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PROLOGUE



Royal Edward Dock, Bristol
1926


The young woman, known only as Smith, looked from her friend to her lover, who faced each other across the yard. She shivered, and it had little to do with her drenched clothing, though the rain had lost its softness now and was plinking off pipes, splashing on stone and corrugated iron, and muffling the familiar night-sounds of the nearby railway. Her attention was all on Jenny and Victor, who did not speak, though their eyes and their stances said it all: brother and sister they might be, but tonight they confronted one another as enemies. And tonight neither one of them would back down.


At twenty-six, Jenny Lyons was the undisputed queen of the North Twenty, women selected for their charm, wit and grace, who had their own specialisms but who had also become skilled pickpockets under newcomer Smith’s tutelage. They brazenly went about town on the arms of unknowing victims, in full view of the public they sought to relieve of their valuables; nowhere was a safe place to hide money or trinkets when the Twenties were on the whiz. Not bags, purses, coat pockets or wardrobes; not cars, safes, shops or even banks. Clothing and vehicles were regularly taken too, while their owners were otherwise engaged in witty conversation with a beguiling companion.


Occasionally one of the Twenties would fall foul of the local constables, but the monthly sum each member paid into the syndicate easily paid for solicitors or fines . . . and had also greased an influential palm or two. This slippery but successful practice had naturally come to the attention of the newly founded Docklands mob, who’d forced out their rivals, now named the Redcliffe Cavers, and whose alliance with the Twenties worked well for both syndicates; the Dockers lent their muscle, and credible threats, where needed, and the Twenties applied their own particular skills to the Dockers’ scams when more subtlety was required.


Several of the Twenties had even found romantic matches among the Docklands mob. Jenny was naturally drawn to Ronnie Jackson, the Dockers’ leader, and Smith herself had fallen for Ronnie’s right-hand man Victor, who was also Jenny’s brother. The four of them shared a house in the fashionable part of town, and the excitement and financial rewards of their activities made for heady – and often hedonistic – times, but Smith had known from experience that times like that never lasted long, and she’d been right. Because now everything had turned on its head, and in the worst way imaginable.


Jenny had called a meeting that afternoon in their headquarters, an otherwise disused barn between Filton Airfield and the railway line. Twelve of the nineteen other members had been able to assemble on short notice, and Jenny sat on the table at the front, swinging her legs and studying each of them in turn. She spent so long just looking that several of the girls began to shift in their seats, and Smith grew tense too, particularly when Jenny dismissed two of the girls with a simple nod towards the door. She seemed to be assessing her gang for their trustworthiness, which meant this was big. They all had the motto embroidered on their handkerchiefs: fides omnia; loyalty is everything, but theory and practice are two very different things, and there was no telling what secrets someone was hiding. If anyone knew that, it was Jenny Lyons; she hadn’t become their syndicate queen by accident.


‘The Dockers have come up good,’ she said at length. ‘Really good, in fact, but they need our help for this one, and we owe them for that time they broke up the fight down the Barrels.’ Her gaze swept over the remaining ten girls once more, and then she pointed at Smith. ‘I need you with me tonight. Wait behind after, alright?’


Smith nodded with outward calm. Her place was unquestionably at Jenny’s side, but there was something more going on tonight, and she wondered if she’d feel the same when she knew what it was.


‘The rest of you,’ Jenny went on, ‘no questions, but we’re going to need plenty of diversions later, especially round the docks. Seven-thirty onwards, you get those Rozzers pulled away from everywhere between King Edward’s and the railway, got it?’


The Twenties nodded, and after a few suggestions and some minor chit-chat, during which Smith’s curiosity and unease climbed higher, she and Jenny were finally left alone in the musty-smelling barn. Jenny turned her assessing gaze on Smith once more, and evidently made her decision. ‘It’s guns.’


Smith kept her expression neutral and nodded, inwardly conflicted for the first time since she’d joined the Twenties three years ago. Until now it had been easy to convince themselves that they weren’t really hurting anyone, just amassing the funds they’d need in their old age if they didn’t want the servitude of marriage. But this was different; she couldn’t even discount the death penalty if things turned sour. Her sense of foreboding wasn’t eased as Jenny went on to explain.


‘The Cavers are due to collect eight boxes of .22 Brownings tonight, labelled as privately shipped housewares, and sell them on to Birmingham, Manchester and London.’


No-one ever dared to ask how Jenny found these things out, and Smith didn’t question it now. She just listened as Jenny laid out her plan in simple terms, finishing with words that were a chilling reminder that they were moving in new, darker, territory now.


‘Those dealers from up the line will be down here sharpish, just as soon as word gets back that the guns have gone missing, so we’d best lay low after this one. Let the boys take the heat, they’ll be the ones armed for a fight, after all.’ She slid down off the table. ‘I’ve got to talk to Ronnie, so you go straight back home, and don’t talk to anyone. Not anyone,’ she stressed. ‘Be ready to leave by six, and,’ she winked, ‘wear your slinkiest dress.’


So tonight the North Twenty had once again joined forces with the Docklands mob. Smith’s and Jenny’s combined role was straightforward enough: they would park across the lane that ran alongside a side section of railway track, until the Cavers had collected the stolen guns and were on their way out. When the van inevitably had to stop, they would claim car trouble, and beg prettily for help, while the Dockers moved in and quietly transferred the boxes of guns from the van into one of the disused railway carriages, waiting open nearby.


‘Should be here any minute,’ Jenny said into the silence, as they sat waiting in the car.


‘The Cavers are sure to see them shifting the boxes,’ Smith said. ‘And then what?’


‘That’s up to Ronnie and his lot.’ Jenny shrugged. ‘It’s a Dockers’ haul, not ours. No doubt they’ve made their contingency plans, but we’re just doing our bit, as agreed.’


Smith had an all-too clear idea of what Ronnie Jackson’s contingency plans might be, but that was none of her business. ‘Why does it need two of us?’


‘It’s guns this time, they’re bound to be more careful. Should only be two blokes though, we can handle that easy.’


Smith fidgeted with her own bag, her fingers twisting nervously at the strap. ‘What if they realise what we’re up to, before Ronnie and the boys turn up?’


‘We won’t have to worry about the Cavers.’ Jenny pressed the snap fastener on her bag, and opened it so Smith could look inside. Nestling there was an ugly black handgun, incongruous against the pink satin.


‘It’s an American one, a Colt,’ Jenny confided. ‘I stole it from Ronnie’s collection months ago, and he never even noticed.’


Fear crawled through Smith’s veins. ‘Would you use it?’


Jenny looked evasive. ‘If I had to.’


Smith didn’t dare ask if she already had, but she realised she didn’t need to; Jenny’s calm had always been an asset to the Twenties, but now it just seemed sinister, and hinted that there was much more to this evening’s enterprise than she was letting on.


They sat in silence, waiting, and Smith found herself considering something she’d thought had been a good while off yet; that this might be the end of her time with the North Twenty. If it was, she’d have to leave more than the syndicate, she’d have to leave Bristol too; her life wouldn’t be worth living if she stayed. In fact, it wouldn’t be worth anything at all, especially to Jenny Lyons.


Jenny opened the car door and leaned out to peer back down the path. ‘Why do you think they’re taking so long?’


‘I haven’t a clue.’


‘Really?’ Jenny sounded unconvinced as she got out of the car, and Smith watched her narrowly, her blood running a little cooler as she thought back to where she’d gone after their meeting that afternoon, and who she’d seen. Go straight home, Jenny had said. But she hadn’t.


‘What do you think?’ she countered. ‘That it’s not going off after all?’


‘Either that or someone’s sent us to wait on the wrong path.’


Smith got out too, a light sweat pricking at her skin despite the soft rain that had begun to fall. Her stomach was in knots now. What had she done?


‘Why would they send us the wrong way,’ she ventured, ‘when we’re doing them the favour?’


‘That’s what I’d like to know.’ Jenny’s voice was tight and suspicious, bordering on angry, which Smith found puzzling at first, then a horrible thought struck her.


‘It’s not just a Dockers’ haul, is it? Were you thinking of taking some of those guns for yourself?’


‘Not for me,’ Jenny said, ‘for us.’ She yanked out her hat pin. ‘Look! Even the Cavers have guns, and we have this!’ She gave it a look of disgust. ‘That’s why I stole Ronnie’s Colt.’ She secured her hat once more, and looked back down the path towards the dock. ‘Alright, I might as well tell you now: he’s supposed to be leaving an extra six Brownings under the front seat of his van.’


‘The Caver?’


‘Of course the bloody Caver!’ Jenny flung her a look. ‘How do you think I found out about all this to begin with? We had an . . . An understanding.’


‘Which was what? You stop him, and collect the guns from his van, so he can claim he was hijacked?’


‘He is being hijacked! Right now, on the dock. And when he goes back with a light cargo he’ll rightly blame all of it on the Dockers. That’s when things are going to turn nasty.’


‘But why did the Dockers ask us for help tonight, if they’ve already done the job?’


Jenny didn’t answer, but she looked shifty, and Smith breathed out slowly as she realised the truth. ‘They didn’t ask us at all, did they? They don’t even know we’re here.’


But she quailed inside, because they did know. They knew because Smith, in the warm afterglow of a tender afternoon with Victor Lyons, and still believing the two gangs were working together, had told him what Jenny wanted her to do. Vic hadn’t shown the slightest surprise, but he must have gone straight off and told Ronnie the moment she’d left him.


‘I’m pretty sure they heard we’d be here,’ Jenny said, uncannily picking up the thread of her thoughts. ‘And I’ll bet I know who told them, too.’ Her eyes slitted as she opened the driver’s side door again, and she glared at Smith over the top of the car. ‘You’d better watch your back. I haven’t even started with you yet.’


She got back into the car, and before Smith could run around to the passenger side, she had turned and was driving back towards the dock. Smith took after her at a run, but by the time she arrived, out of breath and drenched through, Jenny was facing four Dockers across the yard. Her bag was on the wet ground beside her, and the stolen gun was gripped tightly in her two hands and pointed at her brother.


‘You’ve ruined everything, Vic,’ she shouted across the divide, raising her voice to compensate for the rain now hammering on the tin roof of the nearby storage shed. ‘You betrayed us!’


Smith stared at her in dismay; gone was the fun-loving, diamond-hunting, good-time girl with the charming smile, the one who had somehow made it all seem more like adventure than crime. The woman who stood here now was a terrifying stranger. Ronnie Jackson stood by, clearly stunned by the speed with which his carefully planned heist had gone awry, and the Redcliffe Cavers’ driver was standing beside his own open van, bemused and nervous-looking.


‘Jenny,’ Smith pleaded. ‘Just stop and think. This is your brother . . . ’


Jenny turned to her. ‘It was you who told him, wasn’t it?’ For a moment the barrel of the gun wavered away from Victor and onto her. ‘Well, he betrayed you too, Smith!’


She swung the Colt back, but in the split second her attention had been distracted, Victor had drawn his own weapon and now he cocked it, the sound loud and horribly final as he levelled it at Jenny’s chest.


‘Put down the gun, Jen.’ His voice was also unsteady, barely recognisable as the man who’d spoken with such affection only that afternoon. ‘I swear on all that’s holy, I will kill you.’


Smith backed away slowly, trying to stay calm, and sensing she would soon need every bit of breath she could draw. She knew Jenny Lyons all too well, and Jenny wouldn’t hesitate to pull that trigger; she had a reputation to protect, and if she lost that, her career would be over. Jenny Lyons, Queen of the Twenties, would never allow that to happen.


But Smith knew Victor too, and she knew he would kill to protect himself and his leader – it didn’t matter that the threat he was protecting them from was his sister; one of them was going to die tonight, and Smith couldn’t stay here a moment longer to find out which of them it would be. She had to get out of Bristol, away from the North Twenty, and far, far away from Jenny and Victor Lyons.


She turned and ran, and as she passed out of the feeble dockside light and into the dark alley beyond, from behind her she heard the flat sound of a gunshot.










CHAPTER ONE



Caernoweth Air Training Base, Cornwall
August 1930


The envelope sat in its pigeonhole in the flying school dormitory building, as innocuous-looking as the letters from home that sat in many of the others. But this wasn’t a letter from home, and nor was it in any way innocuous.


Gwenna Rosdew slid it out of the small wooden compartment, but she couldn’t bring herself to open it yet, she just stared at her name, printed carelessly on the envelope. There was no address, because this had not come through the postal system, it had been delivered by hand from Flight Lieutenant Graham Bowden’s classroom across the yard, and while it remained unopened, all things were possible.


‘Good luck,’ a passing voice murmured, and Gwenna looked up to see one of her fellow trainees glancing at her with sympathy, as well he might. Everyone else from Gwenna’s intake had progressed on to actual training flights, and she had yet to pass her second instruments test with a mark high enough to satisfy her instructor. It was baffling and upsetting.


‘I’ve worked as hard as anyone else,’ she’d said to her roommate that morning, ‘and harder than some.’


‘Harder than me,’ Tory had agreed with her usual frank honesty. ‘It’s really not fair, Gwen.’


‘Gwen-na. And I’ve got all the technical knowledge down pat! I know every bit as much as you and Bertie, and look at you two now. I know I can do it, and so does everyone else.’


But Barry Hocking, the most kindly of the flight instructors, had told her quite firmly that she had a long way to go before he would feel confident in taking her up in his Avro again. Coming from him, and even delivered with evident sympathy, it was a sore blow indeed; his gentle, encouraging style made him one of the most popular instructors on the civilian pilots’ course, and his students generally did very well. So, twice a week, Gwenna could only watch from the classroom as her two best friends donned their heavy coats, scarves and gloves, and set out across the yard. She even envied Tory, who’d had the rotten luck to be paired with Bowden, their strict and dismissive classroom instructor, for her practical lessons.


Her own first choice had been Jude Singleton, the only female flight instructor on the base, who’d flown incognito during the war heading off Zeppelins over the coast, but that honour had gone to Bertie. Gwenna wouldn’t have minded who she’d been assigned after that, even Bowden, if they’d only let her prove what she knew she could do. It would have been easier to bear if she hadn’t gone on that initial flight when, although none of them had been allowed to take control of their planes, they had all come back breathless with excitement and babbling at nineteen to the dozen; now that she’d had that taste of the skies, and the freedom to travel them, every step she took on the ground felt like a failure.


Gwenna finally opened the envelope and drew out the paper, but before she unfolded it she allowed herself a glance out of the lobby window, to the pale blue August sky with its light puffs of cloud. Tory and Bertie were up there now, and Tory was due back any minute . . . This time next week she might be doing the same. Her fingers shook as she opened up the single page, and she held her breath and finally made herself look down at the formal, typewritten note.




Miss Rosdew.


You scored 67% on your recent test – an improvement, but still not an adequate score I’m afraid.


I have informed Flt Lt Bowden that you may re-take this on Friday at 9am, alongside the current cohort.


B. Hocking.





Then, handwritten below:




ps. Don’t worry, Gwenna, you’ll get there!


Barry.





Somehow the friendly encouragement felt worse, at that moment, than not attaining the 70% pass mark required, and Gwenna blinked hard to clear away the sting of tears before anyone saw them. But no-one was paying any attention now. Even her well-wishing fellow trainee hadn’t waited around to find out whether or not his encouragement had been in vain; he had more important things to be thinking about, as did everyone else passing through the hallway. Most of them were going to or from the airfield or the classroom block, all striving for those moments of weightless joy that had now been yanked away from Gwenna yet again.


She shoved the note back into the envelope, and went tiredly through to the dorm. She had a lot of reading to do before tomorrow morning.


She was still deep in diagrams some time later, when Tory’s voice cut through her concentration. ‘Have you seen her yet?’


‘Hmm?’ Gwenna looked up from her text book, frowning. It took her a moment to focus on what her room-mate was talking about, then her thoughts caught up. ‘The new girl, you mean?’


‘Of course I do.’ Tory hung up her heavy flying coat and fluffed out her newly styled, short blonde curls. ‘She was due an hour ago, I thought she’d be here by now.’


‘She’s not turned up yet.’ Gwenna removed her finger from where she’d placed it in the text, and resumed reading.


‘What’s her name again?’


‘Hmm?’ Gwenna repeated, then looked up again. ‘Irene.’


‘I wonder what she’ll be like? I hope she won’t be boring, and that we’ll find lots to talk about.’ Tory seemed unaware that her prattling was disturbing Gwenna’s study, but it was hard to be annoyed with her for long, and Gwenna gave up and shut the book.


‘How did today’s flight go?’


Tory seemed about to launch into details of her lesson, but stopped, an apologetic expression crossing her face. ‘Never mind that, did you get your test result back?’


‘Sixty-seven.’


‘Oh, Gwenna.’ Tory sighed. ‘I’m so sorry.’


‘Thanks.’ Gwenna hurried on before her emotions got the better of her. ‘So how did it go?’


‘It was okay,’ Tory said vaguely, and pulled a face at herself in the mirror as she re-curled a flattened lock of hair.


‘You can tell me, you know,’ Gwenna said. ‘It’s not your fault I’ve been pulled back from flying.’


‘It’s rotten though!’ Tory turned back to her. ‘Why is your instructor such a pig? He seemed so nice at the start.’


‘He is nice,’ Gwenna defended him, ‘he just thinks I need to study the theory a bit more. He’s probably right, I mean I did fail advanced instruments.’


‘He could at least take you up, even if you don’t take the controls yet. Seems dead keen to keep your feet on the ground if you ask me. I’ll bet your father would give him a thing or two to think about.’


‘Don’t be silly!’


Both Tory and Bertie were careful not to enthuse too much in front of her, but she only had to look at them to see how much they were changing as a result of their advancement on the course. Their confidence, and the way they chatted easily and knowledgeably to the mechanics when they returned their planes, made Gwenna feel like a silly first-former hanging around the fringes of a sixth-form picnic.


The embarrassment of it almost outweighed the disappointment and frustration, especially given that she’d made such a song and dance about her wartime flying ace father when she’d started. Even her fiancé had stopped asking her about it, as if he were embarrassed on her behalf; Peter was the local bobby in Caernoweth, and being seven years her senior, at thirty, he had a habit of siding with her father over many things, not least Gwenna’s progress as a pilot.


‘The way things are going,’ Gwenna said with forced lightness, ‘this Irene person will get up before I do.’ It sounded less like a joke when she heard it out loud, and she wished she’d kept quiet.


‘Let’s hope she gets Hocking too then,’ Tory said, licking her finger and wiping at a smudge of oil on her cheek. ‘You don’t suppose it’s because of your father, do you?’


It was no secret that the only way Gwenna had been able to afford the training was because Jonas Rosdew was well known locally for his wartime endeavours, and the flying school had awarded their scholarship solely on that basis.


‘They can’t deny I’ve progressed on my own merit,’ Gwenna pointed out, a little tightly. ‘They would have thrown me out after the first month’s assessment if not, like they did with that lad from Liskeard.’


‘True.’ Tory sighed. ‘Well, hopefully he’ll get bored, and give someone else a rough time for a while.’ She straightened her blouse and finally seemed happy with her appearance. ‘What time are we meeting Bertie?’


‘Six-ish, I think.’ Gwenna took up her book again. ‘Be a love and shove off for a bit, would you? I need to memorise this page of charts before the morning.’


Tory cheerfully obliged, so Gwenna was alone when, half an hour later, a timid knock at the door announced the arrival of the girl who would take the third of the four dormitory beds.


‘Come in,’ she called, ‘it’s not locked.’


The door opened to admit a slender young woman, as tall as Gwenna, who usually felt she towered over her friends. She was dressed conservatively but practically, in trousers and a belted blouse, and carried a small case and a hat, both clutched in the same hand while she kept the other on the door handle. Ready to run away? Gwenna felt a twinge of sympathy; the girl looked terrified.


‘Hello,’ she said, and stood up with her own hand out. ‘I’m Gwenna Rosdew.’


The newcomer finally relinquished her grip on the door and shook hands. ‘Irene Lewis.’ She looked around the dorm with an expression of wariness. Not dislike, exactly, but she was clearly used to a certain standard of living and had already decided that this new venture was not likely to provide it. Gwenna wondered why she was here at all if she felt like this. Perhaps she was simply being encouraged into it, in which case she’d probably last about a week.


‘Tory’s out at the moment,’ she said. She gestured to the freshly made bed in the corner. ‘That’s yours. Make yourself at home, and then I’ll show you around the base if you like.’


Irene put her suitcase on the bed. ‘No rush,’ she said, a little dismissively, and Gwenna blinked in surprise; it had been the first thing she and the others had wanted to do, and it was hard to imagine anyone not leaping on the opportunity.


‘Where can I hang my things?’ Irene asked, attempting to flap the creases out of a rather smart, pale blue cotton dress. Gwenna couldn’t place her accent, exactly, but she wasn’t local. Midlands, perhaps?


‘That wardrobe’s empty.’ She pointed to the smaller of two sturdy cupboards, side by side against the wall. ‘I moved Tory’s things into the other one, with mine.’


‘Thanks. Who’s in the fourth bed?’


‘No-one, yet. We’re hoping to persuade our friend Bertie.’


‘Who?’ Irene looked alarmed, and Gwenna smiled.


‘Bertie’s a girl. Roberta Fox.’


‘Oh!’ Irene relaxed. ‘Where does she live at the moment then?’


‘The flats at the top of town. You know the converted hotel?’


‘I’ve seen it. Why doesn’t she move in here, if you’re such pals?’


Gwenna hesitated; Bertie had had her reasons at the start, but it wasn’t really anyone else’s place to explain them. ‘Oh, just . . . you know. The way things worked out. Anyway, I’ll just carry on with my reading then, if you don’t want to look around.’


Irene looked a little deflated, but nodded. ‘Of course.’


‘Unless you’ve changed your mind?’


‘Well, I’d quite like to see the village. But if you’re busy I’m quite happy to go alone.’


Gwenna could think of a hundred better things to do. She was always keen to poke her nose into the hangars on the base, no matter how busy she was, and would have been pleased to have had the excuse, but the village was as dull as you like, and hardly worth wasting precious studying time on. Irene did seem to have something of a pleading look about her though, and she had looked so nervous when she came in, so Gwenna nodded.


‘Let me get my outdoor shoes on, and we’ll go for a walk. I’m meeting the others at six though, so make sure you’ve got your own key to get back in.’


Irene jangled the key she’d been given, and tucked it into her handbag. ‘This is very kind of you.’ She gestured at the text book. ‘You do seem busy.’


‘I am.’ Gwenna saw Irene’s faintly embarrassed look, and regretted her bluntness. ‘But I could do with some new soap,’ she added, ‘and if we go now we might get there before the shop shuts. You can only look at a chart for so long, before it all goes blurred and you end up just staring and not learning. You’ll find that out soon enough.’ She’d hoped for a returned smile, but Irene just nodded solemnly and Gwenna had the feeling she’d only made things worse.


Outside, she reluctantly ignored the hangars, and instead crossed the base to the wire perimeter fence, and emerged onto the road to Pencarrack. Turning left would have taken them down the road to Caernoweth, but, of the choice between town and village, she was glad Irene had asked to see the village instead. Caernoweth was closer, bigger, and very pretty, but also quite steep as it wound its way down the long hill towards the sea. Coming back up would have been a terrible slog in this weather. Pencarrack, on the other hand, was around ten minutes in the other direction, but the walk was along the flat ground, lying as it did on the same high level of moorland as the air training base.


On the exposed road across Pencarrack Moor, the light summer wind lessened the sun’s heat, and made the walk less of a chore than it otherwise might have been. Gwenna pointed out the distant white peaks of the china clay pit, standing like small mountains on the horizon, and after a few more minutes Irene stopped to peer across the grassland.


‘What’s that?’ She pointed to an ornate stone structure in the distance. It had the appearance of a castle in miniature, with its walls overgrown with ivy, and gorse bushes around its base. ‘Is it really that small?’


Gwenna nodded. ‘It’s called Tyndall’s Folly. It was built by the town’s founder, Malcolm Penworthy, back in the sixteenth century to commemorate his sister. She was taken by a pirate called Edmund Tyndall, and this was built as a sort of sop to him, to win his favour so he didn’t treat the girl too badly.’


‘Gosh. Did it work?’


‘Who knows? It’s very pretty close up, even if it is absolutely pointless. It makes a nice landmark though, much nicer than the china clay pits. Apparently it’s a common place to meet for . . . ’ A little embarrassed, she left the implication hanging.


‘You mean courting couples?’


‘I suppose.’ Gwenna looked away, and a familiar sound made her squint up at the sky, glad of the excuse to change the subject. The unmistakeable outline of Jude Singleton’s plane, and the distinctive stuttering of its engine, filled her with the usual mixture of joy and envy.


‘There she is!’ She waved, knowing she probably wouldn’t be seen from up there, but somehow it felt like the right thing to do anyway. ‘It’s Bertie.’


Irene glanced briefly upwards, and nodded. ‘Very nice.’


‘Nice?’ Gwenna couldn’t bite back the incredulous retort. ‘That’s a Sopwith Camel, it actually flew in the war!’ This earned little more than a polite incline of the head. ‘You’ll be up there soon,’ she said, ‘just imagine that. Exciting, eh?’


Irene gave her a smile then, and it did make her look a lot nicer. ‘Oh, I’m sure that’ll be quite some time away yet.’ She sounded relieved about that, so Gwenna didn’t push any further but it was good to know it was nerves making the newcomer so distant, and not a sense of superiority after all.


‘How d’you know that’s your friend, anyway?’ Irene went on. ‘Surely you can’t see from this distance?’


Gwenna pushed down another swell of envy. ‘Because her instructor’s the only one with that kind of plane, it’s been specially adapted so she can give lessons in it, and she only picks one trainee every couple of intakes. On our lot she picked Bertie.’ She hoped she didn’t sound too sour, as she went on, ‘You might be lucky and get her too, though.’


‘A woman trainer?’ Irene frowned. ‘Not sure I’d feel safe.’


There were too many comments to make to that, so Gwenna sat on them all. Instead she pointed up the road, and the first few houses on the outskirts of Pencarrack. ‘We’re here now.’


‘It’s quite a new place, isn’t it?’


‘Fairly, yes. Tory’s the one to ask, since she’s originally from town, but I gather the village grew from what was just a row of miners’ and quarrymen’s cottages called Furzy Row. They were developed by the family who live at Pencarrack House, so everyone just used the name for the village too and they made it official.’


‘So most of the people who live there now are just quarry and pit workers?’ Irene sounded disappointed, as if she’d expected a more wealthy class of neighbour.


‘There are still the families who had houses here before the village grew up around them,’ Gwenna said. ‘From when the flying school was an RFC military base during the war. My instructor lives in one of the bigger ones on the outskirts, actually.’


Irene picked up her feet. ‘Come on then, if you’re meeting your friend soon we’d better hoof it. Looks like she’s coming in to land.’


The Camel had banked up ahead and was coming back in the direction of the airfield, and Gwenna checked her watch; she probably had half an hour or so to spare, and it wouldn’t take that long to show the new arrival the delights of Pencarrack. One or two farms and larger homesteads dotted the distant landscape, but they were of no real interest unless you lived there. She gestured briefly at St Gwinear’s Church and the village school as they passed them on the right, and the densely wooded area opposite, and then they rounded the corner of the village itself.


‘Right,’ she said, as they came onto Fore Street, ‘useful places to know . . . Damn, I left my purse on my bed, after all that.’ She sighed; no new soap today then. ‘There’s a cobbler just up on that side, then there’s Mrs Donithorn, the seamstress; the post office; the sweet shop, and that’s the doctor’s house.’


‘That’s all?’


‘Quite a lot really, for a village. There are more shops in the town though.’ Gwenna peered more closely at the doctor’s residence, noticing all the curtains were closed. She saw a note on the door and stepped up to read it.




Surgery opening Monday 25 August.





‘It looks as if he hasn’t even arrived yet, so scratch that one too. There’s a doctor in Caernoweth if you need one, the number’s in the common room. Oh, and there’s a church. Anglican, if you’re interested.’


‘I thought you said there was a village shop?’


‘Sort of. They sell some essentials in the post office, including the soap I wanted. But there’s a much better one in Caernoweth. My family’s, actually.’


‘So you’re local too?’


Gwenna shrugged. ‘Not so’s you’d notice. We moved here after the war, and took over the shop from the Watts family, but I’m sure people still think of us as having only been here a week. There’s a nice little pub called the Tin Streamer’s Arms,’ she added, ‘which we call the Tinner’s. Oh, and there’s a decent book shop in town too. Penhaligon’s Attic. If you like reading, you should visit.’


‘I’m not much of a reader, but I’d like to look around the town anyway, when there’s more time.’


‘I’m sure you’ll like it. And speaking of time,’ Gwenna looked at her watch again, ‘I’m going to start back now. Bertie will have almost finished post-flight checks, and we’re going to the Cliffside Fort for dinner. I’d invite you along,’ she added, feeling she ought to address the subject, ‘but it’s—’


‘Oh gosh, no.’ Irene smiled again. ‘I understand, you three are pals.’


‘It’s not that, it’s just that it’s another friend’s birthday and they’re not expecting anyone else. It’s not really my place.’


‘Don’t give it a thought.’ Irene shoved her hands into her pockets. ‘I’ll walk back with you, and then just spend the evening settling in.’ She pulled a face. ‘It’s been such a long day, I shall probably be asleep within the hour.’


‘We’ll try not to disturb you when we come in,’ Gwenna promised.


They parted ways at the air base, where Irene let herself back into the dorm, and Gwenna found Tory waiting in her motor in the civilian car parking area outside the perimeter fence. Bertie was, presumably, still finishing things off with her flight trainer, so Gwenna slipped into the back of the 4-seater to wait.


‘I’ve met Irene,’ she said. ‘We went for a walk up to Pencarrack.’


‘What’s she like?’


‘She seems alright. A bit . . . distant. No, that’s not it.’ Gwenna frowned. ‘Distanced, maybe.’


‘What’s the difference?’


‘Well, I don’t think she’s deliberately setting herself apart, it’s just that she’s not at all excited. As if it hasn’t touched her yet.’


‘Nervous? Second thoughts?’ Tory suggested.


‘Seems like it.’ Gwenna shrugged. ‘Which means she probably won’t be around for long.’


‘Fair enough.’ Tory dismissed the subject. ‘Right, tonight’s job then.’ She twisted in the driver’s seat so she could look directly at Gwenna. ‘We finally persuade Milady of Fox Bay to move out of those awful flats, and into the dorm on the base. Agreed?’


‘Agreed.’ Gwenna was about to continue, then she stopped with an irritated click of her tongue. ‘I’ll be back in a minute, I’ve left my purse. Again.’


She ran back along the path to the dormitory building, and let herself into the dorm quietly, in case Irene was already sleeping off a long journey. But the new girl was sitting on her bed, bent over a writing pad on her lap. Like Gwenna, she had shunned the short, bobbed hairstyle favoured by Bertie, and more recently Tory, and kept enough length in her mid-brown hair to pin it up. It had come loose from its pins now, and swung down in front of her face as she concentrated, and Gwenna saw a fleeting look of annoyance cross her face as she looked up and pushed it aside.


‘Sorry to disturb you,’ she said quickly. ‘I’ll just pick this up and . . . Are you alright?’


‘Quite alright, thank you,’ Irene said, but Gwenna noticed her hand was spread over the page on which she’d been writing, almost like a school child trying to prevent someone from copying her work. Surely she must have smudged it horribly. The other hand gripped the pen tightly, then relaxed, but it was clear it was a conscious act of will. Irene’s face wore that odd smile again now, the one that sat awkwardly and made her look as if she wished she were anywhere but there.


‘Letters home?’ Gwenna asked, eaten alive by curiosity, but determined not to show it. Perhaps it was a note to a beau, or someone she shouldn’t have been seeing. ‘Such a difficult thing, I suppose, if you’re far away from your loved ones.’


‘Yes.’


‘And are you?’


‘What?’


‘Far away from—’


‘Oh.’ Irene nodded. ‘Quite a long way, yes. Wolverhampton. It’s very awkward,’ she went on, almost babbling now, ‘Mother says she wants to know absolutely all, but you just know, don’t you, that she’d rather not? I mean, ignorance is bliss, isn’t it, in some ways?’


‘Well.’ Gwenna didn’t quite know what to say to that, her own parents being determined to squeeze every last detail out of her whenever she went home at weekends. ‘I’m sure she’ll be glad to hear from you, whatever you have to say.’


‘I thought you were meeting your friends?’ Irene went on, looking pointedly at the clock. ‘It’s gone six.’


‘Bertie’s running a bit late, and I forgot this.’ Gwenna held up her purse and slipped it into her pocket. ‘We’ll have a proper chat later, perhaps, when Tory’s here.’


‘That’ll be nice.’ Irene still had one hand protectively over her paper, but seemed to realise it looked a little silly since Gwenna wouldn’t be able to read it anyway, and removed it. But she didn’t continue writing, and didn’t speak again until Gwenna said goodbye in the doorway. Then she smiled again, and her face lost all its awkwardness and became friendly once more.


Gwenna pulled the door closed behind her, her own smile turning into a frown. Letters home be damned . . . That girl would bear watching.










CHAPTER TWO



Cliffside Fort Hotel


Tory waited for a chance to begin nudging the conversation onto the right track, but Tommy Ash, the aircraft engineer whose twenty-fifth birthday it was, had engaged Bertie Fox in a string of anecdotes about a mutual friend who’d died earlier that year. Despite the sorrow they both felt, his stories were funny, irreverent and affectionate, and the usually reserved Bertie’s shocked laughter frequently rang out, as she learned more about what her much-missed friend had got up to during his time on the training base.


Tory turned, instead, to Gwenna, who had been oddly reflective since she’d re-joined her in the car. ‘This Irene, then; what did you mean when you came back with your purse and said she was a bit shifty?’


‘Exactly that.’ Gwenna speared a piece of carrot. ‘It’s how she looked at me, and she was definitely hiding the letter she was writing.’


‘To a bloke, you think?’


‘That was my first thought,’ Gwenna admitted, ‘but if it was a man, it was someone she shouldn’t have been writing to.’


‘She’s probably got a crush on someone’s husband or something. Is she pretty?’


‘What’s that got to do with it?’


‘If she is, there’s more of a chance he’ll write back.’ Tory winked. ‘So, is she?’


‘Fairly, I suppose. About my height, and with lovely hair. Bit cold though.’


‘Give her a chance,’ Tory protested. ‘She’s just arrived! Must be terrified.’


‘Say what you like, I’m going to keep a close eye on her.’ Gwenna looked across at Bertie and Tommy. ‘You couldn’t get a tissue paper between those two, could you?’


‘Just as it should be.’


Tory was delighted at the way her two friends were getting along; Bertie had had things unimaginably tough for the past year, since the motorcycle accident that had resulted in the loss of the lower part of her right leg. Tommy, who was lively and popular, and a friend to Bertie from the start, was one of the few people able to pull her out of a serious mood. He was clearly smitten too; Bertie had come straight from training tonight, and, thanks to her flying helmet, her usually glossy dark hair was tangled in places and sticking up in others. On top of that she still wore her dun-coloured trousers and boots, but Tommy’s eyes were drinking her in as if she were a Hollywood star dressed in sequins.


Tory waited for a lull in their conversation then jumped in. ‘So, when are you moving into the dorm then, Bertie?’


Bertie blinked. ‘Where did that come from?’


‘Gwenna and I were talking about it again today. It’s so silly you living in town, when there’s a perfectly good bed right there on the base.’


‘You know why I—’


‘Yes,’ Tory said patiently, ‘we know why you didn’t do it at the start, but now we know you have a metal leg, and so does everyone else, so there’s no need to be shy about it anymore.’


‘Tory!’ Bertie glanced around them, but no-one was paying any attention. ‘It wasn’t a question of being shy about my leg, it was more that I wanted to fit in and not just be the centre of gossip.’


‘Well, you did, and you’re not, so now there’s no reason not to join us.’


‘She’s right,’ Gwenna put in. ‘There’s no need to hide away in those awful little square flats now.’


‘No,’ Tommy said with a grin. ‘You can move into the awful little square dormitory instead.’


Tory rolled her eyes. ‘You’re not helping. Oh, come on, Bertie! There aren’t any stairs in the dorms, for a start, and the lift in those flats is always breaking, you said so.’


‘And I’ve seen your flat too,’ Gwenna added. ‘The space you’d get in the dorm is actually bigger.’


Bertie’s face relaxed into a reluctant smile. Tory had the feeling that, deep down, she’d been wanting to make the move, and all she needed was a push; she caught Tommy’s attention, and gave him a tiny, encouraging nod.


‘They’re right, Bertie,’ he said obediently. ‘Closer to training, closer to your friends, makes perfect sense to me. And it’s my birthday,’ he reminded her, ‘you have to do what—’


‘Alright!’ Bertie held up a hand. ‘You’ve convinced me.’ She turned back to Tory. ‘Will you help carry my things from the flat?’


‘We can use my car. Plenty of room in the back.’


Bertie nodded. ‘Alright. I’ll move in at the weekend then.’


‘Wonderful.’ Tory raised her glass. ‘Here’s to a fourth person to do the laundry!’ She grinned. ‘Sorry, I mean: here’s to our new room-mate!’


Gwenna echoed the toast, and Tommy chimed in with, ‘To no more excuses for being late for training,’ which earned him a dig in the ribs from Bertie, and Tory smiled into her glass; those two were definitely moving into even more comfortable territory.


‘Will you be pitching in as well?’ she asked Gwenna, who shook her head.


‘Afraid not, I’m needed at home this weekend.’


‘You’re making it sound like a full-scale house move,’ Bertie protested. ‘It’s only a few bags and some books.


‘I half envy you, actually,’ Tory said. ‘There’s nothing like a change of living space to give your life a bit of a kick.’


‘Well, you’re welcome to move into my flat instead,’ Bertie suggested with an innocent look. Tory pointedly ignored her, and Bertie laughed. ‘Your place in London can’t have been much bigger.’


‘Not as big as the apartment in France, either,’ Tory agreed.


‘I still can’t understand why you’d choose Cornwall over France,’ Gwenna said, with a wistful little sigh. ‘You must be barmy.’


‘Neither of them had as much space to mess about in as Hawthorn Cottage. That’s the one down the hill, that we rented from the Battens when I was little, but we lost that place when Charles Batten died.’ Tory pushed aside the sour memory those words gave her. She was well practised at that. ‘I don’t know who lives there now, but my grandparents used to have Priddy Farm just across the way, so Mum and us four kids went to live there.’


‘Four?’ Gwenna asked, but Tommy spoke over her.


‘Bobby Gale lives at Hawthorn now. You know him, don’t you?’


‘Knew him, rather. Bobby was the leader of our gang when we were kids. A right tearaway he was.’


‘Still is,’ Gwenna said. ‘Never out of trouble of one kind or another, according to Peter.’


‘He’s alright,’ Tommy protested. ‘We get along fine – he’s just a bit of a one, that’s all. Once he knows you’re not on his back over anything he’s a decent enough bloke.’


‘How do you know him, anyway?’ Tory asked, but a moment later she caught sight of a woman being shown to a table, and she lowered her fork so fast it clattered against her plate and silenced Tommy’s explanation. Hot on the heels of her memories of Hawthorn Cottage, this was too much.


‘What’s the matter?’ Bertie twisted in her seat to follow Tory’s shocked gaze. ‘Who is it?’


‘Believe it or not, it’s my mother,’ Tory managed, past a sudden tightness in her throat. It was as if she’d conjured her simply by mentioning her childhood. ‘I haven’t seen her for . . . ’ Her words trailed away as she worked it out; it was around sixteen years. ‘Since the start of the war.’


Tommy and Gwenna immediately strained to see the table, where a much younger woman, a girl really, with reddish-blonde hair, was rising to greet the newcomer with a warm smile and a kiss on the cheek. Tory didn’t recognise the girl, but was relieved to see that at least it wasn’t a man her mother was meeting.


‘What happened?’ Bertie asked. ‘You must have only been little.’


Tory shook her head. ‘Look, this isn’t a story for a birthday party.’ She let out a slow, controlled breath, and turned back to Tommy. ‘Sorry, you were going to tell me how you and Bobby Gale crossed paths.’


‘Don’t be silly.’ Bertie frowned. ‘You look as white as a sheet. Never mind birthday parties, if you want to tell us, we want to listen.’


‘Maybe later.’ But she knew she would find a way to deflect then, too. It wouldn’t be difficult; she’d been ducking questions about her mother for years.


She watched with a kind of reluctant fascination, as her mother settled into her seat and smiled up at the suddenly attentive waiter. She was dressed much as Tory always pictured her: neat, but plain, although her clothes were no longer patched. Her blonde hair had paled to grey at the roots, but was still thick and luxuriant, twisted this evening into a neat chignon and fastened with basic pins. She had never needed anything in the way of decoration, and still didn’t; any attempt to look fancy would just be redundant on that face and form.


Tory had been hearing comments about her mother’s beauty all her life. Straight-backed and clear-skinned, with bewitching, light blue eyes and a surprisingly low but pleasing voice, the widow Gilbert had been praised by many for the way she’d coped with long hours of manual labour on the farm, and bringing up her four beautifully behaved children alone. What had been less openly lauded was the reputation she had later gained for herself in town—


‘Look, this has been a shock for you,’ Bertie said gently, breaking into her thoughts just in time. ‘Why don’t we finish up here and go back to my flat, where it’s more private?’


‘It’s Tommy’s birthday,’ Tory protested. ‘You can’t just end the meal because of me.’


‘Not because of you at all,’ Tommy said. ‘I’ve got an early start in the morning anyway, and I was wondering how I could politely tell you all to . . . um, to go away and leave me alone.’


‘You’re such a gentleman,’ Bertie said drily, but she looked grateful nevertheless.


Gwenna looked over her shoulder at Nancy. ‘Are you going to speak to her?’


‘Not yet. I want to know if anyone else has seen her first.’


‘Your brothers, you mean?’


Tory nodded. ‘Gerald was nineteen, and always seemed to be angry, but he still missed her. And Matty was only seven. I want to know if she’s been to see him at least, to explain, before I’ll know how to speak to her.’


‘How could she have left you to care for Matty like that?’ Bertie looked appalled. ‘And a girl needs her mother when she’s growing up.’


‘I had my Granny Ruth at least. And she had help from some of the women in town. Anna Penhaligon was very kind, and so was her stepdaughter.’ Tory stood up, suddenly needing to be out in the fresh air. ‘You stay and finish, I’ll be outside. Tommy, I’m sorry, and thank you. I hope you’ve enjoyed your birthday meal, at least.’


The clatter of her chair turned a few heads her way, and one of them was her mother’s, but she turned back to her companion again and Tory’s eyes flooded. She’d imagined this moment for so many years, and didn’t know what she’d expected, or secretly hoped for: a meeting of the eyes, a realisation, a display of deep emotion . . . Surely something about her own daughter would draw her, instinctively, to some flicker of recognition?


Outside, she walked a short way, then lit a cigarette and leaned against the wall while she waited for the others to finish their meal and join her. There should have been much to look at out here; the hotel’s architect had purposely left the broken-down castle defences, and the external walls too, while they’d modernised and converted the inside, and it all added to the unspoilt charm of the landscape. All along the coastline, and the rugged headlands in the distance, the summer evening sky was beginning to paint everything with a faint orange-pink glow, and the familiar booming of the incoming tide far below gave everything another layer of texture; it was a beautiful evening, and a glorious place to be, but all Tory could think about was that brief glance, and then . . . nothing.


‘There she is. Tory!’


She looked up to see Bertie and Gwenna emerging from the hotel. Bertie was leaning on her stick after a long day, and Gwenna carried Tory’s bag. Tory stubbed out her cigarette on the wall and went over to join them by the entrance.


‘We couldn’t stay in there,’ Bertie said, ‘not after what you said. Come back to my flat.’


‘Thanks,’ Tory said, taking her bag from Gwenna, ‘but I’m just going to go back to the dorm actually, if you don’t mind?’


‘Don’t you want to talk?’


‘Not tonight, I’d rather just think. And anyway I need to write to Matty and Gerald.’


‘That reminds me,’ Gwenna put in. ‘Earlier you said there were four of you?’


‘There were. Joseph was between Gerald and me.’ Tory swallowed hard. ‘He got called up in 1918 and never came home.’


‘You’ve never said.’ Bertie’s face was pale. ‘All this time we’ve known you.’


‘I’ve never found the right time really,’ Tory said. ‘Joseph was . . . well, I know it’s wrong to have favourites, but still.’


‘I’m so sorry.’ Gwenna murmured. ‘So close to the end of the war, too.’


‘Do you think your mother ever knew what happened to him?’ Bertie glanced back towards the hotel as they walked to Tory’s car. ‘She would still have been his next of kin, wouldn’t she?’


‘He listed Granny Ruth, so I’ve no idea if Mum found out somehow. Nothing she’s done so far tells me she cared enough to find out though, and I doubt very much if she knows he’s named on the Pencarrack memorial either.’


Tory was aware she was causing a black cloud over the little gathering, and as a silence fell over them she wished she could bring her usual breeziness back, but her own mood had been coloured by tonight’s not-quite encounter; she needed to speak to her mother, to put everything into its proper place so she could concentrate on her own life again.


‘Who’s that, do you think?’ Gwenna asked, perhaps seeking to distract her by pointing at one of the final training flights of the day returning to the airfield. ‘Whoever it is isn’t concentrating very hard. Even I could make a better job of that approach, and I’ve only been up once.’


‘I think it’s Hocking’s plane, isn’t it?’ Tory said, frowning at the serial number painted on the underside of the wing. ‘Yes, it is. Whoever’s flying it is making a right pig’s ear out of it.’


She followed the Avro’s wavering progress, wondering if she would ever feel the same thrill as Bertie, or the same passion as Gwenna, when she flew; she couldn’t help feeling guilty, whenever Gwenna received another knockback, that she herself just didn’t seem to feel the privilege as deeply as she ought to. She enjoyed it well enough, but whenever Bertie returned from her flying sessions she had a glow about her that Tory had quickly come to realise she lacked, though thank goodness she seemed to have let go of that eager but lunatic notion of taking up combat flying.


Gwenna decided that she too should get an early night, since she was re-taking her test tomorrow, so in the end Tory just dropped Bertie back at her lonely little flat in the holiday block at the top of town.


‘Do you mind if we explain to this new girl about why you’ve left it so long to move into the dorm?’ Gwenna asked, as Bertie climbed out. ‘I felt a bit strange earlier, just brushing it off.’


‘No, that’s alright,’ Bertie said, on a yawn. ‘I don’t mind anymore, honestly.’


‘Is the lift working?’ Tory pulled a face as she looked through the open door at the grey box near the entrance. She couldn’t imagine being cooped up in such a horrid little space, it made her skin shrink on her bones just to imagine it; what if it broke down, or the door jammed?


‘The lift’s fine.’ Bertie gave them each a hug. ‘Now push off, you two. I’ll see you tomorrow, bright and early.’


‘Do you think she and Tommy are secretly an item?’ Tory asked, waving as she drove away.


‘Not yet. But I’m sure it won’t be long.’


‘She’s over that farmer boy of hers, then?’


‘I’d say so. He seemed nice enough, but he wants children, and she definitely doesn’t, so they made the right choice. Tommy’s perfect for her.’


‘As long as he doesn’t want children either,’ Tory pointed out, and they exchanged a quick glance; the odds were slim, they both knew that, and Bertie had made her decision quite clear. Still, there was a chance she might change her mind, once she’d got this flying bug out of her system, and that it would no longer be an issue. They parked by the wire gates of the compound, and started up the path to the dorm block.


‘What about you?’ Gwenna asked, as they drew near the door.


‘What about me?’


‘You’ve never even been engaged, and you’re older than either of us.’


Tory laughed. ‘Not everyone wants to be engaged, Gwen. Or married off, with a brood.’


‘Gwen-na! And anyway, didn’t you have a bit of a fancy for that lad who works at Bertie’s family’s hotel?’


Tory smiled. They’d recently attended Bertie’s birthday celebrations at Fox Bay, and she and Martin Berry, the Foxes’ loyal receptionist, had enjoyed a minor fling. ‘He’s sweet enough,’ she allowed, ‘probably too sweet, so not for the long haul. Not for me.’


‘That’s a shame.’


‘Not really. It was nice while it lasted, but he deserves someone with lots of time to look after him, and it’d be such a slog from here to Trethkellis every time we wanted to see each other. No, Martin’s best forgotten.’


They stopped outside the dorm block, which had been locked at eight o’clock as usual, and as Tory fished in her bag for her keys, Gwenna spoke in a low, hesitant voice. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to talk about why your mother has suddenly turned up in town?’


‘She’ll have her reasons,’ Tory said shortly. ‘I just hope they’re temporary.’ She changed the subject quickly. ‘I’ll be able to meet Irene hopefully, since we’re home early.’


But when they went in, and despite Gwenna’s insistence that Irene had planned an early night, their dorm was empty.


‘She must have changed her mind,’ Gwenna said. ‘Maybe she went for a stroll into Caernoweth after all, since it’s a nice evening.’


‘She’s certainly been familiarising herself with the area,’ Tory mused, picking up a small pile of local maps from Irene’s bedside table. ‘Look at these. Where did you say she was from?’


‘Somewhere in the Midlands, I can’t remember exactly.’


‘She must have quite an interest in Cornwall then, to have come down here to train instead of using one of the bigger schools up there.’ Tory flipped through the maps. ‘Caernoweth and Pencarrack, Truro, St Austell, Bodmin . . . All the way up as far as Lynher Mill, and around Liskeard and Launceston.’


‘She’ll be seeing it all from that same angle too, before long,’ Gwenna said, more than a little enviously as she looked at the aerial drawings.


‘So will you,’ Tory soothed, replacing the maps. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll sail through tomorrow. You must have been reading for hours this afternoon, and that’s on top of all the studying you did for the first two tests.’


‘Which made no difference whatsoever,’ Gwenna pointed out. ‘Right, I’m going to have a bath and go to bed.’ She took her washbag down the hall to the communal bathroom, leaving Tory alone with her memories of the morning her mother had left, and everything had changed forever.


She remembered waking at her usual early hour; July was always a busy time on any farm, and, as a healthy twelve-year-old girl she’d had a lot of chores to get through before school. She’d splashed herself with water from the ewer on the stand, and dressed quickly, but arriving in the kitchen she’d been surprised to find it empty except for Matty, who was solemnly eating a hunk of bread he’d torn from the loaf on the table.


‘Where’s Ma?’ He shrugged and continued eating, and Tory clicked her tongue. ‘Well, where’s Gran then?’


‘Fetchin’ eggs.’


Tory looked out of the window to see their grandmother emerging backwards from the henhouses, and she went to the door to repeat her query. Gran looked uncomfortable, and glanced past her to where Matty was sitting. Then she sighed.


‘She’s gone, love.’


‘Gone where? Up to Pencarrack already?’ The farm cart took fresh produce daily up to the big manor at the top of town, but it wouldn’t be ready for hours yet.


‘No, not there.’


‘Oh. Well, will she be back soon?’


‘She’s not coming back, maid. I’m that sorry.’


It had taken Tory a moment to digest this. She remembered the scruffy little note that Gran had pulled from her apron pocket and handed to her; how she had squinted at the sparse but laboured scrawl printed on it.




ma


plees look after them


i will rite soon.


Sory.





And then the only word written with evident confidence:




Nancy.





Sitting on her bed now, Tory knew she’d never forget the dizzy feeling that had swept over her; as if she’d been standing on solid ground one minute, only to have it open beneath her feet the next. Falling into nothing, and with no-one to catch her.


And had her mother written? Not once in the five more years Tory had remained at Priddy Farm, though who knew if she had done so after that? War had broken into their safe little world only a couple of weeks later; a lot of men from town, of all ages, had gone off to fight, and still there was nothing from Nancy, not even to ask whether her eldest son had gone with them. When Gerald had joined up, a few months later, the rest of the family had gone to Bodmin to wave him off at the station and Tory had looked around, expecting to see Ma at the last minute, come to say goodbye. But she hadn’t, and Gerald, still only a boy underneath his soldier’s façade, had tried unsuccessfully to hide devastated tears from his younger siblings. From that moment Tory had buried their mother in the very back of her mind, in all but her deepest dreams.


She looked up as Gwenna returned, changed ready for bed and already yawning in anticipation, but knew she herself wouldn’t sleep for a while yet. The heat had gone from the day, so she picked up her coat. ‘I’m going for a walk.’


‘Now?’


‘Just a circuit of the base to work off this headache. I’ll try not to wake you when I come in.’


She wandered slowly alongside the perimeter fence in the almost-dark, turning over in her mind all the possible reasons her mother might have returned now. Illness? A new relationship, or the simple wish, at the demise of an old one, to be somewhere familiar? It was so hard to understand, without knowing why she’d left in the first place; she had been gone before the gossip ever took hold, so—


‘Here!’


She jumped at the sound of the low voice, and looked over to where someone was standing on the far side of one of the mechanics’ vans. She couldn’t see who it was, but they weren’t calling to her in any case; someone else had come through the gate and was hurrying up the road. Just a hunched shape of a man who met the caller at the van, exchanged a few murmured words, and then climbed in behind the wheel, yet something familiar about the way he moved told her it was her old childhood friend Bobby Gale, of whom Gwenna’s fiancé still apparently disapproved. Seemingly with good reason. Civilians weren’t allowed to borrow airfield vehicles, so whoever had agreed to this loan would be in enormous trouble too, if the bigwigs found out. Losing their job would be the least of it, which meant they were probably making enough money off it to justify the danger of discovery. She hoped for Bertie’s sake it wasn’t Tommy Ash.


Tory stood very still until the van had driven off the base and she was sure she hadn’t been seen, and then continued on her way. For a few minutes she idly pondered why Bobby might be using airfield property at all, since he had his own transport, but before too long thoughts of her own family intruded once again, and she began to mentally compose letters to her two brothers. How would they feel, knowing their mother was back and hadn’t contacted them? Or perhaps she had, and it was only Tory who’d been left in the dark? She wasn’t sure which would be worse.


By the time she had walked twice more around the compound, she was as exhausted by the twists her mind was taking, as by the long day she’d had, and was looking forward to a creamy hot chocolate and some clean, starched sheets. She reached the dorm building in time to see a dark-haired girl she didn’t recognise hurrying up to the door.


‘Hello,’ she called out cheerfully. ‘Are you Irene?’


The girl stopped and turned, and the light falling across her face from the doorway emphasised startled eyes. ‘Yes? Oh, you must be Tory.’


‘Pleased to meet you.’ Tory held out her hand and the girl shook it. She gestured for Irene to precede her into the hall. ‘I was going to make hot chocolate, will you join me?’


Irene hesitated, but only for a moment. ‘I was going to try and sleep,’ she said, ‘but when I started to think about beginning lessons tomorrow I got a bit nervous. How silly to begin on a Friday.’


‘We thought that, but you’ll be studying in the hangars on Saturday too, and it’s a great way to break you in gently.’


‘Perhaps. Anyway, yes please, hot chocolate might just do the trick.’


They found the communal kitchen deserted, and Tory set to work boiling milk and rinsing cups. She kept up an amiable chatter, with one eye on the new girl, who had removed her coat and now sat idly playing with the salt cruet while her eyes scanned the empty room. Irene was smartly dressed, and wore her hair tied neatly back off her face; her features were small and quite dainty, and she reminded Tory a little of Gwenna in her manner; a little stiff and formal, but she was probably just shy. A chat would be just the thing to settle her in.


Tory carried two steaming mugs over to the table, and sat down with a little sigh of relief.


‘Why don’t you tell me a bit about yourself?’ she offered. ‘You don’t sound as if you’re from around here, so what made you choose Cornwall?’


‘I, I just . . . did.’ Irene, seemed taken aback slightly, by the directness of the question, and Tory gave her an apologetic smile.


‘Sorry,’ she said, ‘I’m always being told off for demanding answers. Why don’t I tell you about us, instead. Would that be better?’


Irene relaxed. ‘Much, thank you. I’ve met Gwenna, she seems very nice.’


‘She is. But,’ Tory went on solemnly, ‘and this is a very serious warning, don’t ever call her Gwen.’


‘Why, what will she do?’ Irene looked mildly alarmed.


Tory grinned. ‘She’ll almost roll her eyes, and she’ll correct you very politely, but my word you’ll feel as if you’ve just dug up her prize-winning rose bush.’


Irene laughed aloud at that. ‘Noted. What about this Bertie person I’ve heard about?’


‘I was a little bit scared of her at first,’ Tory confessed. ‘She came into our first lesson late, and we already knew she’d refused her place in the dorm, so we didn’t know anything about her. We thought she might be the most awful snob, and only taking lessons to impress her society friends.’


‘Society friends?’


‘Her family owns Fox Bay Hotel, have you heard of it?’


Irene put down her chocolate and stared at her. ‘The place where that movie star nearly died?’


‘That’s the place. Daisy Conrad and Freddie Wishart were both staying there at the time, they get lots of Hollywood types now.’


‘And Bertie’s family owns it?’


Tory nodded. ‘But you needn’t worry, she’s not at all superior. Bright as they come, and very keen flyer. Not at all snobbish.’


‘Why doesn’t she want to stay in the dorm? Gwenna was awfully vague about that.’


‘She didn’t feel it was her place to tell you, but about a year ago, Bertie was riding her motorcycle home, from a race that should have started her off with a fantastic career. It was what she was desperate to do, you see, and she’d been spotted by another racer, who was putting a touring team together.’


‘What happened?’


‘A dog ran out in front of her, and she crashed trying to avoid it. She broke her leg and was out all night in the rain, and the leg got infected so she had to have it taken off just below the knee.’


Irene paled. ‘How awful.’


‘She was devastated, of course. Now, though, she has a metal prosthetic, and has been so determined to make the best of things, you’d hardly know it. Unless she’s really tired, then she uses a stick.’


‘But she didn’t want you and Gwenna to know about it?’


‘Not at first. She wanted to be seen as just the same as everyone else, so she kept it all under her hat and took a room at the flats at the top of town. But tonight we persuaded her to move in after all, so she’s joining us on Saturday. You’ll meet her at teatime tomorrow.’


‘She sounds like quite the character. And what about you? Where are you from?’


‘I was born here, moved away after the war and spent some time in London, and now I’m back.’ Tory shrugged. ‘Nothing more to tell really. My grandparents used to own the farm down the hill.’


‘What about family? Brothers and sisters?’


‘Just two brothers now, one was killed in action.’


‘Oh.’ Irene looked momentarily unsure what to say. ‘I’m really sorry.’


‘Thanks.’ It was always hard to say those words, killed in action, as if Joseph – with his wide grin, his left-handed awkwardness, and his love of swimming – had never been more than a footnote in the town’s records. ‘Now it’s your turn,’ she added, with determined brightness.


Irene pursed her lips. ‘Okay, I’m from Wolverhampton, I have one sister, no brothers, and, to answer your question properly, I came to Cornwall because I love the countryside. Horses, in particular.’


‘Horses!’ Tory brightened. ‘Me too! I used to be allowed to ride a horse who was stabled on our farm, but his owner moved away recently.’


‘I learned to ride when I was little,’ Irene said, ‘but it’s years since I had the chance. I was hoping there might be a riding school somewhere nearby, so I could refresh my lessons.’


Tory gave her an apologetic shrug. ‘Not that I know of, sorry. Most people in the country tend to learn from a very young age, and on local farms, but so many horses were taken for the army anyway. Bill was too old by then, thank goodness, so Tristan was able to keep him, and he let me and his sister ride him.’


‘Are you very good, then?’


‘Good enough.’ Tory frowned into her nearly-empty mug. ‘Well, Gwenna’s gone to bed early to prepare for her re-test tomorrow, so—’


‘Re-test?’


‘Re-re-test really. She failed her advanced instruments twice, poor thing. Always seems to just miss the mark, somehow, even though she’s brighter than just about everyone.’


Irene frowned. ‘That’s rotten.’


‘We all feel desperately sorry for her,’ Tory agreed. ‘She’s keener than everyone too, except Bertie of course, but her instructor just won’t give her a chance to get up where she wants to be.’


‘Top of the class?’


Tory blinked in surprise. ‘The sky.’


‘Ah. Who’s her instructor?’
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