 1666.


			Tom offered, ‘I’ll be along soon. Meanwhile, try not to get in any trouble, eh?’


			George smoothed his hair back with his hands and replied, ‘Is it my fault that husbands and boyfriends hate me because women find me irresistible?’


			Charlotte smiled up at him and stated, ‘How strange. I’m a woman and I find you really easy to resist.’


			George shook his head ruefully. ‘My God, I must be the only pilot in history to be shot down twice in the space of five minutes. Play nicely children.’ And with that he walked a little unsteadily to the door and left. 


			As they both watched him leave, Charlotte felt a pang of guilt. ‘Oh dear, I hope I haven’t hurt his feelings.’


			Tom was amused at the thought. ‘Hurt his feelings? He’s armour plated. Words just bounce off.’ He could now give the young waitress his full attention. She really was pretty. ‘Can I ask your name?’


			‘You can,’ she replied. A short silence followed until he realised her game.


			‘Okay, what’s your name?’ he chuckled.


			‘Charlotte.’


			‘Nice to meet you, Charlotte. I’m Tom. Tom Hammond.’


			‘Tom-Tom Hammond? Do a bit of drumming in your spare time, do you?’ 


			Once again he found himself laughing out loud. Even after such a short time it was obvious that this girl’s mind was razor sharp and something to be admired, even when he was the one getting cut. Sensing her supervisor’s eyes boring into her back, Charlotte decided to turn the conversation back to business. ‘I’m getting the evil eye, so are you ready to order?’


			Without consulting the menu, the young pilot replied, ‘Ham, egg and chips please, Miss. It is Miss and not Mrs, I take it?’


			As she wrote his order, she wiggled the fingers on her left hand. ‘I don’t see any rings, do you?’ He had no idea she’d already scanned his left hand for gold. She turned away and his eyes followed her every step of the way, as she knew they would. He marvelled at this unique, quick-witted, lovely creature and knew that one thing was certain: having had a taster he wanted more. Somehow he made his food last forty minutes, then ordered a second pot of tea so he could stay a little longer. She was aware that he seemed to be constantly looking at her, but instead of making her feel uneasy, as it did with some of the creeps she had to serve, she found herself enjoying it. In fact, she regularly glanced over to see if he was still there and felt pleased that he was. Her glances were not lost on him.


			When he finally stood up to leave, she felt what she recognised as disappointment, but he’d chosen his moment carefully as she was just about to pass him to deliver egg mayonnaise and salmon to a haughty-looking middle-aged lady sitting alone at table 14. His gentle touch to her elbow stopped her in her tracks and almost made her drop the plate.


			‘Charlotte, I was wondering, would you like to go out sometime? Maybe tomorrow night?’ He hoped she wouldn’t notice the nervousness in his voice. She did and found it quite sweet.


			‘Sorry, I’m busy tomorrow…’


			His face dropped. ‘Oh okay.’ Damn it, he’d misread the signals. ‘Not to worry then.’


			‘But I’m free on Saturday. Working, but I finish at 8pm.’


			His easy smile returned. ‘Great, I’ll be outside waiting for you then.’


			The romantic spell was broken by a brusque voice from table 14. ‘Excuse me, young lady. Are you expecting that salmon to swim over here by itself?’


			In not much more than a whisper Charlotte concluded her chat to Tom with, ‘Better go, she’s due back at the theatre in twenty minutes. She’s in Macbeth.’


			Tom discreetly studied the older woman but failed to recognise her. ‘An actress, eh?’


			‘No, a battle-axe.’


			He bit his lip to stop himself laughing and concluded that Saturday couldn’t come soon enough. For the rest of her shift, and on the train back to Harrow, she agonised over whether she’d done the right thing. The older girls at work had always warned her against dating customers; if it ended badly, they could come in and make things really awkward. Much better to meet men in a social setting, like a dance. But she felt really at ease talking to this airman with the ready smile and the dark blue eyes. Anyway, he might not even turn up on Saturday. Pilots were magnets for most girls, with their clean-cut good looks, smart uniforms and glamorous jobs. He could have his pick of all the Lucindas and Buntys so why would he be interested in a nippy at a Lyons Corner House? And yet, unless she’d got it dreadfully wrong, interested is what he was.


			Tom approached The Golden Lion to find Merriweather seated on the bench outside with a cut above his left eye and holding a bloodstained handkerchief to his split lower lip.


			‘Sweet Jesus, George. I only left you alone for an hour. What happened?’


			‘The innkeeper and his friends, Maltese as it turns out, took exception to his wife assisting me in the gents’ toilet.’


			Tom sat down next to his friend, whose lip seemed to be getting more swollen by the second. ‘There really is no hope for you, is there George?’


			‘There is always hope, Thomas. Now, how did you fare with the lippy nippy?’


			Proudly, Tom announced, ‘I’m taking her out on Saturday night.’


			Merriweather seemed genuinely pleased for him. ‘Well played, sir, but I think that vision of loveliness may be harder to handle than any aeroplane.’


			Tom didn’t reply, inwardly conceding that the statement was probably true, but nonetheless he couldn’t wait to find out. As his pal reached inside his tunic pocket for his cigarettes, he heard him wince and enquired if he was okay.


			‘I suspect I may have a broken rib or two.’


			‘Should I hail a taxi and get you to a hospital?’


			George looked aghast. ‘Certainly not, they’ll be calling last orders in two hours. Let’s find another establishment where the patrons are more hospitable.’ Shaking his head, Tom helped his friend to his feet and they set off to do just that.
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			As the time approached eight o’clock on Saturday evening, Charlotte started to get a fluttery feeling in her stomach. She made her way to the staff room and changed into the outfit she’d brought to work with her – a matching hounds-tooth skirt and short fitted jacket that Mum and Dad had bought her last Christmas, and black shoes with a kitten heel. She fussed with her medium-length naturally wavy blonde hair until she was satisfied with it and applied some dusky pink lipstick. Apart from a little mascara on her eyelashes, this was the only make up she ever wore. 


			Placing her work uniform in her bag, she straightened her skirt one last time and headed for the street door, still not 100% sure she wasn’t wasting her time. She hadn’t told anyone at work about her proposed liaison but, as she made her way through the restaurant, Jenny, one of the older girls, smiled knowingly and said, ‘Hope he’s worth it, sweetie’ as they passed. Charlotte didn’t reply but held up her hand to show her fingers were crossed. 


			As she neared the door a man came in with his sparse hair plastered to his head and his gabardine raincoat dripping wet. Oh great, it was raining and she’d left her umbrella at home. All that fussing in front of the mirror and in two minutes she’d look like a drowned rat. She stood under the awning outside for less than a minute before a man’s voice said, ‘Hello Charlotte, not been waiting too long I hope?’


			He’d turned up – which was a good start. ‘Not long,’ she smiled.


			He was overjoyed (and a little relieved) to see that she was just as attractive as he remembered her, and it hadn’t been just the beer goggles at work. ‘You look lovely,’ he offered, and he meant it. ‘I tried to get tickets for a film, but they’ve sold out, I’m afraid.’


			Putting on an upper-class accent, she replied, ‘Don’t be afraid, Tom. I’m here now.’


			Yes, this was the girl alright. He’d never met one like her. ‘I’ve been told about a lively backstreet pub nearby.’


			‘Attempting to ply me with alcohol eh?’


			‘Do you always jump to the correct conclusion?’ he smiled.


			It was then she noticed the umbrella by his side, which he opened. They ducked under the canopy, putting themselves in closer proximity than either had imagined they’d be at that stage of the evening.


			The Old Wooden Cross was a small Victorian-built place with hanging baskets either side of the double doors. Tom held the door open for her then walked in behind her, shaking the raindrops from the brolly as he did so. Inside, they both stopped in their tracks. Other than themselves there were precisely five people in the tiny bar: two old men were playing cribbage at a table; a middle aged man sat at the bar staring morosely into his drink; a toothless woman, who looked old enough to remember the Roman invasion, sat alone in the corner with her milk stout; and lastly, the barman, with all the joie de vivre of a man who had been told he had a week to live, was cleaning glasses. Tom looked mortified and thought ‘Lively backstreet pub? I’ll get you, Merriweather, you bastard!’


			‘Oh dear,’ he muttered. ‘Shall we go somewhere with a bit more life?’


			‘I’m pretty sure the cemeteries will all be closed by now. And at least we’re out of the rain,’ replied his date. 


			They sat down at a table and Tom asked her what she’d like to drink. She couldn’t tell him; she’d never been in a pub before and didn’t know what the choices were. What was it that Mum and Auntie Win liked? Port and…?


			‘I’ll have a port and lemon please.’ She’d remembered. Now she just had to hope she’d like it as she had absolutely no idea what it would taste like. 


			As he came back from the bar, she studied him closely. He had on a nicely cut brown suit, brown brogues and an open-necked white shirt with a matching hankie in his breast pocket. Being slim it all hung very nicely on him. Slim with broad shoulders. A look that had always appealed to her. He deliberately sat down opposite her so they could look at each other as they talked. Soon the conversation flowed between them with all the ease of two people who’d known each other for years. Neither had to try and force it and, for probably the first time that night, laughter could be heard in that cramped London public house.


			Tom told her about being an only child, his obsession with flying ever since he’d been taken to the air show by his dad and how his father and uncle’s small sheet metal business grew during the Great War. They made equipment for the British army, and themselves wealthy in the process. His family now lived a comfortable life in a 5-bedroom house in Harpenden, way out in Hertfordshire.


			In turn, Charlotte revealed that she lived in a rented 3-bed end-of-terrace in Harrow with her mum, her dad and her fourteen-year-old brother, Harry, who she affectionately called the slug, after the nursery rhyme, ‘What are little boys made of? Slugs and snails and puppy dogs’ tails.’ She’d teased him with it since he was a toddler, but they were mostly very close. She’d never known her mum as anything but a housewife and her dad was a foreman at the Kodak factory. He’d served in the infantry during the Great War, but he never spoke about it, certainly not to her or her brother.


			After a few sips she decided that port and lemon was very nice indeed and soon her glass was empty. Tom noticed, drained his own glass and headed for the bar. Whilst he was there, the old woman shuffled past Charlotte and advised, ‘Get out while you can, girl. Don’t trust him. Men. They’re all bastards.’ Her wisdom imparted, off she went into the rainy night. 


			When Tom returned, he was told, ‘The old lady who was sat over there just warned me off you.’


			He sat down and leaned his head toward her in a conspiratorial manner. ‘To be honest, it didn’t end well between us. I like women with teeth. I realise that makes me shallow but that’s the truth of it.’


			She giggled and he took a despairing look around him. ‘Sorry again,’ he continued. ‘Not much of a place for a first date, is it?’


			With mock seriousness Charlotte responded, ‘First date? So, you’re anticipating there will be more, are you?’


			Rising to the bait he explained, ‘No, no… I wasn’t taking anything for granted.’


			Her look of amusement told him she was teasing, and he was relieved; the likelihood was he would see her again. God knows he wanted to.


			‘Just out of curiosity, which film did you try and get tickets for?’ she enquired.


			‘The Lady Vanishes.’


			Looking around she said, ‘She definitely would if you brought her here.’


			The rest of the evening was spent discussing music (he was thrilled to learn she shared his love of American Swing), how hard the depression had been for working class people (at this he demurred a little, realising his family had been better off than most), and a dozen other topics. The only fraught point in the evening was when Tom said, ‘You really do look like a younger version of…’


			‘Carole Lombard,’ she interjected, with the irritated air of someone who’d heard it a hundred times before.


			‘Well, I was going to say Boris Karloff…’


			She laughed as hard as she’d done all evening. ‘Sorry to snap but I hear the Carole Lombard thing so often I’m thinking of becoming a brunette.’


			He studied her hair for a moment. ‘No, don’t do that. I’m not sure dark hair would suit you.’


			She didn’t reply, but as soon as the words left his lips, he realised that if this girl wanted to change her appearance she would, regardless of his opinion or anyone else’s. But he hoped she wouldn’t because there was not one thing about her that he would alter.


			Just as the young couple were preparing to leave the pub, one of the old men playing cribbage passed their table on his way to the toilets, stopped and volunteered, ‘Excuse me, Miss. Me and my pal were just saying how much you resemble the film star…’


			‘Boris Karloff!’ chorused Charlotte and Tom, dissolving into laughter as the elderly gent looked on bemused.
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			Monday morning brought unseasonably persistent squally showers and a forbidding grey sky. Tom found himself in a room full of other equally bored young men who wanted to be putting their Hawker Hurricanes through their paces, not listening to yet another lecture on navigation. Of course, the assembled young pilots understood the need to know where you were going, especially at a speed of over three-hundred miles per hour, but they all came alive when airborne not chairborne. 


			It didn’t help that the officer instructing them had the sort of monotone voice that was guaranteed to cure insomnia. If any proof were needed, Tom and a couple of the others were greatly amused to see that Merriweather, a few seats to their right, had in fact dozed off, his chin slowly descending toward his chest until it reached an angle that jolted him back into consciousness. Fascinated, Tom watched this pattern repeat itself for the next ten minutes until, mercifully, they were told they could go to lunch – although they were to assemble again at 1400 sharp in Hangar 3 as Air Vice Marshal Keith Park, head of 11 Group, had arrived unannounced to address them, along with all the other personnel on base.


			Suddenly, the attention level in the room went up by 100% and meaningful looks were exchanged. Even Merriweather became intrigued. To just glimpse someone that high up the tree was a rare event. He was only a branch lower than Sir Hugh Dowding, who was God, and lunch was spent speculating on the reason for his visit.


			As everybody milled around hangar 3 waiting for Park to appear, Tom found himself wondering what Charlotte was doing at that moment. She occupied his thoughts more with each passing day and he was already looking forward to Saturday night when he’d arranged to take her dancing, to atone for the previous Saturday. She’d been very gracious about the whole thing, turning what could have been a disaster into a lovely evening.


			He’d waited with her for her train and from her bag she produced a serviette with her address already written on it (a good sign). He handed her the umbrella for her walk home from Harrow station, kissed her politely on the cheek, telling her he’d pick her up at eight o’clock next Saturday and that she should remember her dancing shoes. Charlotte told him she’d much rather hang out with the gang at The Wooden Cross, but dancing would be fun too. She really was a one off and he watched her tube train rattle out of sight thinking how long the next seven days would seem until he saw her again.


			Slowly, the chattering in the hangar abated as the V.I.P entered, surrounded by various other top brass. Park was a tall, serious-looking man in his late forties, greying at the temples and having an air of authority about him. It was common knowledge that he’d fought firstly as an army officer and then as an airman in the Great War. His final tally showed five kills and fourteen probables, flying aeroplanes just like the ones that had enthralled the four-year-old Tom at the air show. That record alone would have gained the respect of every man present, but the way he carried himself added to it. 


			At the front of the hangar someone had draped a Union Jack over two wooden crates to act as a platform, but Park ignored it and hauled himself up onto the wing of a Hurricane that was halfway through an overhaul. Silence descended as the great man prepared to speak.


			‘I imagine you’re all wondering why I’ve been dusted off and taken out of my box. Well, what I’m about to say is strictly off the record and does not represent the official government line. Now, unless any of you have been living in a cave, I’m sure you’ll be aware of a certain little chap in Germany called Mr Hitler. Over the last few years, it’s an open secret that the Germans have been heavily re-arming, recently testing out their weapons on the Republicans in the Spanish Civil War, to devastating effect. So, gentlemen, with that conflict over, what is Adolf going to do with all his shiny new tanks, planes and guns?


			The clever money says he wasn’t happy with the result of Round One in 1918 and is flexing his muscles for Round Two. Were that to happen, it is my opinion that it is all of you who would be this island’s first line of defence, and I am visiting every Group 11 base to assure you that everything will be done to support you. Factories are upping the production of Hurricanes and Spitfires, so if our Teutonic cousins do plan to visit then we won’t be caught napping. Meanwhile, whilst we carefully watch developments in Europe, you will be doing a lot more tactical flying and dogfight training. I’ve been there and it’s no place for the faint hearted, but if called upon, I know that you young men won’t be found wanting. Any questions?’


			Nobody spoke, so the Vice Marshal concluded his speech.


			‘Hitler has pushed and pushed since he took power and no-one has pushed back, which seems to have convinced him he can do what he bloody well likes. It’s unlikely that our ally France will fall but were that to happen those shiny new toys of his, along with ships and submarines, would be on our doorstep intent on knocking down our door. Should that occur it is up to us to be ready and turn them into scrap metal.’


			A spontaneous cheer rang around the large hangar, and in response, Park waved to the gathering in front of him before jumping down off the wing and exiting the hangar, surrounded by a mixture of sycophantic and genuinely impressed lesser ranks. Of course, there had been growing rumours for eighteen months or more, but now they’d been more or less confirmed. In so many words, the Royal Air Force had been told to prepare for war. 


			Johnny Rawlings, the most politically clued up of them all, explained that it was unlikely Hitler would declare war on Britain directly as we were not his natural enemy. He surmised it was more likely that an invasion of a country we were allied to, most probably France, would kick it all off. The general feeling among Tom and his compatriots was a mixture of jubilation and apprehension, but the latter wasn’t mentioned. For the rest of the day talk was of little else but the AVM’s visit, with typical gung-ho sentiments along the lines of ‘If Adolf wants a fight we’ll give him one’ and ‘my old man always said they’d have another go.’


			Most memorable, though, was Merriweather’s comment: ‘I nearly shagged a German girl once on a school exchange trip but she backed out at the last minute. I was left with a raging hard on and nowhere to put it. This could be my revenge.’


				

	

		

			CHAPTER FIVE
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			As Charlotte helped her mum lay the table, she glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece and saw it was nearly quarter to five. ‘Where’s the slug? He’s normally home by now.’


			‘He’s got a football match after school. And don’t call him the slug, his name is Harry.’


			At that moment the pair heard the back door close and, seconds later, the familiar gangly teenage frame entered the room, still in his football kit, including muddied boots. Before he could speak, his mother was heading toward him, gesturing like a flustered hen. ‘Get those muddy football boots off, I only cleaned in here this morning!’


			The boy grunted but complied, shouting from the kitchen, ‘Mum, what’s for dinner?’


			His sister shook her head in disbelief. Had he forgotten it was Wednesday? Wednesdays meant sausage and mash and had done for as long as she could remember. Sunday was a roast; Monday was bubble and squeak made with Sunday’s leftovers; Tuesday was egg and chips; Wednesday was sausage and mash; Thursday was corned beef hash; Friday was fish and chips from the chippie; and Saturday was suet dumplings, potatoes and peas.


			Mrs Reid lay out the placemats as her daughter followed her, setting the knives and forks either side of them. Charlotte heard her brother’s footsteps on the stairs signalling he was on his way up to get washed and changed, followed by the sound of the backdoor closing again and a deep male voice announcing, ‘Only me.’


			Winking at Charlotte, her mum shouted back, ‘Damn, I was hoping it was Cary Grant,’ and they both grinned. 


			Bob Reid’s cloth-capped head appeared around the door and said, ‘Very bloody funny. If he’s willing to pay the bills, he can have you.’ Then he too made his way upstairs for a quick splash and to get out of his work clothes. 


			His breathing was so much better from May to September. The war had cost him a third of his lung capacity after his regiment was gassed during the third battle of Ypres in 1917. His wartime experiences were obviously too painful for him to talk about, but sometimes Charlotte wished he would. She only knew the few titbits that Mum occasionally told her. Every so often, though, he’d have what Mum would call one of his ‘episodes’, where he’d take to his bed for the day and they’d all have to be really quiet. Never on a weekday, though. That would mean a day off work and that wouldn’t do.


			Mrs Reid completed the task by placing a loaf, breadknife and butter next to the bottle of brown sauce in the middle of the table. H.P sauce. Nothing else would do for Bob Reid. Mum retired to the kitchen and dished up, handing the plates to Charlotte to serve. A freshly scrubbed father and son re-appeared, her father’s voice incredulous. ‘Seven nil! Who were you playing against, the school for the blind?’


			They sat in their usual places and started to eat, Mr Reid ritually coating his mashed potato with sauce and mixing it in. As he placed the sauce bottle back in the centre of the table the top came loose and it fell against the sugar bowl, a thick brown globule seeping down into the white granules. His clumsiness knew no bounds, so no one even mentioned it anymore. Thinking he’d got away with it, he secured the top on the bottle and surreptitiously buried the brown blob with the sugar spoon. His wife made a mental note to sort it out later, then addressed the children.


			‘It’s Auntie Win and Uncle Stan’s wedding anniversary on Sunday, so we’re all going around there Saturday night for a bit of a knees up.’


			Almost apologetically, Charlotte said, ‘I can’t, I have a date.’


			‘Oh, have you now? Is it the pilot again?’ asked Mum.


			‘Yes, Tom. We’re going dancing.’


			Harry chimed in with, ‘I thought pilots had to have perfect eyesight, so why is he taking you out?’ He chuckled at his quip and then nervously awaited her killer retort. To his amazement it didn’t come, only a good natured, ‘You can have that one. Don’t say I never give you anything.’


			Mr Reid didn’t look too pleased. ‘You’ve got to watch those bloody RAF types. They’ve got a reputation with the women.’


			‘I’m not a child, Dad. I’m nineteen.’


			‘Yes and nineteen-year-old girls can do silly things,’ he exclaimed.


			‘Mum was nineteen when you got married!’ she countered.


			Her mother patted Charlotte’s hand gently, ‘I think you’ve just won him the point there, love.’


			Mr Reid shook his head, cut himself a thick slice of bread and muttered, ‘Bloody charming.’ His wife pursed her lips towards him in a kissing motion and he half grinned. He was ten years older than his beloved Ruthie and was perfectly aware he was lucky to have her.


			‘Dad,’ said Charlotte in her best little girl tone, ‘would it be okay if I stayed out until midnight on Saturday, please?’


			Her father’s face hardened. ‘Midnight? I don’t think so.’ He became aware both the female loves of his life were looking at him pleadingly. If it were just one of them he might have stuck to his guns, but as it was both he didn’t stand a chance. Jabbing his middle finger on the tabletop to emphasise his point, he stated, ‘Alright. Midnight. But if you’re one minute late, you’ll be grounded… and he won’t need a plane cos I’ll kick his arse up into the bloody clouds!’


			Charlotte was ecstatic, ‘Thanks Dad. Not a minute after twelve. I promise.’


			‘Invite him round for tea sometime,’ said Mrs Reid. ‘We’d like to meet him, wouldn’t we Bob?’


			Her husband could only nod as the piece of sausage in his mouth prevented any verbal confirmation. For no apparent reason, Mrs Reid went to the sideboard, took out a clean empty jam jar, placed it on the mantelpiece and sat down again. Her husband shot her a puzzled look.


			‘What the bloody hell’s that for?’ he puzzled.


			Calmly, she explained, ‘I’m so glad you asked. That is our new swear jar. Your language is getting atrocious, so for every swear word uttered around this table during mealtimes, sixpence goes in the jar.’


			‘I never even said anything!’ he protested.


			‘Since we’ve been sat here at least four bloodies have tripped off your tongue,’ she reprimanded.


			‘And an arse,’ added Harry, swallowing the last of his dinner.


			His father pointed at him with his fork and rebuked him. ‘That’s enough from you. I won’t tolerate that sort of language, especially at the dinner table.’


			The boy pushed his empty plate away, stood up and shouted, ‘You’re all bloody horrible to me!’ Then he turned to his mother, declaring that she could ‘take it out of my pocket money’ and stormed out of the room.


			As they all watched him flounce off, his dad wondered, ‘What bee got in his bloody bonnet?’ Then he winced, took sixpence out of his pocket and handed it to his wife, who dropped it in the jar.


			Charlotte wondered what Tom would make of this barmy bunch and concluded that he’d probably never want to see her again.


			Saturday eventually came and, having swapped her shift with one of the other girls, Charlotte found herself with too much time to fret about the approaching evening. Deciding what to wear wouldn’t take long as she only had two ‘posh frocks’, so it would have to be one of those. The red one was most elegant, but the electric blue showed off her slender figure better and Mum said it highlighted the blue of her eyes. She didn’t even know where he was taking her. Dancing. That’s all he’d said. Most of the day was spent helping Mum with the housework. Charlotte was only too glad to lend a hand but also resentful that her brother wasn’t asked to help just because he was a boy. As far as she was concerned there was no ‘woman’s work’ and no ‘man’s work’, just work. She accepted they’d come a long way since the suffragettes but was equally aware there was a long way to go before the sexes would have any semblance of equality.


			Throughout the day she clock-watched far more than usual until, at half past five, after tea, she took herself off for a bath. The family were due at Aunt Win’s at six o’clock so she’d have a peaceful couple of hours to get ready. Earlier in the afternoon, after discussing it with Mum, she’d decided on the blue dress and had it laid out ready on her bed.


			As she relaxed in the warm soapy suds, her mother’s voice wafted up the stairs, ‘We’re off now, love. Have a good time.’ This was immediately followed by a gruffer voice, ‘Don’t forget. Midnight.’


			‘I will, Mum’ and ‘I won’t, Dad,’ she answered.


			The last words she heard before the front door closed belonged to the slug. ‘Why do I have to go when she doesn’t?’


			After a leisurely twenty-minute soak, she dried off then towel dried and brushed her hair in the dressing table mirror. In the mirror she could see the reflection of her dress on the bed, but something was different. Turning, she saw that on top of her dress were a pair of pearl ear studs and a short pearl necklace. They were her mother’s. She must have placed them there whilst Charlotte was in the bath. Dear Mum. She rarely got the chance to wear them herself but knew they’d make the perfect accessories.


			At five to eight she checked herself one last time in the full-length mirror on the inside of her wardrobe door and decided she’d have to do. At just turned nineteen she sometimes felt like a girl pretending to be a grown woman and this was one such occasion. No turning back now, though, and she was looking forward to seeing Tom again. Providing the taxi wasn’t late, he should be there soon.


			It wasn’t even a minute after eight when there was a rapping on the front door. She took a deep breath, composed herself and opened it to see a smiling Tom holding a single red rose, which he handed to her.


			‘Thank you, will I do?’ she asked, curtseying theatrically and placing the rose in her clutch bag. 


			Tom looked her up and down admiringly before admitting, ‘Boris Karloff could never look that good in a dress.’


			‘Did any girl ever receive a nicer compliment?’ she swooned, as he led her to the waiting vehicle. 


			To her surprise it wasn’t a cab parked outside her house but a maroon, two-seater sports car. He’d made no mention of owning a car, so she’d assumed he’d be calling for her in a taxi. Apart from their doctor and a few people in the professions, she didn’t even know anyone who owned a car, let alone a sleek sporty one like that. If she had known anything about motor cars, she would have recognised it as a 2.5 litre Jaguar 100. 


			As Tom opened the passenger side door to let her in, she felt like royalty and she noticed that more than one neighbour’s curtain was twitching. Once they were both seated, she told him, ‘When you said you’d pick me up, I thought it would be in a taxi.’


			As he slipped the handbrake off, he replied, ‘It is. I’ll let you know how much you owe when we get there.’


			‘Okay, but don’t expect a tip,’ she responded, warming to the theme, as they glided off smoothly in the direction of central London. Glancing furtively, she gave him the once over. Fashionable navy blue suit, light blue shirt and silk red-and-blue-striped tie, which would have looked nicer with a smaller knot. Her impression from the previous week of him being stylish was reinforced.


			‘So, how has your week been?’ he enquired.


			‘Different. I waited on a group of nuns on Tuesday, which was a first for me.’


			‘So, you’ve never taken Holy Orders before?’


			She laughed and he felt very pleased with himself.


			‘I did serve a bishop once. I remember because I dropped a slice of lemon meringue in his lap. He was very good about it.’


			‘Ah, well he of all people knows it is all part of God’s great plan,’ he chuckled.


			‘Or even God’s great flan’ came the reply as they revelled in the repartee that flowed so easily between them.


			‘How about you?’ she asked. ‘What have you been up to?’


			‘Well, yesterday I was up to about 15,000 feet. Formation and tactical flying.’ He decided not to tell her about the A.V.M’s visit. Tonight wasn’t for worrying about the storm clouds gathering over Europe, it was for them to laugh, dance and enjoy each other’s company.


			‘I made a couple of mistakes, which of course is your fault,’ he continued.


			‘My fault?’ exclaimed Charlotte. ‘How so?’


			Making eye contact, he replied, ‘Because with you constantly on my mind it’s hard to concentrate on anything else.’ It could have sounded corny but the obvious sincerity with which he said it convinced her it wasn’t just a well-worn line. She’d heard enough of those to know the difference. Anyway, she understood what he meant because he had dominated her thoughts too.


			‘Oh, you’re only saying that because it’s true,’ she replied. ‘Now, where are you taking me?’ 


			‘You’ll know when we get there,’ he teased. ‘It has a dance floor and music.’


			‘Always a bonus when you’re going to a dance,’ observed his date, settling back in her seat and thinking how she could quite easily get used to this. The chat continued, but she still had no idea where they were headed until, at Shepherd’s Bush, they turned onto the Goldhawk Road A402 and she saw the road sign for Hammersmith. Surely he wasn’t taking her to the famous Hammersmith Palais De Danse? Dare she even hope? She’d only ever been to small dancehalls and, from what she’d heard, the Palais was the queen of the dancehalls, both in size and glamour. Twenty minutes later, she had her answer as Tom parked up and they took their place in the queue outside the impressive classical facade of The Hammersmith Palais. A large banner over the entrance announced A NIGHT OF AMERICAN SWING! Then, in smaller letters, FEATURING THE STARS AND STRIPES BIG BAND. Excitedly, Charlotte kissed Tom on the cheek and linked her arm into his.


			The exterior was impressive enough, but the interior took Charlotte’s breath away. A huge maple wood dancefloor bathed in soft lighting, opulently decorated balconies on the upper level supported by roman inspired columns and oriental-themed stained glass in red, yellow and green. It was like entering another world. Her eyes tried to drink it all in and Tom was thrilled to witness the look on her face, like a child on Christmas morning. Oh, and the people, so many people, all dressed in their finery. There must have been a couple of thousand there, chattering and laughing in anticipation.


			Already on stage were the band members, fifteen in all. She counted them: four saxophones, three trumpets, two trombones, clarinet, piano, guitar, double bass, drums and a ridiculously glamourous female singer. With raven hair, sparkly black dress hugging her hour-glass figure and dark brooding looks, she brimmed with assurance and confidence.


			The musicians all wore white jackets and black trousers and, behind them, a huge American Flag with a dark silhouette of a couple dancing sewn into the centre provided the backdrop. The announcer introduced the first song just as Tom, with impeccable timing, arrived with their drinks. As the first notes of Glenn Miller’s In the Mood drifted out, he took Charlotte’s hand, escorted her to the dancefloor and they were dancing. He was holding her and it felt as natural as breathing. God bless his cousin, Molly, who’d insisted on teaching him various dances when he was sixteen because ‘Every girl likes a boy with good rhythm.’ He wasn’t aware of all the connotations back then, but he was grateful anyway because she was spot on. Charlotte had loved music and dancing for as long as she could remember, and the next two and a half hours were simply the best of her life so far.


			The band played hot and plenty of her favourite tunes filled the huge auditorium. Night and Day, Oh Lady Be Good, Body and Soul, All the Things That You Are and Moonglow among them. Before she knew it, her watch read eleven fifteen and she explained with some embarrassment about her father’s midnight curfew. Tom said that if he ever had a daughter who was out with a man he’d never met, he’d have a curfew as well. After that they drained their glasses and headed for the exit. 


			On the walk back to the car they held hands and talked about what a wonderful night it had been. Tom told her that, because of the words, he could never listen to Night and Day again without thinking of her. Then suddenly he stopped walking, cupped her face gently with both hands and kissed her, passionately but with a tenderness she’d never experienced before, and she responded. 


			‘I’ve been wanting to do that since the moment I first saw you,’ he whispered.


			‘It was the cap and the apron I expect,’ she giggled and then they kissed again, this time at her instigation. Realising that time was getting on she said, ‘Come on, you’ve got half an hour to get me home! You don’t want that nice shiny car to turn into a pumpkin, do you?’


			‘Certainly not, Cinders, though I’m sure a pumpkin would be cheaper to run.’


			It’s impossible to pinpoint the moment when two people fall in love, but later she thought that this may have been it. The realisation that nature demanded that they should be together. That they… fitted. They made it back to Charlotte’s house with two minutes to spare, shared one last kiss and made an arrangement to go to the cinema on the following Wednesday to see Wuthering Heights. As she watched the instigator of this magical night disappear up the road she took her door key out of her bag, but the door opened before she could use it, and there stood her mum, beaming and ushering her inside. ‘Well, how was it?’


			Dreamily, her daughter answered, ‘Mum, it was incredible. We went to the Hammersmith Palais to see an American swing band.’


			The older woman was enthralled and offered to put the kettle on so she could hear all about it. Charlotte declined, though, saying she was tired out and they could talk tomorrow. In reality, she just wanted to lie in her bed and relive the evening by herself.


				

	

		

			CHAPTER SIX
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			For the next three weeks the young couple visited the cinema, took long walks, went dancing and, on one memorable occasion, Tom drove them to the Kent coast, where they picnicked on the sandy beach at Cliftonville. On that occasion, as they sat on a blanket, a nearby group of boys were kicking a beachball around when a wayward volley destroyed a plate of ham and cucumber sandwiches. A slightly miffed Tom clutched the ball to his chest as a sandy-haired, freckly youth jogged over. ‘Sorry about that’ he offered, ‘Blame my little brother. He’s crap.’


			Charlotte immediately captured the boy’s attention. ‘Cor, she’s a bit of alright!’ he enthused, ‘You wanna ‘old on to ‘er.’


			Neither Tom nor Charlotte could contain their amusement at the kid’s audacity.


			‘I’ll hold on to your beachball if you’re not careful,’ he warned. ‘Before I give it back, make yourself useful.’ He picked up the Kodak 620 camera from the blanket in front of him, adjusted the light and aperture dials and handed it to the boy.


			‘When you see me and the bit of alright in this little window, just press that button,’ he instructed, shuffling over to Charlotte and placing his arm around her shoulder. The lad did as he was asked and Tom threw the ball back to him with a cheery, ‘Now bugger off and make sure your brother’s kicking away from us, will you?’


			On their trips to the pictures Charlotte noticed that Tom got fidgety whenever Pathe News reported on the unfolding events regarding Nazi Germany’s expansion policy. She surmised he didn’t want her to worry, but she was already keenly aware of world affairs as she’d read her dad’s Daily Mirror most evenings when he’d finished with it. It didn’t seem possible that the perfect summer of 1939 could lead into another major conflict in Europe, but she recognised that with each passing week ‘possible’ was becoming ‘probable.’ And if the worst did happen, it would be her darling boy who would be right in the thick of it. The thought was too much to bear, and she hoped against all reason that a peaceful solution could be found. In early July, after constant cajoling from her parents, she could put it off no longer and invited Tom to Sunday tea with her family.


			‘I’d be delighted,’ he said.


			‘There speaks a man who’s never met them,’ she replied.


			The following Sunday at three o’clock, the Reid family awaited Tom’s imminent arrival at their modest home in Harrow. The sandwiches and Victoria sponge cake were already on the table surrounded by the blue and white china tea set that only came out on special occasions. Mrs Reid wore a smart floral summer dress and Mr Reid begrudgingly agreed to wear a collar and tie, though his V-neck pullover wasn’t going anywhere and persuading him to swap his slippers for shoes took all of his wife’s negotiating skills. Even Harry had made a half-hearted effort to look smart, but he still looked like an unmade bed and huffed when his mother instructed him to go upstairs, wet his comb and use it.


			The low humming sound of the Jaguar’s engine that Charlotte had grown to recognise over the last few weeks drew closer and she peered out of the front room window as he pulled up outside. He’d barely turned the engine off before the local kids, who’d been playing in the street, abandoned their skipping ropes and tennis balls and gathered round to admire the gleaming machine. Charlotte opened the front door and greeted him with a chaste kiss as she ushered him inside. He noted her nervousness and squeezed her hand reassuringly, aware of how keen she was for the afternoon to go well.


			She led him into the back room and made the introductions, ‘Meet Tom everybody. Tom, this is my mum and dad.’ Then she turned to her sibling, adding, ‘And I’m not quite sure what that is, but it lives here too.’


			Her brother’s face reddened as he muttered, ‘Harry.’


			‘We’re Mum and Dad to you, Charlotte,’ corrected Mrs Reid, ‘but to everyone else we’re Ruth and Bob.’


			Her husband’s right hand shot out. ‘Nice to meet you, son. I’m Bob,’ he said and pumped the younger man’s hand warmly.


			‘Glad you cleared that up, Dad, in case there was any confusion,’ said his daughter. There were grins all round, but the underlying tension barely went down a notch. 


			Tom did a quick recce of the room. He’d already been told that the backroom was where they ate their meals and the lack of a settee, armchairs and wireless radio told him that the front room was where they spent their evenings.


			It could have been any one of millions of dwellings in Britain. Teak table and chairs, solid teak sideboard, fleur-de-lis patterned wallpaper, an open fireplace/grate and mantelpiece upon which stood photos, small ornaments and what looked like a jam jar half filled with sixpences, which Tom assumed were to feed the gas meter. Mrs Reid led everyone to the table and pulled a chair out for the guest, who was delighted to find himself sitting directly opposite Charlotte.


			‘We didn’t know what sandwich fillings you like, Tom, so there’s a selection of ham, cheese and salmon,’ declared the hostess from the tiny kitchen as she filled the teapot with boiling water.


			‘Not salmon paste mind, the real McCoy,’ explained Mr Reid proudly. Charlotte was sure she heard her mother’s groan of despair from the kitchen. Ruth re-entered with the teapot and joined the others at the table.


			‘The whole spread looks delicious,’ stated Tom, and everyone started filling their plates. 


			Pouring the tea, Mrs Reid said, ‘Of course, your choice in sandwiches is just one of the many things we don’t know about you. In fact, other than the fact that you’re a pilot, Charlotte hasn’t told us much at all.’


			Before Charlotte could load and fire a quip, Tom jumped in. ‘Quite unremarkable really. I was brought up in a place called Harpenden in Hertfordshire. No siblings. Dad and his brother started a small metalwork factory in 1912 which grew considerably when they won the contract to produce metal water bottles, belt buckles and such for the British army in the Great War.’


			‘Nice to know somebody gained out of the war,’ said Mr Reid, without malice. Noticing his daughter’s disapproving look, he elaborated, ‘No, I mean it. Good luck to the man. All the rest of us got out of it was trench foot and nightmares.’


			‘He’s very aware of how lucky he was,’ explained Tom. ‘What regiment were you in, Mr Reid?’


			Suddenly Bob Reid’s eyes seemed to glaze as he was back in a place he’d been trying to escape from for over twenty years. ‘The Middlesex regiment,’ he replied softly but with an unmistakable pride. ‘I was invalided out after being gassed at Passchendaele in 1917, and I was one of the lucky ones. Lot of fine lads never made it home.’


			Charlotte was amazed. In ten minutes her father had revealed more to a complete stranger than he’d ever done to her. Trying to lighten the mood, Mrs Reid said, ‘Bob, I don’t think war is a suitable topic during Sunday tea, is it? Let’s talk about something else.’


			Harry seized the opportunity to enter the conversation. ‘That’s a tasty car you’ve got.’


			‘The Jag. Yes, it’s great fun.’


			‘I bet it cost a packet.’


			‘Harry!’ chided his mother, ‘don’t be so rude.’


			‘I guess it did, but I don’t know exactly,’ smiled Tom. ‘It was a Christmas present from my parents.’


			‘A Christmas present?’ exclaimed Harry, nearly choking on his sandwich. ‘All I got was a sports jacket and some pyjamas.’


			‘Plus a new jumper,’ said his mother defensively.


			‘You knitted that yourself,’ pointed out her son.


			‘I still had to buy the wool and that’s not cheap.’


			As this exchange was going on Mr Reid dipped a digestive biscuit in his tea, left it a fraction too long and watched dejectedly as half of it sank into his cup. Charlotte didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, decided on neither, and took control of the conversation instead. ‘Right, Tom’s family have got a few quid but it’s all relative, isn’t it? One man’s sports car is another man’s knitted jumper.’ She glanced at her brother. ‘Of course, I use the word “man” loosely, but you know what I mean. Now, can we change the subject? Mum, please pass me a lemon wafer.’


			Everyone looked at each other in awkward silence for what seemed an eternity, although it was in fact about ten seconds before Mr Reid enquired warily, ‘Sport?’


			No-one raised an objection, so Bob enquired, ‘So Tom, are you a football man?’


			As he was halfway through a ham sandwich, the young pilot nodded affirmatively to the relief of his host. 


			‘Me and the lad often go and watch Arsenal, don’t we, son?’


			Harry eagerly picked up the theme. ‘I’ve got a signed photo of Ted Drake. What’s your team then?’


			‘Watford,’ replied Tom without a hint of enthusiasm.


			‘Watford? They’re in the bottom division, aren’t they?’


			‘Yes, and probably always will be, but my dad is on the board of directors, so I go to the odd match just to please him really.’ He inwardly cursed himself for inadvertently redrawing attention to the financial gulf between the Hammonds and the Reids. This time it was Mrs Reid who broke the ensuing silence. ‘I’ve read that flying an aeroplane is the closest thing to being a bird. Would you agree, Tom?’


			‘Absolutely, though I don’t know of any bird that flies at over 300 miles per hour. It is spectacular though, especially flying low over the countryside. From up there the landscape looks just like a huge brown, green and yellow patchwork quilt.’


			‘It’s a shame so few people get to see it,’ said Mrs Reid.


			‘Yes, it is. I think one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen from the air was over the Cotswold Hills. I was only about 200 feet up and suddenly beneath me was a huge lavender field. It looked for all the world like a purple ocean with a gentle breeze rippling through it. Stunning.’


			‘Lavender’s my favourite plant’ enthused Charlotte. ‘When I have my own garden, I’m going to have lots of lavender.’


			‘Why don’t you grow it here?’ enquired Tom.


			‘No room. Not with all Dad’s potatoes, cabbages and runner beans,’ she good naturedly explained. 


			As her father transferred the soggy biscuit he’d retrieved from spoon to saucer, he imparted, ‘With home-grown veg you know exactly what you’re eating. Can’t bloody beat it.’


			He automatically took sixpence from his trouser pocket and dropped it into the jam jar. 


			As Tom realised the jar was a form of swear box his eyes met Charlotte’s and they both averted their gaze before the laughter came. The rest of the tea went smoothly enough as Tom answered all their questions about his job and listened intently as Mr Reid explained how photographs were developed and the best way to keep slugs away from cabbages.


			After they’d finished eating, Mrs Reid suggested they adjourn to the ‘sitting room’ where they listened to the wireless and played cards. The British obsession with social standing gradually diminished as the Reid family slowly came to realise that Tom Hammond was a genuinely nice young man, and it was apparent by his attentiveness to their daughter that he truly cared about her.
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			As June slipped into July it was more of the same. The young couple couldn’t get enough of each other. It was something of a surprise to Tom to realise how rapidly flying was relinquishing the title of being the great love of his life.


			Occasionally he’d get some friendly ribbing from Merriweather along the lines of ‘Why pick one apple when there’s an orchard out there?’ but Tom would try to explain that when you meet ‘the one, the absolute one’, other women become of no interest to you. At that point in his life, it was beyond Merriweather’s comprehension that limiting himself to one woman could be better than making it his mission to bed the entire under-thirty female population of Southern England. 


			After literally being caught in the act with Lily, the young lady who helped out in the kitchens, he was summoned to the CO’s office. Later, in the pub, Tony Mac, who’d eavesdropped the entire conversation, recounted the exchange, wiping away tears of laughter as he did so. He said the CO opened with, ‘Pilot Officer Merriweather, it has come to my attention that you were seen in a compromising position with the young lady who works in the kitchen.’


			

			

			

			

				Merriweather:


				‘What position sir?’


			


			

			

				CO:


				‘Is that important?’


			


			

			

				Merriweather:


				‘Just trying to get the picture, sir.’


			


			

			

				CO:


				(clearing his throat) ‘The one favoured by our canine friends I believe.’


			


			

			

				Merriweather:


				‘Did the young lady in question complain, sir?’


			


			

			

				CO:


				‘No, but…’


			


			

			

				Merriweather:


				‘Then, with respect sir, if I’m being accused of something, I think I have the right to know my accuser.’


			


			

			

				CO:


				‘Very well, it was Pilot Officer Matherson, who was passing, heard a noise, and saw you through the window.’


			


			

			

				Merriweather:


				‘I think this all stems from jealousy, sir.’


			


			

			

				CO:


				(wearily) ‘Jealousy?’


			


			

			

				Merriweather:


				‘Absolutely. Pilot Officer Matherson’s always had a crush on me.’


			


			

			

				CO:


				(sighing) ‘Merriweather, you’re a womaniser, a gambler and a boozer.’


			


			

			

				Merriweather:


				‘Yes sir, but I have my bad points too.’


			


			

			

				CO:


				‘Well, I’m watching you and I’d strongly advise you to start respecting the uniform and start behaving like a gentleman. Do I make myself clear?’


			


			

			

				Merriweather:


				‘Yes sir.’


			


			

			

				CO:


				‘Right. Get out.’
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