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BOOK ONE




CHAPTER ONE

April 1939

 



 




AS SHE SAUNTERED DOWN the lane to Hawthorn Cottage, Nancy Seymour’s head was full of service wives’ chatter. She’d just had lunch with her friends Helen and Jean at the Copper Kettle, enjoyed a laugh with them and made plans for a big get-together in the mess on Saturday night. They’d admired her cream sleeveless dress and her new shorter hairstyle. Charlie, her husband, was trying to persuade her to have her fairish curls brightened to golden blonde, but she felt she was an ordinary wife and mother and not cut out to be a glamour girl.

Nancy stopped and looked up. The sky was azure blue and empty. Usually, on a clear day like this, it buzzed with small yellow Tiger Moths and Masters on training flights from the flying school up at the airfield, and she wondered why they were absent today.

Moving on, she turned the corner in the lane and saw  the dark green MG Midget parked outside her gate. With a little smile, she quickened her step. She hadn’t expected Charlie to come home until this evening. But why was he sitting in the driving seat instead of going inside?

It wasn’t Charlie. A taller, slimmer figure in RAF uniform got out and turned towards her, and she recognised Charlie’s friend Gavin Freeman. She knew him well, having seen a lot of him over the last year or so, but today his usual roguish smile was missing.

‘Hello, Gavin. What brings you here in the middle of the afternoon?’ She noticed how sombre and withdrawn he looked, his face unnaturally grey against his dark hair.

‘Can we go inside?’ He took the key from her hand and opened the front door, then led the way to her living room. This wasn’t like Gavin. Normally he’d have stood back and let her go ahead of him. Something about him was making her shiver with foreboding.

‘Is something the matter? Where’s Charlie?’

‘You’d better sit down, Nancy.’ He led her to the sofa.

‘Has he had an accident?’ It wouldn’t be the first time, but so far Charlie had walked away virtually unhurt. Always at the back of her mind was the possibility that he could have a major crash, but he was an excellent pilot, experienced enough to teach others to fly, and usually she managed to suppress the fear.

‘Yes, I’m afraid he has.’

‘What? An accident? Is he badly hurt?’

‘I’m sorry.’ Gavin looked devastated. She could see now that he was still in shock.

‘Come on, Gavin, tell me. What’s happened?’ Gavin was shaking his head, distraught dark eyes looking into hers. ‘Is he all right?’

‘I’m sorry, Nancy, I wish I could make this easier for you. He didn’t survive the crash.’

‘No!’ She was stunned and collapsed on to the sofa. ‘No, surely not Charlie!’ She covered her face with her hands. ‘No!’

She felt the springs give as Gavin sat beside her. Felt his arm go round her shoulders and knew he was trying to comfort her, but nothing could. Not if Charlie was . . . She jerked to her feet again.

He groaned. ‘It’s an awful thing to have to tell you. I’m so sorry. I’ll miss him desperately too.’

She shivered, a numbness creeping over her. She felt half dead. Without Charlie, she would be.

Gavin’s voice went on, low and full of sympathy. ‘There’s something else I have to tell you.’

Nancy choked on a sob. She could guess what that meant. ‘Surely Charlie wasn’t fooling about? Not again?’

‘I’m afraid he was. You know what Charlie’s like.’

Yes, she knew. For him, life had always been a bubble of fun and thrills. Enjoyment was what he sought. According to Nancy’s father, Charlie had been spoiled rotten by his parents. They’d given him everything he wanted and allowed him to do pretty much what he  pleased. He’d grown up feeling he had that right, but the Royal Air Force didn’t share his view and he had been told off about it repeatedly.

He’d lived for flying. He’d loved every minute he spent in the air. He’d even loved the small training biplanes with open cockpits, saying they were more fun than the spanking new Spitfires.

He loved to loop the loop and fly upside down and hedgehop within yards of the ground. Nothing scared him; recently he’d flown under the Clifton suspension bridge and Tower Bridge on the Thames and reckoned he could manage lower obstacles than that. The wing commander had heard him saying in the mess that he’d like to try the Severn railway bridge.

Charlie had told Nancy that the wingco had marched him straight to his office and told him he should have joined a flying circus. He was irresponsible, misusing valuable government equipment and unnecessarily endangering his own life and that of others. He’d told Charlie he could expect to be court-martialled if he did anything like that again.

Gavin was trying to explain what had happened. ‘We were hanging about. Neither his pupil nor mine had turned up when they were supposed to. Charlie suggested we go up without them, for a warm-up and a bit of fun.’

‘Gavin! You too?’

He nodded ruefully. ‘We were trying to outdo each other. Showing off, I suppose; belly rolls, that sort of  thing. Charlie would do something and then I’d copy him. We were enjoying ourselves, but Charlie was way too low. He let his wingtip brush against a power cable. He had no time to pull out of the spin.’

Nancy felt the tears rush to her eyes. ‘You shouldn’t have let him fool around like that.’

‘I know.’ His voice was thick with guilt. Gavin was two years older than Charlie, more responsible and more serious; she’d always thought he had a restraining influence on her husband. ‘I suppose the truth is, Nancy, that as always we egged each other on. But would I have been able to persuade him not to do it?’

‘No.’ How many times had she told Charlie that flying like that was dangerous? How many times had he told her he could handle it?

She turned to Gavin and buried her face on his shoulder. His arms tightened round her in a hug.

‘I feel so guilty,’ he said. ‘We none of us could say no to Charlie. What was worse, our trainee pilots were late because they’d been caught up in a traffic accident and had taken two elderly ladies to hospital.’

Nancy swallowed hard. ‘No point in blaming yourself, Gavin. It was an accident, I just wish . . . ’

‘. . . that it hadn’t happened like that,’ Gavin said with feeling.

She felt a searing loss. ‘How am I going to manage without him?’ He’d been everything to her these last eight years.

He sighed. ‘There’s more to tell you. It seems everybody on the airfield was watching us, including the wing commander. He was furious. Said Charlie had been asking for it for years and that we were playing about like irresponsible schoolboys. He’s told me I can expect to be court-martialled.’

‘Oh, no!’ Nancy could see herself in the mirror over the fireplace. She looked a parody of the girl who had set out this morning to meet Helen and Jean. Her eyes were red and her cheeks white and tear-stained. ‘But at least you’re still alive.’

He said angrily, ‘Why did it have to be Charlie who bought it, a married man with responsibilities? If it had been me, there’d have been nobody to worry about it.’

Nancy could see he was very upset too. ‘That isn’t true, Gavin.’

Gavin’s wife Colleen had died of TB fifteen months before after a long drawn out illness. That was why Charlie had brought him home so often. He’d not wanted his friend to be left on his own too much.

Gavin said, ‘What am I thinking of? I should be making you some tea.’ He went to the kitchen and began to fill the kettle.

Nancy leaned against the doorframe watching him. ‘The caddy’s on the shelf there.’

‘Nancy, you need to let your family know. Your mother . . .’

‘I have no mother,’ she reminded him. ‘She died having me.’

‘Yes, I’d forgotten. I’m sorry.’

‘I’ll ring my father later.’ When she was more in control. They had a phone in the cottage, put in so there’d be no delay in contacting Charlie when he was needed.

‘Do you want me to tell Charlie’s family, or will you? We should let them know as soon as possible.’ Gavin was spooning sugar into both teacups.

‘I don’t take that.’

‘Today you do. It’s good for shock. It’ll make you feel better. About Charlie’s mother . . .’

‘I’ll ring his father at the factory, then he can break it to her.’

‘Yes, probably better that way.’

Gavin knew Nancy didn’t get on with her mother-in-law. Charlie hadn’t got on with her either; he’d said that was the main reason he’d left home at the first possible opportunity, but this was no time for bearing grudges.

‘You need somebody with you, Nancy, and I can’t stay. I’m on duty. Shall I ask your friend Helen to come down?’

She shook her head. ‘No, I’d rather be on my own. I’ll have to tell Caro. She’ll be coming out of school soon and I usually walk up to meet her.’

‘Poor kid, she’s going to miss Charlie too.’ His sigh was heavy. ‘Everything’s looking bleak at the moment, isn’t it?  Few doubt that war is on the way – everyone thinks that appeasement’s dead in the water.’

‘Charlie said he was preparing for it. Now he’s gone.’

‘He’d want me to help you with this. Is there anything else I can do?’

‘You could give me a lift up to Caro’s school. It’s getting late for me to walk up.’

‘Of course. Anyway, the MG will belong to you now, won’t it?’

‘I suppose so, but I can’t drive.’

‘Come on, let’s go and fetch her.’

As Gavin drew up at the school gates, the children were streaming out into the yard. Caroline had recognised the car and was running towards them waving her school panama and several sheets of drawing paper. She was a sturdily built child of seven years with a mop of bouncing curls, much tighter than Nancy’s own and of the shade Charlie had admired, a brighter, lighter blonde. Nancy opened the passenger door and the child flopped in to sit on her knee.

‘Hello, Mummy.’ She smiled at Gavin. ‘I thought you were Daddy. Look, I’ve drawn pictures of both of you up in your aeroplanes.’

Nancy hugged her daughter. ‘They’re lovely pictures.’

‘This plane is Daddy’s and this one is yours, Uncle Gav. They’re good drawings, aren’t they?’

Nancy was fighting to control her tears.

‘Very good,’ Gavin choked. ‘I’d like to keep that one, if I may.’

‘Of course. I’ll give it to you. You must put it up on the wall in your room.’ She turned to Nancy. ‘Where’s Daddy? Is he on duty?’

Nancy’s arms tightened round the small firm body. ‘I’ll tell you about Daddy when we get home.’ She was struggling with her tears again, but at least she still had a little bit of Charlie left in his daughter.

‘About his car . . .’ Gavin said in a low voice as they got out at the gate of the cottage. Caro was already skipping down to the door.

Nancy shook her head. ‘I can’t think about it now. You carry on using it, Gavin. You’ve more or less shared it.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Of course.’

‘Thank you. For the time being then. Will you be all right? I hate leaving you like this.’

‘I need to be alone with Caro, to tell her’

‘Yes, of course. You know where I am if there’s anything I can do for you.’

 



For Nancy, telling Caro about her father’s accident was one of the hardest things she’d ever done. She watched the light go out of their daughter’s face and wept with her.

‘Does that mean Daddy’s gone to heaven?’

‘Yes, love.’

‘He won’t be coming back?’

‘I’m afraid not.’

‘He didn’t say goodbye.’ The child gave an almighty sigh. ‘Why has he left us?’

‘He didn’t want to. He’d rather be here with you and me, but he had this crash in his aeroplane. He had no choice.’

Caro was quiet for a long time trying to take that on board, then she said slowly, ‘Mummy, you might have an accident too. If you did, who would look after me?’

‘Nothing like that will happen to me.’

‘Daddy didn’t think it would happen to him either.’

‘No, but I don’t spend every day flying round the sky in an aeroplane. I’ll always be here to look after you.’

Innocent blue eyes gazed into hers. Caro looked worried. ‘But if something horrible did happen to you, like being hit by a car, and you were hurt so much you had to go to heaven too, I’d be left all by myself, wouldn’t I?’

‘No,’ Nancy said firmly. ‘There’s Grandpops, isn’t there? He took care of me when I was small.’

He’d been both father and mother to her and she’d always felt close to him. She wanted to hear his voice and have the comfort of his concern now. ‘I must ring him and let him know what’s happened.’

He was in Birkenhead, where his name, Miles Milton, appeared over the door of the Lord Nelson public house as licensee. The phone rang and rang but nobody picked  it up. Dad lived in the flat above the pub, but his only phone was behind the bar which would be closed now in the middle of the afternoon.

‘Grandpops isn’t there?’ Caro’s eyes were filling with tears again. ‘He must have gone out.’

‘It isn’t easy to hear the phone ring from upstairs, love.’ Nancy thought it more likely that her father had dozed off. This was his rest time and he hadn’t been well recently. She asked the operator to try the number again but he still didn’t answer.

Caro looked worried. ‘Grandpops isn’t so sick that he’ll have to go to heaven soon, is he?’

‘No, of course not,’ Nancy said, without conviction. She’d been pleading with him for some time to see his doctor about his shortness of breath.

‘Grandma and Grandpa would look after me if you weren’t here, wouldn’t they? And Uncle Toby too?’

‘Of course. They’d all want to take care of you. Particularly Grandma.’ Nancy sighed. She’d never found Charlie’s mother easy to get on with.

‘Yes. Grandma always gives me presents when I see her.’

‘So do Grandpa and Uncle Toby.’

It was some time before Nancy felt able to do anything about telling Charlie’s family, but when she saw it was nearly five o’clock she realised she should ring his father straight away if she wanted to catch him before he left his sausage factory.

When she was put through to him there was a hearty welcome in his voice. ‘Nancy, to what do I owe the pleasure?’

‘It’s no pleasure,’ she said, forcing the words out, and told him.

There was a moment’s silence, then Jago Seymour flashed out in anger, ‘The silly fool! Just when I thought he was growing up at last.’ But she could hear the anguish in his voice. ‘It’s the sort of prank a sixteen year old would get up to. And to lose his life like that!’

Charlie had been closer to his father and his Uncle Toby, Jago’s twin brother, than he had been to his mother.

‘I don’t know what to say, Nancy. You must be feeling terrible. Devastated. I know Henrietta will be.’

When Nancy had answered all his questions about the accident, her father-in-law went on to ask about the funeral and about her plans for the future. Nancy couldn’t tell him anything on either score. She put the phone down and busied herself getting tea ready for Caro. The last thing she wanted was food, but routine was everything at a time like this and a child has to be fed.

She had to force herself to swallow the fried fish as a good example to her daughter. Then, telling herself she felt better, she went back to the phone to ring her father. He would be downstairs, ready to open up at six o’clock, and she wanted to catch him before the bar filled up with  customers. He’d been fond of Charlie. The news would upset him too.

‘Oh, my goodness! Oh, Nancy, how awful for you! Poor Charlie! Well, poor you and Caro really. Look, I’ll ask Alma to stand in for me tonight and come straight over.’

‘No, Dad.’

‘I can help you. You’ll have a lot to do, a lot to sort out.’

‘Yes, but I can’t think straight now. I can’t do another thing. Why don’t you come tomorrow morning? I’m shattered, Dad. This has knocked the stuffing out of me. I’ll see Caro into bed and crawl into my own straight afterwards.’

‘Yes, perhaps that would be best.’

‘I only hope my head will be clearer tomorrow.’

‘It will be, love, if you can get a good night’s sleep. I’ll come round in the morning, then.’

But before Nancy could get to bed the wing commander in charge of the airfield arrived to offer his condolences. He’d put his anger behind him and spoke kindly of Charlie.

‘I understand you know the circumstances of your husband’s accident, Mrs Seymour?’

She nodded, fearful of what was coming.

‘Nevertheless, the squadron will want to provide a military funeral.’

‘Thank you.’

‘We are all shocked and upset at his untimely death. Flying Officer Seymour was well liked,’ he told her. ‘The padre can arrange the funeral if that is your wish.’

‘Thank you.’ Nancy had been wondering how to go about it.

‘I’ll get him to come and talk to you tomorrow.’




CHAPTER TWO


MILES MILTON HAD not been able to sleep. He’d tossed and turned for hours after Nancy had told him of Charlie’s death.

He feared his daughter’s life was mirroring his own. He’d lost a much loved wife unexpectedly in childbirth and had never found anybody to take her place. He’d been full of guilt, knowing she wouldn’t have died if he hadn’t made her pregnant, and the awareness had made him determined to do his best for her child. He and Nancy had always been very close. Even after her marriage to Charlie, she’d come home often, bringing her husband and daughter. He’d taken all his holidays with them and had truly felt he’d gained a son rather than losing a daughter.

When he’d begun to feel unwell a year or two ago, he’d been very glad she was at Hawarden on the border of Cheshire, with North Wales not very far away. His doctor thought the problem was a touch of bronchitis  and had given him a tonic. Miles hadn’t thought it was serious and hadn’t told Nancy.

But he had told Alma Banks, a longtime friend who’d been his second in command for the last four years and had noticed he had a nasty cough and less strength and energy than before. She’d nagged at him until he’d gone back to the doctor and been given another bottle of tonic.

Last night, he’d arranged with her to look after the pub on her own today. He was up and dressed very early, eager to drive to Hawarden to offer what comfort he could. He arrived before he was expected. Nancy had to get out of bed to let him in, and after much hugging Caro was sent back upstairs to get dressed. It made him feel he was being more of a trouble than a comfort.

Nancy was drifting aimlessly round in an old pink dressing gown which made her cheeks look putty-coloured. Miles had always thought her a good-looking girl, but today she looked red-eyed and listless. He felt a rush of sympathy and gave her another hug.

She also looked vulnerable, and younger than her age. Having been the indulged wife of a free-spending officer, she was now alone in the world apart from him, with a child to bring up.

‘I want you to come back and live with me,’ he told her. ‘You don’t want to stay here on your own, do you?’ She looked at him blankly, as though she hadn’t thought about what she’d do next. ‘I gave it a lot of thought last  night. There’s plenty of space on the top floor of the pub; you can make a little flat up there for yourself and Caro. You’d be near me but still have a home you could call your own.’

‘Thanks, Dad,’ she said, but she looked dazed and he doubted she was taking in what he said.

‘What about breakfast? You must eat, and so must Caro.’

‘Yes, eggs. Boiled eggs and soldiers.’ But as Nancy continued to stare out of the window and made no effort to cook, Miles set about it.

‘You’ll be sending her to school this morning?’

That got her attention. ‘Should I?’

‘I think so. It’ll be more upsetting for her to see you like this, and she won’t understand about all the changes that are coming. Better if you try to keep her life as normal as possible.’

Caro came downstairs in her school uniform a few moments later. She was unusually quiet and subdued, although at seven she probably couldn’t appreciate the terrible finality of death. She was a very pretty child. Miles felt a frisson of pride that she’d inherited the Milton curly hair and fair colouring. Playfully, he pulled a strand and straightened it out, then let it spring back.

He let her time the eggs, but both she and Nancy toyed with their food. Mostly Caro walked to school, but the time was drifting on and eventually Miles ran her there in his car.

When he got back Nancy was still sipping her tea. ‘What am I going to do?’ she asked. ‘I can’t manage without Charlie.’

Miles knew a lifetime without a spouse was no fun. ‘You’ve been my mainstay and prop since your mother died,’ he said. ‘Now I want to be the same for you.’

The trouble was he didn’t know where to begin.

 



‘You want me to give up this cottage and move back in with you?’ Nancy asked. She’d had a bath and got dressed. She looked better, more alert.

‘It makes sense, doesn’t it? Would it be difficult to give up the tenancy?’

‘No, a month’s notice.’

‘You don’t want to stay on here, do you? Just you and Caro?’

‘There’s her school. She likes it there.’

‘It’s you I’m thinking about.’

‘Dad, I don’t really know what I want.’

‘I know, love, but I think you’d be better off with me, at least in the short term. You’ll need time to come to terms with what’s happened and think through how best to deal with it. Anyway, I’d like to have you back with me.’

Through the window, Miles saw a young man in RAF uniform striding down the path holding a large bunch of flowers. ‘You have a visitor,’ he said.

‘It’s Gavin Freeman, Charlie’s friend.’ Nancy went to  open the front door. As they stood talking in the hall, Miles couldn’t help but hear every word.

‘Hello, Nancy,’ the newcomer said. ‘I hope I’m not intruding? I see from the car outside that you have someone with you.’

‘Yes. My father’s here.’

‘We had a whip-round in the mess and I bought you some flowers. They’re from all of us.’

‘Thank you. They’re lovely. Come in for a moment.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes.’ Nancy brought Gavin into the sitting room. ‘You’ve met Dad, haven’t you?’

‘I have. How are you, Mr Milton? A terrible thing to happen to Charlie. It’s knocked us all sideways. Especially with all the other trouble as well.’

‘What trouble?’ Nancy asked.

‘You know, I told you. Charlie and I were fooling round when it happened. Doing belly rolls, sky diving, that sort of thing.’

Miles stiffened. Would this be a further problem for Nancy? ‘Are they saying it’s not a genuine accident?’

‘I’m afraid they are,’ Gavin said. ‘I’m to be court-martialled, charged with irresponsible behaviour leading to loss of life and damage to air ministry property.’

‘Oh, dear! So he’s got you into trouble too?’

‘Well, Mr Milton, we all have to be accountable for what we do.’

Miles couldn’t help but admire Gavin’s stiff upper lip.  He had liked Charlie’s friendly manner and knew he’d been a good husband to Nancy, a good father to Caro too, but he admitted to himself now that his son-in-law had been a bit too fond of enjoying himself and having fun.

 



Moments after Gavin had driven away, the padre arrived to talk about Charlie’s funeral.

‘It can be arranged in any way you like,’ he said. Miles could see that his daughter was at a loss. ‘The whole point of the funeral,’ the padre explained gently, ‘is to honour the achievements of the deceased, and to give those who loved him the opportunity to reflect on all he gave them. To give thanks for his life and to say goodbye. Flying Officer Seymour was a very popular man. He will be given full military honours, of course. I’ve had offers from his friends to read a lesson. Shall I arrange that with them? And do you want him buried in the churchyard here or do you want his body taken home?’

Nancy was covering her face with her hands. ‘Here,’ she decided. ‘It’s quiet and peaceful here and Charlie didn’t have strong ties with his home.’

The padre went on to fix the date and the time and to suggest the hymns. ‘I’ll see to everything,’ he finished, to Nancy’s relief. She was on the brink of tears again as she closed the door behind him.

‘All these decisions,’ she said as she arranged Gavin’s flowers in a vase. ‘It’s not like real life at all.’

‘We’re making progress,’ her father comforted her.

 



They’d started to box up some of Nancy’s belongings ready for the move when a chauffeur-driven car drew up at the gate. Moments later Henrietta Carrington Seymour was rapping imperiously on the front door.

‘Oh, dear,’ Nancy said. ‘I don’t feel strong enough to deal with Lady Henrietta this morning.’

‘You’ll be fine,’ Miles whispered. ‘Don’t worry about her. She’ll have come to offer comfort and she’ll be upset too.’

He opened the door. ‘Hello. Good morning,’ he said.

Henrietta was her usual well-groomed self, though dressed from head to foot in deepest mourning. Rocking back on her heels, she looked him in the eye and demanded, ‘Who are you?’

He was taken aback, but said, ‘I’m Miles Milton, Nancy’s father. Don’t you recognise me?’

She was pushing herself in. ‘I take it Caroline and Nancy are here?’

Nancy had come to the living room door. ‘Hello, Mother-in-law. Come in and make yourself comfortable. Would you like a cup of tea?’

‘Do you have Earl Grey?’

‘No, sorry, only ordinary tea.’

‘I don’t care much for that.’ Henrietta took off her hat and gave it to Miles. He laid it on the table in front of her while she peered in a mirror, patting and pulling at her hair. Cut in the latest fashion, it showed recent and  perhaps too frequent attention from her hairdresser. She threw herself down on the sofa.

‘I’m quite out of my mind with grief,’ she announced. ‘What a terrible thing to happen to Charles. There must have been a fault with the plane’s engine. I think we must make sure that is fully investigated. It’s so wrong to blame the pilot.’

Nancy was staring at her. ‘Charlie was playing around, having fun. You know what he was like.’

‘If you had any sense, Nancy, you’d refute that. It’s not only Charles’s reputation at stake, you know – it could affect your future finances.’

That caught Miles’s attention. He was concerned about Nancy’s financial situation, half afraid she’d be left with no home and little money. The Seymour family had a more sophisticated grasp on finances than he and Nancy.

‘Poor Charles. Not yet thirty-two, with all his life in front of him. You don’t realise, Nancy, what it means to a mother to have her child die before she does. It goes against the natural order of things.’

Miles went to the kitchen and put the kettle on; he and Nancy were going to need tea even if she didn’t. Henrietta’s eyes were darting round the room like a bird’s. ‘Where’s Caroline?’

‘We sent her to school,’ Miles said.

‘To school! But I want to see her. I’ve come all this way to comfort her. Her daddy is dead, and she’ll need me. She shouldn’t be in school on a day like this.’

‘We wanted to keep things as normal as possible for her,’ Miles said. ‘We thought it might upset her to hear us talking about the funeral.’

‘Ah yes, the funeral. I’ll arrange to have Charles’s body taken to Grindley. He’d want to be buried in the family vault there.’

Miles froze. He could see panic on Nancy’s face. ‘Oh, dear,’ he said. ‘Henrietta, I’m sorry, but that’s already been decided. The air force is to give Charlie a service here with full military honours.’

She was indignant. ‘But I should have been consulted! I’m his mother. I’ve made a list of the hymns I want and I’ve written a eulogy which his father will read.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Nancy said. ‘I was pleased about the military honours . . . The squadron band will play, as well. I thought you’d be pleased too.’

‘Yes, well . . . ’

‘I’m sure if you went to see the padre now,’ Miles said hurriedly, ‘he’d be happy to accommodate your wishes.’

‘I will. The RAF can provide its military service here, and then we’ll take him home. My family have been buried in the family vault at Grindley parish church for generations and I fully intend to join them when my time is up. I want Charles to be there with us. I take it you have no objection to his being buried there?’

‘No,’ Nancy said faintly.

‘You and your family are welcome to join us for the service, of course.’

Nancy’s mouth dropped open.

Henrietta sat back in her chair and appeared to relax. ‘Now, Nancy, what are your plans for the future?’

‘I haven’t had time to think . . . We’ll be moving in with Dad for the time being.’

‘Not to that public house?’ Henrietta’s face showed disgust. ‘I don’t think it’s a suitable place for Caroline to be brought up. By law, children are not allowed on licensed premises, you must know that?’

‘I was brought up there,’ Nancy said with a calm she was far from feeling. ‘There’s a side door leading up to the flat above. I didn’t go near the bar and Caro needn’t either.’

‘The idea of my granddaughter living there horrifies me. A child needs fresh air and a garden. It wouldn’t do for Caroline to be brought up in poverty.’ She was gasping with distress. ‘No, you mustn’t worry about Caroline. As her grandmother I feel I should prevent that. I’ll take over all responsibility for her upbringing, give her a comfortable home and take good care of her.’

Miles could see that she had taken Nancy’s breath away. His daughter’s cheeks were scarlet.

‘Anyway, you won’t be able to bring her up on your own.’

‘Why ever not?’ Nancy was outraged.

‘Without Charles’s income, you won’t have the money.’

Nancy was making a big effort to stay calm. ‘No,  thank you, Mother-in-law. I intend to bring my daughter up myself.’

‘Won’t you need to work?’

‘I’ll be all right. Charlie took out a life assurance policy in case something like this happened.’

Miles’s relief on hearing about the life assurance policy lasted less than a minute. By all accounts Charlie had been dicing with death. It hadn’t been a straightforward accident. Would they pay up on it? It might depend on the wording of the policy.

The kettle was boiling hard and filling the kitchen with steam. Nancy went to make a pot of tea.

In the silence that followed, Miles had time to think. He wanted to help Nancy get a clear picture of her financial situation. ‘Charlie told me he drew an income from a family trust fund?’ he said.

‘He did.’ Henrietta was frosty. ‘From my family.’

‘Can’t that be used to support his wife and child? Surely that’s what Charlie would want?’

‘No,’ Henrietta said firmly. ‘The terms of the trust are quite clear. It was set up by my father to support our family. Charles’s share reverts to the trust on his death.’

‘But they are your family. Caroline is the direct blood line.’

‘Yes, and when she was born I added her name to the beneficiaries of the trust. She will draw an income from it from the age of twenty-five, as the rest of us have.’

Nancy had returned with the tea. ‘It has already been paying her school fees,’ she pointed out.

‘Yes, and it will continue to do so, and meet any other immediate needs she may have.’

Miles was angry. ‘But what about Nancy?’

Henrietta’s gaze swept haughtily over Nancy. ‘What about her?’

Nancy was pouring out tea and looked ready to give up.

Miles took a deep breath. ‘Surely the trustees of the fund would not want to cut Charlie’s widow off without a penny?’

‘As the main trustee, it’s up to me, and I feel Nancy is young enough to make her own way in the world. She can’t expect to be kept for the rest of her life because she was once married to Charles.’

Miles was furious. Nancy handed Henrietta a cup of tea, and he watched her lift it and take a sip. ‘Oh!’ She crashed it back on the saucer, pulling a face in disgust. ‘Terrible tea. I can’t drink that.’ She mopped at her mouth with a white lace-edged handkerchief. ‘You were brought up to earn your own living, weren’t you, Nancy? As a barmaid?’

Another hot flush ran up Nancy’s cheeks. ‘I had a job as an accounts clerk.’

‘Then you’ll have no difficulty getting another one.’

Miles could see horror spreading across his daughter’s face. He wasn’t ready to give up yet. He told himself he must keep calm.

‘Caroline’s standard of living is very much tied to Nancy’s,’ he pointed out. ‘It would make sense to allow the trust to make her a small allowance.’

‘This has nothing to do with you,’ Henrietta said in her lordly fashion. She got up to leave. ‘I have decided otherwise.’

As the door closed behind her, Nancy dissolved in tears on her father’s shoulder. ‘I’ll never let her take Caro from me. Never!’




CHAPTER THREE


LATER ON THAT afternoon, Nancy asked her father if he would drive her to Caro’s school a few minutes before home time.

‘I want to see the headmistress,’ she said. ‘I suppose she’ll have heard about Charlie, but I need to tell her Caro will be leaving.’ She consulted the calendar on the kitchen wall. ‘There’s three and a half more weeks to half term. That’ll give me plenty of time to pack up here.’

Nancy had to steel herself to talk to the headmistress. She found it difficult to keep her tears at bay when speaking about Charlie. It was hard to take sympathy, however well meant, but she managed it. She heard the bell ring as she was getting up to leave. The corridors were suddenly full of chattering children.

Once outside, she saw her friend Helen, a raven-haired beauty, waiting to collect her four-year-old son. She’d been a fashion model in London before she was married and still did a little work when she could. She came to wrap her arms round Nancy in a comforting hug.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she murmured, and Nancy could see tears welling in her dark eyes. ‘We’re all devastated about Charlie. I walked down to tell you, but I saw you had visitors.’

‘I still have,’ Nancy said. ‘Come tomorrow. I’ll be on my own then.’

She looked up to see her father standing at the school gates with his arms open, and Caro rushing towards him. He swung her up in his arms and Nancy was comforted by the love she could see each had for the other. Nobody could take Charlie’s place, but Dad would try.

She was walking quickly towards them when she saw her mother-in-law’s car parked further down the road. As the chauffeur had the back door open, Henrietta descended like a queen, clutching a gift-wrapped parcel, and Nancy’s heart sank. She’d hoped not to see her again today.

‘Caroline,’ Henrietta called.

‘Grandma!’ With a gurgle of pleasure, the child left her grandfather to throw herself at Henrietta.

With a pang, Nancy realised there was love on both sides there too. Charlie had encouraged it. ‘Caro may need support from the wider family as she grows up,’ he’d said, and at the time it had seemed reasonable. Now, Nancy was trying to choke back her resentment.

Henrietta was keeping her arm round Caro. ‘Darling,’ she said. ‘How sad about your daddy. We’re both going to miss him terribly.’

Other children were weaving between them. Nancy went closer, aware that her father was following. ‘You’ve not gone yet, Mother-in-law?’ she said.

‘I couldn’t go home without seeing my little granddaughter.’ She gave Caro another hug. ‘How you’ve grown. And what lovely rosy cheeks you have. What shall we do now, my pet? Shall we go and find a tea shop? Perhaps we can get an ice cream for you.’

‘Yes please, Grandma. That would be lovely.’ Caro was pushing her hand into Henrietta’s and dancing around with excitement.

‘That’s a nice idea,’ Miles said brightly. ‘Mummy and I will come too. I won’t be able to stay much longer, and I don’t suppose Grandma will either. Then Mummy can take you home.’

Henrietta billed and cooed. ‘Isn’t she lovely? You’ll be a real beauty when you grow up, pet. Give Grandma a kiss.’

‘The Copper Kettle in the high street is the best place for teas and ice cream,’ Nancy said, trying to keep control of the situation. ‘Do you want to follow us, Mother-in-law?’

‘Yes, I suppose we’d better. Bennett doesn’t know his way round here very well.’ She gave Caro’s hand a squeeze. ‘You come and have a ride in Grandma’s car, pet.’

Nancy wasn’t prepared to let Henrietta separate her from Caro. ‘Parking isn’t that easy in the high street,’ she  said. ‘Why don’t you leave your car here and come with us? Bennett can have a rest and we can bring you back later.’

Henrietta gave Miles’s Morris Eight a disdainful look. ‘Will that be big enough?’

It was Caro who solved the dilemma. ‘Let’s all go in your car, Grandma,’ she said. ‘You’ll like it, Grandpops. It’s really nice inside, and you can stretch your feet right out.’

‘Darling, I’ve bought you a little present.’

‘Oh, thank you, Grandma, thank you. Can I open it now?’

‘In a minute, love,’ Miles said. ‘At least wait until you’re in the car.’ He got into the front beside the chauffeur.

Nancy slid on to the back seat feeling she’d won that round until she saw Henrietta pull her grandchild on to her knee. Usually, Caro let people know she was too old for that, but she was concentrating on her gift, ripping the paper off. ‘Books, Mummy.’

‘Yes, Nancy, books on how to teach a child to draw.’

‘Caro loves drawing. She’s better at it than most children of her age.’

‘Use the books properly and she’ll be better still. They give the basic rules; one’s for drawing portraits and one’s for landscapes.’

Caro was already flicking through the pages of one. ‘I love them, Grandma. Thank you.’

Nancy was a little disconcerted to see there was room to park a couple of buses outside the Copper Kettle. She had no appetite, and felt ill at ease as she sipped a cup of tea. She wished Henrietta would go home and leave them in peace.

 



That night Nancy found it a relief to get into bed and lie down in the dark, but she couldn’t get to sleep. Charlie was gone. Why oh why did it have to end like this? They’d been very happy together for nearly eight years and she’d expected it to go on for the rest of her life. She couldn’t manage without him. But Charlie had never been sad and would not have wanted her to be now. He’d loved life.

Her mind went back to the time she’d first seen Charlie across the bar of the Lord Nelson. It was a busy place in the centre of town with a lounge, a snug and a large public bar; close to the Argyle Music Hall, cinemas, cafés and dance halls, it was popular with young bachelors looking for a night on the town.

She worked in an office during the week, but really enjoyed serving behind the bar on Friday and Saturday nights to help her father. Few women came into the pub alone, so Nancy had received plenty of attention.

She’d thought Charlie, handsome in his RAF uniform, a sophisticated man of the world. He’d come in with a group, but once he’d set eyes on her he’d ignored the others and perched on a bar stool chatting to her  whenever she could break off from serving. He told her he was twenty-four, and a pilot stationed at Hawarden on the Wirral. He was of athletic build and just a little taller than Nancy. Nobody forgot his face, with its strong, even features and a smile that seemed to hover permanently on his lips. He was full of fun.

He began coming in regularly and soon got round to asking her father if he could take her out so he could have her undivided attention. Nancy was in love well before her father started referring to him as ‘your boyfriend’, and she had every reason to believe Charlie loved her.

He’d been a real extrovert and when Nancy was busy he’d found others to chat to; he’d encouraged the party atmosphere and then become the life and soul of it. Her father, who was a man with high moral values and a pillar of the church, was also very sociable, and he’d taken to Charlie immediately. He said he was a laugh a minute, good company and very good for business. Nobody could be bored in his presence.

Soon Charlie was wanting more of her company. When he had a day off, he’d come in the morning and take her out for a quick snack in her lunch hour, and he’d be waiting at the office door at five o’clock when she finished. When he was given a forty-eight-hour pass, he’d book into a nearby hotel and be around all the time. It hadn’t taken Dad long to suggest he might prefer to stay in their guest room.

The floor above the pub provided enough living space for the two of them, and the top floor of the three-storey building was hardly used. They stored a bit of stock there and one room was furnished for visitors. It wasn’t much of a guest room and only rarely did they have anyone staying, but Nancy spring-cleaned it, bought a blue satin eiderdown and a new bedside rug to smarten it up, and after that Charlie came to stay as often as he could. He’d asked her more than once if he might come down to her bedroom after her father had gone to sleep.

‘It would be marvellous, wouldn’t it?’ he’d whispered. ‘If we could spend a few hours entirely alone and I could really show you how much I love you? I’ll take good care not to get you into trouble.’

Nancy was not so daring. She knew her father would be horrified; he trusted everybody and expected them to share his high standards of behaviour. What was more, he slept in the next room to hers; she knew she’d find that inhibiting, especially as sometimes she could hear him snore. She knew it would be safer to creep upstairs to Charlie’s room, but it was months before she could bring herself to do it. When she did, for Nancy there’d been no greater thrill than to lie in Charlie’s arms under the blue satin eiderdown.

Six months had passed before she first began to suspect she could be pregnant. It terrified her, particularly as Charlie had been sent on a training course at a large RAF station near Lincoln and she wouldn’t be  able to see him for two weeks. Even worse, he’d told her he was expecting to be posted to another airfield before much longer.

He telephoned her from time to time, but the phone in the pub was within hearing of others. She asked Charlie to ring at times when the bar wouldn’t be open, but in the mornings it was being cleaned and in the evenings her father could go down early to stock-check, or the new lad who helped with the cellar work might be hanging about. Nancy didn’t dare hint at anything that might alert them to her problem. Dad mustn’t suspect until she knew what her future would be.

When Charlie told her he’d received his posting to Cherry Hinton in Cambridgeshire she was really cast down, particularly as every day he was away was confirming her fears.

When he rang to say he was coming to Merseyside on Wednesday, and would be there in time to take her for a proper lunch if she got time off from her insurance office, Nancy asked for a day’s holiday; she was worried stiff and had to find out what Charlie meant to do. What she wanted was marriage, but he’d never mentioned that. His mind was always on the next ruse, the next fun thing he could arrange for them to do.

The pub was open when he arrived. Nancy was dressed in her best ready to go out but was helping her father behind the bar because Polly, the part-time barmaid, had not yet arrived. She found Charlie’s broad  smile and happy chatter somewhat reassuring, but she was still quaking in her shoes about what she would do if he didn’t offer marriage.

Dad sent them off, saying he could manage, and once outside they met Polly scorching up the pavement explaining she’d missed her bus. Still, Nancy was on edge, and when Charlie threaded her arm through his she was tempted to get the bad news off her chest straight away.

She made herself wait until they were in the restaurant and the drinks came to the table. Charlie raised his glass and said, ‘Cheerio, here’s to us and all that.’

Clutching her wine glass, Nancy blurted out, ‘I think I’m having a baby, Charlie.’

His smile disappeared and he stared silently at his beer. She saw his fingers tighten round the glass. Her spirits plummeted; she felt cold and empty. She was ready to close her eyes and count everything lost. Then his hand snaked across the table and felt for her fingers.

‘I didn’t take enough care,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry, Nancy. I’ve put you in a hell of a spot. How d’you feel about marrying me?’

Tears of relief sprang to her eyes. ‘Really?’

He squeezed her hand. ‘Best thing for us, under the circs. You’re sure about this baby?’

She nodded, biting her lip. ‘I haven’t been to the doctor but I’m pretty sure.’

He passed her a large white handkerchief with his other hand. ‘Do you know when it’ll be?’

‘I’m nearly three months gone. Charlie, you do want us to get married, don’t you?’

‘Of course I do. I love you, Nancy. I’ve told you lots of times.’

She was flooding with gratitude, unutterably relieved that Charlie had no intention of leaving her to face motherhood alone.

‘Nancy, I’m head over heels in love with you. The only reason I haven’t mentioned marriage before is my present lack of funds. I wanted to put it off for a year. If I was twenty-five, I’d have another source of income and in addition I could claim marriage allowance from the RAF on top of my salary. They might also give me a house to live in. The trouble is, I’m only just twenty-four. We could be in for a hard year.’

She tried to smile. ‘Money doesn’t matter.’

‘There are more important things now,’ he agreed. ‘We need a quick wedding, within the next few weeks if possible. If I can’t raise some funds, it’ll mean no frills, I’m afraid.’

‘I don’t care about the frills.’ That sort of thing didn’t matter to her, but she knew Charlie liked the luxuries of life and was prepared to spend on them. ‘I just want . . . ’

‘Yes, I know.’ He squeezed her hand again. ‘You want a husband before you’re a mother. I’m sorry it had  to happen this way. I’ve messed things up. I should never have talked you into coming up to my bed. I’m sorry.’

‘But everything’s going to be all right now.’

She’d not seen Charlie as serious as this before. He said, ‘If things hadn’t happened this way, would you have wanted to marry me?’

‘Oh, Charlie! Yes, of course. There’s nothing I want more.’

‘Then let’s have a celebratory lunch and make our plans. The sooner everybody knows and the arrangements are in place, the better.’

 



‘First things first,’ Charlie had said as they’d left the restaurant. ‘We must tell your father. You’re only nineteen; you’ll need his permission to get married.’

Nancy had cringed. ‘I’m not looking forward to this. He’ll guess I crept upstairs to you. I went behind his back.’

‘It’s human nature, love.’

‘I feel guilty. Dad thinks I never do anything wrong.’

‘Leave it to me.’

The pub had closed at half past two and her father was eating his lunch of bread and cheese in the kitchen. Miles Milton was tall, well built and without an ounce of surplus flesh on his body. He was wearing the sleeveless Fair Isle pullover Nancy had given him for his forty-seventh birthday with his shirt sleeves rolled up showing  strong muscular arms, a man at the height of his physical strength. His brown hair was thinning and losing its gloss, but his eyes were bright periwinkle blue and his expression was kindly.

Charlie sat down at the table facing him, so Nancy did the same. He took her hand in his and said, ‘Milo, Nancy and I want to get married and she needs your permission.’

‘Married, eh?’ Dad had smiled at her and gone on spreading Branston Pickle on his bread. He’d had a very relaxed attitude to bringing up a daughter and she felt her childhood had been a happy one. ‘Tradition has it, Charlie, that I should ask you about your prospects and if you can afford to keep a wife.’

‘Oh, dear, I’m afraid the answer to that is no. I can’t afford much of anything. I’ll try and do something about it, but our first year is likely to be spent in poverty. The reason we want to get married now is that I’ve jumped the gun.’

Nancy was gripping his hand so hard that her fingers went white while Charlie told her father every embarrassing detail.

Dad was looking from her to Charlie. ‘Oh, dear! What a surprise. Well, that alters things. What are your plans?’

‘To get married as soon as possible.’

‘Everything costs money, Charlie. Weddings certainly do.’

‘Then we’ll have to do it on the cheap. You know I’ve  got my posting to Cherry Hinton? It would have parted us, but now I’ll be able to take Nancy with me, so in a way I’m not sorry things have happened like this. I’ll rent somewhere for us to live.’

Her father was frowning and shaking his head. ‘You’re very young, Nancy. Are you really sure you want to marry Charlie? This is not because . . . ’

‘I’m sure, Dad, quite sure.’

‘Then of course you have my permission.’

‘Thank you, Dad.’ She leapt to her feet and ran round the table to kiss his cheek, boiling over with relief and gratitude. She was going to have her dearest wish. ‘I’ve never known anyone like Charlie.’

Dad was eyeing him. ‘He’s a wild and reckless young man.’

‘I have been, sir,’ Charlie assured him. ‘But once we’re married, Nancy will calm me down. Thank you for taking it like this. I know I’ve done wrong, but I love her very much and I’ll do my level best to make her happy. I’ll take good care of her.’

‘Then you have my blessing.’ Miles beamed from Charlie to her. Nancy was overflowing with affection for him.

‘You’ve been a great dad to me,’ she told him.

‘Thank you,’ Charlie said. ‘We’d better get on with it then.’ He pulled Nancy to her feet. ‘We need to fix the place and the date. Register office or church?’

‘Church,’ Miles said firmly. ‘St Bede’s. Nancy, you  could walk round there now. If you like I’ll ring the vicar and tell him you’re on your way.’

‘Yes please, Dad.’

‘Nancy has known St Bede’s and Reverend Hetherington since she was a child,’ Miles explained to Charlie. ‘He’ll fit you in, I’m sure.’

‘After that,’ Charlie said, ‘I must take Nancy to meet my family.’

‘Is that far?’ Miles asked. ‘Where do they live?’

‘Liverpool. Well, in the suburbs. Gateacre.’

‘Gracious! I didn’t know they were that close.’

‘I don’t get on all that well with my mother.’ For once Charlie looked ill at ease.

Nancy was surprised too. Charlie had hardly mentioned his parents and she knew he didn’t go home very often. To her amazement, there was actually a tremor in his voice when he said, ‘Well, I’d better bite the bullet, I suppose. Can I go down and use your phone to let them know we’re coming?’




CHAPTER FOUR


ONCE THE DATE of the ceremony has been organised with the vicar and they were on their way to Gateacre to see his parents, Nancy asked, ‘Why don’t you get on with your mother? Never having known my own, I might take to yours. A mother-in-law is the next best thing, isn’t it?’

‘No.’ He paused, sucking on his lip. ‘I doubt you’ll like mine.’

‘Charlie, that makes her sound awful!’

‘I know. It’s just that she can be difficult at times.’

‘In what way?’

‘She’s a bit of a snob – thinks she’s a cut above everybody else. She was born Henrietta Carrington, daughter of Sir Henry Carrington of Grindley Manor, a Lancashire landowner. My father’s family started calling her Lady Henrietta as a joke, though they knew very well she should really have been plain Miss Carrington.

‘But Mother is very ladylike; so very formal with everybody and she so obviously looked down on the  Seymours as her social inferiors that it stuck. She didn’t realise Dad was poking fun at her and didn’t correct him, though she’s the first to correct any other social error. She liked being called Lady Henrietta and still does.’

Nancy giggled. ‘I’m to call her Lady Henrietta?’

‘No, not to her face. Mother feels she’s come down in the world now she’s Mrs Seymour of Lexington Avenue, wife of Jago Seymour who earns his living making sausages.’

‘But you said he owned the sausage factory.’

‘He does. Seymour’s Succulent Sizzlers. Sausages at their best. Their neighbours refer to him as the Sausage King and that really annoys her.’

‘But why? Doesn’t it lend status to be thought a king?’

‘Not of a sausage empire. That’s trade and she’s landed gentry. I think Mother was expected to marry up the social scale and repair the family fortune that way, but the right proposals didn’t come.’

‘Why not? Did she spend all her time in the depths of the country at Grindley Manor?’

‘No. Her family had a place in London too when she was young and she did the season. Judging by her photographs she was pretty, and she can really shine socially when she’s with those she thinks of as her social equal or higher, but I think she’s always been a bit difficult. Anyway, no one asked her to marry them until Dad fell under her spell. Henrietta was thirty-three by then and  she probably decided it would be her one and only chance of marriage.’

‘If he owns a factory he must have been rich.’

Charlie beamed at her. ‘When he first met her the family business was stockbroking. He and his twin brother, my Uncle Toby, were working in the company offices in Liverpool. Mother found that reasonably acceptable. He’s nine years younger than her and possibly he didn’t have much experience of women.’

Nancy smiled. ‘It isn’t a happy marriage? Is that what you’re saying?’

‘I think they both try to make the best of it.’

‘Oh, dear!’

‘It might have been happy to start with, of course.’

‘Then what went wrong?’

Charlie shrugged. ‘I think it was money.’

‘Surely they weren’t short of money?’

‘Not in the way you mean, but they liked to live well – extravagantly. Especially Mother. I understand she gave everybody the impression she was heiress to a great fortune while the family money was dwindling. At the same time she and her family believed stockbroking was a means of minting the stuff while really Dad’s firm had to work hard to attract its clients.’

Nancy pulled a face. ‘She isn’t going to like my dad running a pub.’

‘You mustn’t let her upset you. She’s inclined to be outspoken and she’ll have no regard for your feelings.  Mother can’t see anybody’s point of view but her own.’

Nancy glimpsed the name on the gatepost as Charlie turned the car into a short drive. ‘The house is called Carrington Place?’

‘Yes, Mum insisted on it. Carrington was her name before she was married. She likes to double-barrel it with Seymour, and she called me Carrington too. When I’m asked for my home address, I give it as number eight Lexington Avenue.’

Nancy gasped when she saw the house. It was enormous; a fashionable up-to-the-moment design with lots of big windows, which were all open to the pretty garden on this sunny day.

‘I can’t imagine why you preferred to stay in our spare room,’ she said.

‘Yes you can. I wanted to be with you.’

‘But before that, you stayed in a hotel instead of coming here.’

‘Yes, and you’ll see why in a moment. I spoke to Dad when I rang, and he said he’d wait to meet you. Uncle Toby is with them today, so you’ll see all the family.’

A uniformed parlourmaid who looked well past retirement age opened the door to them. A starched and pleated cap was pulled down on her forehead and hid most of her grey hair, but she was all smiles when she saw Charlie.

‘Gertie, how are you?’ He bounded inside and whirled her round, kissing her cheek. ‘Well, I hope?’

‘Yes sir, thank you. Nice to see you home again.’

‘Gertie has been looking after the family for as long as I can remember,’ he told Nancy. ‘And this, Gertie, is Nancy. She’s just agreed to marry me. Is Mother in a good mood?’

‘Yes, she is.’ Gertie smiled shyly at Nancy before turning back to him. ‘I’m so pleased for you, sir. The family’s out in the garden. Lovely afternoon, isn’t it?’

‘Were you brought up here?’ Nancy whispered as they followed Gertie through the house.

‘Yes. Dad had it built to please Mother.’

The maid opened a glass door for them and asked, ‘Shall I bring you some fresh tea?’

Nancy would have liked some, since trepidation was making her mouth dry, but Charlie said, ‘Better not, Gertie.’

As she stepped out on to the lawn, Nancy had a glimpse of the family in three basket chairs pulled up to a tea table under the trees: two men, Charlie’s father and uncle, who were identical twins, and Charlie’s mother.

Nancy immediately felt the frigid gaze assessing her. Henrietta was of matronly build and wore a tea gown of kingfisher-blue silk with a wide-brimmed matching straw hat. She looked as though she was dressed for a royal garden party. The men rose to their feet with welcoming smiles.

Charlie strode forward, pulling Nancy with him. ‘This is my father. Hello, Dad, how are you?’ He was swept into a bear hug. The second man gave him another  hearty hug. ‘Uncle Toby, lovely to catch you here like this.’

Nancy found the twins spectacularly alike. She looked from one to the other and was unable to see the slightest difference apart from their clothes. Both had alert blue eyes that seemed to miss nothing. She studied Uncle Toby. Much about him seemed almost boyish, but his clear fresh complexion, large nose and strong broad shoulders were belied by a thick thatch of snowy white hair. Charlie’s father looked exactly the same. They both beamed with friendliness and had the polish and sophistication that a lifetime of rich living gives.

Henrietta remained seated. ‘How are you, Mother?’ Charlie bent to give her a dutiful peck on the cheek. ‘I’ve brought someone special to say hello. This is Nancy Milton.’

‘Hello,’ Nancy said, putting out her hand. ‘I’m very pleased to meet you.’

Charlie’s mother’s gaze was stony. She ignored the outstretched hand, but his father gave Nancy no time to dwell on that because he came over to clasp it firmly.

‘Hello, Nancy. I’m Jago. We don’t often get a chance to meet Charlie’s friends.’

His mother’s voice cut coldly across them. ‘Charles, why are we being honoured with this introduction?’

Nancy felt Charlie’s arm slip round her waist to pull her closer to him.

‘Nancy and I are about to be married. On August the  twenty-ninth at two o’clock at St Bede’s church in Birkenhead. You’re all invited. I’ve brought her to meet you first.’

‘Married in August? This August?’ Henrietta’s eyebrows had risen. ‘What nonsense! I was afraid it might be something like that.’ Her face had gone scarlet. ‘Charles, you need to think carefully about marriage. It’s an important step. You mustn’t rush headlong into it.’

Nancy froze. Charlie’s mother was trying to persuade him not to get married!

Henrietta leapt to her feet and went on, ‘Perhaps we’d better go inside; it’s getting cooler now. What did you say your name was?’

‘Nancy.’

‘Our cook’s name is Nancy.’

Nancy cringed. This was awful. ‘It was my mother’s name. I was named after her.’

‘Well, you’d better tell us about yourself.’

Nancy found herself in an oversized armchair in a huge drawing room. She refused the glass of sherry that was offered to her. Henrietta Carrington Seymour was radiating superiority. It was evident in the tilt of her head and even more in the angle of her nose.

‘Come along, girl. Tell us where Charlie found you.’

Nancy was sure Henrietta would not consider her a suitable wife for her son. She felt tongue-tied and wondered if she dared say, ‘In the bar of the Lord Nelson.’

Charlie said the words for her. They brought a gasp of horror from his mother. ‘The Lord Nelson?’

‘My father is the licensee,’ Nancy said quietly, knowing she mustn’t hide the fact. ‘I work for him sometimes.’

‘As a barmaid?’

‘Yes, amongst other things.’

Nancy knew that had settled it. Henrietta’s face said it all. She was totally unacceptable as a wife for Charlie.

 



Charlie’s father and Uncle Toby were trying to gloss over the ill feeling Henrietta had generated. Nancy was doing her best to hide the fact that she was upset.

‘I take it your pub is named after Admiral Lord Nelson?’ Toby asked.

‘Well, no, not really.’ Nancy had recounted the story many times. ‘The tale goes that a sailor called George Nelson jumped ship in Australia at the time of the gold rush. He went panning for gold and found a large enough nugget to cause his fellow gold seekers to start calling him Lord Nelson, because he was throwing his money about. He bought himself a passage home on a liner and travelled under that name. It got him a seat on the captain’s table.

‘He’d found enough gold to change his life, and by the time he landed in Liverpool he’d decided he’d like to run a pub. So he bought one.’

‘And he called it the Lord Nelson!’ Toby laughed. His face shone with friendliness. Nancy was glad to find him on her side.

‘Yes, and ran it for thirty years. The Birkenhead Brewery bought it when he died. It needed a bit of refurbishment by then and it was decided that it would be more correct to call it the Admiral Lord Nelson. That’s when the inn sign showing a picture of the Admiral was first hung outside. But it didn’t catch on as a name, and it’s still known as the Lord Nelson today.’
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Sometimes the toughest battles are those of the heart. ..
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