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For Anne, Judy, Sheila, and both my grandmothers






1 CARA


Barlow, Gloucestershire, England, September 2017

It was the discovery Cara loved most: digging through the forgotten, the memorialized, the tossed-aside, and the cherished. Uncovering the treasures and trinkets left behind and making sure they had the chance to tell their stories.

At Wilson’s Antiques & Curiosities, it was her job to find out the where and when of every object that came through the shop’s doors. But it was the why and the what that intrigued her most. When she answered those questions, she could give once-treasured possessions a new life with new owners.

When Cara couldn’t unearth the history of a piece, she spun stories for herself. It was easier than thinking about her own mistakes and the regrets she carried. While she worked, she could escape into the comfort of someone else’s life for a few hours.

Gravel crunched under her well-worn flats as she stopped to study the formidable house rising up before her. The Old Vicarage was a grand mansion of yellow Cotswold limestone, standing arrogantly against the dual ravages of weather and time, and punctuated by a pair of columns on either side of the white front door. A light wind rustled through the ivy that crept lazily between the first and second floors. Someone had pushed one of the third-story windows open, probably hoping to air out the house that had lain unoccupied since its owner had died almost six weeks ago.

The front door opened with a creak, and Cara’s boss, Jock Wilson, stepped out with a blond woman in her early forties. Dressed in pale blue and white, all elegance and softness, the woman was a stark contrast to Jock’s stiff tweed and polished leather brogues.

“Miss Hargraves, you’re finally here,” said Jock.

Cara glanced at the antique gold watch that Gran had given her upon her graduation from Barlow University years ago. It was nine o’clock on the dot, the exact time Jock had instructed her to arrive—unless she’d misread his email.

A flush of panic heated her cheeks. She couldn’t have gotten the time wrong. She’d been so careful since her first day two months ago. She’d had to be. This job was her chance to start again.

“Mrs. Leithbridge, this is my assistant, Cara Hargraves.” Jock’s hand swept out as though Cara were an early-nineteenth-century Limoges teapot he was presenting at auction.

She swallowed around her worry and crossed her hands behind her, hoping the gesture conveyed both deference and regret. “My condolences for your loss, Mrs. Leithbridge.”

The client gave her a minute, dismissive smile. “Thank you. Let’s get on with it then. I have a tennis lesson this afternoon.”

As the lady retreated through the front door, her high-heeled sandals clicking on the mosaic tile floor, Jock raised his brows to Cara as though to say, She’s one of the types I warned you about.

“I can’t imagine how I got the time wrong,” Cara whispered in a rush as they followed their client.

“You weren’t late, but you weren’t early either,” said Jock.

Her step hitched. “What?”

“Better to be early and sit in the car than to leave a client waiting. Now come on.”

Cara forced her shoulders down and breathed deep to soothe the sting of her boss’s prickliness.

Focus on the job. Show him what you know.

The air in the entryway was cool and stale. It might’ve been unsettling except she could almost hear the echoes of children long since grown scuffing the floors as they tore through the place in their eagerness to play outdoors. It wasn’t hard to imagine past proud owners standing at the huge white door greeting friends with two kisses and a warm smile each.

This was someone’s home, not just a job site, she reminded herself, taking in the pale green paneling that climbed up a third of the wall before giving way to a familiar wallpaper of bold acanthus leaves on a deep-blue background. Immediately, her mind zipped through the categorization Jock had taught her.

William Morris. British. Mid-1870s.

When she’d first started working at Wilson’s as an eighteen-year-old student, she’d thought she would have a natural advantage having grown up surrounded by antiques in both her parents’ and grandparents’ homes. But Jock had been quick to show her just how little she’d known. Now that she was back more than a decade later, he’d made it clear that he expected her to become as knowledgeable as him in short order. That meant any time not spent visiting Gran in her nearby retirement village was taken up reading about the styles of furniture Cara would most likely encounter on the job. But, standing next to him on her first trip into a client’s home, she’d known the Morris wallpaper without the crutch of her books, notes, and Google searches. She could do this.

“Your brother mentioned on the phone that your great-aunt was a collector,” Jock said.

Mrs. Leithbridge lifted a shoulder. “Great-Aunt Lenora was a pack rat. The whole house is jammed with clutter.”

“Miss Hargraves, do you see anything of interest in this room?” Jock offered Mrs. Leithbridge a strained smile. “Miss Hargraves is currently training after some time away from the antiques trade.”

“I see,” said Mrs. Leithbridge as though she couldn’t have cared less.

Determined not to be intimidated by her boss or by their apathetic client, Cara’s gaze settled on a small bench pushed against the wall next to the front door. Its finish was worn where countless people had paused to pull on wellies and clip on dog leashes over the years. It would’ve been unextraordinary except for its back and legs, which were carved in an intricate geometric pattern.

“That oak bench,” she said, pointing.

“Movement?” Jock tossed back.

“Arts and Crafts, likely constructed in the later half of the mid-nineteenth century.”

“American or British?”

She walked over to the piece and ran a hand over the back, feeling for the smooth joins that held it together without the aid of nails. “The wood is in good condition, but there are a few dings and nicks. The finish is only fair.”

“And what of the country of origin, Miss Hargraves?” Jock pressed, his formality making her feel like she was back in grammar school.

She stared hard at the bench. It was likely British, but people traveled, and collectors bought from abroad.

“Without searching for a maker’s mark, I can’t be certain,” she finally said.

“Are you sure you don’t want to hazard a guess?” asked Jock.

“Yes.”

Her boss gave a small nod. “Very good. Better to be right than to guess.”

“This is all fascinating, I’m sure, but is it worth anything?” Mrs. Leithbridge asked.

“With the right buyer, everything has value, but let’s hope for pieces that are in better condition,” said Jock. “Perhaps you could show us the drawing room?”

“Through here,” said Mrs. Leithbridge, guiding them with a flick of her hand.

Always start in the drawing room, Jock had said when briefing Cara yesterday. It’s where people show off their best. And remember: F-S-P.

Those were the two governing principles of his business. Furniture, silver, paintings. Find, sell, profit. F-S-P.

Yet for Cara, there was more to it than that. When she’d been at university, Wilson’s had been a haven of sorts, a place to lose herself in the past. As she’d methodically catalogued each item in the storeroom, she’d felt like participant, witness, and confessor to little slivers of other people’s lives. Now, thirteen years later, she’d finally have the chance to glimpse a fuller picture of the connection between antique and owner.

Jock stopped short in the drawing room doorway, nearly causing Cara to crash into him. But then she saw why he was rooted to the spot. The room was packed with furniture, with only little walkways weaving across the huge handmade wool-and-silk rug. There were at least five sideboards dotting the space, including two pushed flush against the backs of a set of massive roll-top sofas. A Gothic-style grandfather clock ticked away in a corner, and paintings were hung in the Victorian style over nearly every inch of the oxblood-painted walls, while a mess of photographs, vases, candy dishes, and other curios covered almost every surface. Yet it was the wood-and-glass monster opposite the wide, tiled fireplace that caught Cara’s attention.

“Is that—?”

“A Collinson and Lock,” Jock finished.

They approached the piece carefully, as though it were a skittish animal that might bolt at any moment. Gingerly, Cara grazed her fingers over the edge of the cornice punctuated by a white scroll pattern.

“It’s rosewood, and the inlay is ivory. The crosshatching is there,” she said, thankful she’d just read about the furniture-making firm of Collinson & Lock that weekend.

“Very good, Miss Hargraves. The glass-fronted doors are also a key feature of the makers. But we won’t have confirmation until we find the stamp.” He opened the central cabinet door and made a show of craning his neck to look inside. “Not here. Would you look underneath? My knees are aching today.”

Jock’s knees seemed to be acting up quite a bit since she’d rejoined him, meaning it’d been up to her to do the crouching and bending around the shop. Nevertheless, Cara knelt on the floor and twisted to look up at the unembellished base of the cabinet’s lower level.

Shifting to pull her penlight out of her back pocket, she clicked it on and illuminated the words “Collinson & Lock.”

“It’s here,” she announced, pulling her head free. “Serial number 4692.”

“What is it?” Mrs. Leithbridge asked as Jock jotted the numbers down in a small leather-bound notebook he kept in his breast pocket.

“A very fine piece, and a good indication of your great-aunt’s taste. Perhaps,” said Jock, turning on his most brilliant smile, “you might consider rescheduling your tennis lesson. We have a great deal of work to do.”



Later that afternoon, Cara and Jock were in the dining room sorting through the contents of the late Lenora Robinson’s china when Cara’s phone rang.

Jock, who had been examining an Adams sugar bowl they suspected was from the 1850s, shot her a glare. “Miss Hargraves, will you turn that infernal thing off?”

Her grip reflexively tightened around the heavy stack of eighteen dessert plates she’d been pulling out of the butler’s pantry. “I’m so sorry.”

She slowly made her way to the dining table to set the plates down as the phone rang again.

“Miss Hargraves,” her boss said again, crossing his arms.

She ripped the phone out of her back pocket, her stomach sinking as she saw Simon’s picture filling the screen.

“Are you going to answer it or simply stare?” Jock asked.

She cleared her throat. “It’s my ex-husband.”

“Then I suggest you take this very personal call somewhere else. Far away.”

“Yes, of course.” She hurried out and picked up the call as soon as she was in the corridor. “What is it, Simon?”

His voice, as polished as it was judgmental, filled her ear. “Why are you whispering?”

She strode up a narrow flight of stairs that must’ve once been for the servants of the house. “Because I’m at work.”

“With the antique owner of the antique shop?” He snickered.

“Yes, and Jock needs me, so if you’d just tell me why you called…”

Glancing around for Mrs. Leithbridge, she slipped into the first room she came to, kicking up a cloud of dust that swirled in the light from a single window. When she shut the door, an old, battered armoire creaked open.

“Come now, it isn’t like you’re performing surgery,” he said.

God forbid he think her job was important.

“You should go back into events,” he continued, his tone overbearing and snobbish. “I’m sure your old boss could find a spot for you, or you could start your own consultancy. Then you could make real money.”

Of course Simon didn’t think working for Jock was good enough, and it grated on her that, even though they were divorced, he still felt his opinion should matter.

“Simon, I hated working events and I should’ve quit long before I did.”

“And I suppose that’s my fault,” he said, his voice sharpening.

“Part of it is, actually.”

All at once, Simon’s self-righteous bluster left him. “I’m sorry, Cara. I ruined everything. I’m going to get help, I just…”

She squeezed her eyes shut, waiting for the wave of guilt to come. Only now it had been long enough that it didn’t crash down on her but rather lapped at her feet. They’d been down this path before. He’d first promised her when she’d told him she wanted a divorce that he would seek help, but he’d never gone. It had taken her considerable time with her own therapist to understand that her shoulders weren’t broad enough to carry the full weight of her husband’s narcissism, insecurity, and addiction.

“Why did you call?” she asked.

He cleared his throat. “A bill was forwarded to me by mistake. It was for your parents’ storage unit.”

She slumped against the wall, the memory of the late-night phone call stealing her breath. It had been a police officer, telling her with clinical dryness that a drunk driver in a Range Rover had hit her parents on a one-track country lane. They were being medevaced to a hospital in Cumbria. She hadn’t arrived in time to say goodbye.

“Apparently the annual fee was paid out of our joint account. Since we closed it, it came back declined,” Simon continued, oblivious or uncaring as to how his words hit her.

“Please forward it to my new address. I’ll take care of it,” she said, her voice cracking a little.

“You should clear it out and sell the lot. They’ve been dead for almost two years, Cara. You need to stop wasting money on this.”

His callous disregard for the way she chose to mourn her parents’ deaths might’ve felt like a slap once. Now it just left her with a deep, soul-aching sadness. “Send me the bill. I’ll handle it.”

“I’m only trying to help,” he said.

“No, Simon, you’re not, and one day I hope you’ll see that.” She swiped to end the call. Her divorced friends had told her that there’d be times when she’d be so angry at her ex she’d want to rage, but all she felt was weary to the bone. She could hardly remember why she’d fallen in love with him all those years ago.

She tucked her phone away, determined to focus on whatever Jock threw at her, but before she could, a glint of gold from inside the partially open armoire caught her eye. She moved to shut the door that had fallen open, but hesitated. Great-Aunt Lenora had proven canny about hiding things away in nooks and crannies. Who knew what was squirreled away inside?

The old hinges creaked in protest as she opened the door wide. Compared to the clutter of the house, the shelves were disappointingly bare. The gold turned out to be a hand mirror with an elaborate fleur-de-lis back, and next to it lay an old Scrabble set that looked to be at least two dozen letters short.

Not feeling particularly hopeful, she turned her attention to the two drawers on the bottom. Nothing in the first but a couple of dead moths. But when she opened the second drawer, she saw a biscuit tin molded to look like a shelf of upright books. She’d seen tins like this full of buttons and other odds and ends in Gran’s house when she was a child. If she had to hazard a guess, against Jock’s wishes, she would’ve said it was from the 1940s, possibly the very early 1950s.

Kneeling on the floor, she slipped her short nails under the top to rock it back and forth. It was slow work but finally the thin metal gave way. Her heart kicked up a beat at what she saw. On top lay a small fat notebook bound in red-cloth-covered cardboard and held together by a band. When she tried to open it, the elastic disintegrated in her hands.

“Damn,” she cursed softly. She should probably set the book aside, but the damage was already done.

The notebook’s first page was blank, but the next was covered in looping script written in faded blue ink. The date at the top read “14 October 1940.”


The bombs fell again yesterday night. I’d just gone to sleep when the explosions started. They sounded so close I thought the ceiling might fall in. Dad says the Germans dropped six bombs on RAF St. Eval. We don’t know yet how much damage was done.

I suppose that’s why I’m writing in this diary. Dad has been saying for ages that I ought to keep a record of this war and of what happens to me.

Just last week Mum was horrid about the idea, saying, “What’s she going to write about? Her job at Mrs. Bakeford’s shop?”

Well, something has happened and I have to write about it, even if it is simply to spite Mum.



It was a diary. A World War II diary. Cara skipped ahead a dozen or so pages.


21 February 1941

For months I felt as though I didn’t have anything to record in these pages. Everything stays the same here, but now things are different. Now it seems as though I can’t stop writing.

Paul took me to the pictures in Newquay yesterday afternoon to see Freedom Radio. I told Mum I was helping Kate knit socks for the war effort, but instead I ran to the bus stop to wait for him. He was a perfect gentleman, buying my ticket and helping me to find my seat. We arrived at the theater just as the film was starting, and as soon as the title card came up, he took my hand and didn’t let go the entire time. I don’t think I paid attention to a thing Clive Brook and Diana Wynyard were saying on the screen!




24 February 1941

Two days until I see Paul again.

I never thought I would be the type of girl to become all swoony over a man, but today at the shop I dropped a glass jar of boiled sweets. By some miracle it didn’t break, but Mrs. Bakeford scolded me for having my head in the clouds. I wanted to tell her it wasn’t my head but my heart.



With a smile, Cara flipped forward to a random section midway through.


25 September 1941

I said goodbye to Paul this morning. He tried to talk me into staying in bed, but I told him that would be desertion.



Cara paged through the rest of the diary, looking to see how far it went. The writing stopped abruptly with a single line.


5 January 1942

Everything is over. I thought I loved him.



Guilt tugged at her as she closed the cover, but sitting with her hand still touching the journal full of another woman’s most intimate thoughts, she couldn’t deny that she was curious. Who was Paul and what had happened? Why was everything over, seemingly in less than a year? And whose diary was this in the first place?

When she tipped the rest of the tin onto the floor, out tumbled a tiny compass with a bent edge, a locket, a photo, a few pieces of paper, and a scrap of cloth. The cloth was easy enough to identify: a man’s handkerchief, plain and serviceable, with a “P” stitched in one corner. One of the papers was bright coral and dry with age. She flipped it over. A cinema ticket to the Paramount Theatre in Newquay dated 20 February 1941, the day before one of the diary entries she’d read.

She set the ticket aside and examined the other scraps of paper. A small flyer with a torn corner for some sort of Valentine’s dance at the generically named Village Hall on the fourteenth of February. An unused tube ticket for the Central line.

She picked up the photo next. A woman wearing a uniform was looking over her shoulder, her hand raised to the cap that sat perched atop her swept-back, pageboy hairstyle. Her smile was bright and brilliant, as though the photographer had caught her in a moment of pure joy.

But that wasn’t what made Cara pause. It was the uniform—she’d seen it before. Gran had been issued the same one when she’d joined the Auxiliary Territorial Service in 1943, and Cara recognized it from the two photographs Gran kept in her sitting room. One was a formal portrait taken on Iris Warren’s first day of leave from the women’s auxiliary branch of the army. In the other, she was lined up with four other uniformed girls, all linking arms and smiling.

“I met your granddad at a dance at the NAAFI,” Gran had explained to her once. “Every few months, something official would be put on in the canteens with as good a band as they could scrape together, but more often we’d dance to music played on a gramophone. The Americans had brought the jitterbug with them, and we were all mad for it.

“Your granddad was an American GI, with his hair cut short and his sharp uniform. He did his best to woo me with chocolates and the promise of silk stockings.”

But that was where Gran’s reminiscences ended. The last time Cara had tried to ask about the war when she was just sixteen, Gran had abruptly clammed up and gone to lie down, claiming to have a migraine. Mum had scolded her, saying, “There are some things your gran doesn’t want to talk about. Don’t push her, Cara.”

She traced her finger over the strong sweep of the woman’s jaw before flipping the photograph over. On the back, in a different handwriting than the diary, someone had written “L.K. on the Embankment.”

Setting the photo down, she picked up the simple gold heart locket and eased her thumbnail between the clasp to open it. One side was blank but the other held a tiny photograph of a dashing man in a fleece-collared bomber jacket with a pair of goggles perched on top of his head. A pilot.

“Miss Hargraves!” she heard Jock shout from somewhere downstairs.

Quickly, she gathered the things into the tin and rushed to find Jock in the study with Mrs. Leithbridge.

“What have you there?” he asked with a raised brow.

“I’m not entirely sure.” She set the tin down on a table. “Mrs. Leithbridge, did your great-aunt serve in the ATS during the Second World War?”

The lady lifted her brows. “I don’t know what the ATS is.”

“It was the women’s service that supported the army.” When Jock looked over the top of his glasses, she added, “My gran served.”

“Great-Aunt Lenora used to drone on about being a volunteer ambulance driver in London during the Blitz.” Mrs. Leithbridge rose and click-clacked over to a desk near a pair of tall sash windows. Her hand wove through the air before plucking up one of the photographs that lined its edge. “Here.”

There was no way the woman who stared out at Cara was the one in the ATS uniform. Even in black-and-white it was easy to see that Lenora Robinson, all sharp angles with high cheekbones and a thin, small nose, bore no resemblance to L.K. on the Embankment’s youthful features and strong jaw.

Still, Mrs. Leithbridge’s great-aunt shared a first initial with the inscription on the back of the photograph.

Cara opened the tin and pulled it out. “Are you sure this wasn’t her? The back reads ‘L.K.’ Maybe it was taken before she was married. What was her maiden name?”

Mrs. Leithbridge barely glanced at the photo. “Great-Aunt Lenora never took her husband’s name. Quite modern, really.”

“Oh.” Cara glanced at Jock. “There was a diary too.”

“There’s a market for World War Two paraphernalia and diaries, but since it doesn’t appear that Mrs. Robinson wrote it, we’d have to authenticate it and identify the writer,” said Jock.

“I have a broker coming to look at the house in two weeks. Everything that can’t be sold will be cleared out by a junk-removal company,” said Mrs. Leithbridge.

“But shouldn’t we do something with it?” Cara asked, holding up the diary. “Perhaps return it to the woman who wrote it?”

“Where did you find it?” Jock asked.

“In an armoire in a small room off the back stairs.”

“The box room?” Mrs. Leithbridge laughed. “No one’s been in there for years. Throw it out.”

“No!” Heat crept up Cara’s neck as two pairs of eyes bored into her, but she refused to look away. She felt strangely protective of the diary, drawn in by the happiness and heartbreak she’d read, and was now more determined than ever to get the answers she needed from Gran about her history.

“I’d like to keep it and try to figure out who it belonged to.” Cara paused. “If that’s okay with you.”

“I don’t care,” said Mrs. Leithbridge. “I’ll be in the drawing room if you need me.”

When they were alone, Jock pinned Cara with a stern glare. “Miss Hargraves, we do not argue with clients.”

“She wanted to throw it away,” Cara protested.

“And that’s her right. Mrs. Leithbridge can haul all of this to the back garden and set fire to it if she likes, but I’d rather persuade her to sell it and earn my commission. It would be helpful if my assistant didn’t scold her.”

“Aren’t you the least bit curious as to who wrote it?”

“Given that I’m working and using up my client’s valuable time, I’m far more interested in this writing box,” he said, gesturing to a Victorian lady’s lap desk that lay open on a table. “Or any other number of things that will actually turn a profit. F-S-P, Miss Hargraves.”

She squared her shoulders, but before she could say anything, Jock sighed, took off his glasses, and rubbed them on a handkerchief from his pocket. “If it’ll stop you from looking at me like I’m a philistine trying to destroy history, you can take the diary home. Go put it away, but hurry back. This is proving to be a larger job than I expected.”

Cara kept her head down as she rushed to her car, but she couldn’t help the little smile that touched her lips. She and Gran would have quite a bit to talk about after work.






2 LOUISE


Haybourne, Cornwall, February 1941

The bell above the shop door jangled, and Louise looked up to see a dripping umbrella fill Bakeford’s Grocery & Fine Foods. It came down with a snap to reveal Mrs. Moss, who shook droplets of water all over the floor Louise had mopped an hour ago in a desperate bid for something to do.

“Good afternoon, Mrs. Moss,” Louise said, pushing aside the account book she’d been working on.

“What a storm, dear. I was just telling Mr. Moss it’ll be a wonder if we’re not washed away one day,” said the village solicitor’s wife, touching her small purple hat that sat on a cloud of tight brown curls Louise knew she had washed and set at the beauty parlor in Newquay once a week.

“It’s certainly keeping most of our customers away today,” said Louise. “What can I help you with?”

“A pound of sugar and a pound of bacon, please,” Mrs. Moss said.

“Do you have your ration books?” Louise asked.

“Oh yes.” The lady opened her handbag and pulled out three of the little booklets. “Here you are.”

Moving methodically, Louise flipped to the sugar coupons and set about detaching them.

“The rationing really has become ridiculous,” said Mrs. Moss, tsking her tongue as her eyes darted around the shop. “As though it wasn’t enough after the Great War. What will it be next?”

Louise knew Mrs. Moss would be just as happy without her response as with it, so she focused on measuring out the sugar on the heavy iron scale with an exacting precision that had become second nature since the Ministry of Food had instituted rationing the previous year.

“And to think they called this the Phony War. Well, it wasn’t so phony after Dunkirk.” Mrs. Moss crossed her arms over her purse and nodded to herself. “We had another letter from Gary. He mentioned you.”

“Did he?” she asked, keeping her eyes down as she folded the sugar into a brown paper package.

“He doesn’t know when his next leave will be. I told him he should’ve joined up with the navy, but the army was all he wanted.

“Have you been doing the accounts for the shop for long then?” Mrs. Moss asked, taking one of her abrupt changes of conversational tack.

Louise looked up and saw the lady eyeing the abandoned account book. “Yes, when Mrs. Bakeford hired me, I mentioned I was good at maths in school. She’s had me look over the books every week.”

Mrs. Moss nodded approvingly. “That’ll do well for you when you’re married. Household accounts are at the heart of good housekeeping, I always say.”

Louise winced and prayed the lady wouldn’t begin her unsubtle campaign of nudging and prodding Louise about Gary. Neighbors separated by just a few streets, the two had grown up playing together, and while he was a kind man, he was also Gary. He had no greater ambition than to return from the war, read law, and go to work for his father just as he’d been told to do since birth. Gary would live in Haybourne for the rest of his life, a dull, predictable man well suited for a dull, predictable village. It was not the life Louise longed for—not that she knew exactly what it was she wanted.

Hoping to rush Mrs. Moss and her implications out of the shop as quickly as possible, she began to count out the bacon coupons. The first two ration books were fine, but when she flipped to the page where the bacon coupons should have been in the third, there were none.

“I beg your pardon, Mrs. Moss, but how much bacon did you want?”

Mrs. Moss toyed with a bit of string hanging off the cuff of her blouse that peeked out from under her coat. “A pound, please.”

“Mrs. Moss,” Louise said slowly, “I’m afraid you don’t have the right number of coupons. I can only give you half a pound with these.”

Something flickered in the lady’s eyes as she looked down at the coupons, but just as quickly Mrs. Moss flashed a brilliant smile that showed off the cracks around her mouth where her lipstick had settled. “You can overlook things this one time.”

Louise closed the ration books and slid them back toward Mrs. Moss. “I’m afraid I can’t do that.”

“I beg your pardon?”

The bite in Mrs. Moss’s voice straightened Louise’s spine even as she pressed her hands flat on the counter to keep them from shaking. “Mrs. Bakeford is very strict because the fines are so high.”

“Louise Keene, your mother—”

The door crashed open and a figure wrapped in a bright yellow rain slicker and a matching bucket hat stomped in. “Lovely day for a stroll, darling!”

Kate. Louise could’ve run up and kissed her cousin, wet clothes and all.

“Oh!” Kate started when she whipped off her hat. “I didn’t realize you had a customer. How do you do, Mrs. Moss?”

“Very well.” Mrs. Moss sniffed. “My sugar, please, Louise.”

“Would you like the half pound of bacon as well?” Louise asked.

“Just the sugar.”

Biting her lip, she wrapped the sugar in a second sheet of waxed paper to help protect it from the rain and handed it over. Mrs. Moss slipped it into her shopping bag, half opened her umbrella, and threw the door open to the storm.

A gust of wind swept in and banged the door hard enough that the shopwindow rattled. Kate sprinted over and slammed it shut. Pushing her hair back from her face, she laughed. “What was it that put that sour look on Mrs. Moss’s face?”

“Kate…” Louise knew the censure in her voice would fall flat. It always did when it came to her cousin. Vivacious, bubbly, and just a touch glamorous, Kate was impossible to be angry with. For as long as Louise could remember, Kate had had a circle of friends orbiting her. In the spring of 1937, when both of them turned sixteen and Kate had transformed from pretty to beautiful, the ranks of her little group had opened to include most of the boys in Haybourne and some from the neighboring village of St. Mawgan.

“If Mrs. Moss doesn’t want anyone to gossip about her, she shouldn’t be such a busybody.” Kate pointed at Louise. “And I won’t hear a word of you defending her.”

Louise pursed her lips and gave her cousin a small smile.

“Good. Now then,” Kate said, spreading her hands wide on the shop counter, “what are you doing Friday evening?”

Louise blinked a couple of times at the improbable question. “What I do every Friday—closing the shop down.”

Kate sighed. “And after Bakeford’s closes at five?”

“The accounts.”

Kate flipped the account book around to face her and skimmed her finger down a column of numbers. “Looks as though you’re a bit ahead of yourself this week.”

“You’re going to get it wet.” Louise snatched the book out from under her cousin’s fingers, snapped it closed, and shoved it under the counter.

“Come now, darling,” said Kate.

“Do stop calling everyone ‘darling,’ Kate. You sound ridiculous.”

“It’s what all the film stars do.”

“American film stars. Not girls who’ve never set foot out of Cornwall.”

Kate twisted, draping herself over the counter so that her blond hair fell in thick waves over the polished wood. “Lord, what I wouldn’t give to be in Hollywood.” She flipped around again and leveled a look at Louise. “You never answered my question.”

“What was that?”

“What are you doing after you finish the accounts, which you clearly have already started?”

“I suppose I’ll go home and have dinner with my parents,” said Louise with a shrug. It sounded just as uninspired as it felt.

Kate flashed her a grin. “Come to the dance with me.”

“Oh, I couldn’t,” said Louise immediately.

“You don’t even know where I want us to go.”

Louise didn’t have to know. Wherever it was, she could be absolutely certain that Kate would swan in, head held high, and immediately find herself swarmed by men. One would want to light her cigarette, two would push and shove to fetch her a drink, and four would fight each other for the first turn around the floor, showing off with a mock fox-trot danced with an imaginary girl in their arms. And through it all Louise would stand, hands clasped behind her back, too shy to initiate a conversation and feeling ridiculous for longing to be brought into their fold.

Louise probably should’ve resented her cousin for her ease with men, but that was impossible. Generous to a fault, Kate would be bursting with happiness if one of her admirers took a shine to Louise. But her cousin couldn’t begin to understand what it was like to go through life without every door falling open. If Kate wanted, her feet would never touch the ground.

Louise, on the other hand, was decidedly earthbound. She’d been told all her life that she was quiet, reserved, small, until one day it became impossible to imagine how all of those things couldn’t be true.

“I don’t need to know where you want to go,” said Louise, sweeping imaginary grains of sugar off the scale with a cloth. “I just know that I’ll find it a bore.”

Kate scowled. “Don’t be such a spoilsport. It’s just a dance. A Valentine’s dance.”

“I don’t dance,” said Louise.

Kate laughed. “I know for a fact that isn’t true. I’ve seen you waltz before. You were quite good at it.”

“With your brother. It was hardly thrilling.”

“That’s only because you haven’t had the chance to dance it with the right partner,” said Kate with a grin. “Come with me.”

Louise shook her head, her hand shooting up to push back in one of her plastic tortoiseshell combs that was threatening to slip out of her hair.

“Please?”

Louise narrowed her eyes. “Why are you being so insistent?”

“Because you deserve a bit of fun, darling.” Kate dropped her gaze. “And Mum said I could only go if I was with you.”

“Why?” Louise asked warily.

Kate sighed. “Oh, who knows for certain.”

“Kate…”

Her cousin huffed. “Mrs. Lovell saw Geri Parker kissing an airman on the road out of Trebelzue last Saturday. Now Mum won’t let me go anywhere with Geri or anyone else. She says my judgment is compromised.”

“And is it?” Louise asked.

Kate turned her nose up and said primly, “I might kiss the boys, but if they think there’ll be any more than that, they’re sorely mistaken.”

“And why am I acceptable to Aunt Claire?” Louise asked.

“Because you’re you.” Kate shrugged.

Because they all know I would never do something as daring as kiss an airman on a lane in full view of who knows who.

The thought was thoroughly depressing.

“Okay then.”

Kate looked up with a start. “What?”

Louise crumpled the rag she’d been clutching and threw it on the counter. “Fine, we’ll go. Where is it?”

“The Village Hall in Saint Mawgan. Oh, darling, you won’t regret it one bit!” her cousin gushed.

“Saint Mawgan? We’ll have to take the bus,” Louise said.

“It’s best to cycle,” said Kate with great authority. “At least if it’s not raining. That way we don’t have to stand by the bus stop for an age. We can leave whenever we want.”

“And stay as long as we like?” Louise asked.

“Exactly. Now, what will you wear?”

Louise shoved the errant comb back into place again. “I don’t really know. My green wool is probably best.”

Kate wrinkled her nose at that. “You wore that to the concert at the village hall two months ago and it was a full two inches too short in the hem then.”

“I’m nineteen. I doubt I’ve grown since then. Besides, how many people from Haybourne will be there to notice that I’ve worn it again, and will any of them really care?” she asked.

“No, but there will be airmen there.”

“Who will spend the entire evening looking at you.”

“Don’t be silly,” said Kate. “I promise you more partners than you can dance with.”

Louise laughed, knowing full well that her cousin was only being generous.

But if she expected Kate to relent, she was sorely mistaken. Instead, Kate snapped her fingers. “That’s what we’ll do.”

“What?”

“Find you an airman.”

“I don’t want an airman.” But it was too late. Louise could tell the idea had already taken root in Kate’s mind and would no doubt be impossible to shake free.

“Come to my house at six on Friday. You can wear my red crepe with the buttons down the front. It’ll look far better on you than on me anyway. I’ve become too busty for it.”

Knowing that to argue any further would be futile, Louise let her shoulders sag while her cousin stuffed her hair up under her hat and buttoned up her slicker.

Twiddling her fingers in the air, Kate trilled, “We’re going to catch you a pilot, darling.”

Louise laughed into her sigh. Friday was bound to be a very long night.



Louise lifted the latch to the garden gate and hurried through the rain to the front door. On either side of her, the ground lay cold and mostly bare except where her father had erected a cloche to protect his winter vegetables. Digging up the family’s front garden had been the first big battle of her parents’ war within the war. Her mother, house-proud and keenly aware of the image the frontage projected to the rest of the neighborhood, hadn’t understood the need to pull her roses, geraniums, and hyssops out at the root. Her father, never an avid gardener, suddenly went mad, buying seed for all number of vegetables and insisting with great authority that the back garden facing the open sea was too harsh to cultivate enough food in case of rationing. The argument was finally won one spring day when Louise had returned from a bicycle ride to find her father on his knees in the mud, ripping out just-flowering plants, while her mother stood in the front window, arms crossed and face pale.

Her father, it would appear, had been right, Louise realized as she let herself into the house. Now, a year into rationing and well into the war, no one knew how far it would reach or when it would end. Yet Louise doubted that the fact that every other garden on their street had been given over to vegetables in an effort to “dig for victory” was a comfort to her mother.

“Louise, is that you?” her mother called from the kitchen.

“Yes, Mum,” Louise shouted back, shucking her mac and sitting down on the stairs to work off her wellies.

“Don’t you tread mud into this house. I’ve already cleaned up after your father once.”

Louise looked down at the thick layer of earth encasing the boot in her hand. Toeing the other boot off as carefully as she could, she tiptoed in the thick socks she wore to protect her precious stockings to the hall cupboard and wrestled free the mop. It was still damp from its last use.

Creeping back to the front door, she gave the floor a wipe as her father stuck his head out of the door of the front room.

“You’re home,” he said. “Good day at the shop?”

She shrugged, scrubbing away the dirt. “Hardly anyone came in.”

He grunted and then retreated, happiest sitting in his usual armchair until the meal was on the table. He would have his paper in hand and be plotting on his huge atlas the new troop movements that had been reported, just as he always did after coming home from his job as the local postmaster. She knew he couldn’t help but feel left out of this war, having fought in the last but being too old to be of any use this time around.

Upstairs in her room, Louise ran a brush over her hair and reset—hopefully for the last time—the comb that hadn’t stopped slipping all day. Looking in her mirror, she noticed that the postcard she’d tucked into the plain wood frame had slipped to a drunken angle, a slight on her normally tidy room. She recentered it, her fingers trailing along the printed rows of brashly colored orange groves, lush under the California sun. She’d bought the card for threepence at a junk shop in St. Ives she and Kate had stolen away to when they were fifteen. Her mother thought junk shops were common, and going had seemed like the height of rebellion at the time. Kate, obsessed with Hollywood, swept up an armful of publicity stills cut out of a fan magazine and pasted to pieces of cardboard. But the allure of glamour hadn’t captured Louise’s attention the way the promise of a warm California day and soaring mountains so different from pokey little Haybourne had.

Downstairs, Louise set the table as she did every night. Spoon, knife, plate, fork, napkin folded once, twice, three times, water glass. Her father occasionally had a whiskey before the fire, but only after dinner. Her mother rarely joined him in drinking alcohol except when there were guests in the house. Then she’d take a little bit of sherry, “to be polite.”

Supper arrived on the table just as the mantel clock in the parlor chimed seven. Louise’s mother placed a casserole that, thanks to rationing, was more vegetable than meat in front of her father, who picked up the serving spoon and began to help himself just as he did every night. There was something so unfailingly normal about the whole ritual. Outside, in the rest of Britain, families might be carrying their bedding down to air raid shelters or wrestling with the constant fear of an invasion, but here in the Keene household time marched on almost uninterrupted by war.

Louise focused her gaze on a faint gravy spot on her mother’s otherwise flawless white tablecloth, every ounce of energy repressing the urge to scream, to run, to do something unexpected.

“Please pass the mashed potatoes, dear,” said her mother in her deceptively soft voice.

Louise unclenched her fists from in her lap to hand the warm blue-and-white patterned bowl to her mother.

“Mrs. Moss called on me this afternoon for a cup of tea,” said her mother. “She mentioned she’d stopped at Bakeford’s.”

The faint hint of disapproval at the idea of her daughter working in a shop was unmistakable, but there was little Rose Keene could do about it when Louise had her father’s support. That particular battle had been lost more than three years ago when Louise had turned sixteen and was still smarting from the news that her parents thought her headmistress’s suggestion that she sit a university entrance exam to read maths a preposterous waste of time and money.

“Mrs. Moss mentioned some confusion about the ration books. Apparently one of hers was issued without the full complement of tickets,” said her mother.

“That seems unlikely,” said Louise’s father.

“It’s what she said,” said her mother.

Father’s and daughter’s gazes met for a moment before sliding back down to their plates.

“She also said Gary asked after you in his last letter. Have you written to him yet this week?” her mother asked.

“I haven’t had the time,” Louise said as she cut a piece of parsnip in two.

In truth, she hadn’t wanted to write Gary back. What did you say to a boy who’d taken you to one dance and to the pictures twice but who seemed to have little interest in you? Gary’s letters were polite but uninspired, as though he wanted to write those battlefield letters as little as she wanted to receive them.

“You be sure to make the time,” said her mother in her too-polished voice. “Good young men like Gary Moss don’t come by the dozen in Haybourne. If you’re smart, he’ll come back and ask you to marry him. His prospects are the best in the area, with him set to take over his father’s business one day.”

“Leave the girl alone, Rose,” said her father.

“Arthur—”

“He’s fighting a war, not attending a garden party. Louise can’t be hanging all of her hopes on him, even if he does manage to come back.”

“What a perfectly wretched thing to say,” said her mother.

Her father shrugged. “It’s the truth. There’s no telling who might be killed out there.”

Her mother huffed. “Well, I for one don’t understand why they can’t simply send more soldiers and have it done with.”

“Perhaps you should tell the generals that,” said Louise’s father with a laugh.

“Perhaps I should. It really is a disgrace. Just think of all the girls left behind like poor Louise.”

Louise dug her fingers into the flesh of her thighs as the familiar urge to scream roared back. Poor Louise. That was who she was here. All she’d ever be. She had to find a way to leave Haybourne and this house where her future was lined up neat and orderly and inevitable without a word from her.

“Kate wants me to go with her to a dance in Saint Mawgan on Friday,” Louise said, hoping the change in subject would keep her mother from prodding her about Gary any further.

“Saint Mawgan?” her mother said. “But that’s two villages over.”

“We’ll ride our bicycles. They’ll be more reliable than the bus,” Louise said.

“Who is invited?” her mother asked suspiciously. “Will there be servicemen there?”

“Of course there will be,” her father interjected. “The entire county’s crawling with them.”

“I really don’t know if that would be entirely appropriate,” said her mother.

Her father lifted his brows. “We met at a tea dance. Was that appropriate enough for you?”

Louise’s mother opened her mouth, then shut it again. Her mother never spoke of it, but over the years Louise had gathered enough of the details to know the story. Rose Wilde, daughter of a local fisherman, had gone to the dance in her one good dress. Her father, Haybourne’s newly appointed postmaster, had caught her eye. They’d danced all night and three months later they’d been married. Louise had always thought her parents had married in August, but once, when her father had indulged in three whiskeys instead of his usual one, he’d let it slip that they should really celebrate their anniversary at the start of October. Louise had been born seven months later, on the eighth of May.

“I just think that with Gary serving, Louise could show a little deference—”

“She’s nineteen,” her father cut in. “She wants to go out and have a bit of fun with her cousin.”

“Kate asked me just this afternoon. I haven’t spoken to anyone else about it and I don’t know who else will be there,” said Louise, trying to soothe the tension in the room.

“Go,” said her father, before her mother could protest again. “Enjoy it.”

The rest of the meal was held in strained silence, her mother punishing her father for overruling her objections, and her father no doubt enjoying a meal without the constant interruptions and observations of a difficult wife.



Louise wiped the last plate clean and set it in the cupboard to the right of the sink. She was just folding up the dish towel when her father shuffled in.

“This could do with a wipe,” he said, holding up a glass.

Louise took it, cleaning it inside and out.

“Thank you, Lou Lou.”

“You’re welcome, Da,” she said, using the pet name she’d used for him until she was five and her mother had decided it wasn’t proper.

He made as though to turn but then looked back over his shoulder. “About this dance—do you want to go?”

She shrugged one shoulder. “Kate wants me to go.”

“That’s not the same thing as wanting it yourself.”

“Sometimes it feels like it should be when Kate’s pushing,” she said.

He smiled.

“I suppose it will be a change,” she said with a sigh.

“Do you know what I think, Lou Lou? You should go and dance with every man who asks you.”

“And what if they don’t ask me?” Her tone might have been light, but there was no mistaking the little quaver in her voice.

Her father reached over and tugged a lock of her hair gently. “They will. If you let them.”

She watched him leave and touched her hair comb, not minding that it had slipped once again.


13 February 1941

The Spitfires are flying again today. I can see them from my desk, where I write this, but it’s impossible to tell whether they’re engaging in exercises or patrolling for submarines.

It’s strange to think that in such a short time, we’ve all learned how the different engines sound and we’re all able to pick out a bomber or a Spitfire. Children playing in the street still stare up at them or chase the planes down the road, but the rest of us hardly stop what we’re doing. Da says that people can become accustomed to anything, and I believe him. Our gas masks hang on hooks by the door, half-forgotten even though it sometimes feels like most of the village has gone off to fight.

We shouldn’t be so complacent in thinking we’re safe. St. Eval was hit several times last summer. The worst was in August. From my room you could see the flames when the Germans hit one of the pyrotechnics stores. Betsy, who works near the base, said it looks like they’re still repairing the damage to the hangars from the October hit. I asked her if it bothers her being so close to a place that the Luftwaffe is trying to bomb, but she simply shrugged and told me it’s nothing compared to what those poor people in London are experiencing in the Blitz.

I wonder sometimes if we shouldn’t all be a bit more like Mum. She might fight the entire German army herself, if only over the rationing of tea, sugar, and butter. She says that when eggs go, it’ll be the beginning of the end. Those aren’t rationed yet, but it’s so difficult to find them that we heard Mr. Nance at Bolventor Farm has taken to locking the chicken coop at night and standing guard at the farmhouse window with a shotgun in case anyone comes to steal from him.

I asked Da why Mum is so bothered by the rationings, and he said it’s just because she remembers it from after the last war and that reminds her of her older brother who died. It’s strange to think I had an Uncle Monty whom I never met and only know the sight of because Mum keeps his picture on top of the piano in a silver frame she polishes every Saturday.

The one thing we can’t ignore even in our sleepy little village is the soldiers. There are rumors that as soon as the Americans join the war—God willing—they’ll be four deep on the streets of every town from St. Eval to St. Ives. But until then, it’s just our boys. A truck painted olive green and covered in canvas rolled down the high street today. I rushed out of Bakeford’s just in time to catch a glimpse of the soldiers out of the open back of the truck. They weren’t at all like the men you see in the newsreels, all scrubbed clean with rosy cheeks and a wink for the girls. They stared off into space, not quite seeing us, even though Mrs. Latimer’s boys ran out after them, shouting and trying to earn a wave.

The men in uniform are, of course, a topic of great interest among my friends. We may’ve all left school, but they still laugh and twitter and touch up their lipstick like schoolgirls whenever they think a serviceman might be near.

Kate can’t contain her excitement over the dance tomorrow. Sometimes I can see people trying to work out how we could be so close when we’re so very different. Blond and brunette. Bubbly and shy. Tall and short.

Mary Hawkley once asked me how I can stand being around Kate when she’s so popular. “Doesn’t it just kill you that the boys all talk to her?” But then she stopped herself and laughed. “It’s a good thing you have Gary, isn’t it?”

She flitted away before I could say anything.








3 LOUISE


“Oh, my hair is an absolute wreck,” said Kate as she stared into the mirror of the village hall’s powder room and rewound one of the pin curls that had become crushed under her hat.

Louise stopped plucking at her cheeks and glanced at her cousin. “Stop your nonsense. You look like Betty Grable.”

Kate rocked back on her black patent leather heels and dropped her hands to her sides. “Do you think so?”

With Kate’s hair piled on top of her head sharpening her cheekbones and her mouth painted vermilion, it wasn’t too outrageous a jump to make, so Louise nodded and then squinted at herself in the mirror. “The best I can hope for right now is Bette Davis.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Kate, but she’d gone back to twirling curls to reshape them.

Louise pulled her lipstick out of her purse and applied it to the bow of her lips. When she looked down, Kate was holding a tissue out. She took it and blotted.

“Ready?” Kate asked.

Not at all, but she nodded nonetheless.

They dropped their coats off and walked into the hall. Although it was only quarter past seven, the dance floor was already crowded with couples. There were a few very young men in sweaters and collared shirts, but most were in uniform, just as her mother had feared.

“Kate!” A handsome man with short blond hair who wore the dark blue service dress of the Royal Air Force gave a wave as he called out from near the pinewood bar.

“Come on,” Kate said, snatching up Louise’s hand and pulling her through the crowd.

“I’ve been waiting all night for you,” said the man with a crooked grin.

“Is that right, Tommy Poole?” Kate asked with a toss of her head.

“Of course it is.”

“Then what’s this I hear about you using your leave to take Irene Walker to tea last Tuesday?”

“Looks like she’s caught you, Poole,” said another man with a Lancashire accent who’d turned to watch their approach. “Where’s Geri, Kate?”

“Not here,” said Kate primly.

“And who’s this?” asked a third man, who had a redheaded girl named Joanne whom Louise recognized from school hanging on his arm.

“This,” said Kate, pushing Louise slightly forward, “is my cousin Louise Keene. You should all dance with her tonight if you want to make me happy.”

“Come on then, Louise Keene,” said the man who’d asked after Geri, offering her his arm. “You’ve a much better chance of making it around that dance floor without having your toes stepped on with me than Poole or Davidson.”

“We haven’t been introduced,” she said, cringing immediately at how like her mother she sounded.

“This isn’t an audience with the queen. No need for introductions,” he teased. “But since you asked, I’m Sergeant Martin Taylor.”

“A pleasure,” she said, taking his hand and feeling slightly ridiculous at the little laugh he gave before gamely shaking it. “Shouldn’t we wait until the next song?”

“We’ll just shove our way in. More’s the merrier,” he said.

She glanced at Kate, who nodded slightly, excitement shining in her clear blue eyes. A few moments in the hall and already Louise had an invitation to dance. Perhaps the night would be a lark after all. Taking a deep breath, Louise placed her hand in the crook of Martin’s elbow and let him lead her to the edge of the dance floor.

It took them a few moments to find a gap in the fox-trotting crowd large enough to squeeze in, and when they did, she could feel herself pressed uncomfortably close to him. She looked up, wondering if he’d noticed, but his gaze was fixed on a point somewhere over her shoulder. She craned her neck and spotted Kate.

“She’s lovely, isn’t she?” Louise asked.

Martin smiled sheepishly. “Your Kate has half the men at Trebelzue in love with her.”

“It was the same way in school.”

“What about you?” asked Martin, shuffling them around a couple counting cautious steps.

“Me?” asked Louise.

“Come on then, no need to be coy.”

“I’m not being coy. I’m not the type of girl who attracts that sort of attention.”

Martin laughed. “I bet you are and you don’t even know it.”

“I hardly think so. I spent most of my childhood sitting in an apple tree in the front garden with a book.”

“Well, that’s it then. Probably had all of the boys in the neighborhood walking by and wondering if you’d ever look at them.”

The idea was so ridiculous she had to laugh, her shoulders coming down from around her ears as she did.

“There we are,” he said. “No woman should look so serious when dancing with me.”

“Do you have such a high opinion of your dancing abilities?”

“The Charmer of Chorley, that’s what they call me. Fastest feet in fifty miles.”

“I’m sure they do.”

“You’re a good one, Louise Keene.”

She dipped her head in thanks. “It’s a shame then that you’re in love with my cousin.”

“Ah well, everyone’s in love with the wrong person during this war, I reckon. Maybe you’ll find one of those neighborhood boys getting up the courage to ask you to dance tonight.”

“I doubt that very much,” she said as the music ended. “Most of them are off fighting like you.”

“An airman then,” he said with a wink. “Plenty of us here.”

She blushed. “I don’t know that a uniform would suit me.”

“A uniform always suits so long as the right man’s wearing it. Come on then.” He threaded her hand through his arm and led her back to Davidson and Poole, who were watching mournfully as Kate danced with a man with officer’s stripes on his sleeve. Next to them another man stood lighting a cigarette, yet despite his proximity, he seemed to hold himself somehow apart.

“Who’s that with your friends?” she asked, watching as the man dropped his long, elegant fingers from his lips and let the cigarette smolder at his side.

“That’s Flight Lieutenant Paul Bolton. He’s a flier. A pilot, but he’s all right. Doesn’t give off too many airs like some of the officers. Lucky lad has all the girls after him.”

“Do you fly together?”

Martin shook his head. “He flies a Supermarine Spitfire. I’m on a Bristol Blenheim, a kind of bomber. I’m a gunner and wireless operator,” he said, pointing to a cloth patch on his arm embroidered with lightning bolts as proof, “and Poole’s our observer. Davidson’s ground crew. I’ll introduce you to Bolton.”

She was about to protest, but Martin surged forward, taking her with him. “Flight Lieutenant Bolton, this is Kate’s cousin, Miss Louise Keene. Dances like a dream.”

Flight Lieutenant Bolton flicked his gaze over to her. He straightened and put out his hand. “How do you do?”

He had a lovely voice, as deep and sophisticated as a film star’s, and when she took his hand, her whole body went warm.

“Do you live in Saint Mawgan, Miss Keene?” he asked.

She shook her head. “Haybourne, just down the road.”

“Then how have I never seen you at one of these before?” he said. “I’m sure I would’ve noticed you.”

She blushed. “Kate brought me because her usual friend couldn’t come.”

He leaned over and put out his half-finished cigarette in a tin ashtray on a high-topped table. “In that case, I’ll have to thank Kate’s absent friend. Would you care to dance?”

This time there was no hesitation as she nodded and took his proffered hand. She glanced back and caught Martin’s eye. Another wink. Another blush.

The small band on a makeshift stage at the far end of the room began to play “All I Remember Is You,” and Flight Lieutenant Bolton wrapped his arms around her.

“I like your dress very much,” he said, pulling her so close that she could’ve rested her head on his chest if she’d dared.

“Thank you,” she said, sending a kind thought Kate’s way.

“You look cheery as a summer’s day.”

“That’s hardly fitting for February,” she said.

“I’ve had enough of grays. A red dress on a pretty girl is just the thing.” Her feet missed a step, but if he noticed, he was polite enough not to mention it. “Tell me about living in Haybourne.”

She licked her dry lips and started hesitantly. “There isn’t much to tell. I live in the same house I was born in. I work at the same shop I’ve worked at since I was sixteen.”

“What do you do there?” he asked.

“Everything. Restock the shelves, help customers, do the accounts.”

“You’ve a head for numbers then,” he said.

“I suppose I do,” she said.

“I’ll have to be careful then.”

“Why?”

He pulled her a fraction of an inch closer. “I lose my head around smart girls.”

“Flight Lieutenant Bolton—”

“Please call me Paul if you’re going to scold me.” His smile warmed his eyes in a way she hadn’t seen when he was around his fellow airmen, as though dancing was somehow thawing a frozen core.

“I was going to tell you that teasing a girl isn’t very nice,” she said.

He smiled. “It isn’t teasing if it’s true.”

“You’re a terrible flirt,” she said.

“I’m not terrible, surely.”

“Terrible,” she said firmly, while struggling to keep a grin from bursting out over her features.

“Then I won’t flirt with you, Miss Keene. Not if you don’t want me to.”

She chewed on her lower lip, hardly trusting herself enough not to blurt out how very much she wanted him to continue flirting with her. It was far and away the most thrilling thing that had happened to her in ages.

“What would you do if you weren’t working in a shop in Haybourne?” he asked, the conversation veering back to respectable small talk.

She sighed. The little spark of something between them that had flared bright for a moment seemed to have died out.

“Haybourne is my life.”

“Doesn’t every girl in every small village have secret dreams of leaving?” he asked.

She looked up sharply. “You can tease me all you like, but there’s no need to be cruel. I’m not a silly girl.”

“No. I expect you’re far too practical to have silly dreams.” She started to pull back, but he dipped his head a little to draw his lips closer to her ear. “I promise I’m not teasing. I’ve never wanted to know the answer to a question more seriously in my life.”
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