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Chapter 1


England in March – specifically, the village of Wimborne in Dorset. A still, quiet evening under a sky of unsullied duck-egg blue, save where a line of purple cloud lay like a bruise along the western horizon. Rose Taylor put down her suitcase at the garden gate and eased her aching back. Under the fruit trees in the cottage garden daffodils glimmered in the fading light and a blackbird dropped the notes of its evening song like pearls into a still pool. The garden smelled of rich, moist earth and the green odour of new grass. Rose breathed it in, relishing it after the astringent saltiness of the sea, trying to shut out of her mind the memory of other, less recent smells, the smells of mud and blood and decay. She picked up her case, pushed open the gate and walked up the path.


      Her mother answered the door in her apron. ‘Rose! Oh, Rose, love! You’re here! Why didn’t you let us know when to expect you?’


      Rose hugged her, smelling a mixture of soap and freshly baked cakes. ‘Hello, Mum. How are you?’


      ‘Me? I’m fine. What about you? Let’s have a look at you.’ She held her off and gazed at her. ‘My goodness, aren’t you brown!’


      Rose laughed. ‘I know. Madame would be furious, wouldn’t she? But you can’t help getting a tan where I’ve been.’


      ‘You look well, really well. Never mind what Dolly Prince would say. Come in, come in! I’ll put the kettle on. You’ve never walked all the way from the station!’


      ‘There weren’t any taxis.’


      Rose followed her mother into the kitchen. Obviously Mrs Taylor had just finished her tea. There was an eggcup containing an empty shell on the table, together with the remains of a loaf and a pot of home-made jam. The table was laid for one.


      Mrs Taylor went on. ‘Why on earth didn’t you phone? Jack Willis would have come and picked you up. We weren’t expecting you till tomorrow, earliest.’


      ‘I know.’ Rose smiled at her. ‘The ship docked earlier than we expected, in the middle of last night, but I didn’t ring you from Liverpool because I had no idea how long it was going to take me to get here. You know what the trains are like. And I did try ringing the Willises from the station, but there was no reply. I expect they’re both outside working.’


      ‘Yes, that would be it,’ her mother agreed. ‘It’s a busy time of the year for people with a market garden.’


      ‘You don’t have to tell me. I remember,’ Rose said with a laugh.


      ‘’Course you do!’ Mrs Taylor was putting the kettle on. ‘Only it seems so long since you were here. Nearly a year, and then it was only for a couple of weeks. Oh, it is good to have you home again!’


      ‘It’s good to be here, Mum,’ Rose told her. ‘Coming up the lane just now I suddenly felt really homesick. Silly that, isn’t it? I mean, it’s not as if I grew up here, but somehow when I think of home I think of here, not Lambeth.’ She paused and looked round the kitchen. ‘Where are Bet and the boys?’


      On the long journey from Liverpool she had been imagining her homecoming and her mental picture had always included her sister and the two boys. She had presents for all of them in her case. It was good to see her mother again, but without the noise and excitement the boys would have created it felt a bit flat.


      ‘They’re up at the farm,’ Mrs Taylor said, briefly. ‘Now, I bet you’re hungry. How about a boiled egg? Enid Willis gave me half a dozen this morning – strictly off the ration, of course – but I’ve been helping out in the market garden. Want one?’


      ‘A real fresh egg? Oh, yes, rather! I can’t remember when I last had a fresh boiled egg! Bet’s still working up at the farm, then? I thought it was mornings only.’


      Mrs Taylor put a pan on the stove for the egg and then turned and sat down opposite Rose. Her expression was solemn and Rose felt a sudden twinge of anxiety.


      ‘She is all right – Bet, I mean? I felt awful, having to leave so soon after Reg was killed. And her letters have been a bit – I don’t know – odd, somehow. Not like Bet. Has she got over it?’


      Mrs Taylor drew a breath and compressed her lips. Then she said, ‘Yes, she’s got over it.’ She leaned across the table and put her hand over Rose’s. ‘Rose, love, I’ve got a bit of news and it’ll be a shock to you. Bet’s married again.’


      ‘Married! ’ Rose stared at her mother. ‘Married again! Why on earth didn’t you write and tell me? Who’s she married to?’


      In her mind a succession of faces flipped past like the riffled pages of a book. Who did they know in Wimborne? Most of the men were either too old or too young. All the rest were away in the services. Perhaps it was a serviceman, someone stationed at the nearby airbase, maybe. The thoughts raced through her mind as she stared back into her mother’s serious eyes.


      Mrs Taylor said, ‘We thought it would be best to wait until you came home. Didn’t want to upset you, while you were overseas.’


      ‘Upset me?’ Rose frowned. ‘Why should I be upset because Bet’s married? Good luck to her, I say.’


      Her mother’s hand tightened a little on her own. ‘She’s married Matthew, Rose. Just after Christmas.’


      Rose gazed at her in silence. Bet was married to Matthew! Matthew, who had proposed marriage to Rose herself. Who had announced their engagement without warning on that ill-fated New Year’s Eve when Richard had arrived out of the blue, just when she had given up hope of ever seeing him again. Matthew, who, more than a year later, had hinted that the offer was still open. Matthew was now married to Bet.


      Her mother was saying, ‘I’m sorry. You had to be told. Do you mind very much?’


      ‘I don’t know,’ Rose replied breathlessly. It was true. She simply did not know whether to be hurt, or angry, or relieved. ‘I suppose . . . I suppose, as long as they’re both happy, it’s none of my business, is it?’


      ‘Of course it’s your business,’ her mother said gently. ‘No one’s forgotten that he asked you first. It hasn’t been easy for Bet, either – being second best. But over this last year they’ve got to know each other. Bet’s really taken to the work at the farm. You’d never think she was brought up in Lambeth! And, of course, the boys love it up there.’


      ‘How do they get on with Matthew?’


      ‘Like a house on fire! Better than they did with their own dad in the last few months before he was killed. Things weren’t right between them for a long time, you know.’


      ‘Yes, I remember,’ Rose murmured. Now that the first shock had passed she was beginning to realise that her main emotion was one of relief. Now she need not worry about Bet and the boys, and she could meet Matthew without feeling guilty. She looked up and smiled at her mother. ‘It’s for the best, isn’t it? Bet’s much more suited to that life than I am. She needs a good home and a good man to help her bring up the boys and Matt is a good man. They deserve each other. I’d have got itchy feet after a few months and wanted to go back to the theatre. This is better all round.’


      Her mother gave a sigh of relief. ‘I’m so glad you see it like that! It’s been a weight on my mind, I can tell you. When you’ve had your tea will you go up and see them? I know Bet will be relieved to know everything’s all right.’


      ‘Of course I will,’ Rose said. ‘I’m dying to see her, and the boys. I bet they’ve grown!’


      ‘You won’t recognise Billy, hardly,’ her mother prophesied. ‘Quite a young man now, he is!’


      She set the egg in front of Rose and cut a doorstep of freshly baked bread. Then she seated herself opposite her again and poured them both another cup of tea.


      ‘So, what about you, love? How is everything with you?’


      ‘Fine!’ Rose said, with just a little too much emphasis. ‘I love the job and the girls in the troupe are great. Oh, we have our ups and downs and some of them can be a bit temperamental, but you can’t blame them for that. It’s been tough in Italy and the conditions are pretty awful sometimes. But it’s so rewarding! You should see the faces of some of the soldiers we perform for. Some of them haven’t seen a woman for months and they’re living in the most appalling conditions and suddenly we bring a bit of glamour, a bit of life and colour into that miserable existence.’


      ‘Sounds a bit dangerous to me,’ her mother said dubiously. ‘A few young girls among all those lonely men.’


      ‘It’s not, Mum,’ Rose said earnestly. ‘At least, the danger is not from our soldiers. They always behave perfectly. Oh, they whistle and catcall and ogle the girls during the performances, but afterwards they just want a chance to be near us, to talk about their wives and girlfriends back home. I’ve seen men in tears, Mum. Grown men crying just because we remind them of what they’ve left behind.’


      Mrs Taylor frowned. ‘It’s bad, then? Everyone thought once the Italians surrendered it was going to be a doddle.’


      Rose swallowed. She knew that it was part of her duty not to spread alarm and despondency among the civilian population but there was a hard knot of anger in her stomach when she thought about the suffering she had seen.


      ‘Mum, you’ve no idea. People think Italy’s all sunshine and . . . and pretty girls treading grapes under a blue sky. Well, it’s not. The ordinary peasants are desperately poor. They live on dry bread and onions and a bit of olive oil and plough the fields with oxen as if they were still living in the Dark Ages. This winter’s been awful. The rain has just gone on and on and up in the mountains it’s bitterly cold. Our men are up to their knees in mud and they often don’t see a hot meal for days on end. The casualties are horrific, but they don’t seem to be able to move. The Germans are in such strong positions we can’t shift them. Some of the men are what we call “bomb happy” – it’s like shell shock. They just can’t take it any more and they have to be sent back to special rest camps. We’ve played some of the camps and it’s pathetic to see the state they’re in.’


      Rose paused and looked at her mother’s face. She had said much more than she had intended but she had needed to speak out, to somehow puncture the bland complacency of civilian life. Now she was afraid that she had upset her mother, but Mrs Taylor merely compressed her lips and nodded.


      ‘It’s bad, then,’ she repeated. But Rose knew that her message had gone home. There was a pause. Then her mother went on. ‘Did you see Merry before you left?’


      ‘Yes, he came to the docks in Naples to see us off.’


      ‘How is he?’


      ‘He’s fine. Now that we know Felix wasn’t killed when his plane crashed after all, he’s as happy as . . .’ Rose checked herself. She had never been sure how much her mother guessed, but she suspected that she would be deeply shocked if she knew the true nature of the relationship between the two men. Now she was afraid that she had said too much again. Her mother simply nodded, however, and finished the sentence for her.


      ‘Happy as Larry. Fancy Felix turning up like that, out of the blue. Must have seemed like a miracle.’


      ‘Yes, it did,’ Rose agreed. She was trying to think of some way of changing the subject, because any explanation of Felix’s sudden reappearance would involve a mention of Richard’s part in it, and she had no wish to bring his name into the conversation. She finished her egg. ‘That was absolutely delicious, Mum. Thanks.’


      ‘Don’t thank me, thank Enid Willis,’ her mother responded. ‘More tea?’


      ‘Please. How are the Willises? Has Babe been home lately?’


      ‘She was home for Christmas, with her husband.’


      ‘What’s he like?’


      ‘Oh, very nice. Good looking, good manners – like all these Yanks. But that doesn’t make it any easier for Enid.’


      ‘He’s a Canadian, Mum, not a Yank.’


      Mrs Taylor sniffed. ‘Same difference.’ There was a pause. Rose felt herself tense. She knew what was coming next. ‘How’s that young man of yours? You still writing to each other?’


      ‘He’s not my young man, Mum. He’s just a . . . a man I happen to be friendly with. Yes, we’re still writing. He’s fine. Well, he was last time I heard.’


      She thought of Beau, with his fresh-faced good looks and his old-fashioned, courtly manners. He was still talking about taking her home to meet his ‘folks’, as if it was a foregone conclusion, and she had still not had the courage – or was it hardness of heart? – to disabuse him. One look at her mother’s shut face told her that her greatest fear was that she might follow the same path as Barbara Willis and marry a man who would remove her to the other side of the globe. She got up and moved round behind her mother’s chair to give her a hug.


      ‘Don’t worry, Mum. I’m not going to marry Beau and leave you.’


      Her mother did not respond to the gesture. ‘You must do what your heart tells you. Never mind me. I’ll survive.’


      ‘I am doing what my heart tells me,’ Rose said, and for the first time she was quite sure that it was the truth. ‘I’m not in love with Beau and I’m not going to marry him.’


      ‘Is there someone else, then?’ her mother asked, tilting her head to look up.


      ‘No, there’s no one else,’ Rose assured her.


      Mrs Taylor did not look reassured. ‘What you going to do with yourself then, girl? This war’s not going to go on for ever, please God. You don’t want to end up a bitter old maid.’


      Rose drew back. ‘Oh, really, Mum! Just because I’m not prepared to marry any man who asks me, that doesn’t mean I’m going to end up an old maid. And even if I do, I shan’t be bitter.’ She resumed her seat on the opposite side of the table. ‘I’ve got a good job, a job I love. It’s great being in charge of all the dancers in a show, and being able to choreograph all the numbers. And I’m good at it, Mum! I don’t see why I shouldn’t go on doing it after the war. I might get a job in one of the big London theatres – or I could end up like Madame, with my own show somewhere.’


      A smile forced its way through the cloud of anxiety on Mrs Taylor’s broad face. ‘Can’t see you as an old tartar like Dolly Prince. You haven’t got it in you.’


      ‘Well, no, not quite like her,’ Rose agreed, grinning back. She leaned forward and put her hand over her mother’s. ‘Don’t worry about me, Mum. One thing I’ve learned in the last year or two. I can manage on my own. I don’t have to have a fellow to rely on. There are lots of girls like me, who’ve made the same discovery. Girls who’ve found out they can do men’s jobs, driving lorries, working in factories, even flying planes. Things are going to be different after the war. Women are going to want more than just a home and kids, and they won’t be ashamed of not being married. For one thing, there won’t be enough men to go round. I shan’t be the only “old maid” – if that’s the way things turn out.’


      Mrs Taylor sighed and got up. ‘Well, as long as you’re happy. But just don’t go turning your nose up too quickly. You might live to regret it.’


      ‘I’m not “turning my nose up”!’ Rose began to exclaim in exasperation. Then she stopped. She knew from experience that it was no good trying to talk her mother out of an entrenched idea, but at least she had scotched the immediate worry over her relationship with Beau. She got up from the table and began to clear the dishes.


      ‘You leave that,’ her mother commanded. ‘You’ve had a long day. If you’ve got any energy left, go up and see your sister at the farm. She’ll be on tenterhooks till she knows how you feel – and so will Matthew.’


 


Half an hour later Rose pedalled her mother’s bike up the country lane towards the farm. As she passed the Willises’ smallholding she was tempted to stop and call in, but she knew that if she did it would be an hour before she could get away, and Bet would never forgive her for visiting someone else before going to see her. As she pedalled onwards she was swept by a sudden feeling of intense nostalgia. She had ridden this way so often, on her way to work at the farm. Now she had the strange impression that the intervening time had been wiped out, that she had merely been away for a short holiday and she would find the farm, and Matthew, exactly as she had left them. No, not as she had left them, but as they had been in those early months, before Matthew proposed to her. At a gateway into a field she dismounted. Cows were grazing the lush spring grass and she gazed from one to another, trying to recognise individual animals. At one time she had known each one by name, but now she could not be sure if they were even the same cows. After all, it had been more than three years.


      Three years! Not just a short holiday. So much had happened since she last cycled up this lane. Those terrible months at the farm in Shropshire, which had ended with the illness that had come close to killing her. The weeks that had followed of recuperation and then the long struggle to get fit again and to relearn her dancing technique and the soul-destroying disappointment of failed auditions. And then the time she had spent touring with Monty Prince and his little ENSA company. Good old Monty! She must try to see him when she got back to town, if he was around. She remembered the grimy industrial cities, the performances in factory canteens, the dismal digs. There was that nice man who gave up his room so she could have a bed – in Coventry, wasn’t it? What was his name? Then memory returned like a blow to the stomach. He had gone on the night shift so as to leave the room vacant for her and had been killed when the factory was bombed. And she couldn’t even remember his name!


      Rose remounted and put her weight on the pedals, so that she swept into the farmyard scattering chickens and ducks in all directions.


      Getting off the bike, she found that her heart was thudding with more than the effort. She had no idea what she was going to say to Bet – or to Matthew. It was the two boys who smoothed over the difficulty. As Rose stood hesitating, the door of the farm kitchen crashed open and Billy and Sam hurled themselves through it.


      ‘Auntie Rose! Auntie Rose! When did you get back? Have you brought me a present?’ Sam flung himself against her with a force that almost toppled both her and the bike. She hugged him with her free arm, laughing.


      ‘Hallo, Sammy! How are you? A present? Oh, now, I don’t know. I’ll have to see what I can find, won’t I?’ She looked beyond him to his brother. Her mother had been right. She would scarcely have recognised him as the same pale-faced, scrawny kid she had known in Lambeth. At fourteen he was half a head taller than herself, brown faced and with a man’s shoulders and the beginning of a moustache shadowing his upper lip. He had checked his headlong rush and now stood, suddenly shy, a few feet away. Rose reached out a hand over Sammy’s shoulder. ‘Hello, Billy. My goodness, I wouldn’t have known you. You’re so grown-up!’


      He smiled, still shy, and came close enough for her to give him a peck on the cheek. Looking past him, she saw Bet standing in the doorway with Matthew behind her, her expression a complex mixture of defiance and appeal.


      ‘Hold my bike a minute, Billy,’ Rose commanded, and as he took it she ran forward. There was no time to compose suitable words. She flung her arms round her sister, exclaiming, ‘Oh, Bet! I am glad to see you! Congratulations! I’m so happy for you. For both of you!’ She drew back and looked at Matthew, reading in his face the same mingling of pride and embarrassment and apology. Rose moved to him and held out her hand. ‘Congratulations, Matthew. You picked the right girl in the end.’


      He blushed and ducked his head to kiss her on the cheek. ‘Welcome home, Rose. It’s good to see you.’ Then, turning to put his arm round his wife’s ample waist, ‘Yes, I do believe I did, in the end.’










Chapter 2


Captain Guy Merryweather edged his jeep through the crowded streets of Naples, en route to his office at the headquarters of the Combined Services Entertainments Pool. He was feeling jaded and depressed and the sight of the city around him only added to his gloom. When he had arrived in Naples in the last glow of autumn he had thought nothing, not even the malicious depredations of the departing Nazis, could ruin the beauty of the place. Now, in the cold light of a reluctant spring and under the seemingly unceasing rain, he saw it for the slum it was. Its people were on the verge of starvation, in spite of the shiploads of supplies from America that were unloaded daily at the docks and which, nightly, seemed to disappear from under the eyes of the guards, to resurface on the black market. Mingling with the locals were the hordes of servicemen – British, American, Italian, Free French, Poles – who were on leave or recovering from wounds. He saw three of them on a street corner, chatting to an Italian girl who had once, you could just see, been ripely beautiful but was now gaunt and garish, flaunting her wares even at this early hour. Naples was becoming such a hotbed of venereal disease that the authorities were considering putting the city off limits to all military personnel not actually employed there.


      Meanwhile, the Allied armies were still bogged down along the Gustav Line, unable to break through the German defences, and the Americans, under General Mark Clark, had failed to capitalise on their initial advantage and were now penned into the Anzio beachhead. The expected triumphant progress through the territory of an enemy recently turned ally had become a miserable war of attrition.


      Merry had his own reasons for depression. All through North Africa and to a large extent in Sicily he had operated as a free agent, keeping up with the front-line troops and offloading his piano to give impromptu concerts wherever it seemed appropriate. When he had been summoned to Italy to help run the Combined Pool he had been given to understand that a large part of his job would still be up at the front, still actively engaged in performing or directing. Instead he found himself chained to a desk, and the enormous success of the Gala Performance in the Opera House last Christmas only seemed to have confirmed the idea in the minds of the top brass that his place was here in Naples.


      As he parked the jeep and made his way through the corridors of the hotel that they had requisitioned as HQ, Merry was sufficiently self-aware for an inward, ironic smile. He was fed up, ‘browned off’ in the current parlance, but simply being able to experience the sensation showed how far he had come from the numb despair of a few months earlier. Felix was alive. Beside that fact, nothing else really mattered.


      Merry’s efficient secretary had already sorted the mail and laid it out on his desk. On top of the pile was a letter whose provenance he immediately recognised. Presumably she had recognised it too, which was why it was on top. He picked it up with a tremor of anxiety. He was not expecting a letter from Felix, since he had not yet had time to reply to the last one. They had parted two months ago, in Cairo, after a fortnight’s leave, every moment of which was stored away in Merry’s memory to be retrieved and relived in the quiet of his own room, between sleeping and waking. Felix had been posted back to London, where, as he had predicted, he was ‘flying a desk’ at the Air Ministry. That was fine by Merry, who found the possibility that he might be wounded by a random bomb easier to live with than the thought of him risking his life in the skies over Europe. He knew Felix well enough, however, to understand that he would not rest until he had persuaded the ‘penguins’ at the ministry to let him get back in the air. And now this letter . . . ? His hand shook slightly as he tore open the envelope.


 


My dear Merry,


      This is just a hasty note to tell you that my father has been killed. Apparently he was on his way back from the States and the plane he was in was shot down over the Atlantic. There were no survivors.


      My mother contacted the Air Ministry to find out where I was and I got the news via my CO this morning. I have been given five days’ compassionate leave and am bidden home for the memorial service! Though God knows what role I have been cast in – black sheep or Prodigal Son?


      No time to write further now, as I have to catch a train within the hour. I’ll let you know how things go as soon as I get back.


      Yours ever,


      Ned


      PS. Wish you were coming with me!


 


Merry folded the letter and sat gazing at it abstractedly while he tried to work out the implications of the news. So the Hon. Edward Mountjoy – aka Felix Lamont, one-time magician and illusioniste extraordinaire – was about to return to the family home from which he had been banished – what? – ten years ago. What sort of reception could he expect? Was it possible that his mother had been so shocked by the death of her husband that she had decided to put her moral scruples aside and be reconciled to her errant son? Recalling his one encounter with Lady Malpas, Merry thought it was unlikely. Perhaps she felt that, whatever his misdemeanours, Felix (Merry could never think of him by any other name) could not be denied the right to mourn his father with the rest of the family. Or was it simply that it would ‘look bad’ to the neighbours if he failed to show up at the memorial service? That, Merry decided cynically, was probably the most likely explanation. But, in that case, at least the proprieties would be observed. No one outside the immediate family must be allowed to guess that the younger son of the Mountjoys had disgraced his name. Merry clenched his teeth to suppress the sudden upsurge of anger. It did not matter to him that society made men of their persuasion outcasts. He had learned to live with it long ago, and besides, he had no family left to be distressed or disgraced. But he knew, although they had never spoken of it, that his parents’ attitude was a wound in Felix’s soul that still festered, like a piece of shrapnel embedded too close to a nerve to be removed.


      There was nothing he could do to help at this range, however, so he wrote a brief note asking Felix to give his condolences to his mother and expressing the hope that the visit would turn out better than he expected. He added that he would be thinking of him and looked forward to hearing further from him as soon as he had a chance to write.


 


The next day Merry left Naples for a brief tour of the battlefields, to see for himself the conditions under which his artistes were performing. On his return his vague sense of depression had been replaced by two much stronger and mutually contradictory emotions. One was anger at the incompetence of the High Command that had allowed the Allied forces to get into their current position. The other was admiration for the way those forces were conducting themselves in the face of constant bombardment and the obstacles thrown in their way by a combination of the enemy, the weather and the local terrain. He had particular sympathy for the men of the tank regiments, with whom he had crossed the desert the previous year. That had been a bitter and bloody struggle in extreme conditions, but at least there had been space in which the tanks could be deployed effectively and, towards the end at least, an exhilarating sense of forward movement. Here in Italy it was very different. The route to the north was regularly bisected by mountain spurs running down from the Apennines and between them were deep ravines carved by rivers swollen to torrents by the endless rain. The Germans had blown every bridge and mined every culvert and each river crossing required a long and costly battle. The Americans had lost hundreds of men in the attempt to cross the Rapido alone. In the towns and villages things were no better. The tanks were reduced to crawling single file through the narrow streets where every building presented a possible vantage point for a sniper. And everywhere there was mud, in which the convoys of supply vehicles constantly became bogged down.


      For the men whose job it was to lift the spirits of the troops and provide some respite from the stress of battle by offering an hour or two of entertainment, conditions were no easier. And not only men, now. Merry was also responsible for the well-being of the ENSA troupes sent out from England, which included women, and even some extremely well-known and glamorous female stars, although their activities were largely confined to the rest stations and hospitals behind the lines. Nevertheless, all had to travel the roads pitted by shell holes and churned up by tank tracks and cross ravines on hastily constructed bridges which were frequent targets for enemy bombing. As for the Stars in Battledress, the serving soldiers who had been pulled out of the front line to entertain their comrades and who were Merry’s prime concern, he found them performing in roofless village schools or tents in the middle of fields churned to liquid mud or in the open air, where the music was often drowned out by the sound of incoming shells. Driving back into Naples, Merry reflected grimly that he had failed to appreciate his own good fortune in being confined to his snug hotel and his efficiently organised office.


      Another letter from Felix awaited him on his desk, and a rapid calculation told Merry that it must have been written immediately on his return from Malpas, if not before.


 


My dear Merry,


      God, I wish you were here! I have just experienced the most ghastly forty-eight hours of my life – and I am not excepting coming round in hospital after my first crash. Only the aftermath of the Cambridge business compares.


      It seemed initially as if it was going to be all right. I was received pleasantly enough, not exactly with enthusiasm but with the sort of courtesy one extends to a visitor whom one has felt obliged to invite. (Dear God! Merry thought. This is his mother he’s talking about!) Brother Anthony was there, having been flown back from somewhere in mid-Atlantic, and was quite affable to start with. I got there on the day before the service and everything was OK until dinner. It was when I realised that the rector and his wife had been invited to dine with us that I knew I was for it. This same ‘man of God’ was largely responsible for all the trouble last time, I believe. Even so, we got along swimmingly to begin with. I was congratulated on the gong and there was tactful appreciation of Archie McIndoe’s handiwork and relief was expressed that the rumours of my death had been so greatly exaggerated – to coin a phrase. Then he got closer to what he was really there for. The war, of course, was a terrible business, but it had had one good outcome. It had turned a lot of boys, who might otherwise have wasted their lives in the pursuit of pleasure, into men! I pointed out, as politely as I could, that it had also turned a lot of them into corpses. That did not go down well! He came closer to home then. It had to be admitted that as a youth I had tended to be ‘somewhat frivolous’. (Nice phrase, that. Never heard it expressed that way before.) He quoted St Paul – when I was a child I thought as a child, etc. – and hoped that I had now put away childish things and proposed, in the words of the Prayer Book, to lead a ‘sober, righteous and Godly life’ from here on. I tried to lighten the tone a bit by remarking that as a serving officer in the RAF it was a bit difficult to lead on entirely sober life, but that was not well received either. The wretched man was not to be deflected. I was, he suggested, trying to avoid the real question. The point was that, in my youth, I had made some rather undesirable relationships and what my mother wished to be assured of was that this had now ceased. I was tempted to enquire why my mother could not ask the question herself, since she was sitting there at the table with us, but I’d had enough by this point. I mustered all the dignity I had left and said that yes, I admitted some of my friendships in the early days had been unwise, but that that was a thing of the past. (You should have seen how their faces brightened.) I had now, I went on, formed an honourable relationship with someone I love and respect and which I hope will last for the rest of my life. And at that point I excused myself and left the room.


 


Merry lowered the paper and gazed blindly into space. He could sense, as if he felt it himself, the quivering distress which that calm exterior concealed and hear the clear, steady voice declaring ‘an honourable relationship with someone I love and respect’. And he could read no further because his eyes were full of tears.


      When he had himself under control again he unfolded the letter and read on.


 


I went down to the pub in the village, where I must say I got a very different reception. It seems I’ve become a bit of a local hero. They even have all the press cuttings about my DFC and the crash, both crashes, and my supposed death and subsequent ‘resurrection’ pinned up on a board behind the bar. The publican took them down and insisted on my signing them. After that, of course, I had to buy drinks all round and we had quite a jolly evening. I hung about until I thought everyone would have gone to bed, but no such luck! Brother Anthony – now, of course, Lord Malpas, though I find that very difficult to accept – was waiting up for me to read me a lecture on how much I had added to our mother’s distress, etc., etc. I told him pretty sharply that if they hadn’t set the rector on me the whole miserable scene could have been avoided. I added that it hadn’t been my idea to come home and that, after tomorrow, I should probably never set foot in the place again. And that if he didn’t want a punch on the nose we had better leave it at that.


      I stayed for the service and the funeral baked meats next day (today, in fact) and made myself reasonably pleasant to assorted aunts and cousins and then made the excuse that I had to be back on duty the next day and buggered off back to town. I’ve got two days’ leave left, so I think I shall go and look up a few old mates at (here the censor had obliterated a location with his blue pencil) and get thoroughly drunk.


      I wish to God you weren’t such a long way away! We could get plastered together! Write as soon as you can.


      Yours as always,


      Ned


 


Merry’s hands were shaking as he put the letter back in the envelope. How could members of a family treat each other like that? How could a priest be so mercilessly sanctimonious? Then, as the first shock passed, he became aware of other emotions. There was an anxiety, which at first he found difficult to identify. Then it came to him. Those words, obliterated by the censor’s pencil, had been a reminder that the letter had been read by a third party – as, of course, Felix would have known it would be. All servicemen’s letters were automatically censored and Merry had had to read enough of his subordinates’ mail to be aware of the intimate secrets which the censor could not avoid sharing. For this reason he and Felix had always been very circumspect in their correspondence. It was why, for a start, he always addressed Felix by his proper name – or at least the diminutive of it – and why the replies were signed in the same way. It avoided the need for explanations. Now, however, in the white heat of emotion, Felix had forgotten to be cautious.


      Merry took out the letter and reread it carefully. As he did so his alarm abated slightly. It would be obvious to anyone that there had been a family rift and that Felix had in some way disgraced himself but there was nothing that would indicate the nature of his misdemeanour. The reference to ‘the Cambridge business’ and phrases such as ‘undesirable relationships’ and ‘unwise friendships’ might suggest forays into homosexuality but could not be used to prove them. Likewise, his admission of ‘an honourable relationship’ in which he was now engaged could refer to a liaison with a woman, though perhaps not a woman of whom his family would approve. Merry drew a deep breath. Felix had not been as incautious as he had at first thought. The letter might have raised doubts in the mind of a senior officer – doubts which, if passed on, could possibly have an adverse effect on his prospects of promotion – but nothing worse. Meanwhile, for Merry the message was reassuringly clear. Faced with the choice between his family and his lover, Felix had bravely proclaimed their ‘honourable relationship . . . which he hoped would last for the rest of his life’. Once again he folded the letter and tucked it into the breast pocket of his tunic, where it seemed to glow with talismanic warmth.










Chapter 3


Rose stayed in Wimborne for ten days but returned to spend the last few days of her leave at her old flat in Lambeth. There were several old friends she wanted to look up, for one thing, but, far more importantly, she needed to see Beau. He had wanted to come down to Wimborne but she had struggled to think up excuses to put him off and had been relieved when it had turned out that he could not get leave. It seemed to her that giving him the opportunity to meet her ‘folks’ would simply reinforce his assumption that their relationship was going to be permanent. She had resolved to meet him in London and to clear up the misunderstanding once and for all. He managed to get an overnight pass and they arranged that he would pick her up at the flat on her first evening in town.


      He arrived, as always, punctual to the minute in an immaculately pressed uniform and carrying an enormous box of chocolates, the like of which had not been seen in England since the outbreak of war. Rose, struck by guilt at the thought of what she intended to say, protested that he should not have been so extravagant.


      ‘Why not?’ he cried. ‘Nothing’s too good for my best girl!’ He caught hold of her hands and held her at arms’ length. ‘Let me look at you. Gee, honey, you look great! I’d almost forgotten how gorgeous you are.’


      She tried to look modestly self-deprecating, but the fact was that she had had her hair freshly permed and had spent longer than usual over her make-up. He whirled her round, laughing with pleasure, and then pulled her to him and kissed her, briefly and quite chastely, on the lips.


      ‘Gee, honey, I’ve missed you! It’s been one hell of a long time.’


      She had forgotten how very good looking he was, and how infectious his sheer high spirits could be. She had been trying to decide whether to have things out with him straight away or whether it would be kinder to wait until the end of the evening. Now she decided to wait. After all, they might as well enjoy themselves while they could.


      He took her to the Trocadero and as soon as they stepped on to the dance floor Rose was swept away by the pure exhilaration of dancing with a partner whose style so perfectly matched her own. They tangoed and quickstepped and jitterbugged all evening, and she was aware that very soon the other dancers were making space for them so as not to cramp their style. Once or twice the applause at the end of a number was just as much for them as for the band. When the time came to head for home she was hot and tired but her nerves were still humming with excitement like high-tension cables. In the taxi – Beau seemed to have a magical ability to conjure up taxis even in central London in the blackout – he put his arm round her and kissed her, a passionate, lover’s kiss, and she felt her body respond. All her senses were crying out for her to let go, to give herself up to the pleasure of the moment. Only somewhere, at the back of her mind, a small, merciless voice kept reminding her that she had a different, much harder, task to perform.


      When the taxi stopped he accompanied her, as always, to her front door. It was a move dictated by his punctilious good manners, not by any desire to pressure her into asking him in. When she suggested that he might like to come up for a cup of coffee she saw him go pale and then flush, and before she could stop him he had turned away and paid off the taxi.


      Inside the front door he swept her into his arms again, whispering in her ear, ‘Oh, Rose, sweetheart! It’s so good to have you back again. You don’t know how much I’ve missed you.’


      She struggled free and managed to say, ‘Beau, come upstairs. We’ve got to talk.’


      ‘Sure, honey. I guess there’s a lot we’ve got to say to each other.’


      He followed her meekly into the living room and sat down beside her on the settee. She took his hand in both her own and held it tightly.


      He laughed. ‘Hey, lighten up, sweetheart. I’m not going to take advantage of you.’


      ‘I know that,’ she said. Her chest felt constricted and it was difficult to draw enough breath to speak. ‘Beau, I’m sorry. I’ve let you get entirely the wrong impression. I haven’t asked you in for the reason you think.’


      ‘Don’t worry! I know you’re not that sort of girl. I’ve waited over a year. I can wait a bit longer, I guess.’


      She shook her head. ‘That’s the whole point, Beau. All this time, while I’ve been away, I’ve let you go on . . . waiting . . . and thinking . . . thinking . . . Oh, this is so difficult! You seem to have got the idea that we’ve got some sort of understanding.’


      ‘Well, we have, haven’t we? I think we understand each other pretty well.’


      ‘No, that’s what I’m trying to say. You don’t understand. I’m trying to tell you – some of the things you seem to take for granted just aren’t going to happen.’


      ‘Such as?’ He looked puzzled, a little concerned, but not really worried.


      She squeezed his hand hard to give herself courage. ‘I don’t want to come to America with you, Beau.’


      ‘You don’t?’ He absorbed the information in silence for a moment, frowing with the concentration of a chess player caught by an unexpected move. ‘Well, in that case, I guess I’ll have to look at the possibilities of staying here, but I don’t know  . . .’


      ‘No, you still don’t understand! ’ She was getting desperate. Suppose she was the one who had got hold of the wrong end of the stick and his intentions were not at all what she imagined. She made up her mind that, right or wrong, she had to press on. ‘Beau, you’ve made all these plans, but you’ve never even asked me to marry you.’


      ‘I haven’t?’ He looked first confused, then apologetic. ‘Gee whiz, Rose! No more I have! What an idiot! You’ve got every right to feel mad at me. Every woman deserves to get a proper, romantic proposal. There just never seemed to be the right time, or the right place. I’ve always imagined it’d be back home, on the front porch after my folks have gone to bed, with a big, yellow moon coming up and the scent of gardenias in the air. But I guess here and now will do just as well.’ Before she could stop him he slid from the settee on to one knee, her hand still clasped in his. ‘Rose, honey, will you do me the honour of becoming my wife?’


      She looked at him. His big, handsome, country-boy’s face shone with innocent confidence and there was no mistaking the love in his eyes. For a brief moment she pictured herself, sitting on that front porch, waiting for him to come home at the end of the working day. She never doubted for a moment that if she said ‘yes’ she would be secure in his unquestioning love for the rest of her life. Slowly, with an effort, she withdrew her hand from his.


      ‘Beau, I’m sorry. I can’t marry you. That’s what I’m trying to tell you.’


      He gazed up at her, his lips moving soundlessly as if she had spoken in a foreign language and he was trying to translate.


      ‘You can’t?’


      ‘No. I’m sorry.’


      ‘Are you trying to tell me you’re married already?’


      ‘No. I’m not married.’


      ‘But there’s someone else?’


      ‘No.’ For a moment she was tempted to say yes, but after all it would have been a lie. There was no one else – not any more.


      ‘Then why can’t you marry me?’


      ‘Because I’m not in love with you. I like you very much. You’re a lovely man. You’re kind and generous and good looking and some other girl is going to be very, very lucky when you find her. But I’m not the right girl.’


      ‘You are, as far as I’m concerned!’


      ‘No, I’m not! Or you’re not the right boy for me. I’m sorry, Beau, truly, truly sorry. But that’s the way it is. I should have made it all clear much sooner but I felt I ought to wait until I could tell you face to face, rather than putting it in a letter.’


      For a moment he was completely still and silent. Then he rose slowly to his feet.


      ‘In that case, ma’am, I guess I’d better be moving along.’ He spoke tonelessly, his face set in a mask of formal courtesy.


      Rose jumped up. ‘Beau, please! Don’t take it like that. We can still be friends, can’t we? We can still enjoy each other’s company. Look what a good time we had this evening. We could go on doing that, couldn’t we?’


      He looked at her as if she had suggested that he take part in some strange foreign ritual. ‘No, ma’am. I guess not.’


      He picked up his cap from the chair where he had dropped it and headed for the door. Rose followed him downstairs to the street, reduced to a numb silence by the dignity of his pain.


      At the door she tried again. ‘Please, Beau! We can’t part like this. I didn’t mean to hurt you, but you had to know the truth. You just jumped to conclusions  . . .’


      He turned, bending his head towards her. ‘Thanks for a very pleasant evening, ma’am. I guess I took too much for granted. I apologise. Goodnight.’


      He opened the door and was gone, closing it behind him in one swift, decisive movement. For a moment she stood still, tempted to run after him. Then she turned and trudged slowly up the stairs. At the top she suddenly remembered that he had dismissed the taxi. Even Beau would not find a taxi in Lambeth at that time of night and she had no idea whether he could find his way around on the Underground. She sat down on the settee and began to weep silently.


 


The following morning she had arranged to meet her old friend Sally Castle. They had written to each other intermittently ever since they parted company after the last performance of the Fairbourne Follies and usually managed to meet up when Rose was in London. A couple of months earlier Sally had written to say that she had given up her job at the Windmill Theatre, where she had worked as a dancer almost since the outbreak of war. She gave no reason, except that she ‘couldn’t stand it any more’. Instead, under the government’s Direction of Labour powers, she had found herself working in the Royal Ordnance factory at Greenwich. Rose found it difficult to imagine the flighty, pleasure-loving Sally working at a factory bench – but then, she would never have envisaged herself milking cows a few years ago.


      Sally was working a late shift, so they had agreed to meet for morning coffee at their usual rendezvous, the Lyons Corner House at Piccadilly Circus. Rose had been looking forward to it, but now she was not in the mood for Sally’s brittle banter. She had passed a miserable night, constantly replaying in her mind the scene with Beau and asking herself how she could have handled it better. She had acted with the best intentions but she could not escape a sense that she was responsible for his anguish. Somehow, at some point, she must have given him the impression that she saw the future as he did, a future they would spend together. She should have realised what was happening and nipped it in the bud. Perhaps she had just been enjoying herself too much. She had been selfish and insensitive and now Beau was suffering the consequences. She agonised over the question of what to do next. Was it better to leave things as they were, to make a clean break and hope that Beau would soon find someone else? Or should she try to heal the wounds she had caused last night? Perhaps that would simply prolong the agony. She was haunted by the thought that tonight he would be flying again, facing the ever-present threat of enemy action in the dark skies over Germany. She resolved to write to him that afternoon and try once more to explain herself.


      Meanwhile, she had to meet Sally. She was tempted to forget the whole idea but there was no way she could get in touch with her and it was unthinkable simply to fail to turn up. So she combed her hair and did her make-up, and as she put on her ENSA uniform it occurred to her that there was an advantage, after all, in the less-than-glamorous serge suit. At least she would not have to compete with Sally, who, in spite of shortages and clothing coupons, always seemed to have a new dress and a chic little hat to match.


      She was a few minutes late entering the Corner House but she thought for a moment that Sally had not arrived. Most of the tables were occupied, mainly by men and women in uniform. There were a few smart civilian hats but none of them belonged to Sally. Even when she realised that someone was waving to her from a corner table it was a moment before she recognised the woman in the shabby navy coat with her hair tied up in a scarf. Not that headscarves were unusual these days. In the egalitarian mood of making do, of ‘bare legs for patriotism’ and beetroot juice instead of lipstick, even the two princesses were to be seen wearing scarves instead of hats. But Sally Castle had never been one for making do.


      As Rose advanced towards the table she began to see that it was not just the clothes that had prevented her from recognising her friend. The face beneath the headscarf was different too; the eyes deeply shadowed, the cheeks gaunt, the pallor only emphasised by the brave, scarlet slash of the mouth.


      Rose caught her breath, swallowed and forced a smile. ‘Sally, darling! It’s lovely to see you.’


      Sally accepted her kiss with a bitter, ironic grin. ‘It’s OK, you don’t have to pretend. Go on, say it.’


      Rose sat down opposite her. ‘What’s happened, Sally? Have you been ill?’


      Sally’s lips twisted. ‘You could put it like that. Courtesy of an RAF flight sergeant who had the bad manners to go and get himself killed the next night.’


      ‘Oh, Sally!’ Rose murmured, momentarily stunned. ‘You mean he  . . . ?’


      ‘Got me up the duff? Put a bun in my oven? Yeah, the bastard!’


      ‘But didn’t you take precautions?’


      ‘’Course we did! There must have been a hole in it, or something.’


      ‘So, what . . . what did you do?’ Two years ago Rose would have been acutely embarrassed by this conversation, but she had heard too many like it since then.


      ‘What do you think? But I couldn’t afford one of those expensive Harley Street jobs and I guess the slimy little character I went to didn’t keep his instruments as clean as he should have done. I bloody nearly died.’


      ‘Oh, Sally, I’m so sorry!’


      A waitress appeared at the table and Rose ordered tea and toasted teacakes. Sally lit a cigarette.


      ‘Doesn’t matter now. Water under the bridge.’


      ‘I wish you’d let me know. I would have tried to help. Wasn’t there anyone you could go to, to borrow the money? What happened to that nice Canadian bloke you were going out with?’


      ‘Bill? Oh, he’s long gone.’


      ‘Killed?’


      ‘Not as far as I know. We parted company, that’s all.’


      ‘What about Lucy? Wouldn’t she have helped out?’


      ‘Lucy? She’s the last person I’d turn to.’


      ‘Sally! Your own sister? You were always so close.’


      ‘Yeah, until she went into the ATS and took up with her officer feller.’


      ‘What officer feller?’


      ‘Didn’t I tell you? Our Lucy’s married a captain in the Royal Artillery. Ten years older than she is and frightfully posh! Oh, she’s quite the officer’s lady now. Too good for the likes of me.’


      ‘I can’t believe that,’ Rose protested, but in her heart she could imagine that it might be true. Before the war Lucy had lived in her sister’s shadow. It had always been Sally who took the first pick of the available men. Lucy tagged along with whoever was left over. Joining the ATS had been her break for freedom, and Rose could imagine her delight at having hooked such a good catch. All the same, she could not believe that she would have refused to help her sister. It was Sally’s pride that had prevented her from asking.


      ‘You and this flight sergeant,’ Rose said, changing tack, ‘were you . . . did you love him?’


      ‘God, no!’ Sally stubbed out her cigarette and removed a thread of tobacco from the tip of her tongue. ‘He was lonely, so was I. It was just one of those things. A one-night stand.’ She looked at Rose. ‘And before you put on that holier-than-thou look just tell me this. Would you let a bloke go back to face almost certain death without the comfort of one night in someone’s arms?’ Rose felt her throat close up and was unable to answer. Sally stared at her more closely. ‘You bloody would, wouldn’t you! Anything rather than give up your precious virginity.’ She turned away. ‘Well, it’s no good expecting you to understand, is it.’


      The waitress brought the tea and Rose tried in vain to turn the conversation to other things. Questions about Sally’s job brought the snapped retort that she had not worked since that ‘sodding so-called doctor messed me up’. She was living on the dole, in a single room near the docks. She clearly had no interest in what Rose had been doing and little bits of information about Barbara Willis and the other girls in the Follies dance troupe were received with indifferent shrugs.


      Eventually Rose leaned forward and put her hand on Sally’s. ‘Look, if there’s anything I can do . . . Why don’t you come and stay with me in Lambeth for a bit? I don’t know how long I’ll be in London, but you’d be welcome to stay in the flat until you get yourself back on your feet again.’


      Sally looked at her and for the first time the defensive shield of irony left her face. ‘You’re a good kid, Rose. A bit old fashioned, but your heart’s in the right place. I’m sorry about what I said earlier. But it wouldn’t work. You’d get fed up with my slovenly ways and I’d get browned off with you being so neat and organised. I’m OK where I am. Don’t worry about me.’


      ‘I wish there was something I could do,’ Rose murmured.


      ‘Tell you what, you can pay for the tea. That make you feel any better?’


      And that was all Sally would allow her to do. They parted soon after, and as Rose watched her walk away she saw, suddenly, a trace of the old, self-confident, sexy swagger, and a soldier passing in the opposite direction paused and turned his head. Rose drew a breath. Perhaps, after all, what Sally had said was right. Perhaps she would be OK.


 


Back at the flat she sat down with a pad of notepaper and tried to compose a letter to Beau. After several attempts, she gave up. There seemed to be nothing meaningful that she could say. She had no intention of changing her mind and agreeing to marry him, so what, exactly, was she trying to suggest? The idea that they could go on meeting as before, she now realised, was pure selfishness on her part. How could she expect Beau to spend his money and lavish his gifts on her? Far better to remain silent and let him find someone else. With his looks and charm, and the apparently limitless resources of the USAF behind him, it could not take more than a few days.


      She took up the pad again and wrote instead to Merry in Naples, a long, chatty letter telling him about Bet’s marriage and giving him news of the boys and of the Willis family. She told him about Sally, too, but she did not mention Beau.


 


Two days later Rose reported for duty at the Drury Lane Theatre, which had been the headquarters of ENSA from the outbreak of war. Clifford Wallace was waiting for her and, after a few brief pleasantries, got down to business.


      ‘I want you to start auditioning dancers for a new show. Only six girls, this time. We’re not planning another big musical extravaganza like the one you took to North Africa. This has to be something much smaller and more mobile. A show that can be packed into a couple of trucks ready to move quickly when necessary.’


      ‘Move? Where to?’ Rose asked unwisely, and received the tart rejoinder, ‘You’ll find out when you get there.’


      His discretion had no effect. The theatre was buzzing with rumour. The Second Front, so long promised, was going to be opened soon. Troops were gathering all along the south coast. It could mean only one thing. The Allies were about to invade Nazi-occupied France.










Chapter 4


Some hundreds of miles north of Naples, Major Richard Stevens, aka Ricardo Benedetti, stretched his hands to the brazier and stamped his feet to try to bring some feeling into them. High up in the Alpi Apuane spring had scarcely made itself felt. The peaks were still snow-covered and, although the snow had melted from the pastures of the valley where he stood, the pre-dawn air was bitter. Beside him, Armando, the leader of the partisan band, and Gianni, his lieutenant, stamped and shuffled too, and spread out at strategic points along the valley bottom little groups of their men huddled into their sheepskin coats and blew on their numb fingers. Richard looked up. Above the mountain the sky was paling and the stars had disappeared. It would be a long time before the sun rose high enough to warm the valley floor, but up there it was already morning and the sky, thank God, was clear. A perfect day for an airborne supply drop.


      He had had considerable difficulty persuading his superiors to let him return to Italy. After delivering his maps and observations and attending debriefing sessions with a variety of senior officers in Algiers he had been told that he was to be flown back to England, where his information would be of value to the High Command. He was, as his CO pointed out, due for ‘a spot of leave’. They had been most put out when he had refused the offer and begged to be returned to the field. He had been confused, himself, about his motives. He knew that he should go back to London and sort things out with Priscilla. Her letter, demanding a divorce, had been a shock but, on reflection, he knew he should have seen it coming. His last home leave had not been a success and he had heard from Victor, his former Conducting Officer and now a friend, that she was probably having an affair. It was distressing, in an abstract way, but his main reaction was that it was an unwelcome distraction from the more important work awaiting him in Italy.


      He had made a commitment to Armando and he was determined to honour it. Over the past months, helping them to fight the Nazi occupiers, he had felt for the first time that he was making a genuine contribution and was no longer a helpless pawn in a game he barely understood. He pointed out to Dodds Parker, his CO, that he had given Armando his word that he would return and that the British could scarcely expect the partisans to cooperate if they could not be relied on to keep their promises. Eventually his tenacity had been rewarded and he had been dropped back into the mountains at the beginning of January.


      This time it had been easier. He was still terrified, almost to the point of paralysis, before the jump, but it had been a comfort to see below him the prearranged pattern of fires that marked the landing ground and to know that he was dropping to friends. The enthusiastic embraces of Armando and his lieutenants had been his reward. Even Nick Macdonald, his radio operator, reverted to the manners of his Italian mother and hugged him.


      The supplies that had dropped with him that night had been the last they were to receive before the weather closed in and the valley they had chosen as a dropping ground was cut off by snow. A fresh drop was urgently needed. They were running out of ammunition and the radio had begun to behave temperamentally and needed a new set of batteries. In addition they were hoping for more weapons and boots and warm socks for some of the recruits. Richard also secretly hoped that the packages would contain a few home comforts, such as coffee and jam or chocolate. After three months of living on the sparse peasant diet of bread made from chestnut flour and pasta and root vegetables he was desperate for something sweet.


      Beside them the shepherd boy, Giancarlo, lifted his head and froze like a pointer dog.


      ‘What?’ Armando asked.


      ‘Plane,’ the boy replied succinctly.


      Richard strained his ears. ‘Ours or theirs?’


      A brief hesitation. Then, ‘English. Four engines.’


      Richard exchanged looks of triumphant relief with Armando. The promised supplies would be with them in a few minutes. Armando turned to look along the valley. The others had heard it, too, and were alert, looking towards him. A moment later the Wellington hove into view, just clearing the pine trees on the col at the head of the valley, and a signal light winked from its belly. The Morse letter D. As Richard returned the agreed code letter with his torch Armando signalled to his men and fires sprang up along the valley bottom. The plane overflew them, banked into a steep turn and came back so low that they could see the pale faces of the two dispatchers as they heaved the packages out of the cargo door. Parachutes blossomed in the still air, catching the early sun for a moment before descending into the shadows. Men raced forward as each one hit the ground, bundling up the parachutes and manhandling the containers on to the backs of waiting mules for the journey down to the farmhouse. Richard waved to the departing aircraft and raised his thumb. Someone must have seen, because the plane waggled its wings in response before disappearing over the mountain.


      Back at the farm there was a brief period of frantic activity as containers were opened and their contents dispersed to caches around the neighbourhood. Some items that would be required for immediate use were hidden behind hay bales in the loft above a stable. If the need arose the farmer’s bull, an animal of very uncertain temper, could be shut in there to deter any unwelcome visitor from attempting to climb up to it. Others were stored behind ancient wine casks in the cellar. The rest went on mule-back or in packs carried by the men to caves in the hills or remote woodcutters’ huts. The parachutes and containers were buried, at Richard’s insistence, though the local women would have risked their immortal souls for the parachute silk. Within an hour all trace of the drop had been eradicated. Only then was Richard able to attend to the items that had been separately packed in a container addressed to him. There was, as he had hoped, coffee and chocolate and cigarettes, which he shared round among Armando and his closest colleagues, who were living in the farmhouse. There was a tin of delousing powder – a regrettable necessity in this remote rural community where water for washing or bathing had to be drawn from the well and there was no spare fuel for heating it. There was also a packet of letters from home. There were three from his mother, one from Victor, one from Sir Lionel Grey, Priscilla’s uncle and erstwhile guardian, and one from Priscilla. He opened that one first. A single sheet of flimsy airmail paper.


 


Dear Richard,


      I know that letters only reach you erratically, wherever you are, but I feel sure that you must have had my last one by this time. I need an answer. As I told you, Jean-Claude wants us to be married as soon as possible. He can’t explain why, for security reasons, but I get the impression that he hopes to be going back to France soon and wants the wedding before that happens.


      I’m sure you will do the gentlemanly thing and arrange to give me grounds for divorce. It can’t be too difficult to arrange. There’s no point in pretending that our marriage was ever going to work out, so we might as well cut our losses, don’t you think? Then you will be free to run your life as you see fit, without me interfering. I’m sorry it’s turned out like this, but the sooner we get it over with the better. I’m sure you will agree.


 


Richard’s first reaction was one of incredulous anger, not at Priscilla’s infidelity but at her easy assumption that he was in a position to go to a hotel with some prostitute in order to give her grounds for divorce. ‘Where the hell does she think I am?’ he demanded inwardly. The answer, of course, was that she had no way of knowing. As far as his family was concerned he was still stuck behind a desk in Algiers, working for the Inter-Services Liaison Bureau. But Priscilla knew more than that. It was her position with the FANY, the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry, whose members were often employed by SOE to look after and entertain agents waiting to be sent abroad, which had brought them together in the first place. She must guess, although she could not know, that he was engaged in some dangerous operation behind enemy lines. But it was typical of her, he thought, to banish all such recognition from her mind if it stood in the way of achieving her immediate desires. From her childhood Priscilla had been brought up to expect that her every whim would be satisfied as soon as it was expressed. This was why Richard’s refusal to accept the secondment to a safe position with the Council for the Encouragement of Music and the Arts had so enraged her. She wanted him in England, pursuing his own career as a singer so that she could bask in the position of the woman behind one of the rising operatic stars of his generation, and as soon as he refused to cooperate in the project she had lost interest.


      His thoughts were interrupted by the hasty entrance of Armando.


      ‘Trouble!’ he said brusquely. ‘They are signalling from the village.’


      Richard swept the letters into a pile and stuffed them inside his battledress tunic. Then he followed Armando out into the farmyard. From here it was possible to see across the valley to the village perched on the shoulder of the adjacent hill. From an upper window of one of the houses a crimson blanket was hung, as if to air. Richard brought up the field glasses that he invariably carried hung round his neck and scanned the narrow ribbon of road leading into the village. At first he could see nothing. Then they appeared. Two motorcycle outriders first, then a staff car, then three armoured vehicles and a truck crammed with men.


      Richard swore quietly and handed the glasses to Armando. ‘They must have seen the parachutes coming down and decided to conduct a rastrellamento.’


      ‘God help our friends over there in the village,’ Armando murmured.


      They were both silent for a few seconds. It was well known that the Germans had carried out brutal reprisals against villages suspected of sheltering or aiding the partisans. But it was also a vital element in the survival strategy of the partisans themselves that one did not confront the enemy when they appeared in strength. They both knew what must be done, and without further comment Armando turned away and began issuing orders. Within minutes runners had been dispatched to warn the various groups that had dispersed to hide the supplies, while the rest of the men began slipping away from the farm in ones and twos. Some carried saws and axes and headed for the forest that clothed both sides of the valley. If encountered by a German patrol they would be nothing more sinister than a pair of woodcutters plying their trade. Others headed for the pastures where the sheep grazed, carrying shepherds’ crooks, or burdened themselves with bundles of firewood destined for remote farms higher up the valley. Only Nick remained, hidden with his precious radio set in the loft above a very angry bull. It was too heavy to be easily carried away and he refused to be parted from it.


      Richard and Armando were the last to leave, as the German troops began to fan out from the village. Towards evening they reached their goal, a large cave set high on the steep side of the valley, almost level with the pass above which the aircraft had disappeared a few hours earlier. The snow was still deep at this altitude but the approach to the cave was via a rocky slope, swept clean by the wind, which showed no trace of footprints.


      Inside the cave they found eight of the others already assembled. A fire had been lit, well back from the entrance, fed carefully with the dry wood they had stored there the previous autumn so that it created very little smoke. Armando looked around and made a rapid tally of those present.


      ‘Where’s Gianni?’


      The answer was shrugs and shaken heads. Someone said, ‘He went with the men taking the guns to Pietro’s place.’


      ‘I know,’ Armando replied, with unusual sharpness. ‘I sent him. But Franco should have caught up with them and warned them. He moves fast and he wasn’t carrying anything.’


      ‘Perhaps he’s holed up somewhere for the night,’ Richard suggested. ‘He knows the area. Are any of his group here?’


      There was no answer.


      During the last hours of daylight a few others arrived, having made their way by circuitous routes and in various disguises. Someone had had the forethought to grab one of Richard’s bags of coffee, though Armando reprimanded him on the grounds that he would have been hard put to it to explain where he got it from if the Germans had stopped and searched him. They boiled some water and consoled themselves with the thin, sugarless brew. Coffee was too great a luxury to be used all at once. The cave had been provisioned before the winter snows came in anticipation of just this situation, but tinned goods were almost unobtainable so they had had to content themselves with dried hams and sausages and some hard-tack biscuits that had been dropped by one of the supply planes. As darkness fell, they wrapped themselves in the sheepskins they had stored with the provisions and huddled together against the cold to snatch a few hours’ sleep.


 


The following day they heard the rumble of engines and Richard and Armando crawled out of the cave to a vantage point from which they could see down the valley. Below them three armoured vehicles were grinding up the track through the forest, flanked by two files of foot soldiers with automatic weapons at the ready. They exchanged glances, the same thought in both their minds. Had someone down in the village cracked? Only their own men knew of the plan to use the cave as a hideout but everyone in the village knew of its existence. They watched tensely as the tanks came closer. Almost directly below their hiding place the track came to an end. From that point there was only a steep and rocky path, which was used by shepherds looking for lost sheep or the occasional villager heading for a farm in the next valley. It was impassable for any form of wheeled or tracked vehicle. The tanks came to a stop and the men stood around, obviously waiting for orders. After a moment an officer emerged from the leading tank and led a party of them up the path. Again Richard and Armando looked at each other. The almost invisible track that led to the cave diverged from the path about halfway up. Richard eased himself back a fraction in preparation for a rapid move and loosened his revolver in its holster. But the small group of men pressed straight on until they reached the top of the pass. Here the officer paused and scanned the area through his glasses. Richard and Armando ducked behind a rock and remained frozen until they heard the scraping of boots on rock going back down towards the tanks. A few minutes later the engines started up again and the vehicles turned themselves laboriously and headed back downhill.


      Later they heard distant voices and looked out to see dark figures outlined against the snow on the opposite side of the valley, fanning out in a systematic search.


      Armando gritted his teeth. ‘They’re not going to give up easily. Today that side, tomorrow this? Who knows? If they search like that over here they’re bound to spot the cave.’


      Richard woke in the middle of the night to a new sound. At first he thought it was aircraft, or the tanks heading their way again. Then he realised that it was the wind. By morning a blizzard was blowing, obliterating everything farther away than ten yards.


      ‘God is on our side after all!’ Armando said, grinning.


      All day they huddled in the cave, keeping close together for warmth. There was little conversation. They were all too preoccupied with what might be happening in the valley below. Most of the group came from farther afield. Some, like Armando, were from towns down on the coast. Others had deserted from the Italian army when it was disarmed by the Nazis after the armistice and had found their way to the first point of organised resistance that presented itself. There were three ex-prisoners-of-war who had been let out by the Italians and were now seeking to evade recapture by the Germans. Of these, one was Russian and two were Polish. But there were a few locals, young men evading call-up or forced labour under the Germans, and older ones who had joined the partisans out of political or religious conviction. Although the band belonged officially to the Fiamme Verde, the Green Flames, the right-wing Christian Democrat group, Richard found a reason for optimism in the fact that it also contained at least two committed communists. Now, however, those of all persuasions were united in their anxiety over the fate of the villagers, and no one was feeling optimistic.


      At some point Richard remembered his letters, which were still inside his battledress tunic. He pulled them out and opened the first one from his mother. Like the two subsequent ones, it was full of local gossip, mainly about people he did not know or could not remember, with the occasional irksome reference to men who had been his contemporaries at school. Mrs So-and-So’s son had been involved in an important naval engagement and had been promoted; someone else was fighting with his unit in Italy and had been mentioned in dispatches. Richard knew that it was a comfort in one way to his mother to believe that he was safely occupied in a desk job but on the other hand she would also have liked to have something to brag about to her friends. Every time he received a letter from her he felt an increasingly sharp stab of regret that he could never tell her about his successes or the dangers he faced every day.


      This time, however, it was the letter from Sir Lionel Grey that really made him angry. Priscilla’s guardian wrote:


 


Eleanor and I are most distressed to learn that you and Priscilla are contemplating divorce. As you know, I had some doubts when you first asked my permission for your marriage but I subsequently became convinced that you and she were ideally suited to each other. Apparently I was mistaken, and it hurts me deeply to think that you have made her so unhappy. Of course, your prolonged absence has made matters worse. I appreciate that this has been due to the exigencies of war and your duties as an officer, but perhaps if you had availed yourself of the opportunity which presented itself for secondment to the Council for the Encouragement of Music and the Arts things would have been very different. I am sure you realise that both Priscilla and I went to considerable lengths to obtain that offer and we were both deeply disappointed when you turned it down.


      However, I feel sure that it is not too late to put things right between you. You have so much in common, after all. I suggest that you apply for leave immediately – I think I can say with some certainty that the application will not be refused. Once you are home again you and Priss will be able to pick up where you left off.


      I think I should make one thing clear at this point. During your time in this country we made various plans for your career after the war. My backing for all these is, naturally, conditional upon the continuation of your marriage to Priscilla. Her happiness is the overriding consideration in all these matters.
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