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  One




  APRIL 1941




  Fleur Bosley stepped down from the train, hitching her kitbag onto her back. The platform was in darkness, the blackout complete. She moved forward carefully. It was like

  stepping into the unknown. Behind her someone else jumped down from the train and cannoned into her, knocking her forward onto her knees. She let out a cry, startled rather than injured. At once, a

  man’s voice came out of the darkness. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, miss. I didn’t see you.’




  His hands were reaching out, feeling for her to help her up, but she pushed him away. ‘I’m all right,’ she said, feeling foolish.




  A thin beam of torchlight shone in her face. She blinked and put up her hand to shield her eyes. ‘D’you have to do that?’ she asked testily, but the only answer coming out of

  the darkness was a low chuckle. ‘I just wanted to see if whoever I knocked over was worth picking up.’ A young man’s voice, deep with a jovial, teasing note in it.




  ‘Well, you needn’t bother trying to pick me up.’ She emphasized the words, making sure he knew she understood his double meaning.




  His only answer was to laugh out loud. ‘Come on, the least I can do is buy you a nice cuppa. Let’s see if there’s a cafe or a canteen open somewhere nearby.’




  ‘Shouldn’t think so at this time of night,’ she said, slightly mollified by his offer as she bent to feel around for her kitbag. Fleur hadn’t had anything to eat or drink

  since midday and her throat was parched. Travelling from the south of the country had taken all day. There’d been delays all along the line because of air raid warnings and now she was

  stranded in Nottingham with no promise of further transport for the last leg of her journey. Fleur was hungry, thirsty – and cross!




  ‘Here, let me . . .’ The man shone his torch and picked up her bag, then ran the beam of light up and down her.




  ‘Snap!’




  ‘What?’




  ‘You’re a WAAF.’ He turned the light on himself and she saw he was wearing RAF uniform. ‘Come on, you can’t refuse a cup of tea with me now, can you?’




  In the darkness, she smiled. ‘Oh, go on then.’




  Minutes later, as she was sitting at a table whilst he went to the counter to fetch two teas, she was able to study him. Tall, with fair, curly hair; bright, mischievous blue eyes; a firm,

  square jaw and the cheekiest grin she’d ever seen. As he came back, set the tea on the table and sat down opposite her, she knew that he, in turn, was appraising her.




  She took off her cap and laid it on the chair beside her. Shaking out her soft brown curls, she returned his gaze steadily with a saucy sparkle in her dark brown eyes. ‘Will I do

  then?’




  He took in her smooth skin, her small, neat nose and perfectly shaped mouth that was delicately enhanced with just a touch of pale pink lipstick. ‘Oh, you’ll do very well, miss.

  It’s usually little grey-haired old ladies I knock over, not pretty young ones. My luck must be changing.’ He held out his hand across the table. ‘Robert Rodwell, at your service.

  But my friends call me Robbie.’




  She was about to answer tartly, ‘How do you do, Mr Rodwell.’ But something in his open face made her put her hand into his warm grasp and say instead, ‘Fleur Bosley. Pleased to

  meet you – Robbie.’




  As they drank their tea, he asked, ‘So, where are you heading? Here in Nottingham?’




  ‘No. South Monkford. It’s a small town not far from Newark.’




  Robbie nodded. ‘Yes, I know it.’ A slight frown line deepened between his eyebrows. ‘I think we used to live there years ago, but my mother never talks about it much and we

  came to live in the city when I was little. But I seem to think my father – he died before I was born – ran a tailor’s shop there.’




  Fleur wrinkled her forehead. ‘Can’t think of a tailor’s shop there now. There’s old Miss Pinkerton’s; she’s a dressmaker and—’




  ‘That’s it. That’ll be the one. Mother said once that a woman who was a dressmaker had taken it over.’




  ‘Her and her sister run it. They sell women’s clothes.’ She giggled. ‘They call it “Pinkertons’ Emporium”, would you believe? They’re sweet old

  dears, but they’re both a bit doddery now. And their shop is so old-fashioned. It’s like stepping back in time when you walk in.’




  ‘All corsets, wool vests and big knickers, eh?’




  Fleur laughed and pretended to be coy. ‘Really, sir, saying such things to a lady. And when we’ve only just met too. I do declare!’




  They laughed together, feeling already as if they had known each other far longer than a few minutes.




  ‘So – were you hoping to get to South Monkford tonight?’ Robbie asked.




  Fleur pulled a face. ‘I was, but it’s doubtful – there won’t be a train out of here now. I could ring up and get my dad to fetch me, but I don’t like to ask him to

  come all this way at this time of night. And using his precious petrol.’




  ‘You’ve got a car? And a telephone?’




  Fleur grinned. ‘Yes. The car’s called Bertha. It’s a 1923 Ford and it’s seen more “active service” down dirt tracks and across fields than many a tank. As for

  the phone – we live on a farm in the middle of nowhere. My mum insisted it was essential.’ Her brown eyes twinkled. ‘But I think it’s just so that we’ve no excuse for

  not letting her know exactly where we are and what we’re doing.’




  ‘And do you?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Let her know exactly where you are and what you’re doing?’




  Fleur laughed. ‘Not likely!’




  Trying to sound casual, but failing, Robbie asked, ‘Er – who’s “we”?’




  ‘My brother, Kenny, and me. And Dad too. She likes to keep us all close.’ There was an edge of resentment in her tone as she added, ‘ “Tied to her apron strings” is

  the phrase, I think.’ Her face clouded and a small frown puckered her smooth forehead. She didn’t know why, but for some reason she felt she could confide in him. The words were out

  before she’d even thought to stop them. ‘She . . . she didn’t want me to volunteer. It . . . it’s caused a lot of rows at home.’




  ‘That’s a shame,’ he said gently. ‘How long have you been in?’




  ‘Oh, right from the start. I volunteered as soon as I could.’




  His blue eyes twinkled. ‘Me too. The day after Mr Chamberlain’s “we are at war” broadcast.’




  They stared at each other and then smiled, amazed that they’d both felt the same.




  ‘Are they calling up women yet?’




  ‘Don’t know,’ Fleur replied cheerfully. ‘I didn’t wait to find out.’




  ‘And you live on a farm? You could’ve applied to be classed as a reserved occupation, couldn’t you?’




  Fleur grimaced. ‘I know. That’s why my mother was so put out. I could quite legitimately have stayed at home for one reason or another, but I didn’t want to. I . . . I wanted

  to “do my bit” as they say.’




  ‘But you’re not regretting it, are you?’




  ‘Not for a minute.’ Her reply was swift and genuine. ‘But it’s still – well – difficult when I go home.’ She sighed. ‘But I’ll have to go.

  I’ve just been posted and I’ve got three days’ leave before I have to report there. It might be a while before I get any more.’




  ‘Where are you going?’




  She opened her mouth to reply and then hesitated, her smile causing two deep dimples in her cheeks as she said impishly, ‘I’m not sure I should be telling you. Careless talk and all

  that.’




  ‘Well, I’ll be terribly careless and tell you exactly where I’m going. Wickerton Wood just south of Lincoln. It’s a new airfield. Parts of it are still being built, so

  they say, but it’s ready enough to start flying.’




  Fleur’s eyes widened and she couldn’t prevent a little gasp of surprise. Chuckling, he leant forward to say softly, ‘Don’t ever volunteer for special operations, will

  you? Your face gives you away. That’s where you’re headed too, isn’t it? Wickerton?’




  Feeling reprimanded, she nodded and murmured, ‘Oh dear.’




  ‘Don’t worry,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Your secret’s safe with me.’




  ‘Is . . . is that where you’re going now?’




  ‘Yes, the day after tomorrow, but first I’m going home to see Ma.’




  ‘What are you going to do at Wickerton Wood?’




  ‘Ah, now that would be telling.’




  ‘You’re right. I’m sorry,’ she said at once.




  He laughed with a deep chuckle that was infectious and somehow endearing too. Don’t be silly, Fleur, she told herself firmly, you’ve only just met him. He could be anybody. But

  already, she realized he wasn’t just anybody. He was someone she’d like to get to know so much better. The thought surprised and shocked her.




  Fleur regarded herself as a no-nonsense type of girl: down to earth and with no foolish romantic notions, especially now that they were plunged into war and all its uncertainties.




  ‘I was only teasing.’ The sound of his voice brought her back and she saw that his eyes were suddenly serious. ‘You know,’ he went on and now there was a note of surprise

  in his tone. ‘It might sound daft, but I feel I could tell you anything.’ Then, as if fearing he was sounding soppy, the mischievous twinkle was back and he leant towards her again.

  ‘You’re not a spy, are you?’




  Now Fleur laughed. ‘No. Like you say, I’d give the game away all too easily. Too honest for my own good, that’s me.’




  ‘Mm, me too.’




  She hesitated, but then asked, ‘Where’ve you been up till now?’




  His face clouded. ‘Down south. It’s been pretty rough for the past few months, especially between July and October last year. The Battle of Britain, as Churchill called

  it.’




  ‘Is that what you are?’ she asked, filled with a sudden dread. ‘A fighter pilot?’ She knew all too well the average number of ops a fighter pilot was expected to survive

  and then . . .




  But Robbie was shaking his head. ‘No – no. I’m on bombers.’ His smile crinkled his eyes. ‘I’m a wireless operator.’




  But Fleur wasn’t comforted. She shuddered. ‘Don’t . . . don’t wireless operators have to – have to fill in for other crewmembers if . . .’ Her voice trailed

  away.




  He was looking at her keenly. ‘If one of them gets injured?’




  Wordlessly, she nodded.




  ‘I’m trained as an air gunner too. And yes, sometimes it happens, but not often.’ He paused and then asked, ‘How do you know so much?’




  She took a deep breath. He’d know soon anyway if they were both going to be working on the same station. ‘I’ve just finished training as an R/T operator. That’s what

  I’m coming to Wickerton to do.’




  ‘Ah,’ he said, understanding. ‘A radio telephone operator? Yes, I’d heard a lot of WAAFs are being trained for that. One of the chaps was saying he thinks it’s

  because a woman’s voice is more high-pitched. Comes across the airwaves better.’




  Fleur pulled a comical face. ‘At least you know what we do. Most people just look blank when I tell them.’




  ‘Will you be in Control?’




  ‘I . . . I don’t know yet. Maybe.’




  He smiled. ‘It’ll make a nice change to have a lovely girl to talk us down when we come back from a raid . . .’ He paused a moment and then added softly, ‘Or who waits up

  all night for us if . . . if we’re late?’




  A lump came into her throat as she remembered how they’d all been warned during their training that that was exactly what they’d be expected to do. Wait and wait into the small hours

  until there was no more hope. ‘Are you fixed up with a crew?’




  ‘Oh yes. We met up at Operational Training Unit. They put us all together in a huge briefing room and left us to sort ourselves out. It’s a very informal way, but it seems to

  work.’ He laughed. ‘That way, it’s unlikely you end up flying with a chap you can’t stand the sight of.’




  Fleur nodded. ‘I’d heard that’s what happens at OTU, but . . . but doesn’t it make it more difficult? Flying with people who become your friends?’




  Robbie’s face sobered as he shook his head. ‘Strangely, no. I expect it’s a bit like the “pals’ regiments” they had in the last war. There’s just

  something about going into battle with a “brother” at your side.’ He paused and then added, ‘I’ve been lucky. Tommy Laughton, the skipper, is a great bloke. You

  can’t help but like him and the rest of the crew – well – I’ll soon be getting to know them a lot better. But they seemed OK. We’ll be flying Hampdens, we’ve

  been told. With a crew of four.’ Robbie grinned, trying to lift the mood that was getting all too serious for his liking. ‘We shouldn’t be talking like this.’




  ‘No.’ She forced herself to return his smile. ‘There’s more than likely a policeman hiding behind the counter over there ready to spring out and arrest us for careless

  talk.’




  As the cafe was now otherwise deserted – even the girl behind the counter had disappeared – they laughed together at the likelihood of anyone overhearing them. That they perhaps

  should not trust each other never occurred to either of them for a moment.




  ‘What did you do? Before the war, I mean.’




  ‘Worked in a bank.’




  ‘Oh, very posh!’ she teased.




  He grimaced. ‘It was a good job, I have to admit, but it was a bit too staid for me. I was always getting told off for cracking jokes or laughing with the customers. We’re supposed

  to be very polite and formal. I agree with the polite bit, but—’ He cast his eyes to the ceiling in mock despair. ‘The formality got to me in the end. I couldn’t wait to get

  out.’




  ‘But there’s lots of rules and regulations in the RAF surely. It can be very “formal”. All that saluting officers and calling them “sir”.’




  ‘True, but most of them have earned the right to be treated with that degree of respect.’ He leant forward. ‘And there’s always the compensation of nights out with the

  lads, and – best of all – flirting with a pretty WAAF.’




  Fleur arched her eyebrows sardonically, but smiled nonetheless.




  ‘So? What are you doing for the night then?’ he asked.




  ‘Bed down in the station waiting room,’ she replied promptly. ‘It won’t be the first time I’ve done it.’




  ‘Oh no, I won’t hear of it. You’re coming home with me. You can have my bed. I’ll sleep on the sofa.’




  Fleur suddenly remembered just how short a time she had known this rather nice young man. Her face sobered, but he read her thoughts at once. ‘Of course, I’ve got an ulterior

  motive.’ He pretended to leer at her, but then added, ‘But there’s not much a chap can do with his mother in the next bedroom. And my grandfather lives with us too. We’ll be

  well chaperoned.’ He pulled a comical expression, displaying mock disappointment. ‘More’s the pity.’




  ‘But it’s an awful imposition on your mother. Bringing a strange girl home in the middle of the night.’ Impishly, she added, ‘Or is she used to it?’




  ‘Sort of. One or two of the lads have bunked down at our place when they’ve been stranded, but this’ll be the first time I’ve taken a girl home. She’ll not

  mind a bit, though. She helps out at the WVS and she’s always picking up waifs and strays from the forces, taking them home and feeding them.’




  ‘Well, if you’re sure . . . ?’




  ‘I am,’ he said firmly as he got up and picked up her kitbag as well as his own. ‘We’ve got a bit of a walk, though. Hope you’re up for it?’




  ‘Now if my drill sergeant could hear you even asking me that – I’d be on a charge!’




  Laughing together, they stepped into the blacked-out street.




  





  Two




  ‘Let’s get inside quickly,’ Robbie said as he unlocked the front door of the terraced house. ‘Our warden has got eyes like a hawk and if he sees the

  tiniest chink of light, he’s down on us like a ton of bricks.’




  Fleur giggled. ‘That’s an unfortunate turn of phrase, isn’t it?’




  Through the darkness, she heard his chuckle. ‘Yes, I see what you mean. We might get a ton of bricks on top of us literally if Jerry sees a light when he’s flying over.’




  They were still laughing, his hand cupping her elbow as he guided her into the strange house in the darkness. ‘This is Ma’s best front room.’ The door from the street had

  opened directly into it. ‘Be careful, because she—’ he began when the inner door opened and a light streamed in.




  ‘Robbie? Is that you?’




  ‘Hope so, Ma,’ he called out cheerily, ‘else you’ve got burglars.’




  ‘Oh, you rogue! Come on in and let me see who you’ve brought home this time.’




  Fleur drew in breath sharply and was about to kick his shins for having lied to her, but as he led her into the light of the next room, she saw the surprise on his mother’s face and knew

  it was genuine.




  ‘Oh! A WAAF!’ The woman smiled a welcome and held out her hands. ‘And what a pretty one too.’




  ‘I bumped into her in the blackout, Ma. Knocked her over getting off the train as a matter of fact.’ He put his arm about Fleur’s shoulders with an easy familiarity that she

  was amazed to realize she didn’t mind. ‘You could say she fell for me there and then.’




  Now Fleur did retort, muttering beneath her breath so that only he could hear, ‘You should be so lucky!’




  She heard – and felt – his laughter rising from deep within his chest. She glanced up to find him looking down at her, his face so close that she could feel his warm breath on her

  cheek. In just that brief moment she noticed the way his eyes crinkled at the corners when he laughed and the tiny, stray hairs at the end of his eyebrows. And his smile – oh, his smile

  – such white, even teeth with tiny spaces between them. She’d only to stretch just a tiny bit and she could’ve kissed his mouth . . . At the unbidden thought, she felt the blush

  rise in her face.




  ‘The least I could do was bring her home,’ Robbie went on smoothly as she felt him squeeze her shoulder. For one foolish moment she wondered if he could read what was in her mind.

  ‘She can’t get transport tonight to where she wants to be,’ he went on, explaining to his mother. ‘I couldn’t let her sleep in the station waiting room, now could

  I?’




  ‘Dear, dear,’ Meg Rodwell tutted. ‘Certainly not. Come in, love, and make yourself at home. You’re very welcome.’




  Now that Fleur’s eyes were becoming used to the bright light after the darkness, she saw that Robbie’s mother was slim and youthful looking. Her shoulder-length red hair, showing not

  a trace of grey, was swept back over her ears in curls and waves. Her green eyes smiled a welcome. She was wearing a fashionable patterned cotton dress with short sleeves and padded shoulders, its

  hem only just covering the knees of her shapely legs. Fleur couldn’t help smiling at the contrast between this woman and her own mother, who, as a busy farmer’s wife, had little time

  for ‘titivating’, as she would have called it. Fleur’s mother wore her greying hair drawn back into a bun at the nape of her neck and dressed in plain blouses and skirts that were

  usually covered with a paisley overall. And sensible shoes were a must about the farm. At the thought, Fleur looked down at Mrs Rodwell’s dainty feet. It was no surprise to see the

  high-heeled shoes with a ribbon bow at the front.




  But the woman was smiling so kindly at her, drawing her further into the room and towards a chair beside the warm fire burning in the grate of the old-fashioned kitchen range. Fleur gave a start

  as she suddenly noticed a bent old man with a crocheted shawl around his shoulders sitting on the opposite side of the hearth.




  Robbie let his arm slip from about her and moved towards him, putting his hand on his shoulder. ‘Now, Pops. How are you?’




  The old man looked up and reached out with a hand that was misshapen with arthritis, the knuckles swollen and painful. ‘Mustn’t grumble, lad, mustn’t grumble.’




  ‘You never do, Pops.’




  To Fleur’s surprise, the old man’s eyes watered as his fond gaze followed Robbie’s mother while she bustled between kitchen and the back scullery, setting food on the table.

  ‘No,’ he said in a quavering voice. ‘Because I know how lucky I am.’




  Meg came into the room carrying two laden plates. ‘Come and eat. You must be starving. I’ll just go and change the sheets on your bed, Robbie . . .’




  Fleur roused herself. The warm fire was already making her drowsy. ‘Oh, please, don’t go to any trouble on my account. I can sleep on the sofa—’




  ‘I wouldn’t hear of it—’




  ‘Certainly not—’




  Robbie and his mother spoke together and the old man laughed wheezily. ‘There you are, lass, outnumbered.’ He tapped the side of his nose. ‘And if you take my advice, you

  won’t argue with m’lady here. Rules the roost, she does.’




  ‘Now, Dad.’ Mrs Rodwell stepped towards the old man, tucked the shawl cosily around him and planted a kiss on his white hair. ‘You’ll have this nice young lady thinking

  I’m a regular tartar.’




  Robbie pulled a comical face. ‘Well, you are.’ He winked at Fleur. ‘We’d better do as she says before I get my legs smacked.’




  As Robbie towered over his mother by at least eight or ten inches, Fleur could not suppress a giggle at the picture that sprang into her mind of the grown-up young man hopping from one foot to

  another to avoid the chastising hand. They were all laughing now.




  ‘Come and eat.’ Robbie urged her to take a seat at the table. ‘And then it’s night-nights for you. You look as if you might fall asleep in the gravy.’




  

  ‘What did you say her name was?’ Meg Rodwell asked her son the following morning as she cooked breakfast.




  ‘Fleur,’ Robbie replied, his mouth full of fried bread. They had both been so tired the previous evening that, once they had eaten, Meg had shown Fleur to Robbie’s bedroom and

  he had headed for the sofa set against the wall in the cluttered front room which his mother used, working from her home as a dressmaker. Despite the austerity of the war – or more likely

  because of it – there were still many calls on Meg’s talents with her sewing machine. ‘Make do and mend’ was the order of the day. Whilst much of her work was now altering

  and re-styling second-hand clothes, it was a matter of pride to Meg that she was still able to support her family. And now that Robbie contributed some of his RAF pay whenever he came home on

  leave, she didn’t have to work long into the night these days. Though she would gladly have worked around the clock if it meant keeping her boy safe.




  Smiling brightly as she determined not to spoil their few precious hours together with her darkest fears, Meg turned to greet the young WAAF her son had brought home as the girl appeared in the

  kitchen. She looked rested this morning, but still a little self-conscious and perhaps feeling awkward now at having allowed herself to be taken home by a complete stranger.




  ‘Come and sit down, love,’ Meg greeted her warmly. ‘What would you like to eat? I’m sorry I’ve no eggs—’




  ‘Please, don’t apologize. I don’t want you to go to any trouble. I feel very embarrassed, descending on you like that in the middle of the night and eating your

  rations.’




  ‘Don’t mention it. We were glad to help. Sit down, do.’




  ‘What about the old gentleman?’




  Meg laughed. ‘Oh, he doesn’t get up until later. You’re not taking his place or his breakfast – I promise.’ She returned to the stove in the scullery, but left the

  door open so that she could talk to them as they sat at the table. Dropping a single rasher of bacon into the frying pan, she said, ‘Now, have your breakfast and then Robbie will walk you

  back to the station. Where is it you’re going?’




  Fleur sat down at the table. ‘South Monkford.’




  Meg was suddenly very still, staring at the girl. ‘South Monkford,’ she murmured, her eyes misting over. ‘Fancy.’




  ‘Robbie mentioned that you used to live there.’




  Meg nodded slowly. ‘A long time ago,’ she whispered. ‘A long time ago now.’




  ‘My father had a tailoring business there, didn’t he?’ Robbie put in. ‘And didn’t you say someone called Pinkerton took the shop over from you? Well, Fleur says

  they’re still there. Two old dears – sisters – running it.’




  ‘Fancy,’ Meg murmured again, prodding absent-mindedly at the sizzling bacon.




  ‘Maybe you know Fleur’s family. Her surname’s Bosley—’ Robbie began, but he got no further as his mother turned sharply, catching the handle of the frying pan. It

  clattered to the floor, spilling hot fat and the precious piece of bacon over the tiles and splashing her legs. Meg’s hands flew to her face and her eyes were wide, staring at Fleur. She

  swayed as if she might fall.




  ‘Ma? Ma, what is it?’ Robbie was on his feet and moving swiftly to catch hold of her. He helped her to a chair, whilst Fleur hurried to the tap in the scullery to get a glass of

  water.




  ‘Here,’ Fleur said gently. ‘Drink this.’




  Meg took the glass with shaking hands and sipped it. ‘I’m sorry. How stupid of me.’




  The young couple glanced at each other and then, concern on both their faces, looked back at Meg, but neither asked the questions that were racing around their minds. It had been Fleur’s

  name – her surname – that had startled Meg so.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ Meg said, placing the glass of water on the table and taking a deep breath. ‘It was just . . . hearing your name.’ She looked up into the open face of

  the lovely girl standing in front of her, so smart, so confident in her WAAF uniform.




  And now she looked more carefully she could see the likeness. The rich, brown hair and deep, dark brown eyes, watching her at this moment, with such concern.




  ‘How is he?’ Meg asked softly. ‘How’s Jake?’




  Now it was Fleur who sank into a chair, staring at Robbie’s mother. ‘My dad? You . . . you know my dad?’




  Meg nodded.




  ‘He . . . he’s fine.’ Fleur waited a moment but Meg volunteered no more. ‘How d’you know him?’




  ‘I—’ Meg hesitated. It was an ironic and cruel fate that had conspired against her to bring these two young people together. The past that she wanted to keep buried was doing

  its best to catch up with her. She must say nothing. It was not her place to be telling this girl things that perhaps her parents had never told her and most likely didn’t want her to know.

  After all, she hadn’t told her own son, had she?




  Meg shuddered, and Robbie sat down beside his mother too, chafing her hand that was suddenly cold between his warm ones. He was willing Fleur not to ask any more questions that were obviously

  upsetting his mother. ‘Are you all right, Ma?’




  Absently, as if she had only just become aware of the pain, Meg rubbed her leg. ‘The fat splashed, but it’s nothing.’




  ‘You ought to put something on it.’




  ‘Don’t fuss, Robbie,’ she said sharply, her spirit returning, the colour coming back into her face. ‘I’m all right.’ Now she turned to Fleur. ‘I’m

  sorry, my dear. How silly of me.’ She was back in control of her feelings now and of the situation. But inside she was still quaking. I must be careful what I say, what I ask, she was

  thinking. Forcing a brightness into her tone, she said, ‘It was just hearing the name after all these years. Of course I knew your father when we lived there. Both your parents.’




  The two young people were aware that there was much more to it than just that. They glanced at each other, wanting to ask more, but afraid of distressing Robbie’s mother again.




  But in her turn and despite her desire to let secrets stay hidden, Meg could not stop herself asking, ‘Are they still at Middleditch Farm? Still working for the Smallwoods?’




  Fleur hesitated but, seeing Robbie’s slight nod, she answered, ‘Dad owns the farm now. The Smallwoods both died about eight years ago and they left the farm to my father and

  mother.’




  Meg gasped and before she could stop herself, she blurted out, ‘Not – not to their daughter?’




  Fleur was puzzled. ‘I didn’t know they had a daughter.’




  Meg closed her eyes and shook her head. ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything.’




  Again Fleur and Robbie exchanged a glance, but their attention was brought back to his mother as she asked one last question. Was it Fleur’s imagination or was there a slight hardening of

  her tone as Meg asked, ‘And your mother? How is Betsy?’




  





  Three




  ‘So – what do you make of all that then?’ Robbie said as he pulled the front door shut behind them and shouldered Fleur’s kitbag. They began to walk

  side by side along the street towards the station.




  Fleur frowned. ‘I honestly don’t know.’




  ‘There’s more to it than she’s letting on,’ Robbie said.




  ‘Well yes, I thought so too, but I didn’t like to say. I mean, it’s none of our business, is it? Certainly not mine.’




  He touched her arm. ‘I’d like it to be. I’d like to see you again. We’re going to be on the same camp. It shouldn’t be too difficult. I mean – that is if . .

  . if you . . . ?’ He was suddenly boyishly unsure.




  She smiled up at him, surprised that he even needed to ask. ‘Of course I want to see you again. That’s if you want to be seen with a lowly ACW, Flight Sergeant Rodwell?’




  ‘Mm,’ he murmured absently as if the matter of rank was the very last thing on his mind at this precise moment. He squeezed her elbow. ‘It’s strange, but I feel as if

  I’ve known you years.’




  ‘I know,’ she said simply and without being conscious of what she was doing, she slipped her arm through his and they walked closely side by side, matching their strides.




  They didn’t speak again until they were standing on the platform. Robbie had put her kitbag in the carriage and now they stood facing each other. He put his hands on her shoulders, smiling

  down at her. ‘I’ll see you soon then?’




  She nodded and now she did what she’d been wanting to do almost since they’d first met. She stood on tiptoe and kissed him. Not a chaste kiss on the cheek, but on his wide, generous

  mouth.




  As she drew back, he laughed softly and murmured, ‘You hussy . . .’ Then his arms were tightly around her, his warm mouth on hers. Her arms wound themselves around his neck, her body

  pressed to his.




  A whistle sounded and a merry, gruff voice said, ‘Break it up, now. Train’s leaving if you’re catching it.’




  They broke apart and turned to see the guard with the whistle in his hand, grinning at them. ‘Sorry, folks, but the train can’t wait.’ The man’s craggy face softened.

  ‘Not even for you.’ In his job he saw so many partings, so many tears. He often wondered what happened to all those youngsters whose poignant goodbyes he witnessed. Did they meet again

  or did those tears of ‘sweet sorrow’ become a deluge of grief?




  But these two were laughing and blushing, and the older man guessed their love was new and young, just on the threshold . . . But his train couldn’t wait – not even for love.




  Fleur scrambled aboard and leant out of the window, clasping his hands. ‘Come out to the farm later,’ she invited rashly, ‘and bring your mother.’




  ‘I’ll be there. Can’t vouch for Ma, but I’ll be there,’ he vowed.




  He stood watching the train out of sight, marvelling that in the space of a few hours he had found the girl he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. However long or short, he thought

  soberly, that life might be.




  ‘I wish you’d’ve let me know you were coming. I could’ve come to fetch you from Nottingham last night.’ Jake Bosley frowned worriedly. ‘I

  don’t like the idea of you going home with a complete stranger. Even if he is in the RAF, he could be anyone.’




  Fleur grinned as she dropped her kitbag to the floor, returned her father’s bear hug and then dutifully kissed her mother’s cheek.




  Betsy sniffed. ‘It’s nice of you to remember you have a home.’ There was a pause before she added, ‘When are you going back?’




  Deciding to ignore the barbed remark, Fleur responded gaily, ‘Good old Mum. You always say the same thing. It sounds as if you can’t wait to get rid of me again.’




  Betsy’s mouth tightened. ‘You know very well that’s not the case. We never wanted you to go in the first place. But you had to have your own way, didn’t you?

  Couldn’t wait to get away. Anyone would think—’




  ‘Now, now, Betsy love. Don’t spoil the precious time we’ve got with her,’ Jake said, trying as he always did to quench the sparks that so easily flared between mother and

  daughter.




  ‘I’m sorry, Mum. I was only teasing.’ Fleur kicked herself mentally. She ought to know by now that her mother rarely took teasing from anyone – unless, of course, it was

  Fleur’s younger brother, Kenny, doing the tormenting.




  Fleur turned back to her father. He was still frowning anxiously. He was a good-looking man and middle age was being kind to him, for there were only a few flecks of grey in his thick, brown

  hair. His build was stocky and strong from years of farm work even though he walked with a stiff leg – the result of a wound in the Great War that everyone had believed would ‘end all

  wars’. How wrong they had all been! But she saw now that the laughter lines on his face were deepening into anxiety and the look in his dark brown eyes troubled her, for she knew she was the

  cause.




  He hadn’t wanted her to join up. Neither of them had. Her mother had cried and stormed and demanded that she stay at home, whilst her father had gone about his work on the farm with a

  worried frown permanently on his face.




  ‘You don’t have to go. You’re doing important work here on the farm,’ he’d tried to insist.




  ‘You’ll be killed,’ Betsy had wailed dramatically. ‘I know you will.’




  ‘Oh, Mum, girls don’t fly. I’ll just be on an aerodrome. In the offices or the canteen or – or something.’




  ‘Airfields get bombed,’ Betsy had persisted. She’d got Fleur dead and buried already before she’d even signed up. But for once Fleur had stood her ground. She wanted to

  do her bit, wanted to see something of life away from the farm, though of course she didn’t tell them that.




  ‘Kenny’s still here.’ She’d tried to soften the blow. ‘He’s too young to go.’




  ‘That depends on how long this wretched war goes on,’ her mother had said bitterly. ‘He’s seventeen now.’




  ‘Only just,’ Fleur said.




  ‘What if it lasts another two years?’ her mother persisted. ‘He’ll get called up when he’s nineteen. And I bet,’ she added bitterly, ‘it won’t be

  long before they lower the age for call up.’




  ‘But he’ll work on the farm. Dad can apply for a deferment for him. He won’t have to go,’ Fleur had argued.




  ‘But he will go.’ Betsy’s voice had risen hysterically as she’d said accusingly, ‘Because he’ll copy you. He idolizes you. You can’t do

  anything wrong in his eyes.’ There was more than a tinge of jealousy in Betsy’s tone. It was she who idolized her son, and she made no effort to hide her possessiveness. Miraculously,

  the boy himself was unspoilt by her favouritism and Fleur enjoyed an easy, bantering relationship with her brother.




  ‘It’s the mother–son and father–daughter thing,’ he’d once said laughingly, showing a surprising insight for one so young. ‘You’re Dad’s

  favourite.’




  But Fleur wouldn’t allow that. ‘No, he doesn’t have favourites. You know that. But maybe he’s a bit more protective of me because I’m a girl.’




  Kenny had grinned. ‘Nobody’s ever going to be good enough for his little girl, eh?’




  Fleur had laughed. ‘Something like that.’




  It hadn’t mattered then – there’d been no young man she’d been serious about. But now . . . ? Well, now it was different.




  ‘As a matter of fact,’ she said carefully, ‘the young man I went home with wasn’t a complete stranger.’




  Jake’s face cleared. ‘Oh, it was someone you know?’




  ‘Not exactly,’ she said carefully. ‘Someone you know, or at least, used to know.’




  The frown was back, but this time it was a puzzled look rather than a worried one that creased Jake’s craggy features. And, strangely, there was a touch of wariness in his eyes.




  ‘Do you remember someone called Mrs Rodwell and her son Robbie?’




  Before Jake could answer a cry escaped Betsy and, her eyes wide, she pressed her hand to her mouth. And then to Fleur’s utter amazement, Betsy began to scream. ‘No, no, not her. Oh,

  not her. I thought she’d gone for good. I thought—’ She clutched wildly at her daughter, her fingers digging painfully into Fleur’s arm. ‘You’re to have nothing

  to do with him. Do you hear? He’s a bad lot.’




  Jake moved forward at once and put his arms about his wife. ‘Now, now, Betsy love, don’t take on so. Surely, after all this time—?’




  Betsy twisted to face him. ‘Leopards don’t change their spots, Jake. She’ll never change and her son’ll be like her. Self-centred, devious, spiteful.’ She rounded

  again on Fleur. ‘What did she say? Does she know who you are?’ Betsy was still like a wild thing, screaming questions at her daughter. Fleur stared at her. She’d seen her mother

  in some tempers, but never – in all her life – had she seen her quite like this. Completely out of control.




  ‘Mum—’ She reached out but Betsy slapped her hands away as if her daughter’s touch was suddenly abhorrent.




  Fleur let her arms fall to her side. ‘Actually,’ she said flatly, realizing that the tentative romance that had already begun between her and Robbie was doomed. ‘She was as

  shocked as you are when she heard my surname, but she . . . she didn’t react quite as . . . as . . .’ Fleur faltered and her voice dropped to a whisper. ‘Well, not like

  this.’




  ‘She took you in, you say?’




  Fleur nodded.




  Betsy’s voice hardened. ‘So – what was in it for her?’




  ‘Mum!’ Fleur was appalled. She’d liked Robbie’s mother. She couldn’t believe the things her own mother was saying about her. Mrs Rodwell had been so kind, so

  welcoming. And the old man; she hadn’t had much of a conversation with him, but he’d seemed a dear old boy.




  Fleur sighed and said flatly, ‘I don’t know what you’re getting at, Mum. But there was nothing “in it” for her, as you put it. She was just nice to me. Cooking

  breakfast for me. Apologizing because she had no eggs when there I was – a complete stranger – taking their rations.’




  ‘But you’re not a stranger.’




  ‘I was then. She was doing all that before she knew my name. And Robbie says she works for the WVS. That she’s always taking home waifs and strays. And she looks after the old

  man—’




  ‘Ah! I knew it! She’s got another poor old boy in her clutches.’ Betsy was scathing now. ‘Well off, is he?’




  ‘An old man?’ Even Jake was curious now, but Fleur was startled by the sudden bleak look in his eyes. ‘Who was he? Her husband?’




  ‘I . . . I don’t think so. Robbie called him “Pops”. And . . . and . . . yes, she called him “Dad”.’ Fleur looked from one to the other, puzzled and

  more than a little alarmed by their reaction. ‘He must be her father.’




  ‘Her father!’ Now Jake was shocked. ‘My God!’ he murmured, and he was obviously stunned. ‘Her father.’




  ‘Huh!’ Betsy pulled her mouth down at the corners. ‘It’ll more likely be a fancy man who’s old enough to be her father.’




  But Fleur was watching the strange, thoughtful look in Jake’s eyes.




  Betsy’s voice was still high-pitched, demanding, ‘I want to know what she said.’




  ‘She asked how Dad was.’




  ‘I bet she did. Oh, I bet she did!’




  Fleur blinked under the vehemence in her mother’s voice. She glanced at her father, but he was far away, lost in his own thoughts. She looked back at her mother, hoping to placate her. She

  couldn’t know that it was entirely the wrong thing to say as she added, ‘And she asked about you, too.’




  ‘Wanted to know if I was still around, I suppose. Hoping I wasn’t. Hoping I was dead and in my grave.’




  ‘Mum!’




  ‘Betsy!’




  Jake and Fleur spoke together, shocked by Betsy’s hysterical outburst. Jake went on, ‘Now that’s enough. You’ve no call to—’




  ‘No call? No call, you say? Look at the lives she ruined with her . . . with her carryings on.’ The venom was spitting out of Betsy’s mouth. ‘But you still love her,

  don’t you? All these years you’ve never stopped loving her, and if she so much as crooked her little finger you’d go running.’




  Fleur gasped and felt the colour drain from her own face as she listened to her mother’s terrible accusations.




  Jake’s face was dark with anger, any sympathy and understanding gone from his expression. His wife was pushing him just a little too far now. ‘That’s not fair, Betsy, and you

  know it. I’ve always loved you and our children. I’ve done my best to be a good husband and father, haven’t I?’ He turned his head slightly and now his question included his

  daughter. ‘Haven’t I?’




  Fleur moved swiftly to his side and linked her arm through his, hugging it to her. ‘Oh, Dad, of course you have.’ She turned towards her mother. ‘Mum—’




  ‘You stay out of this.’ Betsy’s voice was still high-pitched. ‘It’s nothing to do with you.’




  ‘Well, as a matter of fact, I think it has. You see – I’m sorry – but I invited Robbie to come out here to tea this afternoon. And . . . and I said he could bring his

  mother if . . . if he wanted.’




  For a moment Betsy stared at her. Then she let out a chilling scream and began to pull at her own hair like someone demented. Jake released himself from Fleur’s grasp to take hold of his

  wife, but she struggled against him, beating his chest with her fists, crying and screaming, even kicking out at him. Jake winced as the toe of her sturdy shoe caught him on the shin.




  ‘Dad?’ Fleur raised her voice above the noise her mother was making. ‘Shall I fetch the doctor? Shall I call Dr Collins?’




  There was a sudden silence in the kitchen as the screaming stopped abruptly. But then Betsy began to laugh – a hysterical sound that was more chilling than her crying.




  ‘Oh yes, oh yes. Call Dr Collins – and his wife. Let them all come. Let them all meet. I’m sure Dr Collins would like to meet his—’




  To Fleur’s horror, Jake suddenly clamped his hand across Betsy’s runaway mouth. ‘That’s enough,’ he bellowed in a tone that brooked no argument.




  





  Four




  Middleditch Farm lay five miles from the small town of South Monkford amidst gently rolling countryside. Robbie – and his mother, if she came – would have to take

  the Nottingham to Lincoln train, get off at the Junction and catch the little train that the locals called ‘the Paddy’ out to South Monkford. Fleur hadn’t dared to ask her father

  to meet the train. Not now. So, from the town railway station they would have to hitch a lift out to the farm. That afternoon Fleur walked down the lane some distance from the farmyard gate to

  waylay Robbie and – more importantly – his mother. Fleur frowned as she went over in her mind every little detail of her own mother’s frenzied outburst. Her father was

  tight-lipped about it all. He would explain nothing.




  Jake had released his hold on his wife, glared at her for a moment, then turned on his heel and gone outside into the yard, slamming the back door behind him. Betsy had stared after him,

  pressing trembling fingers to her mouth.




  Fleur had stepped towards her, holding out her arms. ‘Mum—?’ But Betsy had let out a sob, turned her back on her daughter and run upstairs to her bedroom, slamming the door

  just as Jake had done.




  Fleur had winced and stood alone in the kitchen, biting her lip. After a moment, she’d followed her father outside and found him leaning on the gate, staring with unseeing eyes at the

  spread of land before him that was now all his. She’d stood beside him, resting her arms on the top of the gate.




  ‘Dad—?’




  ‘Leave it, Fleur.’ He’d sighed heavily, his anger dying as swiftly as it had come. ‘It all happened a long time ago and it’s best left buried. It’s over and

  done with.’




  ‘It doesn’t sound like it as far as Mum’s concerned,’ she’d retorted. Immediately she regretted her words when she saw the bleak expression that flitted across her

  father’s face.




  ‘Oh, Dad,’ she’d said, putting her hand on his arm and trying her most cajoling tone. ‘Won’t you tell me what it’s all about?’




  His hand had covered hers as he’d replied softly, ‘I . . . I can’t, love. They’re not my secrets to tell.’ And he’d refused to say any more.




  For mid-April, it was surprisingly hot and still in the lane, sheltered from the light breeze by hedges on either side. Fleur spread her greatcoat on the grass and sat down beneath the shade of

  two huge trees, the branches rustling gently above her. She leant back against one of the trunks, her gaze still on the corner of the lane. She wanted to see him again – even wanted to see

  his mother again. She’d liked her. But part of her wanted them to stay away. For, if they did come, how was she going to explain that they weren’t welcome at Middleditch Farm? She

  certainly couldn’t risk taking them home. She didn’t want her mother throwing another fit. Nor did she want to see that terrible haunted look on her dad’s face.




  Fleur loved her dad – loved both her parents, of course, but she was fiercely protective of her father. She didn’t really understand why – couldn’t have put it into words

  – but for as long as she could remember she’d sometimes seen a strange, sad, faraway look in his eyes and, even as a little girl, she’d felt the instinctive desire to shield him

  from hurt. Only the touch of her tiny hand in his had brought him back to his happy present, as he’d hugged her to him or ruffled her hair affectionately. As she’d grown older

  she’d thought his moments of melancholy were because of Betsy’s preoccupation with Kenny, believing her father felt neglected and excluded. It had drawn her even closer to him.




  But now, she wondered, was that sadness, buried deep, to do with Robbie’s mother? If it was, the reminder of it had made her own mother hysterical . . .




  There was something tickling her nose. Drowsily, she brushed it away, and then she heard his soft chuckle and opened her eyes.




  ‘Sleeping Beauty,’ he teased. He was lying beside her, leaning on one elbow and tickling her with a piece of grass.




  She gave a startled cry and sat up. ‘I must have fallen asleep.’ She blinked and rubbed her eyes as she looked around her. ‘Where’s your mother?’




  ‘She hasn’t come.’ For a moment, his eyes clouded. ‘Said it wouldn’t be right.’ He shrugged. ‘I don’t understand why though.’




  ‘I do,’ Fleur said promptly. ‘At least, part of it. I think I know why she hasn’t come.’




  She lay down, leaning on her elbow so that they were facing each other. ‘There’s something gone on in the past between them all. I don’t know what it is – they

  won’t tell me – but it must be something pretty awful ’cos my mum threw a ducky fit.’




  ‘A what?’ He was laughing in spite of himself.




  Now Fleur grinned too. ‘Sorry. It’s something one of the girls I met while training was always saying. It must be catching.’




  ‘I take it your mother wasn’t best pleased?’




  ‘That’s an understatement if ever there was one. I’ve never – in my whole life – seen her act like that. Oh, she gets a bit het up about things. Fusses and flaps

  about anything and everything – usually about our Kenny – but this morning she was screaming and shouting and hitting out at my dad when he tried to calm her down.’




  ‘Good Lord!’ Robbie frowned thoughtfully for a moment and then said slowly, ‘My mother was sort of – well – odd. Not hysterical or anything, but you saw how shocked

  she was when she heard your surname.’




  Fleur nodded. ‘Did she explain why?’




  Robbie shook his head. ‘No. Shut up like a clam. She went very quiet and seemed lost in a world of her own. I couldn’t reach her, if you know what I mean.’




  ‘Oh, I know exactly what you mean. I bet it’s the same sort of look my dad sometimes has. As if he’s lost in the past.’




  ‘That’s it. That’s it exactly.’ They stared at each other for a moment before Robbie said slowly, ‘You . . . you don’t think there was – well –

  something between them, do you? Between your dad and my mother? Years ago?’




  Fleur nodded. ‘There must have been because . . . because in amongst all my mum’s shouting and hysterical crying she said, “All these years, you’ve never stopped loving

  her.” ’




  ‘And you think she meant my mother?’




  Again, Fleur nodded, but now she said no more. She couldn’t for the heavy feeling growing within her chest, a feeling of ominous foreboding.




  Robbie blew out his cheeks as he let out a long sigh. ‘Crikey! Now I see why Ma wouldn’t come with me today and why you’re waiting for me in the lane.’ His blue eyes were

  dark with disappointment. ‘I take it I’m not welcome at your home?’




  She shook her head, not trusting herself to speak for the lump in her throat.




  He sighed again and sat up, resting his arms on his knees and linking his fingers. His back was towards her as he said flatly, ‘So, you don’t want to see me again?’




  Fleur sat up too and touched his arm. Slowly, he turned to face her. They gazed at each other for a long moment before she said, ‘I do want to see you again. I mean – that

  is – if you want to see me.’




  ‘Of course I do.’




  She smiled and felt a warm glow at the swiftness of his reply. ‘But,’ she went on, ‘we’ve just got to realize what we might be getting ourselves into. We won’t be

  able to visit each other’s homes.’




  ‘You can come to mine. Ma won’t mind.’




  ‘Are you really sure about that?’




  ‘Well . . .’ She could see the sudden doubt on his face.




  ‘She was very kind to me last night,’ Fleur went on, ‘and even after she knew who I was, but that doesn’t mean she’ll want to see me again. Have me visiting,

  reminding her . . .’ There was a long silence before Fleur said, ‘So do you see why I say, “as long as we realize what we’re getting ourselves into”?’




  ‘Yeah,’ Robbie’s mouth tightened. ‘Right into the middle of a Shakespeare play by the sound of it.’




  Fleur laughed, stood up and held out her hand to pull him up. ‘Just so long as you know I’ve no intention of committing suicide over you like Juliet.’




  He stood close to her, still holding her hand and looking down into her dark brown eyes. ‘And that’s another thing.’




  ‘What is?’ she whispered, suddenly frightened by the serious look in his eyes.




  ‘Death. Not by suicide, of course. But I face it every time we take off on a bombing run. And you’re not in exactly the safest job there is, are you? Airfields are constant targets

  for the enemy.’




  ‘I know,’ she said quietly. ‘But we’re only in the same boat as thousands of others. We . . . we’ve all got to take our happiness when we can, haven’t

  we?’




  Robbie nodded. ‘Damn right we have. And damn the past and all its secrets. We’re living in the present.’ Though he didn’t speak the words aloud, as he took her into his

  arms and bent his head to kiss her Robbie was praying silently: Dear Lord, grant me a future with this lovely girl. Don’t let me end my days in a burning plane, or her buried beneath a pile

  of rubble on a bombed-out airfield. Let us grow old together, with our grandchildren at our knees . . .




  





  Five




  ‘There’s something else I want to ask you.’




  ‘Fire away,’ Robbie said, resting his elbows on the small table in the cafe where they were sitting. They were determined to spend the afternoon together, even if they were not

  welcome at Middleditch Farm, and had walked back to South Monkford, hitching a ride on a farm cart for part of the way.




  ‘Who’s the old gentleman who lives with you?’




  ‘Pops?’




  Fleur nodded.




  ‘My grandfather.’ There was a pause before Robbie asked. ‘Why?’




  Fleur stirred her tea, even though, with wartime rationing, she had stopped taking sugar in it. She avoided meeting his gaze. ‘Your mother’s father?’




  Robbie nodded.




  ‘Has he always lived with you?’




  Robbie wrinkled his forehead. ‘No. I must have been about eight or nine when he arrived out of the blue. I think – no, I’m sure – before that there was just me and Ma. My

  father died before I was born. I told you that, didn’t I?’




  ‘Mm.’




  Slowly, as if he was reliving a memory he’d not thought about in years, Robbie went on, ‘There was a knock at the door one day and I ran to answer it. You know how when you’re

  a kid, you love to be the one to answer the door?’




  Fleur nodded but did not speak. She didn’t want to break his train of thought.




  ‘This chap was standing there. I thought it was an old tramp asking for food. He was wearing scruffy clothes, had a full straggly beard and long greasy-looking hair.’ He grinned.

  ‘Mind you, it wasn’t the first time I’d seen a gentleman of the road knocking at our door or sitting in our kitchen being fed.’ He laughed. ‘They reckon tramps leave

  signs for one another pointing the way to a house where they’ll likely get a meal.’ The smile faded and the thoughtful frown returned. ‘But when Ma saw this particular chap, I

  thought she was going to faint. I do remember that. Then she hustled me away – sent me to my bedroom. Next morning the old boy was still there. Clean clothes, shaved, hair neatly trimmed.

  Ma’s a dab hand with her scissors around hair as well as material. He was sitting in the chair by the fire just as if he’d taken up residence.’ Robbie laughed again. ‘And he

  had. He patted my head and said, “I’m your grandad, son.” ’




  ‘And he’s lived with you ever since?’




  ‘Yup.’ She felt his searching gaze on her face. ‘Why all the interest?’




  He’d seen through her. She laughed self-consciously. ‘I can’t hide anything from you, can I?’




  ‘Nope.’ His wide smile was back.




  ‘It was just – well – when I mentioned him at home, my dad seemed flabbergasted.’




  ‘Oh? I wonder why.’




  ‘Mm. So do I.’




  They sat in thoughtful silence drinking their tea, until Robbie, leaning forward, whispered, ‘Don’t look now, but there’s a woman over there who can’t seem to take her

  eyes off me.’




  Fleur giggled. ‘Must be the uniform. There are some women who’ll do anything for a man in uniform.’ She held up her hand, palm outwards. ‘And before you say it, I’m

  not one of them.’




  Laughter crinkled his face and his bright blue eyes danced with merriment. ‘Shame,’ he murmured and his glance caressed her. She felt as if she were wrapped in his arms even though

  the table separated them. A pink tinge coloured her cheeks but she returned his gaze boldly. Fleur was no shrinking violet who simpered and tittered under a man’s admiring eyes. She’d

  been a WAAF long enough to fend off ardent advances, but she had no wish to fend off Robbie Rodwell.




  If only . . .




  ‘Look out,’ Robbie muttered suddenly, ‘she’s coming over.’




  As the woman approached, Fleur looked up and then she smiled. ‘Why, it’s Aunt Louisa.’ She jumped up and kissed the woman’s cheek before pulling out a chair and inviting

  her to join them.




  As she introduced her to Robbie, the young man stood up and held out his hand. Louisa gazed up at him as if mesmerized, allowing him to take her limp hand in his broad grasp. ‘I’m

  pleased to meet you.’




  ‘She’s not really my aunt but I’ve always called her that. She’s Mrs Dr Collins.’ Fleur laughed. ‘That’s what folk call her, isn’t it, Aunt

  Louisa?’




  ‘Yes,’ Louisa mumbled weakly, still unable to drag her gaze away from Robbie’s face.




  ‘And this is Robbie Rodwell. We only met last ni . . .’ Her voice faded away as she watched Louisa’s face turn pale. The older woman seemed to sway and sink down into the chair

  Fleur had placed for her. But, still, she was staring up at Robbie.




  ‘Aunt Louisa – what is it? Whatever’s the matter?’




  ‘Rodwell,’ Louisa murmured. ‘You’re – you’re Meg’s boy, aren’t you?’




  Robbie, too, sat down. ‘Yes, I am, and I’m very sorry if meeting me is distressing you in some way. It seems—’ he glanced up at Fleur, seeking her permission to say more.

  Fleur gave a tiny nod and he turned back to face Louisa. ‘It seems there are a lot of things that Fleur and I don’t know about.’




  Louisa was regaining her colour now and some of her composure, though her hands still trembled. ‘Oh yes,’ she said, a bitter edge to her tone. ‘There are a lot of things you

  don’t know. But I’m not the one to tell you.’ She struggled to her feet and, automatically, Robbie and Fleur rose too. Robbie put his hand out to steady her, but she snatched her

  arm away as if she couldn’t bear him to touch her. She stared at him for a moment and then said, ‘You ask your mother, if you want to know. Yes, you ask her. Ask her . . .’ She

  made a gulping noise that sounded suspiciously like a sob. ‘Ask her about your . . . your father.’ Then she swung round towards Fleur. ‘But don’t you go asking your

  dad anything – and certainly not your mother. Don’t you go hurting my little Betsy. Not again.’




  With that, Louisa turned and hurried from the cafe, her shoulders hunched and holding a handkerchief to her face. The young couple stared after her, concerned by the woman’s obvious

  distress yet still mystified.




  ‘Seems everyone knows what this is all about – except us,’ Robbie said.




  ‘Yes,’ Fleur agreed slowly. ‘It does, doesn’t it?’




  Robbie caught hold of her hand. She turned to face him and he put his hands on her shoulders. Looking down into her face, his expression was serious. ‘You . . . you won’t let this

  come between us, will you? Whatever it is?’




  Fleur was anxious too, but she said firmly, ‘No, I won’t. We won’t.’




  And there, in the cafe, oblivious to onlookers, he bent and kissed her. Those around them who noticed merely smiled and turned away a little sadly. So many partings, they were thinking. So many

  young couples snatching brief moments together before the war tore them apart again. Not so long ago, such a public display of affection would have been frowned upon, but now no one said a

  word.




  They walked back to the railway station, their arms around each other. It felt quite natural, even though they had only known each other such a short time. They were living in strange times

  – times when happiness had to be grabbed whenever and wherever it happened.




  ‘There’s only one thing I can think of.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘It must be that your father and my mother were in love.’ Robbie was the one to voice aloud what they were both thinking. ‘Or at least that your dad was in love with my mother

  and your mum was . . . well . . .’ He didn’t like to say the word, but Fleur finished the sentence for him. ‘Jealous.’ She was quiet for a moment before whispering,

  ‘Do you think they had an affair?’




  Robbie wrinkled his forehead and blew out his cheeks. ‘Who knows? Let’s face it, they lived through the last lot, didn’t they? Maybe they met in the last war and . . . and felt

  just like we do now.’ He turned and brushed his lips against her hair. ‘Oh, Fleur, Fleur. I’m so glad I met you.’




  ‘But my parents were married then. I was born just after the war ended.’




  ‘So was I. Well – in the following June to be precise.’




  Now they stopped and turned to face each other.




  ‘You don’t suppose—’ Robbie began, as an appalling thought crept its way into his mind. So in tune with each other were they that Fleur ended the sentence yet again.




  ‘That we’re half-brother and sister?’




  They stared at each other, stricken. They had promised each other that nothing would keep them apart. Nothing that had happened in the past was going to come between them. But now, with growing

  horror, they realized that there was something that could do just that.




  ‘But my mother would’ve said if it had been that.’ She paused and then asked doubtfully, ‘Wouldn’t she?’




  ‘I don’t think so. You said she was hysterical – like you’ve never seen her before?’




  ‘Yes.’ Fleur’s voice was low.




  ‘And she forbade you to see me again?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘And that woman in the cafe. She knows something. She reacted just the same as my mother and your mother did.’




  ‘But surely my dad would have said—’




  Robbie shook his head. ‘I bet your dad idolizes you, doesn’t he?’




  Fleur nodded.




  ‘Then do you really think he’d want you to find out something like that about him?’




  Mutely, Fleur shook her head.




  ‘And there’s something else too,’ Robbie said solemnly. ‘Something I should have realized before.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Your dad’s name? It’s Jake, isn’t it?’




  Fleur nodded.




  ‘That’s my middle name. I’m Robert Jake Rodwell.’




  ‘Oh no!’ Fleur whispered.




  He put his arms around her and held her close, trying to lessen the pain his words would bring. ‘I really think we’d better find out what all these secrets are, don’t

  you?’




  Against his chest, he heard her muffled ‘Yes.’ Then she raised her head. ‘But how are we going to find out?’




  Robbie’s face was grim. ‘We’ll have to ask them. I shall tell my mother that we’ve fallen in love.’ For a moment he stroked her hair tenderly and kissed the end of

  her nose. ‘And that we need to know. We have a right to know.’




  ‘Would it be best if I asked my dad?’




  He pondered for a moment. ‘No, I’ll ask my mother first. We’ve always been close. I think she’ll tell me the truth. Your dad might . . .’ He hesitated, not wanting

  to say what was in his mind, but uncannily she knew.




  ‘You mean, he might not tell me the truth for fear of hurting my mum?’




  Robbie nodded.




  ‘Yes, you’re right.’




  ‘So I’ll ask my mother. Don’t worry, darling. I’m sure there’s a simple explanation.’




  But when they parted they were still both anxious and the kiss they shared was tentative, as if they were each holding back. Just in case . . .




  





  Six




  Louisa Collins sat in the darkness of her sitting room in the big, double-fronted house that was both their home and her husband’s medical practice. The room to the right

  of the central front door was their private sitting room, whilst across the hall was Philip’s surgery and dispensing room. Patients waited in the spacious hallway and Louisa, acting as her

  husband’s receptionist, welcomed them with words of comfort and reassurance and ushered them into his room when their turn came.




  The blackout curtains were drawn and the only light in the room came from the fire in the grate of the ornate fireplace, the flickering flames casting eerie shadows around the room, glinting on

  the heavy, old-fashioned but lovingly polished furniture. The light settled for a brief moment on the oil paintings on the wall and the delicate china in the glass cabinet and then flitted away

  again.




  She sat perfectly still, yet her mind was busy with darting thoughts and fleeting memories and dark suspicions that refused to be buried any longer. She hadn’t thought about all that for

  years. Only now and again when she saw Jake and Betsy was she reminded, but even then, as the years had passed, she had managed to stop her thoughts dwelling on those times they had all shared but

  never spoke of now.




  She had loved Philip, body and soul, ever since she had first met him. There had never been anyone else for her but him. Her only regret was that she had never been able to give him children.

  The sob rose in her throat and she pressed her fingers to her lips to stop the sound escaping, even though there was no one else in the house to hear. She had shed many tears over it through the

  years, mostly alone, but sometimes against her husband’s shoulder whilst he held her and patted her and told her it didn’t matter. They were happy, weren’t they? Just the two of

  them? They had each other and more than likely it was all his fault anyway. Being gassed in the Great War had left its mark on him and he was sure that could be the reason. But Louisa knew that he

  was trying to be kind, trying to spare her the dreadful burden of being barren – of not being able to give him a child.




  And now, today, she’d seen Meg’s son. And – of all people – he’d been with Fleur. She’d seen the way they’d looked at each other and she shuddered. If

  ever she’d seen two people on the brink of falling in love, it had been those two. Then, stupidly, oh so foolishly, she had lost control of her emotions. She’d said far too much to

  them, far more than she should have done. A fresh panic swept through her. They would be sure to ask questions after the way she’d acted. He would ask Meg and – despite her plea –

  she was sure that Fleur would ask her parents too.
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