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Hope rises to the challenge of her third thrilling adventure . . .


It is 1940 and, as the Battle of Britain takes to the air, Hope Stapleford is recruited to join the Special Operations Executive. In the nick of time, spymaster Fitzroy intercepts; she is his intelligence operative after all, and he wants to send her to a Scottish airfield where Harvey is already stationed undercover as a mechanic.


At the airbase, Hope and Harvey find a community in turmoil. Pilots talk of strange sightings in the air and local mechanics report mysterious scratches appearing on the wings and fuselage of the aircraft. Is this a case of homegrown sabotage or something more sinister? And why has Cole, an old colleague of Fitzroy’s, suddenly appeared? Glowing orbs, grieving mothers and the legacy of dead German pilots are only some of the challenges Hope must face to complete her latest mission. . .
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Author’s Note


During World War Two, a great many pilots claimed to have seen both strange creatures on their planes mid-flight, and also balls of light. After the war, it was discovered that German fighter pilots independently reported the same phenomena. Air Chief Marshal Lord Hugh Dowding, who was largely responsible for the victory of the Battle of Britain, compiled a report for Churchill on the phenomena. To this day no one has ever been able to explain what pilots on both sides of the war saw.









Chapter One


Homecoming


‘What do you mean it’s about my father?’ I asked.


Fitzroy kept his eye on the clouds ahead. He didn’t immediately answer. The plane bumped again in the mild turbulence outside. The night was calm enough, but the small, light craft bucked at every air current. Involuntarily I groaned. The British double agent I had caught earlier in the day had managed to give me a whacking great thump on the head. His head had fared worse, but I had been barely conscious when my godfather, Fitzroy, had found me. He’d flown in unexpectedly, landing close to where I’d been fighting. By the careless way he’d left his aircraft without a backward glance, and by the strut of his walk, I’d known it was him. He mopped up the end of my adventure, taking most of the credit, more, I think, by habit than any malign design. Then he literally swept me off my feet to plonk me in the passenger seat of his aircraft.


‘Head still sore, Hope?’


‘What do you think,’ I muttered between gritted teeth. ‘I shouldn’t be flying. You bullied that doctor into saying I could.’


‘Hang on a mo, I think . . .’ He let go of the controls and continued to steer with his knees while he reached over the seat behind him. The plane ducked and dived more than ever.


‘Should you be doing that?’ I managed to keep my voice level.


‘Don’t fuss,’ came the muffled reply behind me. ‘Just let me know if anything gets in the way.’


‘What?’


‘You know, like a bird or something. How’s that dial doing, by the way? The one that I couldn’t get working. Give it a tap for me, will you?’


I leaned over and tapped at the dial that had troubled him earlier. ‘Still nothing,’ I said.


‘Aha!’ My godfather turned back round with a furry cap in his hand. He dumped it on my head, and took the controls in hand again. ‘Keep your head warm,’ he said. ‘Should make it less sore with the altitude and whatnot. I say, I wonder if that’s the altimeter. This dashboard isn’t the one I’m used to.’


‘Altitude?’


Fitzroy peered more closely along the dash. ‘Oh, my mistake. That’s this one.’ He tapped another dial. ‘Working perfectly.’


‘You didn’t know?’


‘I fly more by instinct. That’s how it was in the Great War. None of the luxuries pilots get nowadays. Parachutes. Hah!’ He took his hands off the stick again and gestured around him. ‘Practically like travelling by Pullman.’


‘I wish you wouldn’t keep taking your hands off the controls,’ I said.


‘Bah!’ he said, varying his term of disdain slightly. ‘Modern planes more or less fly themselves.’ I could have sworn I heard him add ‘thankfully’ under his breath.


‘Now, you were about to tell me about my father,’ I said, settling the hat more firmly on my head. Annoyingly enough it did seem to be helping.


‘Are you sure you don’t want me to teach you about the stars? It’s a glorious night. Clear as anything. You’ve got to take time, Hope, to appreciate the beauty around. If you concentrate solely on whatever disaster mankind is up to—’


‘Like war?’ I said sarcastically.


Fitzroy turned and gave me one of his most charming smiles. These are always quite blinding, especially as nowadays he’s often all dour and stoic. ‘Exactly, my dear god-daughter. Like war. If you only concentrate on that nonsense you’d go completely mad. Take the good moments that the good God sends you.’


Now I knew he was stalling. I don’t remember Fitzroy ever going to church when he visited us at home. My father always said it was just as well. ‘If he steps inside the building, Hope, he’ll probably go up in a puff of smoke. Divine retribution for all his misdeeds.’


Of course, my father had said it with a smile on his face. When I was older, I became less sure he meant it as a joke, but my mother always laughed and agreed.


‘My father,’ I said. ‘What’s happening with my father?’


Fitzroy’s shoulders heaved with another big sigh. ‘You really won’t be guided, will you?’


‘What are you talking about?’ I demanded.


‘I’m sorry, my dear. It doesn’t look as if he will pull through this time.’


I took a deep, unsteady breath. ‘We’ve been here before and he’s always made it. We shouldn’t give up hope yet.’


‘My dear girl, do you think your mother would consent to me – me! – flying you home if she didn’t think this time it was serious. You know how she feels about my flying. She hates it almost as much as my driving.’


‘More,’ I said. ‘She thinks you’re a good driver.’


‘Really?’ said Fitzroy in a brighter voice. ‘Well, that’s nice to know.’


‘But serious isn’t the same as dying,’ I said.


‘I don’t believe your mother could ever put the word dying and your father’s name in the same sentence. Besides, Dunkirk—’


‘Yes, I am terribly proud of him,’ I said.


Fitzroy nodded. ‘That’s exactly how he would want you to remember him. Like that. Not as an invalid.’


‘Do you mean he didn’t think he would come back?’ I said. I stared out into the darkness, following his gaze. ‘Do you mean he wanted to die?’


‘I think he’d had enough of putting your mother through the ups and downs. He hated the strain he put on her. Despite their arguments they are totally devoted to each other. I’ve always known that.’ Was it my imagination or did I hear a tone of regret there? ‘But no, I don’t think he went to die. He knew the risk, certainly, and I imagine he thought if he didn’t come back, he’d have made one last difference in the world. It’s certainly the way I would like to go. Doing something useful rather than lying around half dead.’


I inhaled sharply at this.


‘Sorry, Hope,’ said my godfather, ‘that must have sounded insensitive. I don’t mean your father lies around being an invalid all the time. In fact, in between his bouts of illness he’s always been more than up to the job.’


‘It’s a pity he ever started doing the job,’ I said.


‘Please,’ said Fitzroy. ‘You’re sounding like your mother. I never made Bertram do anything he didn’t want to. And I knew absolutely nothing about him planning to go off in his friend’s boat. He kept the whole thing under wraps. Even from me. Most impressive.’


There were a lot of things I could have said, but I was beginning, since I had come to work for him, to realise that my beloved godfather was not a man without faults. He might have been the hero of my childhood, but now as I entered into the shady world of espionage, I was learning he was far from infallible. Yes, he was hugely courageous, but he was also stunningly egotistical and sure of his own abilities. There was little point arguing with him on anything, unless you had a cast-iron case and a method of compelling his attention. It was fortunate he was intelligent and frequently worked things out for himself.


‘Try and get some sleep,’ he suggested. ‘We’ll be there sooner than you think, and whatever we find, you’ll want to be as together as you can.’ He looked round at me for longer than I found comfortable, and added, ‘You look awful. What your mother is going to say—’ He broke off, shaking his head. Then added, ‘I did think your hand-to-hand combat was better than this. I’ll have to see what we can do about it.’


I didn’t even bother trying to defend my reputation but curled up as best I could and closed my eyes. I didn’t think sleep was likely, but I also knew I wasn’t up to any more conversation, especially with Fitzroy. When he was trying to be kind, it was always rather like an electric eel snuggling up to you. There was no way you were going to avoid being stung.


It felt as if I had barely closed my eyes when I heard Fitzroy softly repeating my name. I opened my eyes and looked at him. Even in the darkness I could see signs of fatigue written across his face. There were bags under his eyes, and a five o’clock shadow had sprouted on his normally clean-shaven jaw. He stared intently forward, his profile made rough granite by the shadows.


‘Good, you’re awake. Always best to be awake during a landing. If anything goes wrong you have a better chance of getting out.’


‘Especially if you’re the pilot,’ I said sleepily.


Fitzroy gave a low crack of laughter. ‘Especially then. Ready?’


I nodded. Though I wasn’t entirely sure what I was meant to be ready for. Fitzroy pulled at a lever. Or rather struggled to pull it. ‘Come on,’ he muttered under his breath. ‘Come on, damn it!’


‘What is it?’ I asked.


‘Landing gear. Plane’s been kept in a shocking state,’ he grunted with effort. The lever gave and then came off in his hand. ‘Ah,’ said my godfather in quite a different tone. He fiddled with the lever. ‘I wonder if I can reattach it. Hmm, sheared off, I fear. Be a sweetheart, Hope, and look to see if the light over there is on.’ He indicated a rough area of the dashboard with a careless flick of a finger. My stomach wobbled a bit as I realised which light he was indicating. It had been helpfully labelled.


‘No,’ I said as calmly as I could. The landing gear had not been released. We were going to crash.


‘Damn it,’ said Fitzroy dispassionately. Then he half rose and stamped hard on the floor several times. ‘And now?’


‘No. I don’t think it works like that. Are there any parachutes?’


‘Hmm, what? No. Too low anyway,’ said Fitzroy. He kicked the floor hard enough to make the little plane wobble. Astonishingly, the light in front of my eyes winked and then lit up.


‘It’s on!’ I shouted.


Fitzroy winced and sat down. ‘I’m right next to you, Hope. No need to raise your voice. Now let’s hope that little bulb is telling the truth.’ Then quite calmly he set about guiding the plane in.


It was my first chance to see White Orchards from the air, but I couldn’t take my eyes off my godfather. There were no beads of sweat on his brow, and his forehead remained smooth and unworried. For the first time I wondered if he was more mad than courageous. Or if he simply had a death wish.


‘Are we all right?’ I asked.


He kept his eyes on the horizon as our descent continued. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Your mother would have my liver if I crashed with you on board. And as I like a decent drop of claret that would be a great pity. But brace yourself just in case,’ he added, almost as an afterthought.


Then with an almighty jolt we touched the ground. However, the plane seemed to have a different view of things than my godfather. Although the landing gear was clearly, and thankfully, down, the plane didn’t seem to want to follow suit. Instead it bounced back up into the air. Fitzroy wrestled with the controls, and we bounced off the ground again.


‘Bloody gravity,’ he muttered. ‘Never there when you need it.’


We bounced another four times before we stayed down, swinging in a fishtail, as he pulled up short of the courtyard gates. I found myself plastered to the door. Fitzroy raised an eyebrow at me, and offered his hand. He pulled me upright.


‘Feeling better?’ he asked.


‘Feeling safer now we’re down.’


‘Don’t let a bit of hopping worry you,’ said Fitzroy. ‘Any landing you walk away from is a good ’un. Now all we need to do is trundle right up to the front door.’


We had landed in the field in front of the house, rough grazing we kept for the sheep. Indeed, as he taxied through towards the house gates, more than one woolly face peered up at me, looking rather startled.


‘Are you sure the wingspan will fit through the gates,’ I said.


‘I think so,’ said Fitzroy, ‘don’t you?’


The question came out as a mildly curious one, and alarmed me further. Then, as we approached the gates, I saw two figures emerge from the house. One immediately began to run towards the plane, while the other held back.


It was still too dark for me to be sure who they were. I only knew neither of them was short enough to be my father. He must still be ailing. Fitzroy brought the plane to a stop. ‘Out you hop,’ he said, as he reached for the catch on his door. He disappeared in a flash, leaving me scrabbling with my door, and wondering how I was going to get down without jumping. I feared the top of my wounded head might pop off if I leapt down to the ground. Fitzroy’s door flapped in the wind. He’d not bothered to shut it. I heard him say, ‘Oh, my dear girl, I’m so sorry.’ Then I heard a muffled sob. Turning back from the stubborn catch on my side, I saw the silhouette of him embracing a smaller figure, who could only be my mother. I pulled harder at the door, and finally it fell open.


Giles, our butler, stood on the ground in front holding out his hand. He was near enough that I could see how rigidly he was standing.


‘We’ve put him in the library, Miss Hope,’ he said, his voice thin and reedy instead of its normal bass tones. I realised he was trying not to weep.


‘How long ago?’ I asked.


‘No more than an hour, miss,’ said Giles. ‘It was very peaceful. I don’t believe . . .’


My composure cracked. I ran towards the house. I knew it was ridiculous, but I couldn’t stop the thought that perhaps my father was sleeping, that he was resting, waiting for me, before he . . . before he . . . He wouldn’t go without saying goodbye. I knew he would have waited for me. They had made a mistake. I would have known if he’d gone. I would have known.


I ran up the steps to the front entrance. There was a maid sobbing in the hallway. I wanted to stop and tell her it was all right, that there had been a mistake, but I didn’t have the time. My father was waiting for me. He was almost out of time, but he was waiting for me.


I flung open the library doors and stopped. My father was lying on top of a long table. Some kind of trestle from the outbuildings, I guessed. A light green linen cloth had been thrown over it, and a pillow of a similar hue placed under his head. Looking at it I recalled that it was one of a pair that used to be on the bench in the hall, and wondered what had happened to the other. My father wore one of his favourite brown check waistcoats. One of those hard-wearing country ones. But instead of a normal jacket he wore his favourite smoking silk. Two still-wrapped cigars peeped out from his front pocket. The fez Uncle Hans had given him, and which I’m sure he would have worn to bed if mother had let him, had been placed on his head. The fez was even older than I, and I could see the neat stitching of my mother’s needle where she had darned and re-sewn the object she hated over and over again, because her husband loved it so much.


My throat tightened. I took one pace forward. His favourite brown brogues peeped out at the end of the blanket. The ones he always used for walking. Except now they no longer bore their usual coating of mud, but shone to a mirror-like finish. On the table beside his right hand were his reading glasses, neatly folded. Another step and I could see his face. It hadn’t changed. It was the same old owlish face surrounded by his beard and his hair. Someone had tidied the straight line of his moustache, but no one had shaved his side whiskers as my mother had threatened to on more than one occasion; she said he looked like a sheep.


He was still my father. My aged, white-haired, slightly – or perhaps in truth more than slightly – plump, kindly faced father. Unlike my mother, whose hair showed barely a trace of silver, my father’s hair, still thick, was white and woolly like his beard. My mother teased him about looking like Father Time, but he always seemed to me more like Father Christmas on holiday.


I noticed then that on his left side someone had left a small pile of books. I walked around the table, not touching anything, and read the spines. Alice in Wonderland, Ten Thousand Leagues Under the Sea, The Iliad, and Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol. Every Christmas Eve that I could remember he had read to me from that book. It was never officially Christmas for me until I heard the opening lines in his voice: ‘ “Marley was dead; to begin with. There is no doubt whatever about that.” ’


I saw my tears splash onto the linen cloth and mark it before I realised I was crying, silently, endlessly, like I had the whole sea inside me trying to get out.


‘Come and have a cup of tea, Miss Hope,’ said Giles from the doorway. ‘Get yourself warm.’


‘The fire isn’t lit in here,’ I said stupidly. ‘Won’t he be cold? I can’t leave him in the cold.’


I heard footsteps behind me, and then the tartan blanket we keep in the music room for when the winds sweep down across the Fens, unfurled above my father and descended around him. ‘Do you want me to cover his face?’ said Fitzroy.


‘What if he wants to read? They put his glasses behind him.’ My voice hitched on a sob.


‘His eyes are closed,’ said my godfather, ‘and he’s sleeping now. Let him rest.’


He placed a hand on my shoulder as he twitched the blanket over my father’s face. ‘Come away now, my dear. Giles won’t be happy till you drink some of his wretched tea, but I have a flask in my pocket that will help make it more palatable.’


‘I don’t want to leave him,’ I said, resisting the gentle pressure on my shoulder.


‘My dear girl, do you think he would ever leave you? He’ll always be with you, Hope. He loved you.’









Chapter Two


Things Carry On


I was exhausted and I don’t believe my godfather was much better. I half drank, half drowned in the bowl of soup I was given to ‘warm me up’. The three of us – my mother, Fitzroy and I – were in the dining room. Normally, for such an informal meal, we would have eaten in the library, but obviously not tonight. We gathered down one end of the large table, and my mother had the soup urn and bread placed on the table, before dismissing all the staff.


She rose to her feet to serve us, but Fitzroy took the ladle from her hand. ‘I’ll do this, Euphemia. You look all out.’


She sat and glanced up at him. ‘You look awful.’


‘Thank you. Hope is suffering from a mild concussion. None of us is at our best.’


The words ‘especially my father’ flickered across my mind, but I managed to keep them between my teeth. I realised I was so tired I was verging on hysteria.


‘I think I’ll just head up to bed,’ I said.


‘No,’ said my godfather sharply, ‘you will not.’


‘I’ll help in any way I can tomorrow,’ I said, ‘but I’m practically asleep on my feet.’


‘I know, and you can escape to your bed as soon as you’ve finished your soup, and at least half of one roll.’ He passed another bowl to my mother. ‘And that goes for you too, Alice,’ he said, using her code name. ‘It’s an order. I don’t believe you’ve eaten all day.’


‘I had breakfast,’ my mother said meekly, and picked up her spoon. She hesitated and looked over at me. ‘I am very grateful you’re here, Hope. And you, Eric. I don’t think I could have borne today if I didn’t know you were on your way. I appreciate everything you both did to get here as soon as you could. Your father knew you were coming, Hope. He said he needed a little nap before you arrived . . .’ She looked down into her soup.


Fitzroy, who had been serving himself, took his seat again and reached over to place a hand on her shoulder. ‘I take it it was his heart?’


My mother nodded. She raised her head again and pressed her lips together to hold back the tears. She put a hand on top of my godfather’s, and gave him a swift smile. ‘Yes, that’s what Dr Butcher thinks. The attack was early this morning. There had been no sign anything was wrong, and then . . . Afterwards, when he was resting, I think he knew. I said something about it being a near thing, and he didn’t agree with me, but asked me if I knew where you were, Hope. Dr Butcher wasn’t worried. We both knew that the hours afterwards are a dangerous time but, if anything, it looked as if your father had pulled through better than before.’ She hesitated. ‘I think I even berated him about this all being down to his love of sailing.’


Fitzroy removed his hand and began to calmly break his roll. ‘He would have liked that,’ he said. ‘Bertram never felt better than when you were sparring with him.’ He caught my eye. ‘I don’t mean arguing, Hope.’


‘I know what you mean,’ I said. And I did. Although I would have found it hard to put into words. My parents’ relationship had always been a passionate one. They fought like cat and dog over politics. My father was far more of a socialist than my mother would have liked. My mother believed firmly in noblesse oblige, and always did her duty whatever the cost to herself. But that would turn in a moment into an exchange of affection. ‘Father always wanted you to feel his equal, Mother,’ I said. ‘He treated you like—’


‘A fellow combatant?’ she said. ‘We were always on the same side, you know. We just differed in our methods at times. Your father hated that he couldn’t keep up with me in the field, but he was strong enough to let me continue working for the Department without him. I don’t think many men would have countenanced their wives doing that.’


‘Especially with me being involved,’ said Fitzroy with a smug little grin and, showing atrocious manners, he dunked his bread in his soup.


My mother smiled. ‘He liked you in his way. He trusted you with me.’


‘Yes,’ said Fitzroy. ‘I suppose he did.’ He sounded as if he wanted to add something more, but stopped.


‘I cannot believe he’s gone,’ my mother blurted out. She inhaled, her face creasing into a frown, her shoulders raised high as she physically tried to pull herself together. Then she stood. ‘Please, finish your soup. I can’t . . .’


She made to leave the room, but Fitzroy was quicker. Before she could reach the door, he was beside her and had pulled her into his arms. She gave a small cry, resisting him for a moment. I stood up, unsure what to do. But then all the rigidity left her body and she hid her face in his shoulder.


‘Damn,’ said Fitzroy. ‘I knew I should have told Griffin to pack my mackintosh.’


‘Wretched man,’ said my mother through his shoulder. To my utter astonishment Fitzroy kissed the top of her head. I had never seen him display any physical affection to my mother.


‘Sit down and finish your soup, Hope,’ he said. ‘I’m going to escort your mother to her room. I’ll return shortly.’


‘Shouldn’t I—’ I began, thinking I should be the one to go with her.


‘No,’ he said firmly.


When he returned some twenty minutes later, I was resting my head on the table and thinking about using the tines of a used fork to keep my eyes open. ‘Ah, good, you’ve eaten something. You should get off to bed yourself.’


‘Shouldn’t I stay with Mother?’


Fitzroy shook his head. ‘Perhaps if you two were closer, but I think Euphemia would feel she had to put on a brave face for you. Heaven knows she’s going to have to do that over the coming days.’


‘But not with you?’


‘No, never with me. She knows she can be herself with me.’


I left him helping himself to another bowl of soup. Everything felt wrong. I paused in the doorway.


He looked up from his meal. ‘What? You know I eat when I’m tired, and I am very, very tired. It’s only going to be worse tomorrow.’


I nodded to him. It was hardly the platitude I wanted to hear, but he seemed in an odd mood, so I went off alone to my room. Sitting in the middle of my bed, waiting for me, was Fitz, the bear Fitzroy had bought for me as a baby. He was a large stuffed toy and made a suitable armful. So I picked him up, kicked off my shoes, and lay down on the bed. My eyes were full of painful sharpness. I pulled the bear close to my face, breathing in the scent of him that had always comforted me as a child, and cried silently into his fur.


I quickly discovered that when someone dies things get very busy. The next two days passed in a blur of activity. There was no more time to cry. Dr Butcher had signed the death certificate and the service in the local church had been arranged. Mother and I had to decide on the hymns. Fitzroy suggested ‘For Those in Peril on the Sea’ and had to quickly reassure my mother he was referring to my father’s gallantry.


It wasn’t long after breakfast that first day that everyone who lived locally or who had ever known us began to arrive to offer their condolences. Cook was kept busy producing sandwiches and cake at short notice. Fitzroy handed me paper and pen and told me to write up my last mission. ‘Before you forget,’ he said. ‘Sorry, but it has to be done. And details, Hope. I want details.’ I more than half presumed this was to keep me out of the way. Visitors from further afield arrived, and the staff had rooms to prepare and Mother had people to greet.


A couple of men in extremely smart suits came to present their condolences, but couldn’t stay more than the night, and were extremely polite, and courteously distressed that we had to put them up for even that short amount of time. Fitzroy kept me as far away from these two as possible, even sending me luncheon where I sat in the morning room working over my report.


My godfather, who was a constant presence overseeing matters, had summoned both his major-domo, Griffin, and his dog, Jack, to his side. They both arrived very early the morning after us. Apparently, they had set off in Fitzroy’s car late into the night. And Fitzroy never let anyone else drive his car. Ever. Also, he had more than an adequate supply of clothes on-site. A long time ago, he had become such a frequent visitor that part of the attic had been converted into rooms for him. However, both man and dog soon made their uses evident. Even though this Jack, around nine months old now, was more snappy than his predecessors, he followed their disposition in the adoration of my mother. I didn’t even know she had met the puppy. But then Fitzroy didn’t keep me apprised of his war work, so I could hardly expect he would brief me on what my mother was doing. I had assumed she was staying with my father permanently at White Orchards. But then, I was beginning to question many of my assumptions. The questions Cole, an agent who had also been trained by Fitzroy, had raised about my paternity now seemed ridiculous, and yet also more understandable from someone outside my odd little family. Fitzroy had always been an oddly constant presence in our house, due to my mother’s work as an agent of the Crown, and the alacrity with which our servants obeyed him as he ordered various arrangements, made me realise how dominant in our affairs he must have seemed to any outsider. He rode roughshod over the disapproval of neighbours until they too had come to look on him as a fixture of White Orchards. I could see how Cole had made his mistake. Gossip had always followed my mother and her partner, but her distress at the death of my father was deep and sincere.


During those days my mother would stop in the middle of whatever she was doing, and simply look confused, as if she had suddenly remembered her loss. She would sit down in the nearest seat and within minutes the little bull terrier, Jack, would be in her lap, and she would absently fondle his ears. Our staff were similarly discomposed, but Griffin took charge there.


My mother received guests and checked or approved Griffin’s endless lists. Fitzroy would have dealt with the lists, but my mother begged to be allowed to do something. ‘I want to be so busy I can’t think,’ she said. A book of condolence appeared in the hall, and within the first day it was a third full with the names of tenants and neighbours.


When I finished my report and handed it over, I walked this way and that and got in everyone’s way, trying to help. But they were far too kind to complain. Fitzroy threatened to make me write up more reports if I didn’t find a proper use for myself. Clearly he had decided that being stern with me during my bereavement was best. It wasn’t.


My mother constantly came up to me with an extra shawl in her hands, fearing I was too cold. She sent for Dr Butcher to check my concussion frequently. Griffin, himself once a local doctor, had checked me out as soon as he arrived, and told me not to do anything strenuous, and to rest as much as I could. Dr Butcher said exactly the same. Fitzroy came up to me every now and then, and handed me the end of a leash with Jack attached. ‘Take him for a walk. It’ll do you both good. Besides, this one hasn’t got to know you well yet.’ So Jack and I went for walks in the forest behind the house, and I managed every time to find my way back to the house without getting lost.


Fitzroy said we’d need to discuss matters after the funeral, and I would have to stay and hear the will read the day after that. Then he stalked off to do something somewhere. It was only after he’d gone that I realised he’d made it sound as if he wouldn’t be here then. I had assumed we would return to duty together, not simply because it wasn’t easy to travel around at this time, but because I was under his command.


Two hours before the service I caught both Fitzroy and my mother coming out of her writing room. It occurred to me then, rather like a damp squib of an epiphany, that her writing room was an intelligence station of sorts. ‘How long has that been—?’


‘Shhh!’ said Mother. She was dressed for the funeral in a well-cut black dress that despite its sombreness gave her a certain chicness. ‘I was going to talk to you about this after the funeral,’ she said. ‘Obviously, it will be yours now. Anything you’re not cleared to see has been removed. And the only clean telephone line in the house is there.’


Fitzroy looked between us, frowning deeply. ‘As you say, it’s not something to be discussed here and now. There are a great many people milling around this house.’


My mother nodded. ‘I’m afraid you have to clean it yourself. None of the maids and not even Giles is allowed in there.’


‘But . . .’


Fitzroy took my mother’s arm. ‘Euphemia, you need to rest before the service. You know the reading is going to take a lot out of you.’ He gave me a smiling nod, and led my mother firmly away. It was like going back to my childhood. There had been so many times when I had wanted to talk or play with my godfather and he had said he had to speak to my mother. I remembered all too clearly the Easter when I was desperate to go egg-hunting in the orchard, because I knew Cook had hidden eggs for me there. I was also as determined as an eight-year-old can be that I was going to go hunting with Fitzroy. My father had to break it to me that my godfather and mother had left late the night before on important business. I threw a tantrum – one of only three I threw during my childhood – and refused to go out with my father. I was sent to bed early without supper, but the next morning all the coloured eggs were there in a basket at the foot of my bed. Clearly my father had gone out and found them all by himself.


Remembering this, I found myself blinking back tears. How unthinkingly cruel I had been as a child. Regret has no purposeful function, but it can still cling and gnaw like a burr. Worse yet was the realisation that having lost my father, it appeared my mother’s sorrow was now consuming Fitzroy’s attention. Couldn’t they see I too was struggling? I tried so hard not to feel jealous. My mother had lost her partner of so many years, but I had lost my father. However, it was obvious which of us Fitzroy believed most needed support. Cole’s voice whispered again at the back of my mind. They have always been lovers. But even though I felt abandoned, I recognised the raw, primeval grief my mother carried with her. I knew that but for her strong will and practised composure, she would be on her knees howling like a dog. Perhaps Fitzroy knew that too, and was determined to help her stay strong. My mother is of a passionate nature. I buried my feelings deep down inside me, allowing them to coalesce into rocks and stones that dragged me down and slowed my steps.


When the time came for us to set out for the funeral service, I was deep in my sorrow. In the last few days I felt I had lived a year and a half. Dimly, I wondered if Germany was about to, or indeed even had, invaded Britain, while we were locked in our tragedy in the Fens. Perhaps that had been what my mother had been checking in her writing room. If the invasion had occurred I imagined Fitzroy would either have gone back to London or, as my mother had once suggested, tried to put me on a boat to somewhere the Nazis hadn’t yet reached. Not that there were many options left.


The frost on the ground had thawed not long after our arrival. The water seeping back into the earth had left the lanes and byways a deep rich and creamy mud. At least we were far enough away from the swamp not to have that dreadful rotting smell. One of my father’s projects late in his life had been to put in more drainage, and almost overnight the land around White Orchards had improved immensely. Still, we had more than our fair share of mud. After a quick consultation with Fitzroy, my mother decided the family would walk, and that no, Fitzroy could not bring Jack to the church. ‘Too unpredictable,’ she said, ‘with everyone but us.’ Fitzroy would have complained, but my mother said in a cool, firm voice, ‘Today is not the day for him to bite the vicar.’ Fitzroy’s face reddened slightly, and whatever joke was between them made my mother lift the corners of her mouth almost imperceptively. It wasn’t a smile exactly, but it was a crack in the iron calm she had outwardly portrayed until now.


I would like to write how wonderful and moving the service was. But the truth is it passed in a blur and was, for me, completely eclipsed by what came after it.









Chapter Three


Two Steps Forward, Three Steps Back


Everyone came back to the house. We had laid on a light luncheon, the first setting of which disappeared as if a horde of locusts had descended on it. Then everyone said they were only going to stay five minutes. All of them were still there at teatime, which sent our housekeeper Mrs Templeton into a terrible flurry. ‘The goings-on, Miss Hope? I never thought to see Farmer Oates drink out of our best porcelain teacups. But your mother would have us put out the best! And the whisky-drinking going on in the billiard room. Mr Fitzroy’s got upwards of twenty gentlemen in there finishing the master’s best malt.’


‘Fitzroy’s getting drunk?’ I said, offended and astonished.


‘Oh no, dear. He’s been rounding up the gentlemen who felt tea wasn’t quite enough to toast your father and corralled them in one room. It’s made things so much easier. Although I do worry about the billiard table.’


I put my hands lightly on her forearms. ‘Don’t worry, Mrs T. I’ll see if I can find Mother or failing that Mr Griffin. As a last resort we can have Mr Fitzroy start to escort people from the building.’


‘I don’t want to be inhospitable – and it’s the last thing your mother would want – but honestly, they’ve been here a good while, and what with the rationing they’ve eaten us out of house and home.’


‘That’s probably it,’ I said. ‘Stop laying out more sandwiches and cake, and I think you’ll find the crowd will begin to thin. This must be the most food a lot of them have seen since the war started.’


Mrs Templeton twisted her fingers together. ‘If you think I should.’


‘Yes,’ I said firmly. ‘You can’t empty your entire pantry for the funeral party, and Father would have had a fit if he thought there was no cake left in the house.’


‘If you say so, Miss Hope.’ She fled as speedily as a pencil skirt would allow her down one of the servants’ passages, well away from the baying crowd.


To be fair, things weren’t out of control, but some of the men were a little merry. I peeked into the billiard room, trying to stay out of eyeline of the drinking posse. I couldn’t see Fitzroy. I went through to the main drawing room. It was thick with people. Voices that had been kept low when they first arrived had now risen. People no longer talked in hushed whispers. They even laughed. Plates and glasses chinked. The air smelt of stale coffee and cheap cigarettes. A middle-aged woman, whose face looked vaguely familiar, waved at me. I drew my head back immediately. I doubted my mother could have been present. She would have politely, but implacably, chivvied the smokers to the courtyard.


The only place I could think where both of them could have remained hidden was the office attached to the morning room. I knocked briefly on the door and entered. My mother and Fitzroy both jumped. ‘I thought you had locked that,’ said my mother.


‘I haven’t slept in forty-eight hours,’ said Fitzroy snappily. Then, ‘Sorry, Alice.’ He was leaning against the desk, with my mother seated in a captain’s chair to one side. The room was lit only by a single oil lamp that hung from the ceiling. It cast shadows into the corners, and made the room seem less familiar. Alien somehow. Even the two of them were wrong. Fitzroy had his arms crossed, and was using his full height to lean over my mother. His eyes were lidded and his lips thin. My mother had her back pressed against the chair and her hands clenched in a knot in front of her. Her face was slightly flushed, and she was frowning heavily.


‘Oh, for Heaven’s sake, Hope, come in and close the bloody door,’ said Fitzroy. ‘This is a remote operational base. You can’t let any Tom, Dick or Harry just wander in here.’


‘I’m not happy about this,’ said my mother. ‘The timing is all wrong.’


‘What’s happened? Have we been invaded?’


Fitzroy gave a cold, short laugh. ‘Hardly. I would have disturbed even your father’s wake for that. But if you want an update, I think you’ll find we are not going to be invaded. The country is set on a long hard path, but there is cause for hope.’


I looked at my mother, wondering if this had been what they were arguing about. ‘He’s right,’ she said. ‘It looks increasingly likely that invasion may not happen. It all depends on whether we can gain air superiority.’


‘Of course we can!’ said Fitzroy.


My mother shrugged. ‘It’s not impossible, but it will be far from easy.’


‘And they can’t bloody well invade without air superiority,’ said Fitzroy triumphantly.


‘Yes, but they can bomb us to hell and back while they try,’ said my mother.


‘Here?’ I said.


‘Unlikely,’ said Fitzroy. ‘But you will have to go back to London. After the will. You’ll find orders at your flat. It’ll be in one of the codes I taught you. You’ll work it out.’


‘Where will you be?’


‘If you’re asking as my subordinate, none of your damn business.’ His face softened slightly. ‘If you’re asking as my god-daughter, I will be with your mother. I’d tell you more if I could.’


‘You won’t be in Germany?’ I asked. My heart thumped loudly in my ears.


‘Seeing as your mother never bothered to learn German, no.’ He gave my mother a gimlet look. She returned his gaze, unaffected.


‘Do you honestly think anything you might say to me today is going to upset me more than I am already?’


Fitzroy huffed into his moustache. ‘I’m not trying to upset you. I’m only telling you what has to happen next. You must see I have no option and under the circumstances . . .’


My mother’s head drooped. ‘Yes, you’re right. The timing is horrid.’ She got up and embraced me gently. ‘Nothing about today is what I would have wished,’ she said. ‘But please, Hope, understand, everything that has been done has been done out of love for you. Misguided or not. And what I am about to do, it’s not how I would have wanted it to happen, but—’ She broke off after a stern cough from my godfather.


On this very odd note, she released me and left the room. Fitzroy closed the door behind her. ‘Are you all born in bloody barns up here?’


‘As you doubtless know, my mother wasn’t born here. She is, however, somewhat distracted.’


‘Of course she damn well is. Her husband’s dead.’


‘He was also my father, and I wish you’d stop swearing at me.’


‘Pah!’ he said. ‘Call this swearing? You’d hear worse in any bloody nursery.’


I took my mother’s seat. ‘It would help if you’d tell me what’s going on.’


Fitzroy stood up and started pacing. He was careful not to look me in the eye. ‘Your mother and I are about to leave. We both know what the will says, and have no reason to remain.’


‘I don’t follow.’


Fitzroy paused, mid-pace, and stared out the window, which was shuttered tight, at a view he couldn’t see. ‘Your father’s will does not include your mother.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Exactly what I said. Everything is left to you. Unconditionally.’


‘How? Why? How do you know?’


‘He asked me to witness it. I refused,’ said Fitzroy keeping his back to me.


‘He cut my mother out entirely? Why would he do that?’


Fitzroy clasped his hands behind his back, but remained facing the closed shutters. ‘I’ve had quite a few years to think about that,’ he said. ‘And all I have ever come up with is two options, both of which are somewhat unsavoury.’


‘Tell me.’


Fitzroy finally turned round, his face hard and expressionless. ‘Are you sure you want to know? Think about it. If you believe me to be right, it is a black mark against your father’s character. If you believe me to be wrong, it is a mark against mine.’


‘Whichever way, everyone loses. I understand. But do you think it is beyond my ability to reason out what you are thinking, or even worse?’


‘Very well. The two most likely reasons were firstly, to warn me that should anything happen to your father your mother would be left without money, home or status. Even if you were a child, she would be dependent on your good graces, through the guardian appointed for you. And as you and your mother have never been close, it would have doubtless made your mother’s life difficult.’


‘Who was to be my guardian?’ I interrupted.


Fitzroy scowled. ‘That was a second document I never saw. Obviously. Can I continue now? This is all very distasteful.’


I nodded.


‘The second was to emphasise to me that Euphemia was totally dependant on him.’ Fitzroy looked up at the ceiling. ‘I don’t think your father ever appreciated my assets. He believed the Department paid me very little, and there was no way I would be able to support your mother, if she chose to run off with me.’


‘Good God!’ I said.


‘It should go without saying that your mother would never have abandoned your father, and that he even thought this lowered him, inexorably, in my esteem. We were civil to each other after that, for both your mother’s and your sake, but any vestige of friendship, at least on my side, died that day.’


I sat for a moment thinking it through, being as dispassionate as I could. As if these were not the most important people in my life. ‘You’re suggesting my father wanted complete control over my mother – that he was genuinely afraid she might leave him?’


‘It seems so.’ He stopped pacing and returned to lean against the desk. ‘I know this is not the time to speak of such things, but I am afraid, Hope, that in some ways your father was a fool. He underestimated your mother’s character enormously.’


‘I don’t believe it. Not for one moment,’ I said, rising to my feet.


‘It doesn’t matter what you believe,’ said Fitzroy, becoming equally cold. ‘The situation stands.’


‘If any of this were true you would never have agreed to be my godfather.’


Fitzroy raised his eyebrows. ‘That was a duty I bore to you, not to either of your parents. Now, if we can bring this unpleasant conversation to an end, I must check Griffin has remembered to pack everything.’


He stood up, but before he took so much as a step I said, with more force than I had intended, ‘What did you do?’


He leaned back on the desk once more, his arms stretched out behind him, clearly ready to depart. ‘I have already said. I refused to witness it.’


‘That’s not what I mean, and you know it,’ I said. ‘What did you do to make him believe you wanted to steal his wife?’


‘I haven’t the faintest idea,’ said Fitzroy. ‘In many ways your father’s thoughts were unfathomable to me. I have always done everything in my power to protect your mother’s reputation.’


‘My mother had a flat in London.’


‘Has.’


‘That means she always had a place to go. Unless my father didn’t know about that?’


Fitzroy went very still. In a low, and much more gentle voice, he said, ‘Hope, all this happened a long time ago. I really think it is best that you let things be.’


‘Besides, if you didn’t tell my mother, how does she know she isn’t in the will? Did you tell her today? That would be insensitive even for you.’


Fitzroy flinched. ‘Hope, this isn’t helping you or her.’


I went and stood against the door with my arms folded. ‘I want the rest. All of it.’


Fitzroy stood up and turned to face me. ‘My dear Hope,’ he said in an indulgent voice, ‘do you honestly think that you can prevent me from exiting this room, or anywhere, for that matter?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘But I don’t think you want to scrap with me today, of all days.’


‘There would be no scrapping,’ said Fitzroy. ‘You would simply be moved.’


‘And yet you’re still here?’


‘Yes, I bought the flat. I put it into your mother’s name when I was confident that she would neither tell your father about it, nor could he legally take possession of it. I also arranged for her salary to be paid into a bank account that your father never knew about. He believed she worked only to do her duty to King and Country. Which, of course, she would have done.’


‘But you wanted her to have an escape route? From my father?’ I heard my voice rising.


Fitzroy sighed and shook his head. ‘I knew you wouldn’t understand. But try. I wanted your mother not to feel controlled. I wanted her to stay wherever she wanted because she chose to, not because she believed she had no choice. I actually thought it would help their marriage, and I believe it did.’


‘So you and my mother were never . . . close?’


Fitzroy tilted his head on one side. ‘What are you asking, Hope? I should think it has always been obvious that I care deeply for your mother. She has been my partner in the field for many years. We have faced death together on multiple occasions, and I’ve lost count of the number of times we have risked our lives for each other.’


‘I mean, do you love her? Are you, have you been, in an arrangement together?’


Fitzroy’s face closed in on itself. He said nothing.


‘Are you lovers?’ I was almost shouting now.


Fitzroy stepped up to me, and bowing his head low, he put his hands on my shoulders. For a moment I thought he was going to speak, but I suddenly found myself manoeuvred to one side, and he was gone.









Chapter Four


Endings


I stayed in the office for a goodly length of time. There was a clock, so I knew when I left it was around 8 p.m., but as I hadn’t looked at the time when I went in, I had no idea how long I had hidden there. I hadn’t cried. Instead I’d sat in a sort of daze, turning things round and round in my head, but achieving nothing except a deeper and deeper sense of confusion and the beginning of a headache. If my godfather and my mother had not been lovers I had acted inexcusably. If they had been then my mother had acted inexcusably. My godfather would not be without blame, but his philandering had always been occasion for late-night quips. I had never thought before that his terminally bad behaviour would encroach on my world.


I waited for someone to be sent to find me. I knew I was being childish, petulant even, but if Fitzroy or my mother came, or even sent someone else, I would know I was forgiven for what I had said. I would know also that I had been wrong and that my foolish words had been no more than that. No one came.


Eventually, I gave up my wait. My stomach made me. I hadn’t managed any of the funeral luncheon, and I’d done no more than peck at a piece of toast this morning. I may have mentioned I’m not one of those rail-thin girls. I have reasonable physical strength, more than most girls my age, and I have a healthy appetite to accompany it. So rather than shame, or regret, or even anger, I came out of hiding because I was hungry.


Immediately I noticed how quiet everything was. I went through to the dining room to find the table cleared. The chairs, which had all been placed around the walls, were now neatly tucked under the table. In the hallway, the carpet looked brighter in some places, where the pile had been brushed and not smoothed down properly. The grandmother clock, which had been stopped when my father died, had not yet been restarted. The hall felt spectrally cold and quiet. There was no sign of Giles or any of the maids.


I had the queerest sensation of my stomach and heart separating. My stomach dropped as into a bottomless pit and my heart rose to beat a rapid tattoo in my throat. Sweat prickled my scalp and my palms. The edges of my vision began to turn black.


The front door burst open, and my mother, in coat and hat, came in. For a moment I didn’t think my feet would move, but then I was running towards her and throwing my arms around her. My mother caught me in a light embrace, rocking slightly under the impact and dropping her handbag.


‘Hope, whatever is wrong?’


‘I thought everyone had left me,’ I said, panting for air. ‘I thought I was all alone.’


My mother set me slightly back from her, using much the same technique Fitzroy had. ‘Did you fall asleep?’ she asked with a slight smile. ‘I thought you probably had. I told everyone not to wake you. You’ve been through so much recently. The guests are all gone.’


‘Shall we go and have a cup of tea?’ I said, trying to return her smile.


My mother gestured at her coat and fallen handbag. ‘I’m afraid I do have to go, Hope. Fitzroy is taking me back with him.’ I must have looked as horrified as I felt as my mother gave a tiny laugh and touched me briefly on the forearm. ‘Oh, don’t worry! We’re not flying. I think he’s chanced his luck in the air more than enough times this lifetime!’


‘But it’s dark, and you’ll have no lights.’


‘The moon isn’t bad, and we can take it in turns to drive. Which is another reason for me to go. He’s absolutely shattered, poor man. I can at least help him get back to HQ. Besides, now I’m no longer caring for your father my place is in London. I can be of most use there.’


‘But what about me?’


My mother frowned slightly. ‘Eric said you would be travelling down after the will.’ Clearly he had not told her about our argument.


‘I thought you were angry with me,’ I said.


My mother gave a small shake of her head. ‘I can’t think why I would be,’ she said. Then she adopted a practical tone. ‘I would get things signed over to McArthur for the duration if I were you. He’s an excellent factor and too old to be called up. We should be able to keep our people supplied with food at least. Mrs Templeton has been leading an army of female volunteers. We might even get a couple of land girls for the fields. But you can leave all that to her and McArthur. Merry and Sam might ask you if you’ll allow them to open up the old hospital again. I’d rather hoped it wouldn’t be needed, but if you have no objection, I’d let it happen. The pair of them can run it efficiently enough, and Merry can write to me about acquiring provisions or monies she needs. If I’m not involved with that I can hand it on to whoever is. I’d stay to hear the will, but your father mentioned to me . . .’ she paused fractionally, ‘your father mentioned to me that we should leave the estate to you. He knew I’d be off to the war, and he thought – well, I don’t know quite what he thought, but I had no objection. I know you love this place, Hope, and that you’ll make sure all our people are all right – or as much as anyone can be during this dreadful time.’ She stopped. ‘Goodness, I am running on. It’s not like you to let me. Is something wrong? We’ll see each other very soon, I’m sure. After all, we all work for the same department.’


‘Yes,’ I said stupidly.


‘That reminds me.’ She bent down to pick up her bag. She fished around inside it, and then pulled out a rail warrant, which she passed to me. ‘It’s valid for the next three days,’ she said. ‘Eric asks you use it as soon as possible, and says orders will be awaiting you at your flat.’


‘I see,’ I said. ‘So as soon as I’ve seen the lawyer—’


‘As soon as you feel well enough. You must return to duty as soon as you are able, but I, not Fitzroy, insist you get Sam Butcher to sign you off as ready for work. If he says you need more time, you take it. Call me on the office line and I’ll arrange your absence. The operator will put the call through to wherever they’ve billeted me.’


She raised a hand to my face and touched my cheek lightly. ‘I am awfully proud of you, you know, Hope. I know we haven’t been that close – well, for a while – but maybe with us both in London we can manage to grab some time to . . . well, get to know one another again. And after the war, we’ll have a chance to start again.’


‘That sounds good,’ I said.


My mother smiled properly for the first time since I’d arrived home. ‘Then I’d better hurry up down to London and sort them all out,’ she said.


‘Where is Fitzroy?’


‘In the car. He sends his love. You know how he refuses to do goodbyes.’


I nodded. My mother turned and, linking her arm through mine, began to walk back to the door. ‘I came back to leave the rail warrant. I hoped I’d catch you. I’m glad I did. It didn’t seem right to leave without seeing you.’


I wanted to ask her the same questions I had asked Fitzroy, but the words would not come. I had already driven Fitzroy from me, and I was not willing to lose the last member of my family. But this was one of the longest, most pleasant speeches I would remember my mother giving me for a long time. I couldn’t help but notice she seemed lighter, and said as much.


She stopped by the door. I could see Fitzroy sitting in the car outside. He gave me a curt nod, and picked up something and started to read. Whatever it was it soon had him scowling fiercely. My mother touched my wrist lightly, acquiring my attention. Then she followed my gaze. ‘Oh dear, he can get in a dreadful mood if he’s made to wait before an off – whether it be a car journey, a mission, or even going into dinner.’


‘He won’t be cross with you today, will he?’


My mother shook her head. ‘He’s never – well, hardly ever – cross with me. Usually, he’s most cross with himself.’ She gave a slight smile. ‘I understand him better than most. He’s a good man, Eric. Although for Heaven’s sake don’t repeat that. He’d worry about his reputation. When we were younger, he was very much the maverick. I think now, he’s adjusting to being more of an authoritative and omniscient senior officer. Or that’s what he likes to think, dear man.’


I was listening as well as watching her closely. I could hear the affection in her voice, and her facial muscles were relaxed when she spoke of him, but it was hardly a lover-like ardour.


My mother, who had lapsed into silence, gave herself a small physical shake, like an otter getting rid of the last water when it exits the stream. ‘But to answer your implied question, Hope. When you care for an invalid for as long as I have, even one you dearly love – maybe more so – and you see their daily discomforts and indignities, there is an initial relief that they are suffering no more. And, I suppose, to be utterly honest with myself, there is a feeling of freedom in being finally released from the sickroom.’ She suddenly took both my hands in hers. ‘I’m going to start missing him dreadfully in a few days, but I haven’t been able to sleep through a whole night for years. His attacks nearly always came when he had retired for the night. I have no idea why. But after he decided he wanted a bedroom downstairs, I used to lie awake listening to every creak and strain the wretched house made, thinking it was him falling out of bed having an attack.’


‘You didn’t sleep—’


‘Not in the same room. It was very much the done thing not to do that when we were young – and there was the snoring.’ She gave a small laugh. ‘On a bad night he could rival a train. Besides, he wanted to be alone, Hope. He could keep up the facade to me during the day that he was getting better, and let it down when he was alone. We did an awful lot of pretending between the pair of us, even though we both knew we were pretending. There, I suppose that’s a marriage for you. Anyway, I intend to be very busy with war work, so busy that my grief will have few occasions to arise. I know it will. But I want to take it in as small pieces as I can. Otherwise, I am very much afraid it might rise up and overwhelm me. So, please, Hope, if I seem less than heartbroken, understand, it’s simply my way of carrying on. I can’t spend the rest of my life weeping, can I?’


‘No, of course not,’ I said. Though at the time it felt as if I would spend the rest of mine crying on the inside.


My mother took a long look along and around the hall. ‘This was the first part of White Orchards I ever saw, it’s fitting it’s the last. I remember coming back here at the end of our honeymoon. Goodness, that was a night. I got news the same night I had to go on a mission. Your father was not well pleased. But we worked everything out in the end.’ She nodded to herself. ‘I’ll miss the people here, but I won’t miss the house, I’m afraid. I’m glad it’s going to someone who will love it.’


‘You didn’t like living here?’


‘Not particularly. Your father loved it, and it had its moments. The people too became important to us. But no, I would have lived in London if I could have done. I grew up in the countryside, and I spent much of my childhood wishing to escape it.’
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