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“If I’d known it would have this effect on you, I’d never have written the article,” Ruth told her when Mary still hadn’t made a move to open the gate. “Really. I don’t know why I did. I stupidly wanted to try to get your mind around to the fact there are bigger problems than ours.”

After a minute, Mary blinked and seemed to become aware of where she was. The smile she placed upon her face was distinctly forced, though her voice was warm enough. “It’s all right. It has helped to put things into perspective.” Her smile became a little more natural. “I’ll try to stop bothering you so much.” She took her hand off the gate and linked an arm with Ruth again, and the two set off once more toward the cottage. “I can’t help it,” Mary blurted out as the two of them stopped before Ruth’s front door. “I think I love him!”

Neither of them noticed who was waiting in the shadows for them.

As Ruth took out her front door key, a telegraph boy, one of those unfortunately nicknamed “the angels of death,” stepped out and handed her a telegram. All the blood drained from her face, and she fell to the ground in a dead faint.


Praise for M. W. Arnold

and the first book of the Broken Wings series

“[A WING AND A PRAYER] reminded me of the work of prolific and successful author Elaine Everest. A flowing WWII mystery, filled with authentic detail.”

~Sue Moorcroft, #1 Amazon Best Selling Author

~*~

“It has such a strong sense of place, you really feel like you're there. What I really loved was the friendship of the women, the fact it has a mystery, it really has a bit everything!”

~Miranda Dickinson, The Sunday Times

Best Selling Author

~*~

“The author has clearly done a lot of research into The Air Transport Auxiliary and this shines through in his writing and helps to make the story that bit more authentic.”

~Ginger Book Geek blog

~*~

“This story has everything. There’s friendship, history, intrigue and romance in an entertaining blend that I thoroughly enjoyed.”

~Linda's Book Bag

~*~

“I’m delighted to see that this is the first in a series—I’m hooked and already looking forward to my return to Hamble and spending more time with the ladies of the ATA.”

~Being Anne book blog


Wild Blue Yonder

by

M. W. Arnold

Broken Wings, Book 2


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales, is entirely coincidental.

Wild Blue Yonder

COPYRIGHT © 2021 by M. W. Arnold

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission of the author or The Wild Rose Press, Inc. except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

Contact Information: info@thewildrosepress.com

Cover Art by The Wild Rose Press, Inc.

The Wild Rose Press, Inc.

PO Box 708

Adams Basin, NY 14410-0708

Visit us at www.thewildrosepress.com

Publishing History

First Edition, 2021

Trade Paperback ISBN 978-1-5092-3764-7

Digital ISBN 978-1-5092-3765-4

Broken Wings, Book 2

Published in the United States of America
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Though we haven’t been able to get together in person this year, I’ll always be grateful to the Romantic Novelist’s Association. You were all there for me when I set out on my writing journey and, well-documented troubles aside, you still were. Here’s to next year and what will be the party to end all parties!

Finally, there's my ever-patient editor, Nan Swanson. I don’t know what to say that I haven’t said to her before. In her part of the Vintage Rose garden, she takes out the pruning shears only when they are needed and is always happy to listen to my arguments before explaining to me why she’s right!

To you, the reader: well done for reading the dedication! If you enjoy Wild Blue Yonder, please consider leaving a review. These mean so much to all authors, and I love reading your comments. Thank you all.


Chapter One

May 5th 1943

Shirley Tuttle made another vain attempt to tuck her ponytail back, only for the slipstream to hook it from her fingers and into her face again.

“Can’t you fly a bit slower?” she yelled for what she knew was the third time in the last five minutes.

Adjusting her goggles a little, she gripped the side of the open cockpit even harder.

“Can’t you hear the cylinder?” Doris Winter shouted back into Shirley’s earphones. “Bloody thing’s misfiring like crazy!”

Shirley frowned and did her best to concentrate on the note of the engine over the whistle of the wind. She still couldn’t hear anything out of the ordinary. Knowing perfectly well Doris would keep them up for as long as the fuel lasted if she couldn’t pinpoint the problem she claimed was there, Shirley removed her flying helmet from her left ear, shifted as much as her seat restraints would allow, until she could lean forward and slightly out of the cockpit. She made the mistake of looking down and had to make a serious effort to keep her breakfast down. Doing her best to ignore the bitter taste in her throat, she blanked out the racket from the engine as much as possible and focused as if her life depended upon it.

Somewhat to her surprise, she could hear something, barely. So, to make certain she wasn’t imagining things, she leaned over the other side, being extra careful not to let her eyes stray toward the ground this time. After a couple of long minutes, she put her flying helmet back on straight, leant back into her seat, not the most comfortable of things, and got her breathing back under control.

Before she’d quite managed to settle, Doris spoke into her ear again, “Well? Could you hear it? The bloody cylinder needs replacing!”

Aware of the risk she’d never hear the end of it if she didn’t agree, even though she did, Shirley replied, “You’re probably right. I’ll replace it—if you manage to get us down in one piece.”

She knew she’d said the wrong thing when immediately she’d finished speaking the little trainer was sent into a rapid roll to the right, quickly followed by one to the left.

“You were saying?”

Only once she was certain she’d swallowed the last of her breakfast, again, did Shirley answer. “I was saying…you’re right, and I’ll replace it once we land.”

“Thought you’d see it my way,” Doris replied, not troubling to hide the smugness in her voice.

“Good-oh,” Shirley told her after a few moments, not trusting her stomach if she tried a longer sentence.

Shirley did her best to relax into her seat and do what Doris had encouraged her to do when they’d strapped into the airplane twenty long minutes ago—enjoy the flight. As Doris straightened and then turned the plane onto a course to take them back to their home base of RAF Hamble, she tore her eyes from the tiny windshield before her and looked around. The late afternoon May skies were a bright, cheery blue, with only wisps of cloud scattered about. As they followed the path of the river Hamble, she could make out the patchwork of fields and hedgerows in Britain’s green and pleasant land. As they came in toward the airfield, they passed over where the bombs had fallen late last year when the airfield had suffered a hit-and-run raid. Even here, you could barely discern the craters they’d left. It stirred her spirit to see the country look so relatively normal.

Time heals everything, she thought as Doris advised her, “Stand by, we’re coming in to land.”

She gripped the lips of the cockpit, tried not to bite her tongue, and whispered a prayer as the undercarriage bumped the uneven grass once and bounced up a little before settling onto terra firma at the second time of asking. Only as they pulled up before the flight line hut and the ground crew dashed under the wings to put chocks under the wheels did she start to breathe a little easier. However, not until the engine finally juddered and stopped did she feel able to release her grip. Undoing the harness, she heaved herself out of the seat and was a little surprised to see her fingers hadn’t actually left indentations in the cowling.

“Earth to Shirley,” Doris said, resting a hand on her forearm. “You all right?”

Sweeping the helmet off her head, she ran her fingers through her red hair and, finding them a little shaky, gave up the idea of retying her ponytail, cursing herself for having not tucked it in as Doris had suggested. If her boss called her up for it, she’d let him; or she’d throw up all over his shoes. The odds were slightly in the latter’s favor, she thought, allowing her American friend to give her a hand down. Fighting the urge to drop to her knees and kiss the grass, she gratefully kept a hold of Doris’s hand and, with unsteady knees, made her way into the hut.

Waiting for them was the Operations Officer, Betty Palmer. She held out a steaming cup of tea to a grateful Shirley, who took a long, rejuvenating swallow. Sighing as the sweet brew washed around her mouth, she closed her eyes. “Betty, you are an angel. Where did you conjure up so much sugar?”

Betty tapped the side of her nose. “The cook owes me a favor,” she said with an enigmatic wink.

Allowing her legs to collapse under her, she sank into a chair, finding the energy to say, “My nerves thank you and would like to have your children.”

Doris flopped down next to where the mechanic was sipping her tea and ruffled her hair. “See, told you you’d survive!”

“Barely,” Shirley countered, a smile playing on her lips. “What did I do to deserve those rolls?”

Doris opened her mouth to reply when she became aware of Betty, hands balled on her hips. “Rolls? Something you want to tell me, Doris?”

“Not if I don’t have to,” Doris muttered, canting her head to one side and trying a set of puppy eyes on her landlady.

Betty patted the American on the head before disappearing into the hut and reappearing with a cup of her own and taking a seat next to her friends. “You weren’t trying to put the wind up our Shirley, were you?”

Doris affected a look of such affront both Betty and Shirley burst out laughing, shortly joined by the perpetrator. Once she’d got herself under control, Doris held up her hands. “Oh, all right. I was curious as to how she’d react once we were in the air. Shirley told me as we took off she had thoughts about being a pilot.”

Betty’s eyebrows darted toward her hairline. “Really?”

Shirley blanched and vigorously shook her head, gulping furiously before she was able to find her voice. “I don’t think so. I’m quite happy to keep my feet on the ground.”

“Are you certain?” Doris asked, placing a hand over her friend’s. “I didn’t mean to put you off, if it’s what you really want to do.”

Shirley leant her head on her friend’s shoulder and squeezed her hand. “You didn’t,” she assured her, “not really. But I don’t think I’ve the stomach for it.”

Betty got to her feet, placed her hands on the small of her back, and stretched before saying to the younger girl, “Don’t dismiss the idea so quickly. We need pilots, and we even train complete novices now.”

Doris heaved herself to her feet to follow Betty, though not before saying to Shirley, squeezing her shoulder in encouragement, “Now, there’s something to think about.”

****

“You’re sure you haven’t heard anything from him?”

Ruth Stone put down the piece she was editing for the next edition of the Hamble Gazette and tried to usher up a smile her face didn’t feel like finishing. She was very fond of the young pilot who stood anxiously wringing her hands in front of her. Considering the amount of time said pilot had spent around her cottage since getting together with her nephew Herbert—or Lawrence, as everyone else called him—this was a good thing. Mary Whitworth-Baines had asked her the same question every day for the past two weeks.

“I’m sorry, Mary,” she replied, knowing it wasn’t the answer either of them wanted to hear. “Believe me, you’ll be the first to know if…” She hastened to amend her words as her friend’s mouth had dropped open. “I mean, when, when he contacts me, if he doesn’t write to you first, of course.”

Mary whipped off her Air Transport Auxiliary cap and swiped the back of a hand across her brow. The weary expression on her face mirrored the one on Ruth’s. “I’m sorry, really I am. It’s just I’m so worried about him.”

“Me too, honey, me too.”

“It’d help if we only knew where he was, or what he was doing!” Mary sighed, letting her head slump before slowly raising it to look at the older woman. “Special Branch or not, you’d think they’d let him write or something.”

“I agree, but obviously not.”

“And you’re sure he didn’t give you any hints where he was going, or how long he’d be away?”

Ruth turned her head to where her assistant and reporter Walter wasn’t bothering to hide his curiosity at the conversation. “Make yourself useful and put the kettle on, will you, Walter?”

“No problem, boss,” he said, pushing his chair back and stepping over where Bobby, Ruth’s cocker spaniel, was lying on his back, legs twitching as he dreamt.

“Please.” She turned back to Mary, allowing a little exasperation to show. “You ask me the same question every day, and the answer’s still the same.”

Mary was granted a little time before replying, by the appearance of Walter with the tea. Taking hers with thanks, she took a quick sip, scalding her tongue a little. “I’m sorry, Ruth, really I am. I’ll try not to be so troublesome. I just can’t stop worrying about him.”

Ruth’s own nerves betrayed her as her cup rattled a little when she placed it back on the saucer. “It’s all right. I do too.” Then, as the thought struck her, she picked up the piece of copy she’d been working on. Passing it to Mary, she said with a grimace, “This may give us both some perspective.”

Ten minutes later, Ruth had shut up the newspaper office for the day, and they were making their way back to Ruth’s Riverview Cottage. Mary was walking arm in arm with her, whilst Bobby trotted along at their heels, stopping every now and then to sniff at the bases of trees and to scare a few foolhardy ducks into the river. The article had obviously given Mary much to think about, exactly as Ruth had hoped. Even Bobby’s antics, usually enough to set anyone laughing, were being ignored. Mary didn’t even appear to notice when he scampered around her heels, dropping, picking up, and then dropping again a stick for her to throw. Taking pity on him, Ruth stooped and threw the stick, hoping it wasn’t coated in what it smelled like! As Mary hadn’t noticed, Ruth quickly dipped her hands into the river, took out a handkerchief to dry them, and caught up with her friend, who now stood with one hand on the gate of Betty Palmer’s cottage, where she lodged.

“Mary?” Ruth whispered, laying a hand gently on her friend’s shoulder.

She hadn’t meant to shock her with the article, merely make her realize there were bigger issues in the world than their own troubles. Perhaps showing her the piece she’d written on the Luftwaffe air raid on Exeter the night of the third to fourth of May was too much? It wasn’t like her own imagination wasn’t running away with her sometimes, as well.

Obviously she’d known her nephew far longer than Mary, who’d only met him the previous year. However, the two had grown close even in such a short time. Perhaps the relationship had progressed so quickly because of the incident at the airfield last year? Their friend Betty had been stabbed whilst her sister’s death was being investigated. At first, Ruth hadn’t entirely approved of the lodgers, both Betty’s and her own, all members of the Air Transport Auxiliary, setting themselves up as real-life Miss Marples. To say their methods were unusual was to put it mildly. But with a hefty dose of luck, they had played their part in bringing the matter to a satisfactory conclusion.

“If I’d known it would have this effect on you, I’d never have written the article,” Ruth told her when Mary still hadn’t made a move to open the gate. “Really. I don’t know why I did. I stupidly wanted to try to get your mind around to the fact there are bigger problems than ours.”

After a minute, Mary blinked and seemed to become aware of where she was. The smile she placed upon her face was distinctly forced, though her voice was warm enough. “It’s all right. It has helped to put things into perspective.” Her smile became a little more natural. “I’ll try to stop bothering you so much.” She took her hand off the gate and linked her arm with Ruth’s again, and the two set off once more toward the cottage. “I can’t help it,” Mary blurted out as the two of them stopped before Ruth’s front door. “I think I love him!”

Neither of them noticed who was waiting in the shadows for them.

As Ruth took out her front door key, a telegraph boy, one of those unfortunately nicknamed “the angels of death,” stepped out and handed her a telegram. All the blood drained from her face, and she fell to the ground in a dead faint.


Chapter Two

“Am I too late?” Penny Blake rushed into Betty’s front room, her brown hair flying in all directions in her haste to take her seat before Shirley could start.

Ever since Shirley had received the first letter from her prisoner-of-war husband before last Christmas, a semi-tradition had sprung up. Whenever she received a letter, first she’d read it in private and then, if she felt up to it, share it with her friends. This one was a postcard, so by necessity, short:

My Dearest Shirley. Another day has gone by and another day where this war keeps me from you. I miss you more than I can say and can only while away the time until I’m back with you and my family. Perhaps we’ll be blessed with our own family then? This thought, above all else, keeps me going. Write soon. Ted. X.

When the postcard had come, they’d all given her space and time to read it. However, the few words from her husband had affected their friend more deeply than most others. Normally she’d manage a smile, no matter the lack of real news in them.

Betty, a little more world weary than the rest of her friends, barring perhaps Doris, who’d lost her husband in the Spanish Civil War, picked up on this quickly. Getting to her feet, she kissed Shirley on the cheek. “Cup of tea’s what you need.”

Doris jumped to her feet and grabbed Betty’s hand before she could disappear to the kitchen. “You stay put. I think Shirley needs your wisdom more than your tea.”

Mary pulled a face, earning herself a dig in the ribs from Penny’s elbow. “Still on a quest to make a decent cuppa, Doris?”

“I live in hope!” Doris shot back with a grin.

“You know she’ll never be happy until she finds some American coffee again,” Penny said out loud.

Doris yelled from the kitchen over the sound of the boiling kettle, “Too true!”

Betty had taken a seat on the sofa next to where Shirley still sat, not having moved a muscle since reading the postcard. She was gripping it so tightly Betty thought it might rip in half. Gently, she eased her friend’s fingers from their vise-like grip until she was able to take the card and place it gently onto Shirley’s lap. She took one of her hands into hers, finding it cold and clammy. Looking at her friend’s face, the smile she usually wore after hearing from her husband was noticeable by its absence.

Recalling the words she’d read out loud, Betty thought she knew what was troubling her friend. “You haven’t told him about the baby, or about his parents’ treatment of you, have you?”

Sadly, Shirley shook her head. Betty could see unshed tears in the corners of her eyes and passed her a handkerchief.

“How can I, Betty?” she told her in a voice barely above a whisper. Across from them, Mary and Penny were being as quiet as they could, their faces masks of concern. “How can I tell him I’ve lost our baby, and his parents threw me out of their house?”

Penny and Mary looked up into the eyes of their landlady, knowing nothing anyone could say or do could ease Shirley’s troubles. Not only was there a limited amount of space on a POW postcard or the two pages of writing paper you were allowed to send to them, but you were severely limited in what you could put down. Naturally, you couldn’t put any military details down. Even though they weren’t military, Shirley couldn’t tell her husband she was a mechanic in the ATA. Everyone knew the enemy read the correspondence, so this had the effect of discouraging one from putting down anything too personal. She couldn’t even send him a photo of herself, as you weren’t allowed to put anything into the letters. Ruth had explained all this to them when Shirley had found out her husband was a POW and not dead, as she’d thought late last year. It hadn’t seemed important then, but after months of writing and being written to, some of the happiness at knowing she wasn’t a widow after all had gone away. However, this was the lowest she’d seen their young friend, and knowing there being nothing she could do to directly help wasn’t easy to stomach.

“Here we go!” announced Doris, as she toed the door wide enough so she could carry a tray of tea and biscuits into the room. “Let’s see if I’ve made a decent brew,” she added. “Maybe one I could stomach.”

Somewhat warily everyone—except Shirley, who had her eyes closed, still with her head on Betty’s shoulder—gathered around the tray. Ever since she’d been in Britain, Doris hadn’t stopped complaining about the tea. She’d made it quite clear she was a devoted coffee drinker and, in her opinion, the national beverage of choice, tea, wasn’t to her liking. At virtually every opportunity she followed up her first sip with the sentence, “Still not as good as coffee,” or something similar. Camp coffee had been declared best for painting roads! And lately, she had taken to experimenting, trying to brew a cup she could compare to how she took her coffee—strong. However, this wasn’t going down too well with Betty, who worried her spoons were going to melt!

A few seconds later, Doris piped up with the usual refrain, “Still not as good as coffee,” whilst everyone else grinned and bore it as they did their best to force down the hot drink, all unwilling to waste it. The only one not to pull a face was Shirley, who showed no reaction as she slowly drank hers after having a cup forced into her hands by Betty.

After she’d finished, Betty nodded at Penny and Mary, who got to their feet. “Girls, take Shirley upstairs and put her in my room. Shirley,” she addressed the girl who did her best to focus upon what was being said to her, “go upstairs, rest. I’ll get Doris to pop around Ruth’s and tell her you’ll be staying here tonight.”

****

The three had disappeared into Betty’s bedroom when there came a knock on the door. Doris answered, and a minute later a grim-faced, slightly pale Ruth was sitting at the kitchen table. After not saying a word for a few minutes, Ruth swallowed a couple of times and reached into her cardigan pocket. Slowly, almost as if each inch cost her physical pain, she pushed a crumpled piece of paper across the table toward Doris.

“Look, but don’t read it, though!”

With an arch of an eyebrow, Doris picked up and smoothed out the paper until she could see the rear of what was a telegram. A foreigner in a foreign land she may have been, but she knew what one of these usually meant. Having no relations which it could allude to, she turned it over, and her eyes couldn’t help but alight on the name typed there. Her other eyebrow shot up to join the first.

“Alsop? That’s Penny’s boyfriend’s last name. Where did this come from?” She pushed it away.

Ruth nudged it with a finger.

“How come this came to you?” Doris asked.

Ruth turned it back over and rested her finger on the address. “Looks like someone down the post office got our addresses mixed up. Think they may have someone new behind the counter.”

Doris shook her head, pursing her lips. “Not something anyone should get wrong. I’ll pop in tomorrow and have a quiet word.”

“A quiet word, about what?”

Unnoticed by either of them, Mary and Penny had entered the kitchen, Betty bringing up the rear. “Hello, Ruth,” she said, taking a chair next to her. “What’s wrong?” she asked, turning her head sideways to read the telegram.

Behind her, Penny gasped as Betty had turned the piece of paper a little and she’d read the name. “Tom!” she gasped out, before her legs started to buckle, Mary only just catching her in time.

“Give us a hand,” she puffed as she struggled to hold a panting Penny upright.

Ruth and Doris pushed their chairs back and helped Mary lower Penny into a seat. Betty put a glass of water in front of her and held Penny’s hair out of the way whilst she helped her to drink some, not letting her ease up until the glass was empty.

“Okay?” Betty asked, and eventually Penny nodded her head, reaching forward to take the telegram between her fingers. As she read, her face first lost more color, then as she finished, a little came back. She looked around at her friends. “Where did this come from?”

“They delivered to my place by mistake,” Ruth explained.

“Did you read it?”

“Only the address,” Ruth explained. “Mrs. Alsop?”

Everyone else sported matching eyebrows at hearing these words, as the blood returned rapidly to Penny’s cheeks.

Betty asked the question on everyone’s lips, “Something you have to tell us, Penny?”

Penny looked around the room at her friends, all of whose eyes were upon her. Instead of speaking, she raised her hands to her neck and pulled out a silver chain, upon which hung a gold ring. Multiple sharp intakes of breath were the accompaniment to her placing this combination upon the table. Not a soul touched the ring, though all eyes were upon it. You could have heard a pin drop.

“What’s going on?”

The silence was broken by Shirley’s voice. No one had noticed her coming into the room.

Recovering her voice, Betty got to her feet in case the younger girl needed help, but she was waved away, and Shirley took the last seat, next to Penny.

“I thought I said you should go and rest,” Betty admonished her.

Shirley gave her older friend an odd smile. “I’m okay, Betty. I’ve thought about it, and I shouldn’t be wasting time on things I can’t do anything about. I know it’s easier said than done, but”—she shrugged her shoulders—“I don’t see what else I can do. Or try to do.”

Not wanting to give anyone the chance to comment, Shirley reached out to take up the telegram from Penny’s unprotesting fingers. “So, who’s this Mrs. Alsop?”

Penny held up the ring on the chain. “Take a guess.”

“Congratulations,” Shirley automatically said and then, when what Penny had said registered, “I beg your pardon!”

Everyone’s faces were once again turned toward Penny.

“I’m Mrs. Thomas Alsop.”

“When the hell did this happen?” asked Doris.

“Why did this happen?” enquired Betty.

“Why wasn’t I a bridesmaid?” demanded Mary finally, which broke the ice a little.

Penny took a deep breath. “Around Easter time. I’m not pregnant, Betty, and nobody was invited, Mary. Sorry.”

“I suppose we can wait a while for a better answer,” decided Ruth, nodding her head toward the telegram Shirley had placed back on the table. “Care to tell us why this came and who it’s about?”

Penny took up the telegram once again, held it briefly before putting it back down. “Tom only has—had one brother. His parents are long gone, so before I came along they were on their own. When we got married, Tom convinced me to be the contact if anything happened to either of them. When I saw this, I thought…I thought…” She was unable to continue until she’d taken a swallow from the glass of water Shirley had brought down with her. “I thought my Tom was gone. Instead, I’ve now got to tell my husband his little brother Sam is dead.”


Chapter Three

Doris had never flown a Mosquito before, and she was enjoying herself immensely. Ever since Penny had taken one up to RAF Marham, her friend had taken every opportunity to wax lyrical about the delights of flying the aircraft. It had gained the nickname “the Wooden Wonder,” and after only ten minutes in the air, she could see why. The controls were light and responded to her every touch. In her opinion, only the Spitfire was sweeter to fly.

Penny had been unable to get hold of her husband on the phone last night, so getting into work earlier this morning to find a plane needed delivery to his base had been a real stroke of luck. Normally, even when an aircraft required a flight crew of two, they still flew alone, but upon finding she was down to fly this plane, Doris had pulled Thelma aside to explain what had happened the previous night and to ask if Penny could crew with her for this delivery. First Officer Thelma Aston had briefly suggested Penny take the flight herself. However, they’d both looked over their shoulders at where their friend was leaning against the door and decided this wasn’t the best of ideas. Thelma had readily agreed, with the proviso that Doris should keep a keen eye on their friend.

It would take around forty minutes to get to the base, and judging by the way Penny was slumped against the side of the fuselage, her eyes staring ahead at nothing at all, it would seem much longer. She’d tried to initiate their usual banter even before they took off, with no luck, so she hadn’t tried to push things. No doubt Penny’s mind was preoccupied with how she was going to break the news to her husband, if he didn’t already know.

The previous evening after everything had hit the fan, Penny, assuming he didn’t know, had tried and tried to get hold of Tom, but the operator had been unable to connect her. After she’d spent over two hours trying, Betty had gently persuaded her to give up and try to get some rest. Reluctantly, she’d agreed, though this left the elephant in the room. Why hadn’t she told them about her marriage to Tom?

At first, Doris had assumed once they were in the air, Penny would relax a little, be more open to talking about last night. So far, this assumption had been very wrong. Apart from speaking up to let her know when she should change course, she hadn’t uttered a word. Perhaps she should ask if her friend was hungry.

“Corned beef sandwich?” she asked.

“Hmm?”

“I asked if you wanted something to eat, hon.”

Penny pushed her flying helmet off her head and ran a hand through her hair, not seeming to notice her unruly brown mop was even more unruly than normal. “No, thanks. Not hungry,” she answered.

“Come on,” Doris persisted. “You’ve got to have something. Don’t think I didn’t notice you didn’t have anything for breakfast.”

“I can’t help it if I’m not hungry,” Penny pouted.

“Well, be a love and unwrap one for me then, please.”

After she’d passed Doris a sandwich, Penny left her hand resting upon her friend’s arm. “Look,” she began, “I know how curious you all are about my being married, but I can’t tell you anything at the moment. I can only think of Tom.”

As she’d been given a little opening, Doris asked, “How well do you know his brother, then? Sam, wasn’t it?”

Penny let out a huge sigh, reached into her flight bag, and pulled out the thermos. “Tea?” When Doris pulled a face—she hated the brew the airbase’s kitchen prepared and only ever drank it when in desperate need of a hot drink—Penny poured herself a cup and sat there sipping it for a few minutes before replying.

“Hardly at all,” she eventually answered. “He couldn’t come to our wedding. You see, he was an engineering officer in the merchant navy and at sea at the time.”

Doris had to work hard to stop her hands from twitching on the control yoke, as she thought she could guess what had happened. When Penny had disappeared up to bed, she’d taken the telegram with her.

“Sorry to ask, and tell me off for being nosey, but was his ship…sunk?”

Penny nodded and then clarified, “There’s only so much information they can put on those telegrams, but yes, his ship was sunk, and he’s listed as missing, presumed dead.”

“So there could be a chance he’s alive?” Doris asked, unable to keep a note of hope from her voice.

“His ship was on a convoy to Russia. If I’m being honest, I don’t hold out any hope.”

After stating her opinion, Penny went quiet again, and as Doris didn’t know how to respond, she decided to concentrate on her flying. Thirty minutes later, they came in to land at RAF Marham and were soon parked up at dispersal, near the Operations hut. Once Doris had given in her delivery chit, Penny led the way toward where Tom’s squadron was stationed, ignoring the shouts asking when they should expect the taxi to pick them up. Doris hurried back to tell them they were expecting the Anson to land in about an hour, then ran after her friend, who was striding purposefully onward.

Doris wished she’d copied Penny and left her parachute and flight bag at the ops hut. It wasn’t uncomfortably warm, but because of the flying suit and sweater she was wearing, she was sweating buckets. Wiping a hand across her forehead as she caught up with Penny, an RAF Flight Lieutenant strode past them, his arm snapping up in salute to what he obviously thought was Doris saluting him first. He then stopped in his tracks as he realized Penny hadn’t saluted him.

“Hey! You there,” he shouted toward Penny’s back. “Don’t you remember how to salute?”

“Sod off!” Penny threw at him over her shoulder without slowing down one jot. Before he could retort, she’d disappeared through an open door into the building Doris presumed housed Tom’s squadron.

His quarry no longer in sight, the officer made the mistake of trying to pick on Doris. “You there! Stand still!” Only when he came around to face her did he realize she was female. It was also obvious he’d never come across a member of the ATA before.

“What do you want?” she asked him directly, again surprising him.

“Don’t you know King’s regulations require you to salute a superior officer?” he spluttered out.

Doris realized she’d totally lost sight of Penny. “I don’t have time for this,” she muttered, hands now planted firmly on her hips. “We’re not in the forces, and I don’t have time to explain myself to some officious little fool!” she finished in her best New York drawl. Turning her back on where the little man’s mouth was doing a fair impression of a goldfish, she hurried through the door.

Inside, she found herself in a whitewashed corridor full of blue-clad RAF people striding every which way. Without a clue as to where she should go, she picked a direction and strode along looking on each door for the name of Alsop, whilst also keeping an ear out for Penny’s voice. She’d walked past an open door upon which was a piece of paper fastened with sticky tape, when she heard what she thought was her friend’s voice coming from within. Stopping, she backed up and took a close peek at the paper to find it read:

Sqn Ldr T. Alsop

Through a crack in the door, she could see Penny stood with her back to the window. In her arms was, presumably, her husband. The problem of what she should do was resolved when Penny saw her over her husband’s shoulder. She mouthed, “Canteen,” and jerked her thumb to her left. Doris nodded and pulled the door closed behind her.

It took her two wrong turns before she passed a half open door from which hung the sign she was looking for. Poking her head around, she found the room contained a number of what had probably been comfy chairs once upon a time. They now looked like the only thing holding them together was the mass of black tape each seemed bound up with. The sole occupant was a young girl who looked barely out of her teens. She had a checked scarf wound around her head to keep long blonde hair under control, and she was reading an edition of The Post.

She noticed her visitor. “Hello, love,” she said, putting down her magazine. Smiling, she asked, “You lost?”

Never one to be slow in coming forward, Doris walked into the room, flopped down gratefully into a seat next to the girl, and put her parachute and flight bag down next to her.

“No. Just waiting for a friend,” she told her, unzipping her Sidcot suit a little.

Upon noticing Doris was wearing a flying suit, the girl’s eyes nearly popped out on stalks before flicking back to where Doris was now returning her smile. “No way!” she exclaimed. “No way, are you a bloody pilot?”

“Guilty as charged,” Doris said, nodding, wondering if she was in for a round of twenty questions.

The magazine she’d been reading tucked down beside her, the girl leant forward, holding out a rather red hand. Noticing Doris’s hesitancy to take it, her cheeks reddened to match, yet she jutted her chin out in defiance and explained, “Forgot to put me gloves on when I had some washing up to do earlier.”

“We’ve all done silly things,” Doris replied, carefully shaking her hand. “Doris Winter, pleased to meet you.”

“Sharon Coates,” was the reply. “Dogsbody, cleaner, yet makes the best cup of coffee in England.”

Doris’s ears pricked up. “Coffee? You did say coffee?” She didn’t know she’d shuffled forward, though she did realize she’d unnerved the younger girl when she shoved her seat backward and her brown eyes went as wide as an owl.

“Um…”

Doris sat slowly back in her seat, placed her hands in her lap, and put a smile on her face, all the better to, hopefully, put Sharon back at her ease. “I’m sorry,” she then began. “I didn’t mean to scare you, only you said the magic word.” At Sharon’s bemused expression, Doris explained further, “Coffee.”

Sharon cranked her head to the side. “What’s so magical about coffee?”

Oh, if only she was able to wax lyrical on what was so magical, Doris thought. Afraid if she did, she might have the girl reaching for a heavy ladle, she contented herself with a condensed version of the truth. “Ever since I arrived here last year,” she said, “I’ve been deprived of a really good cup of coffee. The English are obsessed with tea, and though I’m now able to drink it, I can’t say I enjoy it.”

Sharon’s eyes were now flicking toward the door. She was either hoping someone would walk in and save her, or she was going to yell for help from the first person to pass by the open doorway.

Doris decided to condense further. “Simply put, I’ve yet to have a good cup of real coffee here. Don’t…” She decided to lean in and pretend to confide in Sharon, as she was looking more relaxed. “Don’t even start me on that Camp crap you Brits have.” She consciously pulled a face, which made the girl laugh.

To her surprise, a shine came to Sharon’s eyes, and she patted Doris’s knee before winking and getting to her feet. “You poor thing. Let me see what I can do.”

For the next minute or two, all Doris could see was Sharon’s bottom in the air as she rummaged in a lower cupboard. Various swear words accompanied her ministrations, leaving Doris bemused as to what she was doing until, “Ah-ha!” Sharon turned and displayed a small round tin in her hand. From the way she was grinning from ear to ear, you would have thought she held a gold medal from the Olympics. Retaking her seat, she undid the lid, peeked inside, presumably to confirm it contained whatever she thought it did, and then held it out toward Doris. “Take a whiff!”

Deciding whatever was in the container wasn’t going to be something nasty, Doris accepted the tin. As it neared her face, a familiar scent engulfed her nostrils, and her eyes flicked down and beheld a brown substance which only a few minutes ago had seemed about as out of reach as, say, world peace. Slightly unbelieving, she lifted the tin to her nose and took a deep breath; Doris closed her eyes and went to heaven.

“Could I interest you in a cup?” Sharon’s voice interrupted her daydreams.

Somewhat reluctantly, Doris opened her eyes and focused attention on her new best friend in the whole wide world. “Do you need to ask?”

Sharon let out a chuckle before gingerly releasing Doris’s fingers from around the tin. “I’m sorry it’s only instant, but it is American. One of our pilots had a cousin who was based at Polebrook,” she informed Doris as she waited for the kettle to boil.

Even with the prospect of coffee to savor, Doris couldn’t help but detect the past version of the verb. “Was?”

Sharon, who had been facing away from Doris whilst speaking, now turned around to face her. Unsurprisingly, considering what she was saying, there were tears in her eyes. “He was killed over France two days ago.”

The coffee forgotten, Doris got to her feet, and sensing what was the cause of Sharon’s reaction, she enfolded the girl in her arms and let her sob into her shoulder. It didn’t take long, leaving Doris to suspect she had shed most of her tears on her own over the last day or so. “Were you keen on him, hon?”

Sharon’s head bobbed against Doris’s shoulder.

“But he didn’t know you were alive, huh.”

“You could tell?” Sharon asked, turning her eyes up at Doris, who gave her another squeeze before letting her go and standing back a little.

“It’s not quite the same, but I lost my husband a number of years ago, so I can sense this type of thing. Let me guess,” she asked. “There’s no one at home you can talk to? No sisters? Mum?”

“Mum was killed back in 1940,” Sharon revealed. “It’s only me and me dad now.”

Words couldn’t help, but Doris said what was expected. “I’m really sorry, Sharon.”

Sharon stepped away, took a handkerchief from her pocket and wiped her eyes, then blew her nose. “It’s okay. These things happen, and it’s not as if there’s anything anyone can do about it. Now,” she said, doing her best to brighten up, “let’s make you this coffee. Can’t stand the stuff meself,” she added.

Five minutes later, Doris was slouched back in her seat, the look upon her face as one of who had drunk the nectar of the gods which, so far as she was concerned, was the case. After immersing herself once more in the savory scent, she turned her head. “You may have saved a life today, Sharon.”

Her young friend then pressed the tin into Doris’s hand. “Here. You have this. You’ll appreciate it more than anyone here.”

Gripping the tin as if it contained gold or diamonds, Doris took a few moments to find her voice. “Are you sure?”

Sharon patted Doris’s arm and smiled a genuine smile. “Very sure.”

Doris then sat back to enjoy her drink whilst Sharon proceeded to wipe down the surfaces, explaining she had to get the place clean and tidy, as she was due off in a few minutes. “So what brings you here?” she asked, as if she’d remembered her initial fascination of being in the presence of a female pilot.

“Delivered a Mosquito,” Doris told her, noting how Sharon was wiping the same bit of tabletop over and over again, “though I’m actually waiting on my friend, who’s got to break some bad news to her husband.” She’d prefer not to go into details with a stranger, if she could get away with it.

Sharon, however, despite her reaction to the death of the unknown owner of the coffee, certainly knew when not to push. “Must be a great life, up there in the clouds,” she mused. Doris decided not to comment. The last place you wanted to be when flying was inside a cloud.

Doris was saved from having to find anything to say when a sergeant pilot knocked on the wooden frame of the doorway and poked his mustachioed face inside. “You still up for the dance at Polebrook this Saturday, Sharon?” He then noticed the room had another occupant. “Sorry to disturb you. Stan Atkins at your service.”

Doris waved a hand toward him. “Third Officer Doris Winter, at yours.”

“Pleased to meet you, love. So,” he turned his attention back to where Sharon stood watching him. “You on?”

“Would I miss the chance to catch sight of Clark Gable? ’Course I’m on!”

Doris’s eyebrows nearly shot off her forehead.


Chapter Four

Steeling her nerves, Penny had knocked once on the door of her husband’s office and went straight in without waiting for an answer.

“Penny!” Tom sprang to his feet, an expression of absolute delight on his face. “What are you doing here?” Waving a hand at nothing in particular, he crossed the floor of the small office, closing the gap between them to wrap his arms around her waist. “Never mind. I don’t care. You’re here!”

Penny allowed herself a few moments to enjoy her husband’s strong arms before reality snapped in and she recalled the deed she had to do. From his reaction, she deduced he hadn’t heard about his brother. Reluctantly, ever so reluctantly, Penny reached around and took his hands from around her waist before leading him by the hand to the corner of the room where she lowered him into a well-worn brown, wingback armchair, taking the one opposite.

The expression of happiness slid off his face as he settled into his seat and noticed the serious one on Penny’s. He reached out and took one of her hands. “Honey, you’re scaring me. What’s wrong?”

In response, she took the telegram from an inside pocket, unsure of how she should begin. What should she say? Looking at his face, the so very handsome face she loved so much, the last thing she wanted to do was to make him unhappy. Yet the news she had to impart was going to devastate him. Though she’d never met Sam, he was a constant subject her husband brought up in conversation or in his letters. He was so proud of his brother, always saying he couldn’t do what he did, putting himself in harm’s way on the dangerous convoy routes. Penny could never make him see he did exactly the same every time he went aloft.

“It’s Sam,” she replied, and held out the telegram.

His face, the face which didn’t have enough color in it for her taste at the best of times, lost all remaining color as he took the paper from her hands. Slowly he held it up and read. She watched his eyes widen in disbelief as they scanned each word. He reread it twice before letting his hands fall back onto his lap.

Those big brown eyes, strangely reminiscent of Bobby’s, looked deep into her soul. Penny saw tears building up in them, surely matched by her own. “When did this arrive?” His voice was no more than a croak, nowhere close to his normal strong, confident timbre, and Penny felt her heart break a little bit more.

“Some time yesterday, I don’t know exactly when. They delivered it to my friend Ruth’s address by mistake.”

“And you didn’t think to call me?”

Penny had to remind herself these words were spoken because he was confused and in pain. Even so, she had to take a deep breath so she didn’t snap at him before answering, “Of course I did. I rang and rang, and the operator couldn’t get a line. In fact, Betty insisted I go to bed, as I’d worn my nerves to shreds trying to get through to you.”

With some relief, she saw Tom was gathering his thoughts. He took her hand again, squeezed it, and stroked the back with a calloused thumb. “I’m sorry, Pen. I wasn’t thinking.” He got up, kissed the top of her head, and crossed to his desk. After a little rummaging, he came back and showed her his flying log, underlining with his finger an entry from the previous night. “I was flying last night. This”—he held up the telegram—“made me forget, and I took it out on you. I’m so, so sorry.”

He looked so abjectly miserable, Penny fell to her knees before him, and he rested his head upon her shoulder. Stroking his hair, she could feel his body start to tremble, so she let him release his pain, his anger at the world and all it had done to him. “Sam. Not Sam,” he sobbed. All other words he uttered were incomprehensible.

At one point someone knocked on the door, but Penny waved Doris away before she could put more than a foot into the room, before she could see her husband crying uncontrollably into her shoulder.

It took Tom a long five minutes before his tears dried, during which all Penny felt able to do was to stroke his back and whisper what she knew were ridiculous platitudes. When he did surface, he looked her square in the eyes, not one bit self-conscious of the tear tracks lining his face. If it were possible, her love for her husband increased tenfold. Strong as oak, a fearless leader. She knew how much his men thought of him. There were other types of strong, though, and this was far more important, in her eyes, than the ability to inspire confidence to fly into enemy fire.

“Sorry for blubbing, Pen,” he told her, accepting her offer of a not-too-clean handkerchief. “Where would we be without the handkerchief, eh?”

Penny laughed. “Up the paddle without a creek!”

Tom read through the telegram once more, then folded it up and tucked it into the breast pocket of his jacket, the one over his heart. “I’m sorry you never got to meet him,” he said, reaching once more for her hand and then bringing it up to his lips and kissing each finger in turn, “but I’m glad, very glad we met.”

Penny decided she didn’t care if anyone came in. So, getting to her feet, she plonked herself down on his lap. Automatically, Tom’s arm snaked around her waist, helping her keep her balance. No more words were needed or could be said, and so far as Penny was concerned, she would stay as they were for as long as he needed.

“I’m going to miss him. Even though he was the worst squash player you’ve ever seen,” he ended with an ironic laugh. “You see this scar?” he removed a hand and put a finger to an inch-long faded white line above his left eye. “Result of a wild backhand.”

“I’m disappointed.” Penny put a pout upon her face. “I always had visions of some heroic sortie over Germany, ending with a dogfight with a squadron of Messerschmitts.” She gave him a playful slap on the shoulder. “How dare you destroy my dreams!”

****

When Doris barged in a few minutes later, the two of them had just fallen out of their seat and were rolling around on the floor.

“Oops. Sorry,” she stammered and went back out. Next came a knock at the door, closely followed by Doris’s voice. “Are you two decent?”

This only set them laughing even more until Tom managed to get himself under control enough to say out loud, “Come in!”

Doris poked her head around the door this time, though she’d taken the precaution of closing her eyes. “You sure?”

Penny heaved herself off the floor, took her friend’s hands, and led her into the room. “Very sure. You can open your eyes,” she added.

When Doris found her voice, she stared at the two before deciding to say what was on her mind. “I have to say, that wasn’t what I was expecting to see.”

Tom, now leaning against his desk with Penny by his side, frowned. “What was it you expected to see?”

Put on the spot, Doris could feel her ears begin to burn red. “Well, um, perhaps a few more tears and a little less laughter.”

Penny squeezed her husband’s hand. “Let’s just say if you’d come in a little earlier, you would have.”

Doris nodded and ventured, “So, how are you doing, Tom?”

Unsurprisingly, he took a few seconds to think before answering. “Okay, I suppose. Or,” he amended after a moment’s pause, “I will be. He’s still my brother, if he’s here or…not, and I’ll mourn him properly when we have time.”

Silence descended as they all took some time to take in what Tom had said. Penny finally broke the silence, after she’d looked at her watch.

“Doris and I had better get back to Ops. Our taxi will be due shortly.”

As if Doris wasn’t there, Tom spun Penny around so she landed with an “Oof” against his chest. He took her face gently between his hands and put his forehead against hers. “I wish you didn’t have to leave. More than anything, I do.”

Penny tenderly laid her lips upon his, and the kiss they shared was gentle, full of love, sweet.

Doris prayed the ground would swallow her up, wishing she was with her Walter and she could feel safe in his arms. Fortunately, before she could get too melancholy, Penny and Tom broke apart.

Penny glanced over to where her friend was shuffling from foot to foot. “Sorry, Doris.”

“We’re here if you need to talk, Tom, any of us. You hear?”

Tom leant across and kissed her on the cheek. “You’re a good friend, Doris.”

“Let’s see if you still think so after I’ve got the story out of her about how you two got married without letting any of us in on the secret.”

Penny and Tom exchanged slightly worried looks.

“Come on. You didn’t think I’d forget, did you? Mary’s still annoyed she wasn’t a bridesmaid!” Doris laughed.

After they’d all had a small laugh, Doris told them if they were going to make a move, then she’d need to get her things from the canteen. They both followed her out of his office and down the corridor to where Sharon sat waiting. Doris wasn’t too surprised to find Stan Atkins still there, next to the girl, chatting away.

“Afternoon, Stan,” Tom said to the sergeant.

Stan turned his head to see who’d spoken, and got to his feet. “Afternoon, sir.”

“Would you give us some privacy?” he asked.

“No problem, sir,” Stan replied. Before he left the room, he asked, “Are you up for the dance on Saturday at Polebrook, sir?”

Tom slapped his forehead before turning to his wife. “Penny, care to come to a dance? If you’re free on Saturday night, of course?”

“I suppose I could risk my feet,” she teased.

“I knew there was something I’d forgotten!” Doris exclaimed. “Well?”

Tom scratched his head, giving the matter thought. “It would be something to look forward to, wouldn’t it,” he mused.

“We could take the hack, sir?” Stan ventured.

“The Hurricane?” Penny asked, her voice disbelieving. “Unless you’ve converted it into more than a single-seater, I don’t see it’d be of any use.”

At Penny’s question, Tom shook his head. “The boys have fixed up an old De Havilland Dragon Rapide we had lying around unused, so now we’ve got our own taxi.”

“Well? What do you say, Pen?” Doris asked. “You up for it?”

“How many are going from here, Tom?” Penny asked.

“Stan!” Tom called, and the sergeant magically reappeared as if he’d been hanging around in the corridor.

“Sir?”

“You heard. How many are going?”

“Last I heard, around a dozen…” came the reply.

Sharon let out a small cough.

“Oh, and I had promised Sharon here could have a seat on the Rapide.”

“I promised you first dibs on seats when you said you’d pitch in with fixing her up. Seeing as you ended up doing most of the work, I’m a man of my word. Two seats will always be yours.”

Stan beamed and flashed a wink toward Sharon. “Great. Thanks, sir.”

“What do you think, Pen?” Doris asked again.

After a moment’s thought, Penny took a notebook out of her flying suit’s lower left pocket and consulted it. “You and me aren’t down to fly, so I assume you’d like to ask Walter?”

“My feet are willing to take the risk as well,” she replied. Walter wasn’t the best dancer in the world.

“I don’t think Mary’s flying, though I doubt very much she’d be interested, seeing as she hasn’t heard from Lawrence still. I’ll check with her when we get back and let you know.”

“We’ll be there, Sharon included, of course.” Tom made a point of including the girl, who beamed and blushed with pleasure. “We’ll fly down to Hamble to pick you up on Saturday afternoon. The dance doesn’t start until about seven, so we may as well take our time.”

“Sounds lovely,” Penny decreed, kissing him on the cheek, not noticing the surprised expressions on the sergeant’s and Sharon’s faces.

“Come on, I’ll escort you both across to Ops,” Tom said, linking his wife’s arm through his.

Doris had picked up her parachute and kit bag and was halfway out the doorway before Sharon called her back. “Don’t forget your coffee, Doris!” and lobbed the tin toward her. Doris deftly caught it between her bag and her bosom.

“Love you!” she called out before trotting to catch up with her friends.


Chapter Five

“What do you think of the collage?”

Jane Howell’s second in command, Thelma Aston, took it in hand and stretched it out, the better to admire the handiwork. When Jane first mooted the idea of inviting visiting aircrew to sign a white bedsheet, she hadn’t been sure what the reason was. Only two weeks later, it became clear. As word spread, the mess became a much more inhabited place than before Jane had the brainwave. Thelma shook her head. Such a simple idea, yet from simple ideas as this came such a boost in morale. The war news wasn’t as bad as it had been in 1940 and 1941, yet no one felt the tide had turned, so Thelma had been looking for ways to keep her hard-working girls as cheerful as possible.

“Hasn’t taken long, has it,” she remarked.

From where she was standing, Jane framed the sheet Thelma was holding taut. “There’s still plenty of room,” she decided.

“Plenty of aircrew out there,” Thelma rejoined, jumping a little as she felt a hand unexpectedly land on her shoulder.

“Sorry,” Betty Palmer said, a grin upon her face. “So this is what you get up to whilst I’m on leave! Impressive. Mind if I add mine to your collection?”

Jane held out a pen, which Betty took. With Thelma holding the previously white sheet for her, she took a little time to select her spot, and then, kneeling down on one knee, she signed, stood back up and admired her work.

Thelma let the sheet, which hung from the back wall of the main mess area, go loose and joined Jane and Betty. “This really was a great idea, boss.”

“I must agree,” she told them. Somewhat reluctantly, she tore her gaze away from the collage of signatures and cartoons. “Come on, back to work. We’ve a few pilots still out, and no one’s going home until they’re down. Anyone care for a lift?” she asked with a wicked grin.

Outside the mess was Jane’s pride and joy, an American Jeep her boyfriend, a gentleman by the name of Frank Lowlan, who had been the commanding officer of a Transport command at RAF Keevil, had presented to her. So far, no one had been able to get out of her how he’d been able to give her such a thing without getting into trouble. Loan or gift, she guarded it possessively, even going so far as to have Shirley invent a kind of lock device which fitted through the steering wheel and clipped around the gear lever, so no one could drive it without the key she always kept in her pocket.

Only a five-minute drive from the mess stood the ops hut where they all worked. The road had more than a few pot holes studding it, and Jane had a knack of finding every single one. Or so Betty and Thelma believed. With gritted teeth they clambered out, from the rear in Betty’s case, and both exchanged looks of regret. After the excitement of being driven around by Jane for the first few days she’d had her new toy, the experience of her driving overwhelmed the convenience. Jane was, simply put, a mad woman when behind the wheel.

Stretching her back and kneading her fingers, Thelma groaned and muttered, “When will I bloody well learn.”

Jane slapped her friend lightly on the back. “When you’ve decided you’re fed up with walking!”

Betty joined them on the steps, flexing her own fingers. “You may want to check your Jeep,” she told her. “I think I’ve left indents from gripping too hard this time.”

“Funny,” Jane replied, opening the door and going inside. “I’ll see you later.”

As she disappeared toward her office, Betty muttered loud enough for Thelma to hear, “If I had any spare underwear, I think I’d need to change mine now.”

****

Saturday was a glorious day of freedom, apart from Mary, who was down for a late delivery. As she’d also said when Penny had mentioned the dance to her, “Who’d I dance with?” When both Doris and Penny had offered their other halves for loan, she’d thanked them both profusely but declined politely, claiming she’d be running things too tight, as she wasn’t due back until after six, and Tom was due to pick them up sometime around five. Penny had offered to have Tom put their departure back until she was ready, but she had again politely declined.

“He won’t mind. Honest, Mary, it’ll do you good to get out, have a bit of fun,” Penny told her as they were perched on her bed.

They made a strange sight. Doris sat behind Penny, brushing her hair in readiness for putting it into a plait, whilst behind Doris, Mary was finishing drying off the American’s hair, it being short enough not to need much work and certainly not capable of any elaborate styling. However, as she was fond of saying, constantly making everyone squirm, Walter liked running his fingers through her short hair and nuzzling into her neck.

From where she was observing this strange human-worm, Betty sipped her tea and shook her head. “I don’t know how you two do it,” she mused. “This is the first Saturday you’ve both had off in four weeks, and you’ve spent most of the day trying on every dress in this house and using all the hot water, and now it’s been what”—she took a look at her watch—“an hour you’ve spent here doing hair and getting your makeup right.”

Penny hiked up the stocking she was holding and about to pull on. “I want this to be a good night for Tom,” she started to explain, turning around slightly so she could address Betty directly. “With everything, I want to look my best for him. As we can’t live together”—she picked up a tissue from beside her and dabbed a tear from her eye—“then he deserves to see I make an effort for him.”

Betty took out her own tissue. “Don’t. You’ll have me bawling.”

“Me too,” put in Doris and Mary at the same time.

“Tell you what,” Betty decided, clapping her hands. “It’s half three, and you’ve got to be at the airfield for what, half four?” Doris and Penny nodded. “Why don’t you tell us how you came to get married?”

Before replying, Penny put on her stockings, fastening the clips and flattening her slip. “I suppose I’d better, or you’ll never let me hear the last of it.”

Mary asked before Penny could start, “Are we all right to tell the others about this?”

Penny shrugged. “Go ahead, I’ve nothing to hide. It’s actually quite simple. Tom’s seen too many of his married friends and colleagues die, all of whom made it quite clear how happy they were to be married. Call it superstition, but the way Tom sees it, so long as no one knows about us…”

“But what about all the hugging and kissing yesterday?” Doris pointed out. “I doubt if Stan’s the soul of discretion.”

Penny allowed a small smile to grace her lips as she closed her eyes and savored the memory. “It’s not quite the same thing. So far as anyone he knows is concerned, I’m just his girlfriend. So long as no one knows the whole truth, he thinks it’ll be enough to put any hoo-doo to bed.”

“So he didn’t want anyone else to be there when you got married in case it got back to anyone on his squadron?” Betty reasoned.

“I guess,” Penny agreed.

“One more question, if you don’t mind?” Mary said and, when Penny shrugged her shoulders, asked, “How did you get married so quickly? Don’t you need a license or something?”

“Not to get married at Gretna Green you don’t.”

“Ah,” Betty and Mary replied at the same time.

“What’s Gretna Green?” Doris wanted to know.

Penny faced her friend, mulling things over before deciding upon the shortest way of describing the special location to her. “It’s a little place in Scotland where it’s possible to get married without having to wait for the normal amount of time, nor having to have your banns read.”

“And you’re happy with this?” Doris asked, raising her eyebrows.

Penny didn’t answer straight away, eventually saying, “It’s not ideal, but the important thing is that we’re married. I admit, I miss the white wedding thing, but if Tom’s happy…”

“Well,” Doris said, getting up from the bed and taking the towel from Mary, “if it’s what he wants, who are we to argue?” She lifted her left wrist and waggled it around. Upon it was wound a rubber band. “I don’t fly without this anymore. Human against hill, we’re always going to be on the losing side.”

“Give me a minute,” Mary told them as she hopped off the bed and hared out of the room, returning half a minute later clutching a tiny brown teddy bear. “Meet Rupert. I’ve had him since I was very, very young, and I never go anywhere without him. Before I started flying, I’d always make sure I had a large enough clutch bag to fit him in. Now, he stays in my flight bag so I don’t risk flying without him.” She glanced across at where Penny was looking a little sheepish. Clutching Rupert to her chest, she asked, “Got something to share?”

“Oh, wow, are you going to make fun of me!”

Betty leant forward in her seat, cup of tea going cold and forgotten in her hands. “I’ve a feeling this is going to be good, girls. Come on, Penny, share and share alike.”

“You don’t think I’ve shared enough?” she tried.

Doris, Mary, and Betty looked at one another and then at Penny before saying, as one, “No.”

Penny took a deep breath before shaking her head. “I’m so not going to live this down.”

“I’m even more intrigued now,” Doris broke in, clapping her hands together in excitement.

“Don’t get too excited. It’s more embarrassing than anything,” Penny warned her.

“Stop beating around the bush,” Betty put in. “Tell us.”

“I have to wear, for each flight, my lucky bra.”

For a moment, Penny thought she might get off lightly. She should have been so fortunate, as the next minute, all three of her friends dissolved into peals of laughter, Betty almost dropping her cup she was in such hysterics.

“I think I need the bathroom,” Penny muttered, feeling her ears burning red as she made her way out of her bedroom.

****

“See you later!” Penny said to Betty as she made her way, arm in arm with Doris and Mary, down the riverbank toward RAF Hamble. Neither of them noticed Shirley coming around the corner toward The Old Lockkeepers Cottage.

“Where are they off to?” Shirley asked over the gate Betty was leaning on.

“Mary’s off on a delivery, and the other two are flying over to RAF Polebrook for a dance,” she replied without thinking, or noticing the frown upon the younger woman’s brow.

Wrapping her cardigan around her, Shirley crossed her arms and stalked off back to her lodgings, though not without Betty hearing her mutter, “Would’ve been nice to be asked.”


Chapter Six

After waving Mary off in the Tiger Moth, Penny and Doris had to wait only a few minutes before they heard the drone of a twin-engine aircraft. Shortly, they saw Tom waving at them from the open door of a Rapide. Stan Atkins taxied in and pulled to a stop beside the steps of the flight line hut.

Even before the plane’s engines had stopped, Tom jumped out and ran toward Penny to take his beaming wife in his arms, kiss her soundly on the lips, and twirl her around as if he were in some Fred Astaire movie. “I’ve missed you,” he whispered into her ear, before proceeding to nibble her earlobe, causing her to squirm in delight.

Only when Doris called out, “Get a room, you two!” did they break apart. Doris held out her hand for Tom to shake, and keeping hold of it, she looked him in the eye with concern. “How are you doing? You know, after…”

Tom looked pensive as he considered Doris’s question before gazing deep into Penny’s brown eyes. Whatever he saw there gave him the courage to say, with the support of his wife’s hand in his, “Not good. Muddling through, I suppose.”

Not wanting things to get more melancholy than they were, Penny changed the subject as Stan jumped out of the biplane. “Don’t you look handsome,” she told her husband, reaching up and adjusting his off-center tie.

Tom took her hand from his tie, touched it to his lips, and informed her, “Message received, my love. If everyone would climb aboard, we’d better make a move,” he announced.

“If you’d take a seat, please, everyone,” Stan instructed, “we’ll take off as soon as everyone’s ready.”

Before anyone could say otherwise, Doris moved toward the cockpit and sat down behind Stan, who was in the pilot’s seat. “Good to see you again, Stan. Hope you don’t mind my watching,” she introduced herself, shaking his hand.

“Suit yourself, Doris. I’m Stan, and I’ll be your pilot today,” he joked, getting a chuckle from Doris who, with her back to him, didn’t spot the frown she was getting from Walter, who’d taken the seat behind hers.

Doris felt a tap on her shoulder and turned her head from where she’d been watching Stan go through his pre-flight checks.

“Hello again.”

“Sharon!” Doris treated her to a warm smile of welcome. “So glad you could make it. How was the flight down?”

Though she knew she had to stay seated, Sharon couldn’t help but bounce up and down in her seat with excitement. “Oh, ever so much fun! I’ve never flown before, so I was very nervous.” The girl spoke with such enthusiasm she didn’t appear to notice they’d taken off. “Even when we started bouncing up and down and going every which way, I found the experience so thrilling, much better than any funfair I’ve been to. I didn’t feel like being sick once!”

“Up and down? Bouncing?” Doris mused, and then shouted a question at Penny, who was holding hands with Tom a few seats down. “We’re not due bad weather, are we?”

Penny gave it some thought before yelling back, “Should be smooth as you like today!”

Doris tapped Stan on the shoulder, and his hand jerked on the control column. She felt her stomach lurch as the plane staggered. “What the hell!” she exclaimed, inadvertently smacking Walter’s hand off her shoulder. A thought struck her. “How many hours do you have on Rapides, Stan?”

The sergeant wrestled with the controls until they were back in level flight, then turned his head until he could look over his shoulder to where Doris sat, arms folded, waiting. “Including this flight?” He shrugged. “About three.”

Another hiccup followed, and Doris immediately clamped a hand on Stan’s shoulder whilst shouting over her shoulder, “Tom! I know this is your plane, but I’ve got more hours on this type than Stan here’s had hot dinners. Say it’s okay for me to take over?”

Penny had heard, the whole plane had heard, what she’d said. Sharon, being the nearest, was wide-eyed, though with excitement or nerves, it wasn’t clear. Doris noticed her boyfriend was the only one not paying attention to what was going on, or so it seemed. He was staring out the window, and she also noticed the frown he was sporting. “Everything all right?” she asked and was put aback when he didn’t answer, only continuing to stare out the window. She would have asked him what was wrong, but Tom yelled, “Go ahead!” so she decided to speak to Walter more once they were on the ground.

Doris tapped Stan on the shoulder, another lurch, and motioned for him to get up and let her take over. She didn’t comment when he held up a thumb to his boss, receiving one in return, before making way for her.

“Mind being my navigator?” Doris asked Stan as he slipped past her. “I’ve never been to Polebrook before.”

The request seemed to mollify any annoyance the RAF pilot might have felt at being usurped, and he threw her a smile. After giving her a compass heading and telling her which landmarks to look out for, Stan went back and sat in the seat next to Sharon. Doris was able to see her young friend blush. Making a mental note to quiz her later, she put on her headphones and turned to the task at hand.

Finding it slightly awkward to sit in her best dress at the control yoke, Doris hoped at least the seat was clean. A little late to worry now, she realized, and with a little judicious tucking here and there, she managed. She did have to slip her feet out of her shoes, though, so she could feel the pedals correctly, and hoped she wouldn’t snag her best stockings.

Glancing around, her eyes alighted upon something she hadn’t seen in her time flying in the UK. Resisting with some difficulty the urge to twiddle, she shouted at the top of her voice, “Hey, Penny!”

“You hollered?”

“There’s a radio!”

You could see the look of surprise on Stan’s face, so as Penny strode forward to look over Doris’s shoulder, Tom got to his feet and let Stan in on a little-known fact, at least amongst the general public. Doris and Penny had got pretty good at lip-reading whilst in their usual noisy Anson, and both shared a grin as they were sure he said, “You’re bloody kidding!”

Understanding his boss was serious, Stan hurried forward just in time to prevent Doris’s curious fingers from twisting and pressing various knobs and buttons. In the end, they agreed Doris should do the flying, which had smoothed out considerably, and Stan would handle the radio. From where he sat, Walter watched with a scowl as Stan’s hand rested lightly on Doris’s shoulder as he helped her with the navigation.

****

With their aircraft safely chocked up, Tom, with Penny on his arm, led the way toward where the sound of a band playing could be heard wafting out of a hangar’s open doors. Parked either side of the doors were two B17 bombers. As they got nearer, Penny got more and more excited, and she turned her head to say something about it to Doris, behind her. However, upon seeing her, her mouth hung open. What she saw was not what she’d come to expect as the norm.

On the days when Doris wasn’t flying and Walter wasn’t working on the newspaper, the two could usually be found together, whether taking a walk around the village, enjoying a drink outside the Victory pub, or with their friends. They were joined at the hip, as Ruth was so fond of saying. Certainly, if they were walking together, Walter would always, always have her hand clasped tightly in his. He’d brought light back into her life, Doris liked to say, after the death of her husband a good number of years before. In spite of how things had appeared when they first started going out together, she’d confided in Penny and Mary recently, just before Christmas, she didn’t feel she had to put on a show of affection now.

She hadn’t told Walter, as she didn’t want to upset him, but when they’d first started seeing each other, to be able to laugh and hold his hand in public, let alone when they were alone, she’d had to pretend she was back in high school at drama classes. Later, it was clear Doris had a newfound energy to her, over and above what everyone else considered her usual Americanism. To Penny now, this appeared dented.

“Walter,” Doris said, reaching for his hand only to find it slip from her grasp as her fingers found his. “Walter!” she snapped. “What’s wrong?”

From anger to hurt, her voice changed in an instant, and it had an effect. Walter stopped, and Stan and Sharon stepped hastily around them both, though not without a backward glance.

“Go ahead,” Doris told them, her eyes locked on where Walter still had his back to her. “We’ll catch you up.”

Ignoring the backward glances, Doris moved so she was face to face with her troublesome boyfriend. Reaching down, she took both of Walter’s hands in hers, pressing her fingernails in his palms until he looked her in the eye.

“What the hell’s wrong?” she demanded, ignoring the sting of tears in the corners of her eyes. “What have I done?”

Not giving Doris a choice, Walter looked around, stepped back and, keeping hold of her hands, moved into the shadow afforded by the wing of one of the giant B17s. When he did, he cast his eyes to the ground, unable to meet her gaze.

Worried, Doris ignored the possibility of harming her dress—she’d probably already damaged it whilst piloting the aircraft—and knelt down onto the concrete, pulling him with her until the two were facing each other. “Come on, tell me what’s wrong,” she said in what she hoped was a soothing voice. “Please?”

Without looking up, Walter replied in a voice so low Doris had to lean in close to hear what he had to say over the band. “You’ve just made me realize how stupid I am, how stupid I’ve been.”

Doris treated him to a toothsome grin. “Enlighten me about what in particular this time.”

He sighed and looked over her shoulder to where Penny and Tom stood, in Penny’s case openly watching what the two were doing. At least Tom was pretending to be gazing elsewhere. Sharon and Stan had disappeared, presumably into the hangar to have fun. “I’ve been jealous.”

“Jealous? What the hell of?”

“You.”

“Me? Why?” she asked, genuinely perplexed.

Walter took a moment to look suitably embarrassed. “I’ve been watching you and the sergeant.”

“What’s Stan got to do with it?” Doris asked.

“I thought you liked him. More than you liked me,” he finished, a little reluctantly.

At times like this Walter was very aware of the differences between two countries which supposedly spoke the same language. Culture really did make a lot of difference, as Doris, completely unfazed by the number of people milling around, threw her head back and laughed. When she’d recovered, Walter was not only flushed, but also confused.

Seeing this, Doris got herself back under control. “I’m sorry, really. Yes, what’s not to like,” she began and then hastily added, “but it doesn’t go any further. I only met him when Penny and I were at Marham the other day. You know, when she went to tell Tom about his brother. He flies with Tom, so of course I’ll be friendly to him, unless he proves he doesn’t deserve it.”

“So…” Walter began and after a moment’s thought, completed what he was going to say. “Really? You don’t like him in…any other way?”

As if to illustrate again the differences between them, Doris swatted him around the back of his head and then, before he was able to gather his thoughts, launched herself at him. The next thing he knew, she had him pinned to the concrete and was vividly illustrating her feelings toward him, kissing every part of his face she could find. By the time she let him up, Walter’s face was covered in her favorite red lipstick.

Before he could get his handkerchief out of his pocket, Doris clamped her hand over his to stop him. “Don’t you dare wipe a spot off,” she declared. “I want the whole base, including Stan Atkins,” she added, smacking his behind, “to know I love you.”

****

“Did anyone ever tell you you’ve got three left feet?” Penny accused Tom as she hobbled back to some seats a thoughtful soul had placed around the perimeter of the hangar, the farthest you could get from the band.

By her side, Tom was intrigued. “Three left feet? Don’t you think you’ve miscounted?”

With an audible sigh of relief, Penny collapsed into the nearest seat. Taking off her shoe, she straightened her stockings and then took to massaging her left foot and glaring up at her husband. “No, I think you make up a total of one and a half men who can’t dance. Oh, God, I don’t think I’ll ever walk again!”

Hoping he wasn’t going to get told off again, Tom sat down next to his wife and took her foot in his hands, massaging it for her. This time, she treated him to a smile of gratitude.

“Keep apologizing like this, and I’ll forgive you.”

Tom leant forward and kissed her knee. “I knew I could get around you,” he teased.

“Don’t push it,” she replied, taking her foot back. “Now, if you really want to get back into my books, here come Doris and Walter. Take Walter and get us some drinks.”

“Come on, Walter.” Tom clapped the younger man on the shoulder as Doris took Tom’s seat. “The ladies want some time away from us men. Give me a hand at the bar.”

Once the two had gone to find some drinks, Penny shuffled her seat a little closer until she could hear her friend over the music. One of the big hits of the year, “That Old Black Magic,” was currently being played. “Now, we’ve got rid of those two,” she began, glancing around to make certain no one was listening. She needn’t have worried, as most everyone else was on the dance floor. The nearest couple was about ten feet away and a little too engrossed in each other to notice much else. Satisfied, she continued, “What the hell just happened between you and Walter?”

Penny’s worries were allayed as her friend chuckled. “Oh, Pen, men are very silly, aren’t they?”

“So what was he doing?”

“Being very silly.” Penny gave her a playful slap on the wrist when she gave all signs of not elaborating. “He thought I was interested in Stan.”

Penny frowned, before realizing who she meant. “The sergeant who did his best to crash the Rapide?”

“Uh-huh.” Doris nodded. “I told him not to be so silly because—I loved him.”

Penny’s mouth dropped open, and it took at least a minute before she was able to find her voice. “And you meant it?”

A slow, satisfied smile came over the American’s face. “Really, really! I’ve thought about telling him for a while now, though when the moment came, it kind of slipped out.”

“How did he react?” Penny wanted to know.

“As I think I’ve told you, he’s not the best dancer…”

“There’s no man who is.” Penny added, “Tom could give him a run for his money.”

“Possibly. Anyway, he made a real effort to avoid stepping on me out there, and the whole time, he had the goofiest grin on his face. He didn’t even wipe off my lipstick marks until we came off the floor.”

“And do you?” Penny wanted to know.

“Love him?”

Penny nodded, just as Tom and the man in question appeared through the crowd, both bearing drinks.

Doris waited until they’d placed the glasses on the table before taking Walter’s hand in hers and looking deep into his eyes. “Yes, Penny. I do love him,” she said very clearly so he could hear each word, before leaning in and kissing him soundly.

As she broke off the kiss, Doris felt a heavy hand on her shoulder. Looking up, she saw a very familiar face she’d never seen in person before.

“I thought I heard the tones of a fellow Yankee. Son,” he addressed a bemused Walter, “if this little lady has her claws into you, don’t let her go. You’ll have me to answer to if you do.” Reaching down, he picked up her hand and kissed it before placing it back in Walter’s. “Take good care of her.”

He flashed them a smile, threw a quick salute the table’s way, and disappeared back toward the dance floor.

Walter stared at Doris, who looked blankly at Walter, who gave a glance at Penny.

“Yes, you were just given advice by Clark Gable.”


Chapter Seven

It was one of those May evenings where the setting sun still showed enough light for the evening to be pleasant. As far as flying went, the visibility was more than sufficient to allow flying by visual cue for a good few hours yet.

Tom and Penny had, very reluctantly so far as Penny was concerned, begun to track down their friends, as her husband had realized the time was approaching nine in the evening. “I know it’s going to go on for a while yet, but if we don’t make a move soon, we’re going to be stuck here,” she told her husband.

They were in the middle of a slow dance, arms wound around each other, both enjoying themselves immensely. “Oh, what a hardship!” Tom declared, waggling his eyebrows.

Penny pinched his arm, understanding his meaning, then pulled his face down to her level so she could reward him with a tender kiss, quickly becoming more intense as the seconds went by. Grudgingly she pulled away and answered with a deep, deep sigh, “As much as I love the idea—I hate being parted from you too—I think we’ll have to stick with my original suggestion. I’m pretty sure Betty would kill us if we didn’t come back tonight. Doris isn’t married, remember.”

Tom rested his forehead against hers and stroked her cheek with the back of his hand. “I knew I married a thoughtful lady. I didn’t know I’d married a spoilsport, though,'” he added, earning himself first another pinch for his cheek and then a toe-curling kiss.

Still with their arms around each other, Tom and Penny searched the crowded hangar for their friends. All around was a mass of heaving bodies, mostly dancing in time to the big band sound, though from what they could see, if anyone was out of time, they tended to be wearing a British uniform. Whatever they lacked in rhythm, they more than made up for in enthusiasm. Everywhere they looked, people were doing their best to forget the war and their troubles in general. The last thing either felt like doing was leaving.

As she scanned the crowd, Penny's eyes settled on a bunch of USAAF officers. She wasn’t certain, but she thought she could see Doris at the center of the group. She was about to tell this to Tom when her attention was diverted by the sight of Sharon and Stan jitterbugging past.

“You go and grab Doris,” Tom suggested, “and I’ll go and tell those two to meet us at the plane as soon as this song ends.”

“Got it,” Penny agreed and moved off, certain anywhere Doris was, Walter was bound to be nearby.

Sure enough, by the time she’d managed to elbow her way to the group of officers she’d spotted, she could see Doris sat next to, of all people, Clark Gable. Her eyes flicked up to his shoulder, and she tried to make out what rank he was but not being au fait with the system of American ranks, she came down somewhere between a lieutenant (she had a vague idea the Yanks put numbers in front) and a captain. As she rarely called her bosses Ma’am or Sir, she decided she may as well stick to, “Mr. Gable? I’m really sorry to interrupt, only I need to tear away our Doris here. We’ve a plane to catch.”

If it were possible to turn eyes into machine guns, Penny would have been stitched from stem to stern.

Whether or not he was acting, Clark took his foot off the side of Doris's chair, straightened his uniform jacket with a brisk tug, and turned the full force of his considerable charm upon Penny. Even before he’d replied, she felt the effect of his gaze upon her as she felt a flush begin to shoot up from her toes to the tip of her nose.

“My dear,” he began in his distinctive voice—to her ears she could readily imagine she was Scarlett to his Rhett—“the last thing I would do is to keep this charming young lady and,” he effortlessly added, “her young man longer than was polite.” He then shook Walter’s hand and, taking Doris by one of hers, helped her to her feet. “Ms. Doris Winter”—he kissed the back of her hand before placing it into Walter’s care—“you are an inspiration to us all, and we have enjoyed your company immensely tonight.” He waved his arms to include his colleagues, who were enthusiastically nodding in agreement.

“Well,” Penny said, once she’d managed to find her voice after they were outside the hangar, the music gradually fading into the background, “he’s quite the charmer!”

A little to the surprise of both herself and Doris, Walter answered.

“Can’t disagree there,” he said, and turning his head he kissed Doris on the cheek. “If I’m not careful, I’ll have a rival.”

Accepting the compliment, Doris gripped his hand harder than ever. “You have nothing to worry about, hon. He’s still pining after Carole.”

****

“You’re sure you’ll be able to fly this crate back okay?” Doris asked Stan with a cheeky grin, as he trotted along to join everyone else. Sharon was hanging onto his hand whilst casting a longing, wistful look back at where the dance was just winding down, though there did seem to be some kind of fracas going on amongst a group of American servicemen near the band. “It’s going to be dark by the time you leave Hamble,” she pointed out.

“We’ll be fine,” he told her, and then he was jerked to a halt as Sharon dug her heels in.

“Wait,” she squeaked, causing everyone to turn their heads toward her. “You do fly at night, don’t you?”

Stan took both of Sharon’s warm, soft hands in his. “Of course,” he reassured her. “All the time.”

“Don’t be fooled, Miss Coates,” laughed Tom. “We only let him fly when there are days with a q in them.”

She went to reply, a relieved smile upon her lips, when she realized what he’d said. “Hold on. There aren’t any days with a q in them.”

“Hence why he’s the worst pilot in the squadron and my navigator, but he’s got to get some practice in sometime,” Tom added.

This earned him a punch on the shoulder from his wife. “Stop teasing her, Tom.”

Rubbing his shoulder, he grinned and slapped his sergeant on the back. “Ignore me and accept my apologies, Miss Coates. Even if he’s my navigator at the moment, Stan here’s also one of our best pilots.”

“Didn’t feel like it earlier!” put in Doris, unable to keep out of the conversation. “We were bouncing around all over the place!”

“Cut me a little slack, Doris,” Stan pleaded. “I’ve barely flown a Rapide before.”

Still with Walter’s hand in hers, Doris went over and leant on Stan’s shoulder. “Perhaps you’d better take her up and get a little more practice in?”

“Not,” he said seriously, “going to argue with you.”

“Good idea,” Penny put in, reigning in her instinct to kiss Tom as she remembered he didn’t want anyone on his squadron to know he was married. He’d had enough trouble convincing his boss to arrange the admin on a need-to-know basis. There were a few bottles of black market whisky he’d never see again.

“Come on.” Tom clapped his hands to get everyone’s attention. “I love a bit of banter as much as the next person, but we’d better make a start. We’ve got…somewhere to be tomorrow, and we could both do with our beauty sleep.”

“Speak for yourself,” Sharon began, unconsciously reaching up to stroke Stan’s face. She only just stopped herself in time when she realized she still had hold of his hand, which she promptly dropped as if it were a hot potato, going bright beetroot red in the process.

Doris hung back as everyone started to board, and when Sharon’s turn came, pulled her aside. “Hey, I didn’t know you were keen on him.” She gestured with a nod of her head as Stan climbed aboard.

Sharon shrugged her shoulders. “Truth be told, neither did I, but as you pair went off when we got here,” Doris was honest enough to blush, “we decided to stick together. Neither of us knew anyone else here. Well, one dance led to another, which led to another, and which led to…”

“Which led to?” Doris dug her new young friend in the ribs.

Sharon took her turn to blush again, and when she spoke, she couldn’t keep the excitement from her voice. “He’s asked me out to dinner!”

Doris’s first impulse was to ask if Stan wasn’t too old for her, and was she perhaps being too hasty. Hadn’t she heavily implied, when they’d met the other day, she’d been keen on a flyer only recently killed? She was about to point this out when a burst of laughter from Penny could be heard above the racket of the de Havilland Gipsy engines of the Rapide and changed her mind. If this war, as well as her own curtailed marriage, had taught her one thing, life was too short for regrets. Young though she was, and still a little scatty, Sharon had as much right to make her own mistakes as anyone.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a shout. Looking up, she saw Walter stood in the doorway of the Rapide, calling her name. “Do you two want to walk?”

A moment before Sharon could put her foot on the step to board, Doris clasped her wrist. “If you need anything, to talk, whatever,” she hurriedly urged, “call Hamble and ask for me. I’m sure Tom will help you if you need it, too.”

Sharon ducked her head into the aircraft, catching sight of where Penny and Tom were absently, unaware of any stares, holding hands across the aisles. “Is there something more to those two than they let on?” she asked.

This took the American by surprise. Obviously, Sharon might be young in years, but she was a little wiser than perhaps she should have been. Maybe she would be okay? However, Doris replied, “Do me one favor. Don’t go poking your nose into someone else’s affairs. Okay?” To lessen the firmness of her words, Doris squeezed Sharon’s wrist once more as she leant in and whispered, “It’s personal,” and smiled before letting her climb aboard.

With a last glance over her shoulder at the hangar where she’d had such an eventful evening, Doris climbed aboard and took the seat next to Walter. She was content to let Stan pilot the plane on his own whilst she held her boyfriend’s hand.


Chapter Eight

Herbert Lawrence, known as Lawrence to everyone except his aunt Ruth, who ran the Hamble Herald and who he was certain occasionally called him by his given first name to be annoying, was feeling let down, in more ways than one—he was dangling by his fingertips from the doorway of a bombed-out store in the East End of London.

“Hold on, boss!”

If Lawrence hadn’t been so intent on not dropping onto a pile of rubble ten feet below, he’d have expended some energy to tell his assistant exactly what he could do with his advice. He’d been clinging to the ledge since he’d taken a wrong turn whilst chasing down a gang who were behind the stripping of lead from church roofs in the area, and his strength was beginning to wane.

“Any time this year, Durrell!” he yelled, using up precious energy.

Running a hand through his thinning hair, Durrell edged closer until he was able to stoop down next to where only Lawrence’s hands were visible. When his wide blue eyes appeared over the edge, a bead of sweat dripped from his brow and splashed against Lawrence’s left ear on its way down to the rubble.

Upon seeing his wide-eyed assistant hesitating, Lawrence tried a last time to pull himself up. This was a mistake, and very nearly his last. As his strength gave out, his left fingertips lost their grip, leaving him flailing in midair, still gripping the ledge by just his right hand. He’d about given up on ever asking Mary to marry him when he felt the hold of what he assumed was Durrell’s hands grasping him painfully under the arms and starting to lift him to safety, more quickly and much more roughly than he expected, as his assistant was a little on the weedy side. Before he knew it, Lawrence found himself dumped face first on the rough boards of what had been the landing of the corner store they’d tracked the gang to.

The store, long cleared of anything useful, was in a street hit hard in the bombing of London’s East End in late 1940. He’d led a small team of detectives which eventually tracked the gang to their lair. To say crime was difficult to detect in a rubble-strewn environment was putting it lightly. Some unpatriotic people would do anything to avoid aiding their country in its hour of need, and it went without saying these were often of the criminal persuasion. As time went on, they became even slyer, even going so far as to conduct their nefarious activities under the dubious cover of an air raid, disappearing into the background as the all-clear siren sounded.

His team had lucked out, Lawrence was quite prepared to admit, when one of the gang had left their battered truck before the gates at the back of the shop. Why, he didn’t know, but what mattered was a passing copper on his beat had got curious. He’d lifted up the torn and tattered tarpaulin, discovered a load of lead, and displaying a clarity of thought Lawrence intended to see rewarded, had immediately run off to call up Scotland Yard.

Levering himself up on his hands, ignoring the pain from his shredded fingertips, Lawrence found himself looking up into the rough-hewn faces of two forty-something men. The part of his brain which was still working noted neither was wearing a mask. So they weren’t worried about being identified, then. He didn’t recognize them, either, and hoped they weren’t prepared to move up in the world of crime to murder, especially of a policeman, namely, himself.

“I suppose I should say thank you,” Lawrence began, whilst his eyes were skirting for any sight of Durrell, “for pulling me up.” Behind them, sprawled in an untidy heap, was Durrell. He was unmoving, blood bubbling from his open mouth.

“Blame him,” said the one to Lawrence's left, nudging his smaller compatriot none too gently in the ribs before Lawrence had the chance to ask about his colleague.

“He’s a copper, Bill!” retaliated the other, earning himself a punch to the side of his head.

“Shut it!”

“But what’re we going to do? He’s seen our faces!”

The one called Bill stretched up to his full, considerable height and, with no warning, grabbed hold of his smaller colleague by the collar of his tattered shirt, lifted him from his feet, carried him with no apparent effort to the edge of the doorway, and tossed him out.

“And now he knows my name!” he yelled down at where his erstwhile colleague lay broken and unmoving in the rubble-strewn yard.

For the first time he could recall, Lawrence froze. Not through fear, through shock. Death was far more to the forefront of everyone’s existence than before the war came. Still, even taking this into account, on the home front it usually came from the results of enemy bombing or accidents. This was the first time Lawrence had witnessed someone being murdered before his eyes, and he was shocked to realize he didn’t know what to do. His inaction was about to cost him.

Whilst this had been going through his mind, the one called Bill had turned his attention to him. “Now, to get rid of my other problem,” he told Lawrence, bending down and putting his face close to the policeman’s. In spite of his fear, the overwhelming stench of rotten teeth and chewing tobacco made him avert his head. As he did so, the man reached down and grabbed the back of his collar, giving the policeman a clear view of a tattoo, HMS Vindictive, in large green letters across an anchor. The hand appeared to have been badly burnt, with two fingers missing. With little apparent effort, he turned Lawrence around in one swift movement and heaved him toward the gap through which he’d just thrown his colleague.

“Nothing personal, copper,” he told him, as if they were in a cheap thirties gangster film, “but I can’t leave you alive now.”

The next moment, Lawrence felt himself being hoisted into the air, followed by a momentary feeling of weightlessness, overwhelming pain, and then, mercifully, everything went black.


Chapter Nine

“All right, all right!” Ruth yelled down the stairs. “If my bath water gets too cold, I’ll murder them!”

Making certain her bathrobe was securely fastened, Ruth pulled open the front door, her mouth open to let fly, and was pulled up short by the sight before her.

Leaning against a taxi was her nephew, Lawrence, and he was a sight. The most obvious injury was the cast he had on his lower left leg, the trouser leg slit to the knee. His right arm was in a black sling, and his face looked like he’d gone ten rounds with a heavyweight boxer. Somehow, she resisted the urge to throw herself at him, though her hands did fly to her mouth before she recovered her senses and picked up the rucksack beside him on the ground.

“Good to see you, Aunty.” He gave her what would normally be a very handsome grin, yet in the circumstances only twisted his features rather grotesquely. “Could you pay him, please?” Lawrence nodded his head toward the waiting driver. “My wallet’s in my rucksack, and frankly, I’m too stiff to bend down.”

Her bath forgotten, Ruth fished in his bag, paid the driver, and bid him a good day. She then turned back, the rucksack over one shoulder, a hand under his left elbow, not missing the wince upon his face, to help him as he hobbled in with the aid of a crutch on his other side. Once inside, Ruth placed his rucksack down by the coat rack and led him into the kitchen.

She sat down opposite him and surveyed her nephew. “To what do I owe this unexpected return? You do know you’ve interrupted my morning bath?”

When he didn’t come back straight away with his normal rejoinder, Ruth looked closer, past the black-and-blue bruises pasted all over his face. He appeared more than physically tired, and he held his head as if he were beaten. This was not how she was used to seeing him. He’d left her care back in January, strong and happy after spending as good a Christmas as was possible during wartime, particularly as he and Mary from next door were getting on so well. She’d had hopes he’d ask her a certain question. The hat had even been picked out!

Then he’d been called back to London, which hadn’t really been a surprise, as he was a member of Special Branch, but everyone who had eyes could see his heart was no longer in it. Only after he’d gone did Ruth think she should speak to him about it. Whatever the job he’d been assigned to when he’d got back to the capital, though, had taken him out of contact with them all. As well as herself, Mary had been particularly hard hit. She’d been unable to hide it and had spent most of her off-duty hours moping around, seemingly, given the little Ruth saw of her.

From the look of him, now was not the time to bring up the lack of communication. “What happened?”

A brief smile graced Lawrence’s face and then disappeared, as if it hurt him too much. “I see some things don’t change. I would say you should see the other guy, only you wouldn’t want to, in this case.”

A clattering of feet coming down the stairs caused their heads to turn as the worried face of Shirley appeared around the door. Scraping her hair out of her eyes, eyes which widened upon seeing they had a visitor, she put her hands on her hips. “I was wondering what all the ruckus was. Good to see you again,” she said in Lawrence’s direction before disappearing back upstairs.

“What’s up with her?” he asked, puzzled, leaning back into his seat.

Ruth got to her feet to put the kettle on. “I have no idea. She’s been keeping to herself for a week or so. Goes to work, has her evening meal, and then holes up in her room. From what the girls tell me, she’s been avoiding them too.”

“If I had the energy,” he told her after the kettle had boiled and she’d set a cup of hot tea before him, “I’d go and get what’s wrong out of her. I assume you’ve tried?”

“Of course,” Ruth replied, blowing into her cup.

When Lawrence didn’t comment further, Ruth decided changing the subject to what was her immediate concern wouldn’t do any harm. “Are you going to tell me what happened? Or do I have to beat the truth out of you?” she finished, pretending to reach for a heavy wooden rolling pin.

“You’ll never get a better chance,” her nephew found the energy to joke. Taking a good sip of tea, he let out a long sigh of pleasure before eyeing up his waiting aunt. “I can’t tell you the full version anyway, so here’s the abbreviated one. A raid I was on went wrong. I wound up hanging by my fingertips from a bombed-out shop when the…we’ll call them ‘men’… found me. A bit of an argument ensued, and the larger of the two threw his mate to his death, followed by myself.”

Ruth’s face had a look of horror on it, and Lawrence had to fight off the strange urge to try to convince her he wasn’t a ghost. He reached out and took her hand in his good right one, soothing the back of it with his thumb. “It’s all right. Look.” He gestured as best he could with an arm in a sling. “I’m still here, still fighting.”

“Hmm,” was the initial response he got, from a frankly disbelieving Ruth. “I don’t suppose if I push you’ll tell me more details…” When Lawrence didn’t show any signs of filling in the gaps, she contented herself with a fierce look, which was wasted upon the tired young man. She then asked, “I would at least appreciate knowing how you came to be injured and, well, not dead, if you were thrown too?”

A dark expression settled on Lawrence’s face, likely as unpleasant memories came to the surface. Without preamble, he told her, “Let’s just say, most of me landed on top of the thug who went first.”

“Most of you?”

Lawrence nodded. “He took most of the force of my fall, but my leg and wrist hit the rubble.”

Ruth winced, and he could see the effort it took not to reach across and squeeze his hand. “And how long ago was this?”

She wasn’t certain, but Ruth would bet anything underneath his bruised and battered face was a man going red with embarrassment. Sure enough, he lowered his head before replying, “About a week ago now,” he admitted.

“A week ago!” Ruth couldn’t help but shout. “Where have you been since then?” she demanded.

Lawrence was savvy enough to know not to lie to her, “Well, for the first five days, I was laid up in hospital.”

“Then what happened?” she wanted to know.

“Then my boss came and told me to stop taking up a bed someone else needed and to get my,” he paused to cough, “ass on three weeks’ sick leave. He didn’t say where I couldn’t go, so here I am. I hope you don’t mind my just turning up, Aunty.”

Her face appearing a little more relaxed now, Ruth finished her tea off before replying, “It does seem to be a habit of yours, this turning-up lark.” She put her cup into the sink and came and knelt down beside him. “So tell me what you’ve got. I can see you’re black-and-blue about the face, though from what I can see,” she added, peering closely and making him squirm a little, “nothing much a while longer won’t fix.”

“Cracked shin bone,” he informed her, waggling his right foot, “and a broken wrist,” he added, waving the cast in its bandage.

Getting to her feet, Ruth fixed him with what he’d come to think of as her editor stare. “Is the swine who did this to you behind bars?”

The silence greeting this question, together with the scowl, was enough of an answer for Ruth, and she was wise enough not to push.

****

Early Monday morning, Ruth popped her head around the door into her lounge and frowned. The settee was empty. Closing the door, she padded into the kitchen in her slippers to find her nephew leaning against her kitchen table, boiling some eggs.

Upon seeing her standing in the doorway, Lawrence used the table to hobble around to kiss her good morning. “Take a seat, Aunty. Boiled eggs coming up!”

“I thought the purpose of sick leave was to take it easy,” she enquired, nevertheless taking a seat as he suggested.

Winking at Shirley as she slinked into the kitchen nearly as silently as a cat would stalk a mouse, he served up an egg before each lady and added a rack of freshly grilled toast.

“I’m impressed,” Ruth declared. “Last year, I was always worried when you decided to make a cup of tea! Something you’re not telling us?”

Though Shirley gave no sign of wishing to take part in the conversation, Lawrence could tell by the way her eyebrows were twitching she was hanging on his every word. No matter which way he’d phrased his questions last night about her, Ruth hadn’t been able to shed any light on what was troubling the girl. She’d been meaning to catch up with Betty and her gang of girls next door at The Old Lockkeepers Cottage, but she hadn’t managed it yet.

Putting his concerns aside, he pulled his chair out and cracked open his egg, and whilst buttering his toast, told her, “Nothing exciting. You may not have noticed, but I was paying close attention to you all the while I was here last time.”

Somewhat to his and Ruth’s surprise, Shirley snorted tea out of her nose. Well, some reaction was better than none.

“Something you want to say, Shirley?” he asked.

Shirley wiped her nose. “Not really. Ignore me,” she said and then proceeded to studiously munch on her toast.

Lawrence and Ruth exchanged raised eyebrows. At least she was still capable of conversation before elaborating, as Ruth had kept her raised eyebrows aimed squarely at him. “All right, all right! Lower the eyebrows, Aunty. I was paying attention in case I wanted to become serious with Mary.”

Shirley let slip all pretense of not listening—her taking a bite of toast and failing to connect with the bread was a bit of a giveaway—so she said, “Do tell.”

Lawrence proceeded to go beetroot red, and neither woman helped him out by saying a word. The silence hung in the air for a minute or two before he breathed a sigh of resignation. “Okay, I am serious. But you can’t tell her,” he hurriedly got out, as Ruth’s hands had flown to her mouth, and she was giving every indication of letting out a squeal and possibly running to Betty’s.

“Spoilsport,” Ruth mumbled, savagely attacking her toast.

Lawrence finished off the last of his breakfast before informing her, “Don’t fret so, Aunty. If anything happens, you’ll be the first to know.”

“Bloody well better be.”

Ruth didn’t trouble to keep her voice down, whilst Shirley gave a cough. “I’d better get going,” she said, getting to her feet.

“Hold on!” Lawrence said, making a grab for his crutch as he tried to rise. He missed, and he failed to fall down only because both Ruth and Shirley grabbed hold of an arm each. “Thanks,” he mumbled sheepishly, before turning back to speak to Shirley. “Do you mind if I come with you? I’d like to say hello to everyone on camp.”

“So long as you’re all right with going straight there,” she replied.

Lawrence’s brows knitted together. “Um, is there any reason you don’t want to stop off next door and walk in with the girls?”

The pause was barely long enough for Ruth and Lawrence to look at each other. Again, Shirley didn’t elaborate. Instead, she walked out into the hall, put her coat over her arm, picked up her gas mask case and bag, and called over her shoulder, “You ready?”

Ruth put a hand on Lawrence's arm, restraining him from hobbling after their unhappy mechanic. “Don’t push it.”

“With what?” he asked.

“Her, and your leg!”

“The leg will be fine,” he answered, slapping the top of his bad leg and promptly wincing in pain.

“Sure, and I’m a Sunday Times writer,” Ruth responded.

“You could be,” Lawrence replied with a grin.

“Stop trying to change the subject,” she actually snapped at him, before continuing in a milder voice, “Look, I’m only thinking of you.”

Mollified, Lawrence rested his hand on his aunt’s. “I know. And I will be careful, honestly, but I really want to do this.”

Ruth studied her nephew for a minute before nodding once. “Okay, but so you know, if you want to see Mary so badly, why not just say so?”

Lawrence took his crutch, placed it under his arm, and lurched out of the cottage as best he could, to catch up with Shirley, who was standing, impatiently tapping her foot, by the garden gate.

“So you know,” Shirley informed him, her face carefully neutral, “if you want to stop off and call for Mary, you’re on your own.”

She then strode off, slightly too quickly for Lawrence to be able to keep pace. Indeed, when they got to The Old Lockkeepers Cottage, its occupants were walking down its path.

Doris had just opened the gate as Lawrence stumbled and nearly fell. Her head snapped up at the scraping sound of his crutch on the ground. A wide smile broke out on her face, and she called over her shoulder, “Hey, Mary! You’ve got a visitor!”

Mary had already seen, though. Her ATA cap slid off her blonde locks, her emerald eyes snapped wide open, and forgetting all decorum, she rushed up the path, nearly knocking Doris over the garden gate as she flew into Lawrence’s open arms, receiving a rap on her ankle from his crutch for her troubles.

Only when the two of them resurfaced for air, two minutes or so later, did they become aware of their audience. “I assume you’re pleased to see him, then, Mary?” Penny asked, not bothering to hide a smirk.

Nuzzling her reddening face into Lawrence’s shoulder, she replied indistinctly, “Possibly.”

“Possibly, my Great Aunt Fanny!” put in Betty, linking an arm through one of Doris’s. “Anyway, you can tell us all about what you’ve been up to, and why you’ve left our Mary on her lonesome for so long, whilst we walk to work.”

Stuffing his crutch more firmly under his arm, Lawrence accepted Mary’s hand in his cast-clad hand, having left his sling at his aunt Ruth’s, and looked up the riverbank at Shirley’s receding back.

Mary put into words what everyone was thinking: “What’s up with Shirley?”


Chapter Ten

Even a glorious mid-May morning couldn’t right the sour mood between the newly reunited Mary and Lawrence. As they walked the mile and a half to RAF Hamble, no one noticed they were being quacked at by a territorial duck, as the sun was doing its best to burn off the remaining morning mist.

“And you’re certain none of you know what’s wrong with her?” Lawrence asked for the umpteenth time as they came to the gate and waited for the guard to finish signing him in. Fortunately, the corporal remembered him from when he’d been undercover as a pilot the previous year and there were no problems, though he did have to suffer some good-natured ribbing when he showed him his warrant card.

Making their way to the mess, Mary reiterated, “No. What, did they forget to check your hearing after you fell?”

“Not quite fell,” he retorted, only Mary wasn’t going to let him get away lightly.

“I prefer to call it ‘fell,’ ” she told him in her best stern voice. “If I have to think of you being thrown out of a bombed-out building once more, I’ll never get the image out of my mind. Understand me?”

Reaching up to cup her cheek in his hand, Lawrence did his best to appease her, his own eyes shining in his still badly bruised face. “I do understand, and I am sorry. I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you about where I was, so sorry. I’ve missed you very, very much,” he finished, gazing into her eyes and leaning down to press his lips against hers.

A moment before they connected, someone cleared their throat. “Ahem.”

Lawrence’s head snapped up and looked over Mary’s shoulder to find, “Jane!”

Flight Captain Jane Howell stood a foot or so behind Mary, her hands planted upon her hips, a huge grin upon her face.

“Herbert Lawrence,” she declared, “a little bird told me you were back.”

“Perhaps my sainted Aunt Ruth?”

The three of them followed Betty, Doris, and Penny into the mess and lined up behind them for the first cup of tea of the day, something each and every one of them looked forward to, excepting Doris. Now she had a small stash of coffee, since visiting RAF Polebrook, her complaints about every cup of tea she drank had become even more vociferous. In fact, right then, she was exercising her vocal cords.

“Would it be so much to ask, Mavis, to put some flavor into the tea? I know you can’t give me a coffee, but would it really be so much to ask?”

Everyone within earshot turned to face where the morning’s entertainment was gearing up.

Mavis, all of five feet nothing in her stockings, plumped up her considerable bosom, patted her blue-rinse perm, and prepared for battle. “Third Officer Doris Winter,” she began, ignoring the queue awaiting their turn at the tea urn, “I really don’t know how many times I can tell you, there’s only so much you can do with the tea we get in.”

“I know, Mavis,” Doris retorted in time-honored fashion.

“Reckon anyone will say anything different today?” Penny asked of Betty, not bothering to keep her voice down.

“Not a chance,” Betty replied, sipping her tea along with Penny, both having long since learned to get into the mess before their American friend.

“Then what do you expect me to do about it?” Mavis was enquiring.

“I don’t know!” Doris said, throwing her arms into the air. “Something, anything!”

Pushing the American’s slowly stewing cup of tea toward her, Mavis looked Doris in the eye and advised, “Well, you be sure to tell me when you do think of something.”

The morning entertainment came to an end, and half the people in the mess turned back to their breakfasts.

Taking up her cup, Doris sipped, winced, and made her way past her nemesis. “I’ll see you later, Mavis.”

“I don’t remember you being this awkward before,” Lawrence pointed out when Doris joined them.

Penny made certain she was out of Doris’s reach before telling him, “She’s only been like this since Mavis appeared on the scene. Otherwise, she’s been a real sweetheart, as I believe the Yanks say.”

Doris grimaced as she forced more tea down. “It’s not my fault she always bites,” she retorted.

“Truth be told, she’s not only been cantankerous as all heaven with my staff, but also miserable as hell,” said Jane.

“I think she’s missing her son. He shipped overseas a few weeks ago,” put in Betty. “I believe Doris picks the arguments with her to try to take her mind off her worries.” Doris shrugged in acknowledgement. She nudged Mary, who was leaning against her boyfriend’s good arm. “Almost as much as she’s missed you. If you’d have written, at least she may not have been in a bad mood all the time!”

“Enough teasing, please,” Lawrence pleaded. “She knows in my line of work I may not be able to write to her. Also, I don’t think I’m strong enough yet to hold this in check,” he added, then hastily amended at seeing the fire blaze in his girlfriend’s eyes. “I’d never want to try, of course.”

“Nice save, buddy,” Mary told him, giving him a kiss on the cheek as a reward.

“Can’t have landed too hard on his head after all,” Doris teased.

At the mention of his injuries, Mary laid the back of a hand upon his cheek, clearly seeing the wince he was unable to hide.

“So you wanted to come on base because…?” Jane asked.

Lawrence shrugged. “I do want to spend as much time as I can with this one,” he started, earning himself another kiss and a roll of the eyes from everyone else, “but I also wanted to prevent Aunt Ruth from mothering me to death if I stayed lounging around her cottage. She’s got much better things to do with her time than take care of me. I can take care of myself,” he finished.

Mary sat back into her seat and regarded her battered boyfriend before announcing, “The evidence before us would seem to indicate otherwise.”

Lawrence moved his strapped-up leg and winced in pain again. “Well, okay, this time I came off second best.”

“From what you told us,” Mary told him, in all seriousness, “you landed on the only one who came off worse!”

“A little luck never hurts,” he answered after giving it a moment’s thought.

Mary shoved her seat back so forcefully it clattered into the wall, and before anyone could stop her, she was on her feet and had grabbed Lawrence by the shirt collar, actually heaving him off his seat. “Now you listen to me! I love you, but if you ever pull anything like this again, I personally will see you live to regret it!” She let him go, and with a thump, he fell back into his seat, a look of shock on his face mixed with awe as he gazed up into the furious face of his girlfriend.

Lawrence opened his mouth to speak but was quickly shushed into submission by every other lady at the table. For once, he didn’t need to be told twice.

“Now we’ve established who wears the trousers,” Jane put in, unable to help herself, “I’ll leave a note at the guardroom to the effect you’re to be admitted whenever you wish. Just remember you’ll have to sign in and out, though. Agreed?”

Lawrence held out his hand. “Agreed, and thank you. Oh, I should also thank you for my getting promoted, Jane. The powers that be were so happy with the outcome from my time here last year that they made me a Detective Inspector.”

“You never mentioned this before!” Mary accused him, fixing him with a stare fit to freeze water.

Lawrence shrugged, hoping his girlfriend wouldn’t add to his injuries. “You know me. I never like to blow my own trumpet.” Mary, after a few seconds’ indecision, gave him a congratulatory kiss.

Jane pushed her seat back and got to her feet. Centering her cap upon her head, she surveyed her colleagues. “If there’s no more drama, then I suggest we make a start. There’s a busy program today, girls, and the sooner you get started, the sooner you’ll finish.”

“Boss!”

Looking around, Jane spotted the cook waving a hand in her direction, so she went over to see what he wanted. “Doris!” Jane called and waited until the American had hurried over to her side.

“You called?”

“Phone call for you. It’s Walter. Don’t be too long, please. The taxi takes off in fifteen minutes,” she advised as she made way for the girl to go behind the servery and take the call.

****

When Doris caught up with everyone else, apart from Lawrence, who was lounging on the steps of the flight line hut, she was in as foul a mood as Mary had been.

“That’s the bloody weekend gone!” was the first thing out of her mouth after she’d entered and thrown down her kitbag where it bounced up against her locker.

Penny paused midway through tugging on a flying boot. “Going to need a little more information.”

“Walter’s only gone and joined the Home Guard!” Doris revealed, flinging her locker open with such venom it rebounded back and caught her on the elbow.

“Good for him,” Mary declared, seemingly in much better spirits.

“What do you mean, good for him?” Doris demanded as she tried to shove two arms down one armhole of her sweater.

Whilst Penny helped Doris figure out how to dress herself, Mary tried to think of a way to put things which wouldn’t get her shouted at again. In the end, she settled for logic. “Well, he has been trying to figure out how he can do his bit, as he can’t get into the Regulars.”

Doris’s head finally appeared through the neck hole. “We won’t be able to go out and have fun anymore!” she moaned. “Terrific!”

Now dressed and ready for her first flight of the day, Penny came and sat down next to Doris and took over the task of putting on her flying boots, as she was trying to force them onto the wrong feet. “Don’t you think you’re being a little unfair on him? You can’t have missed how depressed he seems to get after listening to the war news.”

With someone helping her look like a pilot, Doris sat back and gazed upon the far wall in thought. Whatever she saw—and as the only distraction was some enemy aircraft identification posters, so it can’t have been them—it must have helped, as she appeared calmer after the minute she’d taken out. “I know you’re both right, but I’m worried.”

Penny stood up and held out a hand to help Doris to her feet. “What are you worried about? It’s only the Home Guard. He’ll be fine.”

“Penny’s right,” Mary assured her, joining the pair as they slung their kitbags over their shoulders and picked up their thermos flasks. “He won’t get sent abroad to fight.”

Doris had turned her face away when Mary had spoken, and when she turned back, there were tears in her eyes.

“Oh, my God! What is it? What’ve we missed?” Penny demanded, clamping Doris’s shoulders with her hands.

“I’m probably being silly, but what if…what if he’s killed? I don’t think I could take losing him, like I lost my Donald!”


Chapter Eleven

Thursday hadn’t been a good day so far as Doris was concerned. Weatherwise, it had been beautiful, so no arguments there. However, this was the only thing she believed had gone right.

As soon as she’d put the phone down on Walter, she’d wanted to follow her instincts and report sick, only Jane would never have believed her. She’d been planning a weekend to remember for the two couples in her life, Mary and Lawrence, and Penny and Tom. Walter had finally, he’d told her, come to terms with her being a millionairess, and so she’d decided, as the married pair hadn’t had a honeymoon—or even, so far as she could ascertain, a decent celebratory meal—she’d treat them all to a slap-up meal at the poshest restaurant they could find. Money often talked at these places, and the one thing she wasn’t short of was money. It wouldn’t be fish and chips, either!

However, Walter declaring he’d joined the Home Guard and would be away for training at the weekend threw a spanner in the works. She’d flown off the handle, even going so far as to accuse him of wrecking her plans deliberately, something she came to regret, as he hadn’t known about them. Of course, he’d denied it. Before Walter had a chance to reason with her, she’d flung the receiver down, earning herself a dirty look from Mavis, and stormed off.

Upon taking off, she’d seen Shirley standing with her hands in her pockets, watching them, her face a picture of misery. This made her recall they still hadn’t talked to her about why she was avoiding them. It almost made her sick to the bottom of her stomach. In the time it took for the Anson to drone its slow way to the Maintenance Unit for their first pick-up of the day, she’d gone back in time in her mind to try and pinpoint when their young friend had become so…unfriendly.

Penny was piloting the Anson today, with Mary beside her in the co-pilot’s seat. Doris was cooped up in the rear with another couple of girls, all sitting upon their parachutes. She thought the others’ names may have been June and Susie, or could they be Charlotte and Essie? Since she’d begun in the Air Transport Auxiliary, she’d realized it was like most other places. Once in a group, you stayed there and only liaised with others when necessary. To help pass the time until they arrived at their destination whenever she was flying the taxi, Penny had started to tune in music over the radio, and as Doris was pondering the problem, on came Glenn Miller’s “Little Brown Jug.” It may not have been a lightbulb moment, but it did have the same effect, and she involuntarily shot to her feet, promptly banging her head on the fuselage roof.

Fortunately, they landed barely ten minutes later, and as the other two girls—Trixie and Janet?—made their way over to collect their assigned aircraft, Penny and Mary held back.

“What the devil?” Mary asked, reaching up and touching the top of Doris’s head. “No bump. Lucky,” she commented.

Doris gave her head a little shake. Bump or no bump, she was developing a headache, not her favorite thing to fly with, so ignoring the quizzical stares of her friends, she dry-swallowed a couple of aspirin. Once this was done, she told her friends what had caused her to be so careless.

“I saw Shirley on the flight-line when we took off, and it got me thinking about why she could be upset with us. I haven’t been able to talk to her yet, and I don’t think either of you have either.” She paused whilst Penny and Mary both shook their heads. “Didn’t think so. Anyway, I think I’ve figured it out. You remember the hangar dance? Of course you do. Well, when we got the invitation to go, I didn’t think of her, and I don’t think either of you did either. I think we’ve hurt her feelings, as she obviously knows about it.” She added, “Think about it. Wouldn’t you want to go? Especially if you’re young and there was a chance to meet a Hollywood idol?”

Both Penny and Mary’s faces fell as what Doris explained hit home.

“She’s going to think we don’t like her anymore!” Mary declared, raising and then dropping her arms, her kitbag flopping to the ground besides her.

“Surely not?” Penny asked, though she didn’t sound very confident.

“No, Doris is right,” Mary told her, with a shake of her head. “She has to be. Remember what she went through when we first met her? How long it took for her to believe she had some friends?”

“And look at how we’ve behaved,” added Doris. “It’s no wonder she probably hates us right now.”

All three stood lost in their thoughts until Penny broke the silence. “Come on. We can’t stand around all day. You two had better get to work. We’ll sort it out with her when we get back tonight.”

****

Already feeling down, the icing on the cake, or so she’d thought, had been the type of aircraft Doris had been assigned to fly. The love of flying and a desire to contribute to the war effort had been the reasons behind her joining the ATA. Occasionally someone would ask what a Yank was doing in King Arthur’s Court instead of serving in the American equivalent. After rolling her eyes and counting to ten so she wasn’t tempted to hit the idiot who’d asked the question, she’d patiently explain she was making a real contribution to the war effort in the ATA, whereas the American WASPs (Women Airforce Service Pilots) did not have anywhere near the same level of respect and weren’t allowed to do the same job as the equivalent man. The fact she also didn’t want to live in her native country, as she was still getting over her husband’s death, had a great deal to do with it, too.

As she’d settled into her second Fairey Albacore of the day, she’d reminded herself that every delivery couldn’t be a Spitfire. Her third and final delivery was a slightly more comfortable, though with an open cockpit, Miles Magister. She’d done her job as required, smiled when she’d handed in her delivery chits to the ops rooms, and generally tried to put a brave face on things. She’d learned very quickly it wasn’t the done thing to share her own worries with other than close friends. Everyone had worries, and a stranger wasn’t being rude when they showed no interest in you if you had a moan. Everyone had only so much attention and interest for strangers. Consequently, by the time Penny had picked her up for the trip back to Hamble, her head was throbbing, and she felt like a really good scream could be in order.

Jane sometimes waited around to greet the final incoming taxi flight of the day, and when she did, there was usually a good reason. When Penny turned in to land, Doris could see the familiar shape of their boss standing on the steps of the flight line hut. When her friend pulled up the Anson to a halt and Greta—or Yvette?—opened the door, the expression upon Jane’s face was not a happy one. This impression was enforced when she didn’t acknowledge either of those girls as they passed her.

Once the engines had finally wound down enough for them to hear each other, Mary quizzed her friends. “Do either of you know if you’ve done anything?” Both gave a moment’s thought before shaking their heads. “Me either,” said Mary.

It didn’t take long for them to find out what was wrong or, rather it didn’t take long for Doris to get a sinking feeling. “Can you come with me, please, Doris? I need to speak to you, alone.” So saying, Jane started to stride off before stopping and turning her head. “Change first, please,” she added, then recommenced heading toward the ops hut and her office.

Once they were sure their boss was out of earshot, Penny hurried them off to the flight line hut, slammed the door behind her, and turned toward where Doris was hurriedly stripping off her Sidcot suit. “Any idea?” she asked.

Doris shook her head from underneath her jumper, where her slightly muffled voice replied, “Not a clue.”

No more discussion was necessary, and within ten minutes, the three of them stood outside Jane’s office. Doris knocked on the door, and, “Come in,” came the answer.

Jane stood leaning against her desk, and when the door opened, her eyebrows shot upward. “I don’t believe my invitation was for anyone but Doris,” she stated.

For the first time in a while, Jane was treated to the sight of Penny and Mary speechless.

Before either was able to think of anything to say, Jane advised, “You two should get off back home. I don’t know how long this will take.”

So saying, she reached out and took Doris by the hand, guided her into the office and toward a chair, then gently closed the door on her friends.

Settling herself into the chair, Doris tried to make herself comfortable, only she was unsettled, as she didn’t know why she’d been called into the office. Things weren’t helped by her boss taking the seat behind her desk and picking up a piece of paper before speaking, all of which added to the ominous atmosphere.

Doris cleared her throat. “Um, er, have I done something wrong, boss?”

Jane put the paper down and slowly lifted her eyes to look at where Doris was waiting expectantly. “Possibly.”

Not a lot of help, Doris thought, a frown making an appearance, and she told Jane so. “You’ll have to be a little clearer, Jane.”

Looking decidedly awkward, Jane cleared her throat, then picked up and put down the same bit of paper without appearing to look at it. “It’s like this, and please bear in mind I’m only telling you what I’ve been contacted about.”

Doris leant forward. “You’re making me very nervous,” she told Jane.

“Sorry,” she answered, getting to her feet. “I didn’t intend to.” She came around from behind her desk and pulled up a chair so she could sit next to the American. “Look. I’ve had a letter from the adjutant of the 351st Bomb Group at RAF Polebrook.” Doris settled back, and a smile came to her face at the memory. This was wiped away by Jane’s next words. “They want to know if you know anything about a special handkerchief belonging to a certain Captain Clark Gable? Think carefully before answering.”

Fighting down her first impulse to declare that of course she knew about it, Doris gave the matter some thought, trying to think what Jane could mean. When nothing came to mind, she shook her head and waited to hear what Jane had to say next.

“You don’t know anything about it?” Jane asked again.

“I saw it,” Doris cleared up, “when he showed it to me. It had loads of signatures on it, if I remember right.”

“Nothing else?”

Doris frowned, not knowing what Jane could mean.

“Look, what’s this all about? What did the letter say?”

“According to what’s in the letter, this handkerchief has gone missing,” Jane told her.

Still puzzled, Doris sat back and folded her arms before asking, “What the hell’s that got to do with me?”

Obviously uncomfortable, Jane leaned toward Doris and filled in the blanks, “It was presented to Mr. Gable at a leaving party for him in Hollywood, and those signatures were all by his friends. They’ve told me he’s come to think of it as a lucky talisman, and we both know how serious us flying types take these things.” Doris could only nod. What she was told next left her with her mouth hanging open. “Apparently, you were the last person he remembers giving it to.”


Chapter Twelve

Penny and Mary were waiting outside the ops hut when Doris came out of Jane’s office. She didn’t appear to notice either of them at first, as when she came down the wooden steps, she simply walked straight between them and off toward the guardroom. It took a moment and an exchange of stupefied looks between the pair before they turned on their heels and hurried to catch their friend up.

“Hold on!” Penny shouted.

It took their combined efforts, and even then it was not until they’d actually gone through the barrier at the guardroom and were nearing the turn leading to their cottage that they were able to persuade Doris to stop and talk. It took a few minutes before she was able to find her voice.

“I can’t believe it,” was the first thing she said.

“What don’t you believe?” Mary asked.

“You won’t believe it,” Doris added.

“We won’t until you tell us,” Penny mumbled.

Unfortunately, Doris heard her. “Fine. I’ll bloody well tell you.”

She then went silent again, apparently lost in thought, something the territorial duck, which had crept up unnoticed and appeared to be about to nip her ankles, was about to take advantage of. Instead Doris swept her arms down and picked it up. Much quacking and scrambling around ensued, though Doris didn’t appear to notice. Penny and Mary, on the other hand, didn’t know where to look, or what to do. They were all in the habit of giving this part of the river a wide berth because of the nuisance and noise this particular fowl made. Now, their best friend was attempting to cuddle it whilst giving little appearance of being aware of what she was doing.

“Er, Doris?” Penny asked, leaning in and then hurriedly jumping back when the errant waterfowl made a snap for her fingers. “You are aware you’re holding a mad duck, aren’t you?”

“Hmm?”

“The duck,” Mary repeated, refusing to get in range as Penny had made the mistake of doing.

“What duck?” Doris asked, in a voice not quite her own, stroking the duck in question. Contrary to all expectations, its demented quacking had stopped, and it gave all the impression of settling down to sleep in her arms. For the first time, she looked down, and the surprise clearly showed on her face. “So it is!”

To the utter astonishment of her friends, Doris then started to walk down the riverbank, absently stroking the now sleeping duck. She only stopped once they got to the gate of The Old Lockkeepers Cottage. There she told them what Jane had spoken to her about.

“And Jane actually accused you of stealing this flipping handkerchief?” Mary demanded, her voice full of outrage.

Still stroking the duck, which was now making contented, soft, chuffing noises as it snoozed in her arms, Doris smiled. “To be fair to her, she didn’t. She was merely passing on what she’d been told by the higher-ups.”

“These higher-ups,” Penny asked, “did they accuse you of stealing?”

Doris shook her head. “No. Jane let me read the letter, and they didn’t say that in so many words. The gist of it is I’m the last person Clark Gable could recall giving it to, to look at.”

“What’s so blinking special about this handkerchief?” Mary demanded. “Can’t he go and buy another? He must be able to afford it,” she reasoned.

“It’s a special handkerchief,” Doris stated and then, when she was met with blank expressions, elaborated. “Seemingly, a load of Hollywood bigwigs and friends signed it before he left to come over here, and he thinks of it as a kind of lucky charm.”

At this last, her friends nodded. After their conversation prior to the hangar dance, they could all appreciate the meaning of these things.

“Ah,” Mary said succinctly, reaching out a hand to tentatively stroke the duck down its back. To her obvious surprise, the sleeping fowl didn’t attempt to bite her fingers.

“You know what this means, don’t you, girls?” Penny asked, unable to keep a grin from her face.

Doris’s face lit up at the same time as Mary’s fell a little.

“You don’t mean what I think you mean, do you?” Mary asked, unable to keep a note of dread out of her voice.

“Certainly do!” declared Doris and Penny together, breaking out into smiles. “We’ve another case to solve!”

“It’s not much of a case,” Mary pointed out, hopefully.

Penny laid a soothing hand on Mary’s arm. “After last year, I’ll take one where none of us wind up getting hurt.”

“Quack!” went the duck, and proceeded to evacuate its bowels over Doris’s hands.

“Couldn’t have put it better myself,” muttered Mary.

****

“Come on, Shirley!” Penny yelled, kneeling down and shouting through the letterbox of Riverview Cottage.

Above her head, Mary had begun knocking hard upon the door as soon as the three of them had arrived at Ruth’s. As Doris had washed and washed and, as third time’s a charm, washed again to get the duck crap off her, she’d broached the idea they all go around to Ruth’s place and talk to Shirley. She’d had no problems in persuading them.

Doris joined in hammering, but to no effect. In fact, other than the three of them, the only sound was the trickling of the river as it flowed past. She checked her watch, making certain the engineering staff had finished for the day, and then carried on. Who knew how long they’d have continued if the lady of the house herself hadn’t turned up unnoticed and tapped upon her shoulder. Doris jumped about a foot into the air.

“Ruth! What the hell?”

The editor of the Hamble Herald had appeared behind them unheard, her approach masked by the noise the three had been making. Penny straightened up, her expression of guilt exactly matching her fellow pilots.

Jangling her house keys before them, Ruth stated, “I think that’s my line. Now, what exactly can I do for you lot?”

At her feet, Bobby, her faithful spaniel, flopped down at her feet, laid his head between his paws, and let his eyes roam between the four humans. With no food on offer, what was the point in wasting valuable energy better put to use for a quick snooze? He promptly commenced snoring, loudly.

Ruth stepped over her comatose hound and put her key in the door. “Whilst you three decide what to say, I could do with a cup of tea.”

As they followed Ruth into her cottage, there came what sounded like a buzz saw starting up. Everyone automatically looked down toward their feet, a quick glance revealing Bobby was still outside on the path, now with all four paws kicking away in the air. Penny popped her head around the lounge doorway and promptly laughed out loud.

She waved a hand behind her. “Mary, I think there’s something you should see.”

Mary and Doris joined their friend, though Ruth did not. Chuckling to herself, she dumped her bag on the hall table, hung up her coat, and made her way toward the kitchen.

The sight greeting them was either hilarious or scary, depending upon your point of view. From the look upon Mary’s face, she’d choose scary. “Oh, my God!”

“It is quite something to behold,” Penny agreed, only just able to get the words out before she burst out laughing and covered her eyes with a hand. Doris joined her doing the same, whilst Mary could only stand there, shaking her head, her mouth open, aghast.

Lying half on and half off the sofa was Lawrence. The dressing gown he was wearing had fallen open, revealing he was wearing only a pair of non-police regulation tartan shorts. This may have been the sight her friends were protecting their eyes from, though more likely Mary hadn’t even registered her boyfriend was half-naked. Not only was the noise issuing from his mouth reverberating around the cottage, but his mouth was open and dripping drool.

When she finally managed to gain control of her voice, Penny told her, “I’m so glad Tom doesn’t snore. Mind you,” she added with a wicked gleam in her eye, “he does tend to drool—though not in his sleep.”

“Penny Alsop! I never knew you had it in you. Cheeky mare,” Doris observed, jokingly slapping her friend on the arm, which promptly set the pair of them laughing again.

Red to the tips of her ears, Mary pushed past her friends, both now hugging each other, and reached out to close Lawrence’s dressing gown and clamp his jaw shut. She then perched on the edge of the sofa and, very gently at first, began to shake his shoulders. This loving approach didn’t last very long as, shortly, she put herself nose to nose and shouted, “Wake up!”

This had a dramatic effect, as he shot to an upright position, which caused Mary to slide off the sofa and land on the floor with a bump and an “Oof” of shock.

As he sat up, his dressing gown fell open again, revealing a vivid red scar stretching from the center of his chest to somewhere below the band of his shorts. This immediately drew everyone’s eyes, as he wasn’t quick enough to close his dressing gown and, unfortunately for him, Mary was still a little miffed at him.

Scrambling to her feet, she sat half on his good ankle and half on the sofa and fixed him with a by-now-familiar furious stare. Reaching out, she slowly traced a chipped fingernail down the scar and, for a second, it looked like she would follow it to where it disappeared.

Ruth appeared in the doorway, carrying a tray bearing a pot of tea and a selection of cups. “So, what’s the cause of all the hilarity? I know Lawrence can snore for…” Whatever she’d been about to say tailed off as her eyes noted where Mary’s fingers happened to be. “Ahem,” she aimed her eyebrows, her arms being in use, at Mary.

Not one to be put off, Mary stayed where she was as Doris took the tea things from Ruth and put them on a side table. “I was covering him up, Ruth,” she said before yanking aside Lawrence’s dressing gown whilst he was still obviously groggy. “But did you know about this?” She pointed at a scar.

All thoughts of tea forgotten, Ruth came and knelt beside her nephew and, ignoring his now protesting hands, ran her fingers across the scar. To her horror, she found it quite red, even a little raw. A mixture of concern and anger were at war on Ruth’s normally kind face when she demanded, “I hope you’ve a good explanation for this?”

“And why you never mentioned that to me…” Mary saw the look Ruth gave her and hastily added, whilst taking hold of one of Ruth’s hands, “…to us!”

He may not have been quite awake before, but Lawrence was now wide awake as he made certain his dressing gown was securely tied before sitting up. He didn’t need the added persuasion, though Ruth and Mary took seats either side of him, both with looks of extreme impatience upon their faces.

“It’s not as bad as it looks,” he tried, obviously hoping to reassure the dear ladies in his life but failing miserably.

“Try again,” Ruth admonished him, Mary nodding furiously in agreement on his other side.

“I would, if I were you,” Doris advised. She sat opposite the three whilst Penny was engaged in pouring the tea. His startled expression indicated he hadn’t been aware anyone else was in the room.

“Ignore us,” Penny put in. “You’ve got more worries than just being in a room with four women and not much on.”

“Very good advice,” Mary told him, taking one of his hands and squeezing it with unnecessary force to make certain he got the point. “Now, how did you get the scar?”

Lawrence sighed and slumped back into the cushion. At least he was smart enough to know not to mess with these ladies, though he did wince when he retrieved his crushed hand from his girlfriend.

“You know I told you we were after a gang of lead thieves?” All the girls nodded. “Before we caught up with them at the place I…” Upon catching the look on Mary’s face, he recalled what she’d said and amended what he was about to say. “…had my accident, I had a run-in with an informant who, shall we say, changed his mind about whose side he was on. We had a fight, and he pulled a knife on me.”

Whether he noticed it or not, both Ruth and Mary had edged as close as they could with the more dramatic turn his story had taken. Any closer and they’d swap sides. Both realized at the same time the tale was painful for him, and each took hold of one of his hands. This gave him the strength to finish, and only afterward did he muster a smile full of something they all recognized as regret.

“I got off lightly. This,” he nudged his chin down toward his chest, “was where he caught me when I wasn’t really expecting it. If I hadn’t jumped back a little, I don’t think I’d be here.”

Silence reigned for a few minutes, eventually broken by Doris asking in a quiet voice, which nevertheless reverberated around the deathly silent room like a gunshot, “What happened to the guy?”

Hardened policeman or not, the tears plainly visible in his eyes were evidence of a tender man at heart. When he answered, everyone in the room had to lean in to hear what he said. “I was able to wrestle the knife from him. He…died a few days later in hospital.”


Chapter Thirteen

“Ruth?”

“Shirley!” cried Penny, Doris, and Mary together, recalling what they’d come around for in the first place.

Doris and Penny promptly rushed out of the lounge and came to a halt at the foot of the stairs. Looking down at them stood Shirley. Her red hair, normally tied in a ponytail, was loose and flowed around her narrow shoulders. Her usually friendly face, however, was not only wearing the frown the girls had become used to seeing on the rare occasions they’d seen her around the base earlier in the day, it also appeared gaunt, almost haunted.

“What are you two doing here?” Shirley demanded, placing her hands on her hips and showing no sign of coming down the stairs.

Doris opened and closed her mouth, not sure how to react before deciding a frontal attack, so to speak, was the best way forward. Taking Penny by the hand, she started up the stairs. From the surprised expression on Shirley’s face, this wasn’t what she wanted. As far as Doris was concerned, that didn’t alter things.

As they got to the top of the stairs, Shirley turned on her heel and stalked off into the last room at the end of the hall, followed by the slamming of the door.

Penny offered her arm to her American friend. “Shall we?”

Doris linked an arm through Penny’s. “We shall,” and they strode down the hall, raised their free hands, and knocked. Then, without bothering to give Shirley a chance to reply, Doris turned the doorknob and the two of them marched in.

Sitting cross-legged on the brass bed, Shirley didn’t seem to be surprised at the intrusion. If anything, she appeared to have taken the few seconds she’d had alone to gear herself up. The saying redheads were feisty and always up for a fight could have been made for her, as the venom in her voice when she spoke was nearly enough to make her two erstwhile friends take a step back.

“Why are you here?”

The blaze in her eyes spoke volumes more than words, and briefly, both Penny’s and Doris’s resolves stuttered. At the same time, they squeezed each other’s hands, Doris kicked the door shut, and splitting up, they came and sat on either side of their obviously still upset friend.

As they both sat, the bed springs gave a squeal of protest and, without warning, sagged alarmingly in the middle. Both Doris and Penny slipped down until they were pressed up against Shirley, who promptly tried to shove them away, though with little effect.

“Will. You. Get. Off. Me!” she stuttered out, trying to push one and then the other.

In spite of the seriousness Shirley was obviously seeing, Penny and especially Doris were finding it increasingly difficult to stop from bursting out in laughter at the tangle of limbs they now found themselves in. With the way all three were endeavoring to push their way out of the jumble with no thought of coordination, nobody was getting anywhere in a hurry.

“If you’ll move…” Doris stated, holding up someone’s leg.

“I don’t think…” Penny began.

She was interrupted by Shirley’s still angry voice. “It’s not as if I invited either of you two buggers…”

Penny and Doris both exchanged quick looks when they thought they detected a slight upturn of her lips. Doris nudged what she hoped was Penny’s ribs.

“I know you didn’t,” Doris told Shirley, reaching out to take a hand, stroking the back in what she hoped was a soothing manner. “But we wanted to speak to you.”

“Something we should have done days ago,” added Penny and then pointed out to Doris, “By the way, you’ve got my hand.”

Whilst Penny and Doris sorted out their limbs, Shirley managed to extract herself and went to sit on a chair by the window, the only other piece of furniture in the room, apart from a free-standing wooden wardrobe. Folding her dressing gown tightly around her and leaving her arms crossed, Shirley fixed them with a stare which could have killed at ten paces. Penny and Doris both resisted the urge to shuffle off the blankets. Both would have sworn the temperature took a dive for a few seconds, and they let out an involuntary shiver.

Doris cleared her throat and turned what she hoped was a friendly smile on to full charge. Shirley’s stern stare remained unaffected, and so, even in the face of a not very hospitable approach, Doris ploughed on. If they were to find out what was wrong, or confirm their suspicions, she had no other choice.

“I know you never asked us around,” she began, “but as you’ve been avoiding us for an age, you didn’t really leave us with any choice.” When it became obvious Shirley wasn’t going to say anything, Doris went on. “We thought we were friends,” she stated, getting a harrumph sound in reply, “but if we’ve done something to hurt you or offend you in any way, then please, let us know. Talk to us, Shirley. Help us understand, so we can put things right!”

After what was only a few minutes but seemed longer to Penny and Doris, Shirley finally let out a deep sigh and shook her head slowly before at last saying, “You really don’t know what you’ve done, do you?”

Not willing to risk the slightly less charged atmosphere by speaking, both girls simply shook their heads. It would be best to pretend not to know, best for Shirley to tell them in her own words, assuming they were right.

“You recall the dance you two went off to a few weeks ago? RAF Polebrook, I think.” Upon seeing the glances the two sat on her bed exchanged, Shirley shook her head again. “You do, don’t you. Well, when you walked off to base, all dressed up to the nines, guess who was watching you? Guess who wasn’t asked if she’d like to go?” Shirley’s voice was steadily rising as she got into her stride. “Guess who realized, right then, she wasn’t your friend, as she thought? Who spent the night crying into her pillow? Me! Bloody muggins here!”

Her outburst finished, Shirley sat hugging herself, rocking back and forth, with tears streaming down her face. After a moment, Doris crawled off the bed and threw her arms around her distraught friend. Half expecting to be thrown away, Doris was pleasantly surprised and soon found herself joined by Penny. Through the tears all three were by now in, the only words anyone could make out were, “Why? Why?” from Shirley in between sobs.

Eventually, when everyone had cried themselves dry, the three of them found they’d all slid to the floor, with arms and legs once more everywhere.

Shirley wiped her eyes and nose on the sleeve of her robe and then turned red eyes upon the other two. “Why?” she implored once more.

“Oh, sweetheart,” Doris implored, dragging the younger girl into an embrace and kissing the top of her head, not one bit happy she’d been correct. “We’re so, so sorry. We…we didn’t think. We were stupid, we were selfish, and we didn’t think.”

Shirley sniffled again and canted her head toward Penny.

Penny raised her head from where she’d buried it in Shirley’s shoulder. “It’s true,” she told her, not able to look Shirley in the eye in her shame. “We knew there were only so many places on the plane. We knew,” Penny carried on, hoping Shirley would know she was telling her the complete truth, “there wouldn’t have been room for anyone else, but we still should have asked you.”

Where before there had been anger emanating from every pore of Shirley’s body, there now appeared to be only sadness, as she leant back slightly against the chair. When she next spoke, the older women had to strain to hear what she said. “You should have. I thought I was an outsider again. I thought you didn’t like me, any of you.”

There were times you forgot how young some of the people involved in the war were, and this was one of them, Doris realized. Shirley had gone through so much, late last year. Turning up in their midst, blackmailed into spying on Betty Palmer by a dastardly woman who ran a draft-dodging scheme in London. In spite of the odds against her, she’d found the courage to defy her and had been invaluable in helping the girls find out the truth about why Betty’s sister had been murdered. And now, now they’d inadvertently wrecked her confidence and trust in them. The enormity of what they were responsible for hit Doris like a ton of bricks, but this wasn’t the time for self-recrimination. The only thing of importance was convincing Shirley they would do everything to regain her trust and friendship. She’d done nothing to deserve any less.

Doris placed a hand either side of Shirley’s face and looked her right in the eye. Next to her, Penny was gripping one of the younger girl’s hands, closely watching and listening to everything her American friend was saying.

“Please listen to me carefully.” Doris waited until she felt a slight nod. “We were wrong, very, very wrong, but there’s nothing we can do about the past. We can only assure you we never intended to belittle or hurt you. You are our friend—our very dear and brave friend—and if you’ll give us all a chance, Mary too, then we will be the best friends you could wish for again.”

“We will, really!” Penny made certain to say. “Please, lovey, say you’ll let us. We do love you. Don’t let all we’ve been through together die because of one act of stupidity we so regret. Please? We’re so, so sorry.”

Whether Shirley deliberately kept them waiting mattered not, as she finally answered, with a slightly forced smile, “I don’t want to lose you all as friends, but you have hurt me. I…I don’t want to feel like this anymore. I’ve missed you all these last couple of weeks, so I’ll accept your apology.”

At hearing this, Doris and Penny threw themselves at Shirley and smothered her with hugs and kisses. Neither seemed to notice the love she was being showered with wasn’t being returned with quite the same enthusiasm.

****

Having taken a little time to clean and spruce themselves up, the three of them reappeared downstairs, where Ruth, Mary, and Lawrence had now moved into the kitchen. Ruth had put a rabbit pie into the oven for supper.

At seeing them, Mary let go of her boyfriend’s hand, pushed her chair back, and rushed toward Shirley, who was leading Penny and Doris in. She stopped directly in front of her, not sure of what to say or do, despite seeing her two housemates standing behind the younger girl, both with smiles on their faces.

Shirley, seeing Mary’s indecision, reached for Mary’s hands. “It’s okay. Doris was very…persuasive. We’ll be all right.”

Mary still appeared hesitant to believe this was true and looked over her shoulder to where both Doris and Penny were nodding furiously. She told Shirley, “Then let me say to you as well that I’m very, very sorry. I know I didn’t go to the dance either, but I did know about it, and I really didn’t think how much we’d hurt you.”

The smile Shirley gave her was all the reassurance Mary needed. She threw her arms around her and hugged her tight. “Friends?” she asked.

“Friends.” Shirley nodded before letting her go.

Once everyone had sat around the kitchen table, Penny turned to Shirley and asked her, an incredulous expression upon her face, “I’ve got to know. How did you not hear us banging on the front door?”

“Were you?” Shirley said. “I didn’t hear a thing!”

“No kidding!” replied Doris. “How come?”

Shirley fished in her pocket and held out her hand. “Ear plugs. I don’t know how Ruth does it, but I’d forgotten how loudly Lawrence snores.”

All eyes turned to Lawrence, who shrugged his shoulders and looked apologetic. “No one’s ever told me I snore before. Ruth?”

Ruth reached down and pulled Bobby up onto her lap, fussing the spaniel behind the ears. “I’ve lived with this one sleeping on the end of my bed for so long, and he snores like a drill. If I can sleep through him, I guess it’s no surprise I don’t notice Lawrence.”

“So we know why Shirley didn’t hear us, but,” Penny decided, once everyone had stopped laughing, “what about old chainsaw vocals?”

When he didn’t reply straight away, Mary boxed him around the ears and didn’t quite yell at him, “No more secrets! Do you hear?”

Lawrence held his hand open on his thigh and Mary placed hers without hesitation in his. “I’m in a little more pain than I’ve told you,” he admitted, rubbing his wrist as he spoke. “I came back from the airfield early today and took a little pill the doctor gave me when I was discharged from hospital.”

Mary squeezed his hand and placed her free one over his wrist. “Is it the wrist?”

One side of his mouth turned up before he answered, “Actually, a mix of the wrist and my shin. The cut looks worse than it really is.”

“In future,” Mary instructed him, taking his chin in her hand and turning his head so there could be no doubt as to her seriousness, “tell me or anyone here if you’re in pain. Don’t try to hide it. You just get better.”

As Ruth went to check the pie, everyone around the table seemed relaxed, cordial even, now they were all back to being friends again. However, if anyone had paid close attention, they’d have realized Shirley wasn’t taking part in the conversation. In fact, the smile upon her face as she sat and nodded along to the conversation seemed forced and didn’t reach her eyes.


Chapter Fourteen

Come Monday morning, having had the whole weekend to stew over it, Doris made a beeline for Jane’s office as soon as she’d finished breakfast. Jane was in the morning meeting with Thelma. As her second in command, Thelma was in charge of assigning which pilot delivered which aircraft, something Jane enjoyed being part of, and the two were finalizing the list when Doris knocked on the door.

“Come in,” Jane called and showed a complete lack of surprise at who entered her office.

Upon setting sights on Thelma, Doris stopped halfway through the door. “Sorry, boss,” she said, “forgot you’d have company.”

Thelma got to her feet and grabbed her hat. She threw a smile Jane’s way. “She’s all yours, Doris. We’re finished here. See you later, Jane.”

Left alone, Doris didn’t waste any time in getting to her reason for practically barging into Jane’s office. “Have you heard anything?”

Jane invited Doris to take the chair vacated by Thelma before she settled back. “Over the weekend? No, there’s nothing yet, but I wouldn’t expect there to be. I only reported back to the Station Commander at Polebrook on Friday afternoon.”

Once Jane’s words had settled into her brain, Doris slumped, and her face took on a dejected look. “I suppose,” she began, running a hand through her hair, “I shouldn’t have expected otherwise, should I.”

At seeing Doris looking so down, Jane came around her desk and perched on its edge beside her American friend. “Look, don’t let it get to you, Doris. I’m sure it’s all a complete mix-up. He’s probably put the damn hanky in the wash. Try to put it from your mind,” she urged and, as if she could read her friend’s mind, added, “and I don’t want to find you and the other two terrors doing any investigating of your own.”

Doris had to smile at Jane’s description of her friends. “How long have you thought of us as terrors?” she asked. “And do the other two know?”

The blush spreading rapidly to Jane’s cheeks told her she hadn’t shared this little snippet with them yet. “Perhaps we should keep this conversation between the two of us?”

Doris nodded, feeling a little lighter than when she’d first entered the office. “Probably a good idea.” She got up to leave but caught sight of a new photo pinned to the wall behind Jane’s desk. “How’s Frank these days?” she asked.

Colonel Frank Lowlan had been the Station Commander of RAF Keevil, in charge of the American Transport Command squadrons based there. He’d become enamored with Jane upon hearing her voice over the phone after Mary had made an emergency landing there, and he was now Jane’s boyfriend. Hamble’s personnel had seen him only once or twice, but everyone knew they were head over heels for each other. A happy boss was always a good boss, Penny had become fond of saying. Of course, he was also inadvertently responsible for unleashing unarguably the worst driver on the south coast because of his gift of the Jeep.

Jane let out a sad but contented sigh and absently ran a finger across his face. “Last I heard, he’s fine. Can’t tell me where he is, of course”—Doris nodded her understanding—“but so long as the letters keep coming, I’ll make do.”

“Bit of a pig, him being back on flying duties. Any idea when he’s due back?”

Jane knocked her fist against her desk. “With luck, sometime around the end of next week, last he said.”

Doris took Jane’s hand in hers and looked up into the older woman’s face. “Tell me when he gets back, okay? We must have a get-together, everyone. You know who I mean.”

“Perhaps after I’ve had him to myself for a few days.” When she realized to whom she was talking, someone who had a saucy sense of humor, Jane quickly altered what she’d said. “I mean, we want to be alone for a few days.” Doris fought to keep the smirk from her face. “Oh, damn you, Doris,” she scolded jokingly. “You know what I mean!”

Doris got to her feet, kissed Jane on her cheek, opened the office door, and only then replied with a huge wink, “I know exactly what you mean.” She then nipped out of Jane’s office before she could be hit by the eraser her boss threw.

****

Despite coming out of Jane’s office in reasonably good spirits, by the time Doris was airborne in a brand new Mosquito, her mood had taken a down turn. Penny maintained that, when she was flying, she never dwelled on anything that was troubling her, and Mary upheld the same. Both lived for their flying, as indeed did Doris—only for Doris, no matter how much she enjoyed her flying, if something was on her mind when she was up in the air, it hit her. No matter what she flew or where she went, she’d find her mind going over and over and round and round whatever the issue was.

Today was no different. She was on her last delivery of the day and her second Mossie. Between the two had been an annoying Typhoon she’d had to nurse to its base. The Engineering Officer hadn’t been pleased when she’d declared it unserviceable upon handing in her delivery chit, and she’d been tempted to tell him, “Tough cookies.”

The Mossie, though, was a delight to fly, its controls responding to her lightest touch, its Merlin engines purring as the airplane knifed its way effortlessly through the clear blue skies. Outside the cockpit windows, the only things in sight were a few sparse clouds. However, this wasn’t enough to prevent her thoughts from straying on to the accusation from Polebrook. As if she’d steal from Clark Gable! As if she’d steal from anyone! The whole idea affronted her soul, and she had a good mind to tell him so, assuming they ever met again.

As she passed over the river Nene, she saw a familiar-looking airfield come into sight. “Well, well,” she muttered to herself, “coincidences do happen.”

Thinking swiftly, she formulated a plan. Sometimes, not often, flying a plane with no radio had its advantages. To test her idea, in case she needed to prove it at some point, she fiddled with the fuel mixture of one engine, and it spluttered and coughed most satisfactorily. An evil grin spread across her face, and she let it stay there, knowing that, when she landed, she shouldn’t be seen grinning as if she’d had her cake and eaten it.

Circling the airfield twice, she fiddled with the fuel mixture a number of times, producing more very satisfactory coughs and puffs of smoke from her port engine. Banking in toward the nearest landing strip, she lowered the undercarriage and happily ignored the flares being fired off from the control tower. Undoubtedly, they were meant to warn her off landing, as were the many calls on the radio she couldn’t, unfortunately, hear!

Once down, she swiftly taxied toward where she believed Gable’s squadron was based. As her engines wound down, Doris wasn’t surprised to find herself surrounded by military police Jeeps with their occupants not looking in the sunniest of dispositions. In fact, as she peered closer, most appeared to have their hands upon the holsters of their pistols, and one or two were even in the act of drawing their guns out. Unbuckling her safety harness, she mused on both the beauties and troubles of living in a foreign country. She’d grown used to the British with their, in her opinion, still slightly relaxed attitudes to security, compared to the sometimes over-the-top security front of her countrymen. Best to get out and give her explanation before one of them decided she was a Jerry in disguise, she thought as she unlatched the hatch.

Standing before the hatch, Doris decided to make a statement, especially as the nearest MP had a definite scowl upon his face. She bowed her head, took hold of her flying helmet, and in one long, graceful, expansive motion swept it off her head, exaggerating the shake of her head as she did so. Her platinum blonde locks caught the light, and from the open-mouthed gazes of pretty much all present, she’d accomplished her goal of putting them off balance.

Time to play the ace card. If they were typical of her countrymen, then they probably had a low opinion of women pilots, and whilst she had them off balance, now was the time to go in for the kill, metaphorically speaking.

“Very sorry about this, guys,” she began, running her fingers through her hair, “my port engine’s running rough, and I decided it’d be safer for me if I put down now whilst I still had a choice.”

One of the MPs, the one with what looked like sergeant’s stripes on his helmet, came toward her, still with a hand upon his holster, she was amused to note. “Ma’am, you have a lot to explain. Maybe you should begin by telling me who you are?”

Doris pulled her ID card from the trouser pocket of her flying suit and passed it to him, mustering her sweetest smile as she did so.

As he read, she was inwardly delighted to see his eyes widen. “Air Transport Auxiliary! You’re a pilot?”

The airman was obviously an idiot. Doris essentially told him so. “Ta-da!” she spread her arms wide to encompass the Mosquito above and around her.

Clearly the man she was dealing with had no idea what he should do or what was going on, so Doris dialed down her sarcasm a little. “Look, how about you escort me to the nearest Engineering Officer, and then you can listen in as I explain what’s happened. Okay?”

However, as she was speaking, she spotted a notice on the hangar wall nearest them, proclaiming “351st Bomb Group,” so she didn’t bother waiting for a reply. Before he could stop her, she’d picked up her flying bag and was halfway through the door into the hangar before he’d even moved. In fact, Doris was walking at such a pace the MP didn’t catch up with her until she’d knocked and walked into an office labeled Adjutant.

“Hey! Miss!” the MP yelled from down the corridor. “What’re you doing in there?”

Doris closed the door behind her at the same moment the MP reached it.

Before her sat a man about her age, in the extremely smart uniform of a United States Army Air Force major. His face registered a mixture of surprise and admiration. Doris decided she could use the admiration to her advantage. First, though, a little intimidation.

“Major,” she began, perching herself on the edge of his desk, in the act of which she knocked some files off, which landed in his bin, “care to explain why I was shot at whilst I was trying to land?”

The word “flustered” could have been invented to describe the state of the poor man Doris had descended upon with the force of a ten-ton truck. First, he got to his feet, and she could swear his arm began to move as if to salute her, then his legs seemed to think better of this and went from under him, so he retook his seat, whether he wanted to or not. His mouth started to move, yet no sound came out. Doris watched it all with much amusement and debated whether to see the little act out to whatever conclusion it would get to…or to interrupt him. She knew if any halfway competent engineer inspected the engines of her Mosquito, they’d know she didn’t really have any problems. In the end, knowing time was not on her side, she’d miss her taxi if she didn’t get a move on, and then she’d either have to spend the night in some flophouse or try to catch a late train back, she opened her mouth.

The nuisance of the MP knocking and entering, obviously having found his backbone, interrupted her train of thought. “Sir. I’ll escort this…person…from your presence.”

This seemed to persuade the officer to come somewhat to his senses. “It’s okay, Sergeant. As she’s here, I may as well see what she wants.” He then looked at Doris, really looked at her for the first time, taking in her flying suit too. “And you are?”

“Third Officer Doris Winter,” she said, adding a flick of her hair for good measure.

“Major Jim Fredericks,” he replied, holding out his hand for her to shake. “Now we have the pleasantries over with, what brings you here?”

Doris shrugged a shoulder as if what she was about to tell him was an everyday occurrence, something not too far off the mark. “A rough engine.”

The officer’s brows knitted together. “On what, exactly?”

“My Mosquito.”

A desk jockey he may have been, there were no wings upon his chest, but even he’d heard of this particular aircraft. “The Wooden Wonder?”

Doris smiled inwardly. She’d lucked out when she’d been given the ticket to fly this aircraft, all right. “Spot on.”

“Would you tell me what you meant by ‘being shot at’?” he asked.

“Possibly she’s referring to the flares the control tower were shooting up, sir?” offered the MP, startling Doris as she’d forgotten he was still in the room.

“Some of them got a little close,” she stated, fixing him with a steely glare which, she was pleased to note, caused him to attempt to take a step back. This was impossible, because of the wall his back was already up against.

“I understand they only resorted to those because you weren’t answering your radio,” the sergeant added, with a slight sneer.

Doris had been waiting for this and was ready for it. “Sorry to disappoint you, but we don’t have radios fitted to the aircraft we deliver.” She added a shrug, to indicate this was normal.

This caused the major to change his mind about what he was about to say, and he sat back in his chair, indicating to Doris she should take the one in front of his desk. Doris, whose rear had been going numb, gladly accepted the offer.

“I see.” He frowned. “So let’s get our boys to take a look. I’m sure you’re impatient to get the plane delivered.” So saying, he picked up his phone, barked a few orders into it, and replaced the handset. “There we go. Engineering will get someone to take a look at it now. You did say the port engine, didn’t you?’

Doris nodded, mind elsewhere. How was she going to get the conversation around to the damned handkerchief? It wasn’t like she could just come right out and ask, was it?

Jim Fredericks smiled at her. “I never seem to know my left from my right!”

Doris’s eyes popped out on stalks. The last thing she needed was for some fool to mess around with a perfectly serviceable engine and break the thing! She’d be in for it then, for sure.

The major got up from his chair and, with a nod of his chin, directed the MP to open the door. Following him down the corridor, Doris took note the MP had taken it upon himself to follow them. She tapped the major on the shoulder. “Do we need the snowdrop?”

“What? Hmm. Oh, I see what you mean,” he said, seeming to notice their white-helmeted escort for the first time. “Off you go, Sergeant. I don’t think I’m in any danger from this young lady.” The way the MP let out a huff of annoyance as he did an about-turn showed his displeasure with the order. “Your timing couldn’t have been better.”

Still slightly distracted, Doris barely caught what he said. “Oh, how come?”

Opening a door for her, he ushered her outside the hangar’s main doors. She was somewhat surprised to find she was amongst a veritable throng of men, most of whom seemed to be staring up into the sky, though some were playing half-hearted games of catch, or reading various magazines and books. The major explained this strange affair.

“The whole Group is out on a raid,” he began. “If anything, your trouble has at least distracted some of the men from all this waiting. Come on.” He tapped her on the shoulder. “Let’s take a walk over to the tower.”

Doris stood looking around and trying to get it into her head what could be going through the minds of everyone there. Undoubtedly, each would have friends who were fighting for their lives at that very moment. By comparison, her troubles seemed trifling, and she had to fight down the guilt which threatened to overwhelm her at interrupting this time of contemplation. At her heels, a small terrier trotted up, and she started to kneel down to give it a fuss. Unfortunately, the animal had other ideas and cocked his leg. Just in time, she skipped back, and the dog was deprived of his human fire hydrant.

The major noticed this as well and aimed a missing kick at the rear of the dog as it scurried off. “Sorry. It’s his favorite trick.”

“No harm done,” Doris muttered, checking her suit leg was still dry. Satisfied, she took his arm, and they carried on toward the main runway. “Look, whilst I’m here, do you mind if I ask you something?”

“Go ahead,” he agreed, nimbly hopping over a baseball as it sped under his foot.

“What do you know about Clark Gable’s handkerchief?”

Just short of the runway, he pulled her to a stop, turned his face to hers, and slapped a hand against his forehead. “Doris Winter! Now I remember why your name seemed to ring a bell!”

She regretted one thing about being a blonde—when you blushed, it really showed! “Guilty as charged.” She gave him a wide grin, hoping charm would help if he became annoyed at her. Fortunately, it didn’t appear to be needed. “So, would you mind?”

“Nope. Ask what you want.”

She hoped she wouldn’t get him into any trouble. After all, he seemed a very kind and hospitable chap. Doris asked, “Is this really such a big deal? It’s only a piece of cloth.”

One side of the major’s mouth turned up as he shrugged. “I kind of see what you mean. However, it is very important to him. A lot of his friends back in Hollywood signed it before he came out here, and it’s become his good-luck charm.”

Doris’s hand immediately flew to her wrist and twanged her lucky rubber band. So, they’d been right. She could now see its importance to Mr. Gable, and told her companion so.

“I’m sure you can understand then, Doris. I can call you Doris?”

“Sure you can, Jim,” she agreed. “And I can, but I still don’t have it, and to be perfectly honest, I’m a bit pissed off about the letter my boss read to me.”

“Ah, yes. I wasn’t happy, but my superiors ordered me to write it. Big film star and all, though I will say it wasn’t Mr. Gable’s idea. He didn’t want it to go out either.”

“Either way, you can see why I didn’t like it,” Doris stated, kicking a ball back the way from which it had come.

“I can,” he began sympathetically, but then added, “however, it’s still a fact Captain Gable insists you were the last person to hold it.”

“I swear I gave it back,” Doris stated. “Look, give me a bloody Bible to swear on!”

The major held up his hands in mock surrender, chuckling. “Hey, don’t shoot the messenger. I’m only telling you what you’ve read and what I’ve been told by the man himself.”

“Well, could I speak to him?”

At this, the major looked up toward the sky as the drone of an aircraft became audible. When he replied, his voice seemed far away. “You’ll have to wait a while.”

Doris followed his gaze and was able to make out what looked like a four-engined aircraft flying low over the forest, toward the far side of the airfield. “Ah. He’s out on a mission.”

Whatever he was going to say was interrupted by the sight of flares being fired from the approaching aircraft. Immediately, everywhere she looked people were springing into action.

Not knowing quite what to do, but also not able to bear being left out, Doris followed Major Fredericks as he began to run toward where fire-tenders, ambulances, and various other vehicles were heading toward the far end of the runway the aircraft seemed to be heading toward. “What’s wrong?” she gasped, struggling to keep her flight bag from slipping out of her hands and wishing she’d left the damned thing in her Mosquito.

As the words came out of her mouth, more flares came out of the aircraft, and this time, being nearer, Doris was able to make out red and yellow. As they came to a slightly out of breath halt leaning against a fire-tender, she managed to get enough air into her lungs to ask, “What do the different colors mean?”

The face the major turned on her, together with the tone of his voice, made Doris feel like her blood had turned to ice. “The yellow means the aircraft has serious damage, and red means there are wounded on board.”


Chapter Fifteen

Doris, her face as grim as that of everyone around her, from the lowest-ranked corpsman to the adjutant who’d led her outside from the hangar only a very short while ago, watched as Jim Fredericks brought a pair of binoculars to his eyes. His face was ghost white.

“What is it?” Doris asked, her anxiety showing as she grabbed his arm. Looking in the same direction, she squinted but could still barely make out the shape of the incoming B17 bomber.

“Here.” Major Fredericks passed her the binoculars as he was given a walkie-talkie.

Muttering her thanks, Doris put them to her eyes and focused on the stricken plane. Almost at once, she wished she hadn’t. “For cripes’ sake!” she uttered as it came into view. “How the hell’s it still flying!”

In no way was it a question. Unable to help herself, Doris zoomed in and could quite clearly see the damage the aircraft had taken. The top half of the fin had been shot away, a good portion of the port wing seemed also to have disappeared, and one of its port engines was feathered and leaving a trail of thick, black smoke, as was the outer on the other side, though it was at least still turning. Only one of the main undercarriage wheels was down. The tailwheel also looked like it had been shot away, and the bomb bay doors were still open.

Taking the binoculars from her eyes, she wiped her brow clear of the sweat that had broken out as she took stock of the damage. Shaking her head in disbelief, she again muttered, “How in hell’s the pilot keeping her in the air!”

Unable to stop herself, she was about to put them back to her eyes when Jim Fredericks tapped her on the shoulder.

“Sorry, Doris, but I’m going to need those back.”

Completely understanding, she held them out to him. Before he could put them back up to his eyes, she asked him if he could tell her anything else about it.

Many sights in her life had saddened her, but never had Doris seen the face he now turned upon her. Doris could only think of one expression to describe what she could see: complete and utter despair.

He glanced around before answering—probably, she surmised, to make sure no one who didn’t need to know overheard what he was about to say. Taking her by the elbow, Fredericks led her until they were a little away from the crowd. Once satisfied, he told her, “You’ve seen the state it’s in?” Doris nodded. “It’s worse. Not only can’t they get the other undercarriage leg down, but they have a bomb hung up.”

“Bloody hell!” Doris swore. “They can’t get the wheel down or get rid of the bomb?” She felt very silly asking the questions, but they came out of their own accord.

Fredericks shook his head, his lips pursed in grim determination. “Believe me, they’ve tried everything.”

“Well, why don’t they bail out?” Doris demanded, fighting down the instinct to panic.

If anything, her companion’s face lost more color. “The members of the crew still alive are too badly wounded to survive bailing out,” he told her bluntly.

Doris took a few precious seconds to process what she’d been told, seconds during which the B17 droned its painful way ever closer to its destiny.

“So let me get this straight…” She had to make a second attempt to speak, after swallowing hard. “That flying wreck is being flown by a wounded pilot with crew who can’t bail out, they can’t get the landing gear down, and to top it off, a bomb may go off, even if he manages to land…”

A loud bang punctuated her statement, and both looked up for the cause. As if the B17 hadn’t gone through enough, the barely working engine had blown up. Wiping her brow, she could all too easily imagine the pilot struggling to keep the wings level and trying to coax extra power out of his two remaining engines. The one good thing, if it could be called good, was at least it wasn’t both engines on the same side, else she didn’t think much would prevent the bomber from corkscrewing into the ground. As it was, she estimated the bomber was about half a mile from the end of the runway he was aiming for, and equally as obviously, the poor soul was committed to bringing his plane in to land.

All around, the only sound to be heard was the very unsteady drone of the bomber’s overtaxed and failing engines. No one was moving, nobody was saying a word, and every game had stopped. Even the little terrier had sat down, head cocked to the side, aware of the tension in the air. Doris had gripped Jim Fredericks’s arm, and even though she was aware of what she’d done, nothing would persuade her to let go.

Whether by luck or design, the unknown pilot was aiming his aircraft for the runway farthest from the inhabited side of the airfield. Where Doris stood, with the emergency vehicles now revving their engines in readiness for racing the couple of hundred yards to the end of the runway if they were needed, the tension in the air was palpable.

Closer and closer and nearer to the ground the B17 got with each passing second. Doris only remembered much later that as the one main wheel was inches from touching down on the tarmac, she was yelling at the top of her voice, as if the pilot could hear her encouragement, “Keep the power up! Don’t let the wing drop!” She was by no means the only one.

For a second or two, as the entire base held its breath, she thought he was going to pull off a miracle, and she started to punch the air with her free hand, shouting, “Yes! You absol…”

Fate had other ideas.

It all happened too quickly. One moment, the sole wheel touched down and began to roll. Somehow, the pilot was summoning the strength to keep the other wing off the ground, and as yet, the bomb bay doors hadn’t begun to scrape along the runway. Then, as if in slow motion, the wing dipped, and with a screech of grinding metal and a shower of sparks it hit the runway. At the same time, the bomb bay doors struck and the single main wheel leg gave way under the tremendous stresses. The tortured plane began to skid along the runway, breaking up as it went. First, the already damaged tail section broke off, and then the wing which had first scraped along the runway sheared off, the one working propeller cartwheeling toward the perimeter fence. None of the plane was under even partial control now. Doris’s gaze sought out the cockpit, and she would swear until the day she died she saw the pilot hold up a blood-smeared hand in salute.

In the next second, the bomber exploded in a huge red, yellow, orange, and white fireball.

Doris, hand now tightly gripped on Jim Fredericks’s arm, momentarily turned away in horror before she forced herself to look back at where the remains of the aircraft was now merely a tumbling mess of metal careering along the runway. Standing as tall as she could manage and ignoring the tears streaming down her face, she bit her lip and offered up a prayer for the ten brave young men she’d witnessed dying before her.

“What the hell are you waiting for?”

The remains of the plane had by now come to a halt, and against the crackle of fire Jim Fredericks was the first to regain his senses.

“Fire crews!” He turned on those men who were simply standing and staring in shock. “Get your asses into gear!” They promptly jumped into their wagons and made off at speed toward the wreckage.

Doris hoped they’d be careful, as she could hear what could only be ammunition exploding. Without needing to be shouted at, the medical corpsmen too jumped into their meat wagons and made to follow the fire trucks, albeit at a slower pace. She didn’t blame them, as she couldn’t believe anything could be done for the crew. Undoubtedly everyone left aboard had been killed in the crash and explosion.

Even if she’d wanted to go and help, she found as the major peeled her hand off his arm that her feet had become welded to the ground. A rather grubby-looking mechanic appeared before her.

“Third Officer Winter?”

“Yes?” She was a little surprised her voice was still working.

“We couldn’t find anything wrong with your engine, ma’am,” he told her.

Looking around, it appeared she wasn’t going to get anything more out of the adjutant about the wretched handkerchief. Not that her heart was in it at the moment. Also, he was running as fast as he could toward where the fire was being tackled by the fearless crowd going about their grim tasks around the crash site.

“Ma’am?” The mechanic tried to get her attention back.

She gave herself a quick mental shake. “I’ll just have to put it down to one of those things.”

“Will you be getting off, then?” he asked.

“Suppose I may as well.” She sighed, looking over at the busy scene across the way. “There’s nothing I can do to help here.”

The mechanic, without saying a word, picked up her flight bag before she could say anything—hopefully his hands weren’t as dirty as his overalls—and set off back toward where she’d left her Mosquito. “Er…” She coughed and tried again. “How often does…?”

The mechanic glanced briefly over his shoulder but never broke his stride. “Second time this month. The last one left a crater ten feet deep.”

Taking in this deplorable news took until they got back to her plane, which was surrounded by a good number of men, most of them pilots.

“Hi, guys! Anything I can do for you?” She hoped her forced cheery voice wasn’t out of order.

Upon hearing a fellow American’s voice, especially one of female persuasion, everyone who’d been looking at her plane whipped around, amid a general muttering along the lines of, “Gosh darn, a dame flyer! Well, I’ll be damned!” Eventually, they quieted down, and she was able to get between them and open the hatch so she could stow her bag.

It appeared all anyone wanted to know, or rather, check up on, was, “And she’s really made of wood?” together with an awful lot of rapping on the fuselage and wings to check.

It took her a good couple of tries to get them to believe her. As she strapped herself in, they were watching her with a certain amount of admiration and the Mosquito with definite astonishment. She couldn’t help but wonder if at least half their curiosity was a way of trying to keep their minds off the tragedy they’d all just witnessed. She couldn’t blame them.

About halfway through the startup procedure, it struck Doris she didn’t have permission to take off. Looking out of the cockpit, she saw her audience were alternately watching her, then turning their backs and gazing upon the funeral pyre still blazing away. There must be someone there she could ask. Making sure the brakes were still on, she unstrapped and jumped down onto the hard standing and trotted across. Without really having a clue who was who, she tapped the one with the most impressive-looking shoulder rank on the elbow. When he turned around, she wished she’d picked someone else. There were silent tears running down his cheeks, and he was making no effort to hide them.

“Can I help you?”

Despite being an eyewitness to the B17 explosion only minutes earlier, Doris suddenly felt like she was an intruder at a private funeral. A part of her wanted to ask if this young man knew anyone on the aircraft. Just in time, the more sensible part of her brain snapped down on the thought. Despite the base being home to a large number of bombers and, consequently, an even larger number of men to crew and service them, the odds were very strongly in favor of him indeed knowing at least one of them.

She’d heard quite a few times people saying grief had no place in war. They were wrong. There is always time for grief. How you displayed it, or didn’t, was what counted. When the stupid civil war in Spain had taken her husband, she’d been left to her own devices and had come very close to floundering in her own well of sorrow. Upon receiving the letter telling her of Donald’s death, Doris had taken to her bed for a week, only having the strength to get up to use the bathroom, but not enough to eat much. By the time she’d managed to drag herself outside, because she’d run out of food, she’d been in a very bad state. In fact, more than one person she passed on the street had pressed a quarter or sometimes a dollar into her hand in the mistaken belief she was homeless, down on her luck. This had shocked her into rushing back to her apartment and taking a good hard look at what stared back at her in the mirror. It hadn’t been a pretty sight. After a long, cold shower, she’d taken some time to get dressed and then had talked to their wedding photograph. Donald had told her, in no uncertain words, to get her behind back out there and start living.

From then on, she went out each day, did the shopping, tried her best to enjoy the odd coffee, even though her taste buds refused to work. She was living on automatic pilot and hadn’t realized it. At any time of the day, and for no reason she could fathom, she would find herself with hot tears streaming down her face. Only when a mechanic at the airfield where her husband’s plane was based suggested she take it up for a spin had she found her thoughts becoming clear again, and only when she was back in the air behind the stick of his biplane, hers now, could she actually accept he was dead.

She was snapped out of the past by a hand waving back and forth before her eyes.

“Ma’am! Ma’am,” a voice was saying.

Gradually, the face of the officer she’d first tapped on the arm swam into view. Blinking rapidly, she forced herself back to the present. The officer’s head was canted to one side, a mixture of curiosity and sadness. She shook her head. “Yes. I’m sorry. Own little world, you know.”

He didn’t answer, didn’t even show any signs of emotion when the odd round of ammunition from the B17 whizzed overhead. Behind him, Doris could see men hitting the ground as bullets whizzed past their heads. For her part, so long as those around her didn’t dive for cover, she wouldn’t. Of course, it could be the last bad decision she ever made, and she’d have some explaining to do if she delivered a new Mosquito with bullet holes in it.

Finally, she managed to ask what she wanted to. “Yes. Sorry to bother you, but you know I don’t have a radio.” She waited for him to nod. “Well, do you think there’d be a problem if I, you know, took off?”

It took the officer a few seconds to reply with a single nod, before turning his back on her and, with a wave of a hand, gathered all his colleagues together. At a gentle pace, they all moved off toward the pyre. Squinting, Doris could swear she could see tracer ammunition screech past them, their phosphorescent light clearly showing up even in full daylight. She’d just turned on her heel and taken one step back toward her Mosquito, when a spent bullet landed right where she’d been standing.

More than a little unnerved, Doris took off and set course for where she needed to make the delivery. First, though, she banked low over the now smoldering remains of the B17 and dipped her wings in a pilot’s salute to fallen comrades.


Chapter Sixteen

“If I can say, Ruth,” Walter announced, getting to his feet and brushing some imaginary dust off his battle-dress jacket, “I’m not sure I did the right thing.”

Putting down her fountain pen, Ruth pushed her glasses up onto her forehead and tried to keep herself from laughing.

In front of his desk stood a fine figure of a soldier, if you had no idea what a soldier should look like. In her years in the newspaper business, even in such a quiet backwater like the Hamble Gazette, she’d come across many sayings, and one immediately sprang to mind upon seeing Walter—If the army gives you something and it fits, it’s a mistake.

There was no danger of this rule being applied to Walter. Currently, he was tugging up the waistband of his trousers and endeavoring to tighten his belt so half a yard of material didn’t hang down between his legs and give the impression he was shedding his skin. He turned around and around in an effort to see behind his back, without any obvious success. From his position under her desk, Bobby cocked his head to one side, his furry eyebrows joining together in curiosity at the strange creature before him. Unfortunately for Walter, Ruth was unable to see the doggy intrigue and so was in no position to stop what happened next.

Walter had given up trying to see behind him and had a dismayed expression upon his face. No matter how much he tightened his belt, the instant he let go of his trousers, they fell back down to their original position. His gathering dismay as he reached down to poke and prod at the excess khaki material hanging down was replaced by shock as Bobby, barking fit to wake the dead, launched himself out from beneath Ruth’s desk. Before either Walter or his owner could stop him, he’d clamped his jaws firmly between Walter’s legs.

Ruth shot to her feet, or tried to, as her chair refused to push backward when most needed and the top of her thighs rammed into the underside of her desk. Unable to stop Bobby, her immediate plan of hauling him off her assistant and friend was thwarted, and she collapsed back into her seat, clutching her legs and biting her lips in pain. Walter yelled at the top of his voice, and despite her discomfort, Ruth found it very difficult to stifle a laugh at the spectacle before her. Round and round Walter went with Bobby between his legs, jaws firmly clamped around the hanging material. The expression upon the dog’s face was nothing but one of pure enjoyment.

In the middle of all this, the doorbell jingled and in hobbled Lawrence.

“What the hell!” he exclaimed, leaning against the doorframe.

Ruth mopped the tears from her eyes. “Take a load off your feet, Herbert, and enjoy the show.”

Lawrence rolled his eyes. Though she occasionally slipped, his aunt was now the only person who regularly called him by his real first name. Throwing himself into the spare wooden seat next to Ruth’s desk, Lawrence laid his crutch down on the floor and took his cue from Ruth. “You wouldn’t like to tell me what’s going on, would you?”

Ruth glanced at her watch before leaning toward her nephew and began, “Not too sure…” before catching sight of where Walter had sat back down and was trying to prise Bobby’s jaws from the material. Promptly she slumped back into her chair and let out the laugh she’d been trying to keep in.

“You’re a lot of bloody help, mate,” Walter told his friend as he finally managed to persuade Bobby to let go. Much to his dismay, he saw the truculent pooch trot off with quite a substantial amount of khaki material still clamped in his jaws. Taking back his usual place beneath Ruth’s desk, Bobby began to chew upon his prize.

Lawrence, relaxing into his seat, shook his head as his face split into a wide grin. “After everything I’ve been through, it’s been a while since I’ve seen anything so funny.”

Perhaps forgetting a lady was present, Walter poked a hand through the hole in the material and waggled his fingers. “The sergeant’s going to kill me,” he announced.

Lawrence clicked his fingers and Bobby briefly raised his head. Upon finding no food was on offer, he recommenced his chewing, ignoring Lawrence’s efforts. “When’s your next parade?” he asked.

“Tonight, at seven,” Lawrence answered miserably.

“You’d better get off home then, Walter,” Ruth told him, managing to find her voice. “Find the sewing kit.”

“Another thing I’m no good at,” Walter declared to the room at large, as he got to his feet after covering his typewriter.

Before he could leave the office, Ruth remembered, “What were you on about? You know, before Bobby decided to…play.”

The initial expression upon his face was one of confusion before he remembered what he’d muttered earlier. “Ah.” He flicked one of the buttons on his tunic. “I know I’ve only had one training weekend, but I hate, really hate, marching. I know my left from my right, but put me on parade? I get confused and usually mess up the whole thing for everyone else.”

Lawrence rearranged his grin into a face of understanding. “Give it time. It’ll come, don’t worry.”

“All right for you to say,” Walter replied, unable to keep his unhappiness from his voice.

“Why don’t you ask Doris to sew them for you?” Ruth suggested.

Walter stopped dead in his tracks, the door half open. He turned his head back to where Ruth sat, making sure to check she was serious before replying. “Not if I want to keep seeing her, I won’t,” he replied, before leaving.

Lawrence waited until Walter had disappeared from view before asking Ruth what he’d meant.

Being more careful this time, Ruth slowly pushed her seat back before getting to her feet. After massaging her thighs for a moment, she answered, “If I say it’s Doris who wears the trousers in their relationship, you’d get my meaning.” Her nephew nodded. “So what brings you here? Bored already?”

Lawrence stretched out his injured leg, letting out sounds of relief as he did so. “A little,” he admitted.

“Why not take a walk up to the airfield? You told me Jane said you’re welcome any time you wish.”

Lawrence ran his uninjured hand through his hair, managing to look both disheveled and sheepish at the same time, quite the trick. “Very nice of her.”

“The problem is?” Ruth prompted.

“After what happened, everyone who’s still there from last year knows I’m a copper, and everyone I didn’t know from then would soon find out.”

Ruth frowned. “What’s the problem? There’s nothing wrong with being a policeman.”

He reached for her hand and leant forward so he could kiss her fingers. “Bless you, Aunt. I know you’re right. However, it doesn’t mean to say your everyday man or woman on the street feels the same way. I’ve already visited, and the girls besides, all I felt wherever I went was eyes on the back of my head. As our friends are away for most of the day, it would get quite boring, simply sitting around on the airfield, waiting for them to get back. And,” he raised his voice slightly as Ruth was showing every sign of interrupting, “yes, I know Jane and probably Thelma would put up, possibly quite happily, with me, only I don’t want to get in the way.”

“You wouldn’t,” Ruth automatically defended her friends.

“Yes,” Lawrence countered, “I probably would.”

Ruth’s face took on a mischievous look as she bent down beneath her desk and dragged a comatose Bobby onto her lap, the by now very wet piece of Walter’s uniform hanging from his mouth. “So I’m second choice, am I? Nowhere else to go?”

Matching her expression, he replied, “A little too early to go to the pub.”

“Oh, very well played,” Ruth told him, with a small nod of her head as she glanced at her wristwatch. “As it happens, it’s about opening time, so you can walk me to the pub. It’s time to shut up for the day.” She got to her feet and unceremoniously dumped a still slumbering Bobby onto Lawrence’s lap. “Hold the pup for a second. I’m going to check the place is all locked up.”

****

On their way to the Victory public house, Bobby—either because he was in a playful mood or annoyed after being woken up—had done his best to trip the two humans up. Alternately he’d pulled on his leash or nipped behind them and attempted to worm his way between his human’s legs. With some relief, they took their drinks to a table.

“I don’t know what’s come over you,” Ruth admonished her cocker spaniel, who’d taken up residence beneath the table where a small saucer of stout was rapidly disappearing. She took a long draft of her own rather larger glass of Guinness.

Lawrence too took a long pull from his pint. “I think it’s good he’s discovered his second puppyhood since the war broke out.”

Ruth pondered what he’d said before replying, “Or rather since he sounded the alert when the airfield was bombed.”

Both of them looked down at where her heroic dog had finished his drink and was now circling in preparation for a post-drink snooze.

“What are you working on at the moment?” Lawrence asked, as Ruth took out a notepad and pen from her bag and laid them on the table. He snaked out a hand toward the pad, only to have his aunt smack it away.

“Hands off,” she told him, picking it up and flicking it open before looking at him. “It’s just a piece I’m rewriting for tomorrow’s issue on the RAF raid against the German dams.”

“Tomorrow’s issue?” he asked, puzzled.

“Don’t worry, it is printed. This is for me,” Ruth informed him, adding to make things clearer, “This is just for me. You know I always think I can do better.”

Upon hearing this, a wide smile spread across Lawrence’s face. “Hell of a headline. The nerves those boys must have, eh!”

“True,” his aunt said in much the same tone of voice. “Such a shame it cost so many of them their lives.” She raised her glass in salute. “To the RAF,” she announced, not troubling to keep her voice down. “The Dambusters!”

It wasn’t only Lawrence who answered in kind. Everyone in the pub, a big, old Victorian building beginning to fill with the early evening crowd, also raised their glasses and echoed her words. Both raised their eyebrows, certain everyone knew what they were toasting, or nearly everyone.

One person, a young lady with a nurse’s cape around her shoulders, sat on her own in a corner. If she’d raised her glass at the same time as everyone else, she wouldn’t have set off Lawrence’s copper radar. He had a nagging feeling about her and asked his aunt if she looked familiar.

Not worried if she was seen, Ruth pushed herself out of her chair, the better to look at where Lawrence was pointing behind her. “I think she’s the nurse who was looking after Betty when she was stabbed,” she ventured.

“Only one way to find out,” Lawrence decided, picking up his crutch and heaving himself to his feet. “Meet me over there, would you?”

Matching actions to words, he hobbled, taking care not to spill any of his drink, over to where the nurse was sitting. He’d got about halfway to her table when she noticed him. Her eyes went wide, and he sped up, fearful she might take to her heels before he could reach her table. In his current condition, he had no chance of catching her if she wanted to leave. Though it went against his training to draw attention to himself, he yelled out to her the first name he thought of.

“Grace! Grace Buxton!”

Some part of his guess must have been correct, as the girl stopped in the act of picking up her bag. She didn’t move away, nor did she sit down, remaining standing as Lawrence reached her. Slightly out of breath, his forehead creased in pain from the pressure he’d just applied to his injured leg when it wasn’t ready, Lawrence clasped the back of the chair opposite the nurse. At least his wrist wasn’t causing him pain anymore, he thought after the fact.

It wasn’t the way he would wish to greet someone who’d been so good to one of his friends, but he needed her to not change her mind and run away. Taking out his wallet, he showed her his warrant card. It at least had the effect of assuring her he wasn’t some nutcase in a pub, and she retook her seat. She didn’t let go of her bag, though.

“Do I know you?” she asked. “And it’s Grace Baxter. Nurse Grace Baxter.”

After a moment, she held out a slightly reddened hand, the redness likely caused by the harsh chemicals and hard work she performed daily. Lawrence took it firmly, shaking it without hesitation, and despite the discomfort he was in, pasted a wide smile upon his face.

Being a nurse, he didn’t fool her, and her natural caring instincts kicked in. Letting go of her bag, she rushed around to Lawrence’s side of the table and just before Ruth reached the pair, took him by the elbow, pulled out a seat with the other hand and urged him to take it.

“Thank you, Grace. I’m Detective Inspector Herbert Lawrence, but call me Lawrence.”

If Lawrence and Ruth hadn’t been quite certain who the nurse was, Bobby had no hesitation. Sluggish he may have been after being dragged to his feet, but as soon as his eyes caught sight of her, his ears went up and he pulled the leash from Ruth’s hand in his eagerness to get to Grace Baxter. Once at her side, he went up onto his hind legs, pawing at her cloak with his front paws and yapping in excitement. The nurse looked down at this commotion, and from the way her eyes crinkled at the sides, the recognition was mutual.

“Well, hello there, Bobby!” She reached down and, to Bobby’s evident delight, scratched him behind the ears.

Ruth, from the seat she’d taken besides her nephew, looked on a little bemusedly and told him, “I guess we were right.”

“Forgive me, please,” Grace asked, as she retook her seat. “I never forget a dog, but I have a rotten memory for human faces.”

“In all fairness,” Ruth began, “I don’t think we were ever introduced. You may recall a friend of ours from late last year, Betty Palmer. ATA from Hamble? She came in with a stab wound?”

At the mention of Betty, Grace’s eyes shot up. “Yes. Now I remember. We don’t get many of those. How’s she doing now?”

“No problems at all,” Ruth told her, holding out a hand at the same time. “I’m Ruth Stone. I run the local newspaper.”

Bobby, his welcome to the nurse exhausted, flopped down over her shoes and closed his eyes. “What can I do for you?” she asked.

Lawrence looked a little sheepish. “No real reason. I happened to notice you didn’t raise your glass when Ruth toasted the RAF.”

Ruth had been studying Grace’s face as she and her nephew talked, and a growing understanding came over her. To test her theory, she caught the nurse’s eye, opened her mouth as if to speak, then held a hand in front of her mouth as she actually spoke. “Are you permanently deaf?” she asked. When only Lawrence turned in shock toward her, with Grace merely wearing a frown, she knew she was right. Taking her hand away, she enunciated a little more slowly and clearly than she had been speaking. “I’m sorry, Grace, the curse of being a nosey reporter. Are you permanently deaf?” she repeated.

Whether she felt insulted or not, Grace didn’t let her feelings stop her from replying. “Not from what the doctors tell me,” she answered.

“What happened?” Lawrence asked at the same time as Ruth. Being deaf in his left ear, he could easily sympathize.

“I was caught in a street in London when a gas main exploded,” she began to explain. “Apart from my hearing, I got lucky.”

“How long ago was this?” Ruth wanted to know.

“About two months.”

“But the doctors say you’ll get your hearing back?” Ruth needed to check.

Both Lawrence and Ruth recognized a wry smile when they saw one as Grace shrugged.

“But you can lip-read,” Ruth stated. “Either you’re a very quick learner or…?”

A genuine smile came to Grace’s lips this time. “My mother’s deaf. I never thought it would come in handy again, though.”

There then followed one of those times when everyone present chose the same moment to take a collective breath. Because of this, Ruth heard what sounded like some girl stifling a sob. Raising her head, she searched as best she could until she caught a flash of red hair in the corner. Sitting on her own, a glass of untouched stout before her, was Shirley. Before her on the table was a crunched-up piece of paper. Immediately, Ruth’s trouble-alert meter went off.

Ruth pushed herself to her feet and, making certain Grace could see her lips, said, “Don’t go anywhere, please. I want to ask you a favor, but first, I need to go and speak to our Shirley over there.”


Chapter Seventeen

Shirley looked up and appeared to notice her landlady and friend looming above her only after Ruth had said the girl’s name three times. It took a few more moments before her eyes focused on her.

“I’m sorry, Ruth. Didn’t see you there.”

After speaking, her focus slid off, back to somewhere over Ruth’s left shoulder. Unbidden, Ruth pulled out a seat and sat down. Eyeing the scrunched-up piece of paper, now she was much closer, it seemed to be a letter. Her brow furrowed. This was all very strange, as she knew how much Shirley treasured each letter and postcard from her POW husband. Sitting back, Ruth contemplated the girl before her. They’d had a heart-to-heart about the hangar dance, and she believed what they’d discussed had been enough to clear the air, or to at least begin to. When she thought about it, there wasn’t a time since then she could place her going out with anyone, let alone those Ruth thought of as her closest friends. She knew Penny, Doris, and Mary had all been very busy lately with deliveries, so perhaps they weren’t to blame, this time.

Reaching out a hand, she inched it toward the scrunched-up paper, expecting Shirley to tell her to mind her own business at any time. Her fingers touched it, and she looked up into the still blank, unseeing face of her friend. Figuring if she didn’t want her to read it, the girl would stop her, she drew the ball toward her. As she began to carefully unravel it, over the background noise, she barely heard Shirley say, “Go ahead.”

Twice Ruth read it through, and she couldn’t see anything in it which could have caused this depressed mood. Thankfully there wasn’t anything personal, either. With the enemy reading each missive, hoping to intercept some useful intelligence, she wouldn’t expect there to be, even in some kind of code. Her son didn’t write as often as he did when he first became a prisoner. Still, when she read this letter a third time, an inkling of a suspicion began to spark in her mind. One more quick read through and she put it down. Ruth hadn’t attended each and every one of Shirley’s read-throughs of her husband’s previous letters or postcards, but they’d always ended in the same way, with the same four words, “See you soon, Darling.” Not this time.

When Ruth put the smoothed-out paper onto the table and pushed it back toward her, she could see Shirley was at least now looking at her. Ruth reached out and, slowly, hesitantly at first, placed her hand onto Shirley’s. “Tell me what you think is wrong?”

She’d hesitated at the phrasing of her question, as she wasn’t entirely sure what problem Shirley was seeing. Something was really worrying her, though, and she needed to know what before she could begin to help.

“I think he’s going to do something stupid!” Shirley blurted out.

Ah. “Like what?”

Shirley leant in closer and squeezed Ruth’s fingers so hard Ruth thought they were in danger of breaking if any more pressure was applied. “Like trying to escape.” Her gaze darted around the room, fearful someone who shouldn’t have might have overheard what she’d said.

“What on earth makes…it’s not because he didn’t end his letter as usual, is it?”

If anything, the pressure on her fingers increased, and Ruth began to bite her lip. Fortunately, Shirley noticed and, with a muttered, “Sorry,” released her grip and sat back. “It’s possible,” she agreed.

“And…” Ruth prompted when her companion didn’t elaborate. “Look, if it’s just that, I wouldn’t worry too much. I’m not saying every letter from my son is full of the joys of spring, but you’ve got to take into account being a prisoner can’t be a bed of roses.”

Shirley sighed. “I know, I know.”

“Then what is it?”

“You may think I’m being paranoid.” Shirley briefly stopped to see if Ruth was going to interrupt. “Only he’s always before used every scrap of space, be it letter or postcard. The last few, he’s barely scrawled a word, and this time, he didn’t say he loved me.”

As she told Ruth this, she reached out and carefully folded the letter and slipped it inside the pocket of her coat. She looked into Ruth’s eyes and, swallowing down her fear, managed to tell Ruth, “I believe he’s going to do something stupid. I really think he’s going to try to escape. Yes, I know I’ve little, very little, to go on, but I can’t help what I feel, and I’m scared.”

****

Next morning, Mary knocked on Penny’s bedroom door and, upon being told to come in, was greeted by a strange sight. Penny was kneeling on her chest of drawers, her upper body hanging out the window.

“Trying to fly without a plane?” Mary asked, stopping by her side and trying to peer out the window.

Penny shook her head, yet still kept it out the window.

Climbing onto the chest of drawers, Mary nudged her friend a little until she could get her head out the window also. This didn’t help to shed any light on what Penny was doing. All Mary could see below her was Betty’s back garden, which since the outbreak of war had been turned into a vegetable garden. The only things moving were the chickens the household kept (she suppressed a shudder at the sight), in their pen, and a few birds flitting back and forth, and Ruth’s dog, Bobby, trotting toward the gap in the rear hedge she knew led to Ruth’s back garden. All in all, nothing seemed to be unusual.

“I give in,” she shrugged, withdrawing her head and turning around to sit, legs dangling, on the chest.

So, apparently, did Penny, as she too turned to sit on the chest. Laying her head on her friend’s shoulder, Penny moaned, “Oh, Mary, what am I to do?”

Mary clutched the hand Penny snaked onto her lap. “What’s happened? What were you looking for?”

“My lucky bra.”

Her surprise at Penny’s words caused Mary to notice her friend had her uniform trousers on, though still had her robe on top.

“You’ve lost your, ahem, bra?” Mary paused as she’d never been comfortable when discussing anything to do with sex. Strangely enough, so far as Mary was concerned this included underwear. This had caused her friends multiple opportunities for pulling her leg—though, to be fair, they had kept this to a minimum. She bit too easily.

Penny nodded. “How am I supposed to fly without it?”

Lucky charm or not, Mary had to hop down from the chest to be able to look her friend in the face, checking she was serious. Even then, she had to ask. “You’re being serious, aren’t you?”

“Of course.” Penny sniffed.

“At the risk of sounding silly,” Mary ventured, “you don’t have a second lucky, um, bra?”

Penny shook her head. “Of course not.”

After waiting a few moments to see if her friend was making a joke, Mary threw back her head and yelled, “Doris! Betty! Need you in here!”

The thunder of footsteps heralded her American friend dashing up the stairs and bursting into the room. “What’s wrong?”

Mary could just make out Betty’s much more sedate plod from along the landing. Betty didn’t like to run, if she could help it. After her stabbing, she preferred to walk, given the choice, saying if she ran she got out of breath much more quickly than she used to. “You called?” she enquired, placing a hand on Doris’s shoulder.

“Penny’s in need of a search party,” Mary told them.

This got two pairs of raised eyebrows in response. “What are we looking for?” Betty asked. Doris was still catching her breath.

When Mary didn’t answer, Doris and Betty both turned their enquiring gazes upon Penny, who with an exasperated glance at Mary told them, “I’ve lost my lucky bra.”

Never slow to respond when she found something funny, Doris couldn’t help but ask, “I don’t suppose you’re wearing it?”

This got her a pillow in the face from Betty, which she accepted with good grace.

“Good shot.” Sitting on the edge of Penny’s bed, Doris rubbed her face. “Seriously, when was the last time you saw it?”

“Last night,” Penny replied. “I’d finished wringing it out after giving it a wash and had hung it out of my window to dry overnight, as I usually do.”

“You wash your bra every day!” Betty asked.

Penny shrugged her shoulders. “Not every day. Two or three times a week.”

“And you hang it out the window.”

“It’s never gone missing before!” Penny declared. “I always make sure the window weighs it down so it doesn’t blow away.”

Doris looked out the open window. “Well, it doesn’t seem to be in the back garden.” She glanced at her watch and came to a decision. “We’ve got a spare five minutes before we have to leave for the airfield, so let’s go downstairs and see if we have any luck. Penny,” she said, “you’ll just have to put on another for the meantime.” Knowing the power a lucky charm could have on anyone, she’d got in her joke and was now serious.

****

“So why do you think Lawrence needs to be seen by a nurse?”

Mary had asked the same question twice since the group had passed Grace Baxter as they’d left Betty’s. Having not had any luck in finding Penny’s bra, they’d been about to start their walk to work when Shirley came into view. Fortuitously, they were slightly late or they wouldn’t have had the chance to walk with her. For her part, Shirley had seemed happy enough to link arms with Doris and Penny and had made all the right noises when she’d been informed of Penny’s woes. Doris was certain she’d caught her suppressing a laugh when she’d first heard, though.

So for the second time, Shirley replied, “Ruth asked her to drop in to check Lawrence’s foot and arm are healing properly.”

“Why couldn’t he go to the hospital like everyone else?” Mary complained again, throwing a wistful glance over her shoulder.

“Come on, you,” Doris told her. “We’re going to be late. And stop worrying about Grace. She’s doing you both a favor.”

“And you came to this conclusion, how?” Mary wanted to know, as Betty took her by the hand to hurry her up.

“If he doesn’t have to make his own way to the hospital, he’ll have all the more energy for you in the evening!”

To the accompaniment of much laughter, Mary cast her head down as she went red to the tips of her ears. However, she did seem to cheer up, even managing a smile when Thelma gave her the chits for her deliveries.

“How do you think she’s getting on?” she asked Doris as they both changed into their flying suits shortly after.

“I don’t have a clue,” Doris answered from somewhere in the depths of her woolen pullover. As her head popped through the neck, she added, “Though I have no idea how Thelma’s going to react to her request.”

****

Thelma thought she’d heard everything, but she’d never heard as strange a request as Penny had just made. Staring across the desk at her friend, she decided she wasn’t mad. However, “Pardon me?”

Thanking the gods everyone else in the hut was busy and therefore not paying attention to their conversation, Penny repeated as requested. “I was hoping you could take me off flying today.”

“And this was because, again?” Thelma prompted.

“I’ve lost my,” Penny lowered her voice anyway, “lucky ivory bra. I don’t feel safe flying without it.”

Unable to stop herself, Thelma let out a burst of laughter but just as quickly reined it in. She held up her hands in apology, as Penny sat there finding nothing remotely amusing about the situation.

“Forgive me, Penny. I shouldn’t have laughed. However, I can’t grant your request. Perhaps,” she hastened to add when Penny made to open her mouth to interrupt, “if we didn’t have such a busy day. I really am sorry, but we need everyone we can get today.”

“Oh,” was all Penny could say.

“Is it really so bad for you?” Thelma wanted to know. “You must have flown without…the item…before.”

“I can fly without it,” Penny admitted. Thelma looked about to clap her hands in delight, until Penny added a coda. “However, my landings do look like I’ve filled up with kangaroo fuel.”

Thelma had to ask, “There’s no sign?” and, “You definitely don’t have a spare, you know, lucky bra at home?”

“No to both. It’s an Ad Kayser I got from Paris in 1939. You just can’t get them anymore.”

“Ah.” In the circumstances, there wasn’t really anything else to be said.

Seeing she would have to fly, Penny stood up, thanked Thelma for listening, and made her way toward the flight line hut where Doris and Mary were lounging on the steps waiting for her.

“No luck,” Doris stated, not troubling to make it a question. At Penny’s shake of the head, Doris gave her a hug. “I’m sorry. Seriously, will you be all right?”

Penny gave her a smile and told her, “As I’ve had to tell Thelma, I can fly fine, but my landings are very…bouncy, when I’m not wearing it.”

“Very apt,” quipped Mary, surprising even herself and earning a guffaw from each of her friends as she went red once more.

****

“What was up with Penny?’ Jane asked of Thelma once the Anson taxi had taken off.

“Rather a strange one,” was the enigmatic reply.

Jane perched on the edge of Thelma’s desk. “Try me.”

Thelma placed her pen down and leant back into her chair, the better to watch Jane’s face. “She said she didn’t feel like she could fly today.”

“Is she feeling ill?” Jane asked quickly before Thelma could carry on, shooting an anxious glance out the window as the Anson passed out of sight.

“If only it were so simple,” Thelma replied, shaking her head. “She’s lost her lucky bra.”

Jane didn’t know how to react, and only when Thelma repeated herself did she stop shaking her head. “Let me get this right. This is a lucky charm thing, right? I assume you told her she’d have to fly?”

Thelma nodded. “I did try to assure her if we didn’t have such a busy schedule today, we could have done something.”

“So my fault then?” Jane implied, her smile one a shark would have been proud of.

“Not in so many words.” Thelma shrugged, matching her smile.

Jane got to her feet and paced back and forth for a few minutes before she turned back to face her friend. “Tell me I’m right. It’s a normal day. No spot inspections or anything else? I wouldn’t be missed if I disappear for a few hours?”

Thelma opened her diary, pretty much a duplicate of the one in Jane’s office, and spent a minute checking before answering, “I think we can do without you for a few hours, yes. May I ask why?”

“I’ve a little trip I need to make,” she hinted, tapping her nose. “Have all the gang meet up at Betty’s later. Tell them I’ll be around about six.”


Chapter Eighteen

“Are you sure Jane said I should be here too?” Shirley wanted to know.

“Sit down and stop being silly,” Thelma told her. “Jane said to get all the gang around to Betty’s, and last time I checked, you’re part of the gang.”

“Well said,” Lawrence added. He sat on the sofa, cozying up to Mary, who looked quite happy, though not quite so much when Lawrence’s cast accidently crashed down onto her toe. “Oops. Sorry!” He had to repeat the words, as he then knocked her on the side of the head with the one on his wrist.

“Does anyone have any idea why Jane asked us all here?” Betty wanted to know. “I don’t mind, of course, but it would be nice to know if we should be getting anything together for tea.”

“Don’t worry, Betty,” said Doris, raising a mug. “She shouldn’t be long. I popped my head into her office on my way out, and she said she was just finishing off a bit of paperwork. In the meantime, thank you so much for the coffee.”

“Yes,” agreed Walter. “I think I can speak for everyone when I say raise your cups of tea to Betty for knowing when the right time is to allow Doris here a cup of coffee.”

“Here, here!” Doris was first to speak out. “Though I expect I’m asking too much to ask for a refill?”

Betty and Penny, with Mary belatedly joining in to avoid more pain, nodded. “You shouldn’t have made us promise to ration you to one cup of coffee a week. It’s your own fault,” Penny told her.

“Explain again to me,” Walter asked. “Why only one cup a week?”

Before replying, Doris took a sip of her ambrosia. “Because this is the best coffee I’ve found since I came to this country, and though it may cost me my sanity, I’m determined to make it last.”

“Well, don’t even think about asking for another,” Betty advised. “Savor each sip.”

“What if I want to change my mind?” Doris asked, a pout forming on her face.

Fortunately, the brewing argument was forestalled by the sound of the front door opening, closely followed by Jane’s voice calling out, “Only me!”

“In here!” Betty answered.

Whatever anyone had been expecting when Jane came into the lounge, no one was expecting to see her so downcast. She came and sat down on the arm of Penny’s seat, looking down into the curious eyes of the pilot. “I’m sorry.”

Penny could only glance up at Jane, face full of curiosity. “Not following you, Jane.”

By way of replying, Jane turned her attention to the rest of the room. “I’m sorry, everyone. I’d asked you all here tonight as I’d hoped to be able to give a group boost to you all, especially Penny and Doris.”

“Not following you,” Doris declared, cradling her mug with one hand, her other entwined with Walter’s.

The compassionate expression Jane gave her raised more than one eyebrow of curiosity from her assembled friends.

“Still waiting, not following,” Thelma added.

“Sorry. I’m not making myself clear,” Jane answered. “I went into Southampton today on a mission to find a couple of items I was hoping would cheer the two of them up and, as you’re such close friends, would give you a mutual boost. It’s been a tough couple of weeks, I’m sure you’d all agree.” She stopped and sighed, before recovering herself. “Unfortunately, my plan didn’t work out. Penny, I’d hoped to find you another lucky bra.” For once, even Penny blushed. “No luck, though. Not a single store had any.”

In spite of the subject of her underwear having become an open conversation, Penny did her best to keep her chin up. “I appreciate the thought, Jane, but I wouldn’t have wanted to put you to any trouble.”

“You sure you don’t want to have my rubber band after all?” Doris offered, twanging said band on her wrist.

“Very kind of you to offer, but it wouldn’t do the job,” Penny replied, unaware of the double meaning of her words. “You really shouldn’t have tried, Jane. I could have told you you’d never find any in England.” She added, “At least now, I’ll just have to learn to relax without it. Perhaps I’ll start knocking on wood before each flight?” Only those non-flyers amongst them believed her. “What about Doris?” Penny wanted to know, in an obvious effort to divert attention away from herself.

“Yes,” Doris said. “Do I get a present?”

Jane’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Afraid not. I couldn’t find any coffee either.”

In contrast to Penny’s embarrassment, however well she’d hidden it, Doris’s face was full of disappointment, though she also appreciated the thought behind the gesture. “Well, never mind. I’ll just have to be better at rationing myself with what I’ve got. It’s not like I haven’t looked myself.”

“But I really wanted to do something, especially for you, Doris,” Jane told her. “You’ve had such a rotten time lately, what with what happened at Polebrook the other day.”

If she hadn’t before, Jane now had everyone’s full attention, especially Walter’s. Undoing the top button of his tunic, her boyfriend took one of Doris’s hands in his. “Did something happen, love?”

Thelma arched an eyebrow. “You haven’t told him?”

Walter’s head whipped between the two women. “Told me what?”

“I didn’t want to worry you,” Doris stated.

“Well, now I am worried. Girls,” Walter asked the room, “are the MPs from RAF Polebrook coming to lock her up?”

“Not yet,” Jane answered, accepting the cuppa Betty had gone out to make for her. “Though I did have to field another call from an adjutant there about an unannounced visit from our Doris.”

“Doris?” Penny fixed her friend with a curious stare. “What aren’t you telling us?”

****

“Let me get this straight,” Walter said from between gritted teeth.

After recounting her tale to those who weren’t aware, which was everyone except for Jane and Thelma, who’d made their excuses and left as soon as she’d finished, the atmosphere in the lounge was more akin to fruit cake—dense. Firstly, her girlfriends rounded on her for not telling them. Doris had tried to defend herself by saying it had only been the other day and she’d been trying to put the incident from her mind. This hadn’t gone down well with anyone, least of all Walter, who sensed there was a lot more she hadn’t told them about the incident. The next thing she knew, Walter had a grip on her hand and was firmly yet determinedly dragging her out into the back garden.

The evening was beginning to wane, yet it left more than enough light for her to see the emotions dancing in Walter’s eyes. Doris mistook it for anger at first, and she felt a trickle of sweat run down her back. However, he immediately turned her around so she was silhouetted for him against the chink of light escaping from the kitchen, and she could see she’d been wrong, very wrong. It wasn’t anger, but concern. She could actually feel his love! Her first instinct, to say they should fix the blackout, melted away. Walter wasn’t very uptight, or at least, not as uptight as she’d believed all Englishmen to be. However, that didn’t mean he was prone to displays of emotion, in particular, expressing his feelings. She knew she’d told him she loved him, and though she was pretty sure he’d said the words back, it had always been in response to her. What he said now, and how he said it, showed exactly what his feelings were.

By the time he’d finished, her breath had been taken away.

Gritted teeth or not, as he began to speak Walter took her hands in his and stepped as close as he could to her. They were virtually on each other’s toes when he spoke, and his voice had all the substance of a will-o’-the-wisp. Out by the river, once the day’s flying had finished, little ambient background noise was left to spoil the magical atmosphere. For this, Doris was very grateful.

“I can barely believe what I’ve just heard, Doris. I can’t believe how close I came to losing you. Do you realize how lucky you were not to be hurt, let alone killed?” He ran his hand through his hair, setting it pointing in all directions. “I don’t want to think about the possibility.”

“I’m not going to stop flying!” Doris stated, very much on the defensive.

Walter raised her hands to his lips and traced butterfly kisses across her knuckles, all the time maintaining eye contact with her. “I would never try to stop you. Flying is part of who you are. I wouldn’t,” he punctuated each of his next words with another kiss on her fingers, “change any part of you.”

“Aww,” they heard from somewhere behind them.

Without bothering to turn around, Doris yelled, “Whoever you are, I suggest you make yourself scarce if you don’t want me to whip your ass!”

What sounded like a muffled argument was hastily cut off by Betty’s voice saying, “I told you she’d know you were there!”

“She only knew because Lawrence couldn’t keep his voice down!” came what sounded like Penny’s voice.

“Oh, come on!” Lawrence’s voice countered. “How romantic does someone have to get?”

“I just wish Tom could be here,” Penny replied.

There followed what sounded like someone being swatted around the head, closely shadowed by, “Trust you to be insensitive,” Mary put in, presumably aimed at Lawrence.

Walter coughed. “You do know we can hear every word you’re saying?”

More mumbled arguments could be heard from the direction of the kitchen before Betty called out, “They all say they’re sorry—yes, you do—and they’ll leave you alone now.”

Both Doris and Walter waited a few moments until they were sure they were indeed alone.

Walter gently pulled Doris into his arms, resting his chin on the top of her head. “Talk about ruining the moment.”

“Perhaps,” Doris mumbled into his shoulder. From the safety of his body, so she wouldn’t have to look at his face, she asked, “What were you going to say?”

“I was going to say something?” Walter asked, trying to affect an innocent voice.

This earned him a none-too-gentle punch in the stomach. “Don’t toy with me, Walter. What were you going to say?”

Knowing when he should do as he was told, Walter did so. “Well, I can’t remember exactly what I was going to say,” he began, though upon feeling Doris draw back her arm once more, hastened to add, “but here goes. I still have no idea what a beautiful, smart lady like you can see in, well, me, and I know we’re in the middle of a war and it’s not the best time to…”

“Just hurry up,” Doris urged him, fair dancing on her toes.

“Doris Winter, will you do me the honor of being my wife?”


Chapter Nineteen

Walter was walking Doris to work the next morning, having been woken up from where he’d fallen asleep on Betty’s sofa the previous night.

Once Doris had accepted his proposal, an impromptu party kicked off, which ended only when all the alcohol at both Betty’s and Ruth’s had been drunk. Betty had nearly fallen down the stairs when her stomach wound had chosen an inopportune moment to twinge, shocking everyone at how close she’d come to really hurting herself again.

Ahead of them, Betty was walking, stumbling at times. Both Penny and Mary had an arm through one of Betty’s, and all three were pretending the two younger girls weren’t stopping her from falling over after every other step.

“Are you or are you not,” Penny was pressing Betty, “going to report sick?”

When Betty didn’t reply, Mary took up the case too. “Well, do we have to take things into our own hands, Betty?”

Doris and Walter caught up with the pair. Having overheard what had been said, Doris added, “Listen to the girls.” Doris kept a hold of Walter’s hand whilst reaching out to lay her other on Betty’s shoulder. “Please, Betty. You were told it would take a few months before you’d be back to full fitness.”

With a deep sigh, Betty stopped and turned to face her friends, Doris’s hand dropping from her shoulder as she did. Her eyes were weary, and the pain all could see in them was shocking, the cause of more than one open mouth.

“Betty!” cried out Mary. “What on earth?”

Betty turned a wan smile at her three young friends. “Guess I’m not hiding it very well.”

As one, the three demanded, “Hiding what?”

“I’ve not been feeling too well this last week or so.”

“How long is ‘a week or so’?” Walter wanted to know, more than a touch of suspicion in his voice.

Her smile was more of a grimace now. “Maybe a few,” Betty admitted.

“And I don’t suppose you’ve seen a doctor, have you,” Penny ventured.

“Who should have seen a doctor?” the voice of Nurse Grace Baxter, who’d pulled up unseen on her bicycle, asked.

Mary clapped her hands together. “Just the person we need!”

Doris shot her friend a warning look, having caught the sarcasm in her voice.

“What can I do?” Grace asked. “I was on my way to look in on Lawrence before going to the hospital.”

Walter stood by in case he needed to prevent Mary from doing anything silly. Grace hadn’t seen her lips move, though. “Betty isn’t feeling too well.”

“Can you hold this, please?” Grace asked, handing Penny her bike. She went to stand before Betty, taking off a glove and laying it upon her brow. “Hmm. You’ve got a temperature. Does it hurt anywhere?”

A little reluctantly, Betty placed a hand warily upon her stomach. Ominously, this was exactly where she’d been stabbed about eight months ago. This wasn’t lost on anyone.

Grace rapidly came to a decision, “Right. We’re closer to the base than we are your home, Betty. Let’s get you there and have the doctor check you out. Could you take my bike, Mary? Ride ahead and tell the doctor we’re on our way?”

It was only because she’d turned to face Betty without waiting for a reply Grace didn’t see the flash of dislike in Mary’s eyes as she made the request. Doris did, though, and quickly took Mary’s hand, shaking her head to tell her now was neither the time nor place. Fortunately, she understood and, without answering, rode off as fast as she could toward the main gates, her worry for her friend taking precedence over her distrust of the nurse.

****

“Betty Palmer,” Doctor Raymond Barnes said in a very stern voice, “I thought I’d instructed you to take it easy for a while.”

Now she was sitting, Betty found she didn’t have the energy to get to her feet. It had been a running battle to get her into the Medical Center, only resolved by Jane storming outside from her office to see what all the commotion was about. As soon as she realized what was going on, she’d singlehandedly dragged Betty along. She was now occupying the only other seat in the doctor’s consulting room.

“You told me you had been taking it easy!” Jane accused her.

“What do you expect me to do?” Betty countered. “Lie in bed all day?”

“Yes!”

The doctor, Jane, and the patient all turned to regard their three friends, who’d again spoken as one.

“Haven’t you three got aircraft to deliver?” Betty snapped, though her anger didn’t reach her eyes.

Jane’s eyebrows shot up. “Actually, Betty has a point.” She held up a hand to forestall the protests about to come her way. “Off you shoot. Go and see Thelma and get to work.”

“But…” Doris began to protest, only for Jane to get up and open the door.

“Go on. Shoo!” She matched words with actions, and knowing they had no real choice, Penny, Mary, and Doris, all with bowed heads, traipsed toward the door. “Thelma will be looking for you. I promise we’ll tell you all, once we know something ourselves.”

All three kissed Betty on the cheek on their way out. “See you later, Betty. Do what the quack tells you,” Doris told her. “Thanks for the help, Grace,” she added, nodding to the nurse who’d taken a place in the corner to be out of the way.

Once her three lodgers had gone, Betty turned her attention to the doctor. “Right, the audience has gone now. So how long do I have to lie down before I can get back to work? An hour? Two?”

Doctor Barnes looked like he wanted to take cover behind Jane. “At least until I can get you into hospital for an x-ray.”

If it were possible for someone’s eyes to shoot bullets, Betty’s would have done so. “What? Why?” she demanded, trying and failing to hide a wince of pain.

Before she could get up and launch herself at the poor man, Jane went and stood next to her friend, laying a combination consoling and warning hand on her shoulder. “Yes, Doc. Can you tell us why?”

Slightly hesitating, Doctor Barnes straightened his shirt, shoved himself off the wall he’d bumped into, and came and stood next to Jane. He cleared his throat. “I want to get you checked out. I’ve a feeling your wound may have opened up.”

If it were possible, Betty went a little paler.

****

“How long did you say Betty’s got to stay in for?” Ruth asked again.

Come evening, quite a crowd were gathered at Ruth’s. As the news had spread around base about Betty having to go back into hospital for, as she put it, running repairs, all of her friends gathered at Riverview Cottage. Her three lodgers were reluctant to spend the evening at home, and so, once changed out of their uniforms, they knocked on Ruth’s door and, upon blurting out the news, were ushered inside. Ruth was shocked to hear her good friend had been taken back into Southampton General Hospital, and even more so when Jane turned up right on the heels of Penny, Doris, and Mary.

“I’ve heard from the doctor,” she told them, hanging up her hat and bag on the clothes hook in the hall. “It looks like he was right. She’s had some internal bleeding, and they’re operating on her.”

“No!”

Everyone looked around, and only when they noticed Shirley standing at the top of the stairs, with her hands over her mouth, her eyes enormous, did they all realize where the shocked cry had come from. Before anyone had a chance to say anything, the younger woman crumpled to the floor, fortunately avoiding rolling down the stairs.

“Shirley!” Penny cried and fairly flew up the stairs to go to her friend’s aid.

She had time to cradle her head in her lap before Shirley’s eyelids flickered and opened. “Betty!”

Shirley wriggled from Penny’s arms and was halfway to her feet before Penny gripped her shoulders and held her whilst she was still on her hands and knees. “Whoa! Hold on there, sister,” she told her. “You’re not going anywhere until I know you’re not going to fall down again.”

“Why? What happened?” Shirley wanted to know, her gaze flicking around in confusion.

Doris had reached her side by now. “Well, Jane came in and told us Betty was in the hospital…”

She never managed to complete her sentence, as Shirley’s hands flew once more to her mouth and she lost all the color in her face, appearing like the ghost of the girl they knew. Penny flung her arms around her, giving Doris a death stare as she did, in case the American was tempted to say something else to cause Shirley to faint again.

“Shh,” Penny urged Shirley whilst stroking her hair. “Don’t fret yourself. One person in the hospital is enough for the day.”

Penny’s attempt at humor backfired as her young friend began wailing at the top of her voice right into Penny’s ear.

“And you thought I’d put my foot in it,” Doris informed her, joining her on the floor and also wrapping the distraught girl in her arms.

Once Ruth got a reassuring nod from Penny that everything was under control, she ushered everyone else into the kitchen. “I’ll put the kettle on,” she told them, adding, as she went to close the door to give them some privacy, “You come down when she’s ready.”

It took the combined efforts of Penny and Doris to soothe Shirley’s troubled soul, with neither of them willing to move from the floor before she’d calmed down. Gradually, painfully, the sobs subsided until her breath returned in ragged gasps. In slow steps, Shirley extracted herself from her friends’ embraces, rubbing the sleeve of her cardigan across her eyes in the process and smearing her mascara across her cheek and forehead. Giving her the time she needed, Penny and Doris leant against the wall with Shirley between them, each holding one of her hands.

“I must look a right sight,” was the first thing Shirley said, once she’d blown her nose.

“Nonsense,” Doris told her, flicking the younger girl’s ponytail with her fingers.

“Oh, I don’t know.” Penny decided a little gentle teasing wouldn’t do any harm. “Isn’t there an English expression, ‘It looks like you’ve been pulled through a hedge backwards’?”

Shirley actually chuckled.

Doris accepted the slight opening. “Why the fuss, Shirley?”

With a loud sniff, Shirley replied, “It’s all my fault Betty’s in hospital!”

“Pardon me?” Penny asked after a moment, clearly puzzled.

The expression upon the redhead’s face spoke volumes. “You haven’t forgotten, have you?”

Doris exchanged glances with Penny before answering, “Of course not. How could we?” She tapped her foot to remind them she’d broken it during the adventure the girls had been entangled with the previous year. Then, to show she was taking Shirley seriously, she took hold of and squeezed her hand. Looking into her eyes, Doris told her, “If you think Betty would, in any way, blame you for this, then you are very wrong, young lady. Did she blame you when she was stabbed?” Doris demanded.

“Think carefully before you answer,” Penny advised quickly.

Shirley closed her mouth as she’d been about to automatically reply. A frown creased her forehead as she thought back to those terrible times, the worst period of her life. Forced into an abortion, she’d been blackmailed into spying for a black marketer of the most ruthless kind. As a result, Betty had been stabbed attempting to rescue her. In spite of everything, Betty and all the rest of the women—including Ruth, Jane, and Thelma—had believed in her and trusted in her to do the right thing. She had. However, she’d never quite been able to forgive herself nor to believe it wasn’t her fault Betty had been hurt. And now, Betty was back in hospital, and her first thought, again, had been she’d been to blame.

Guardedly, Shirley tried to gauge her friends’ feelings, their thoughts. All she could see were smiling faces, albeit with a little worry about her. She was still, if she considered it, a bit miffed about not being invited to the hangar dance. However, now she thought about it, perhaps it was best she hadn’t gone. So far as she knew, Doris was still accused of stealing Clark Gable’s handkerchief. You’d have thought he could afford to buy a replacement or two! Overall, when weighing up the multiplicity of thoughts going through her head, perhaps she should believe them and, maybe, forgive herself and her friends.

“No,” she finally managed to say, “she didn’t blame me.”

Penny beamed back at her. “Much better! Of course she didn’t, and don’t forget, you did save her life.”

Shirley shook herself at the memory. She still wasn’t sure why she hadn’t followed her instinct to pull out the knife? Instead, she’d wrapped a rag around it and held on tight until help had arrived. The doctor had told her she’d saved her friend’s life with that decision.

“I won’t argue with you,” Shirley told them. “But I do want to see her as soon as we can.”

Doris got to her feet and held out a hand. “You and me, and everyone else, I suspect. Now, shall we go downstairs? Everyone’s waiting for you.”

“Everything okay?” Mary yelled, standing at the bottom of the stairs.

Shirley leant over the banisters. “It will be!” she yelled back.


Chapter Twenty

It turned out Doctor Barnes had been right. Where she’d suffered some internal damage from the knife had indeed started bleeding a little. Fortunately, it hadn’t proved too difficult a job for the surgeon to perform the repair. As a result, and because she’d actually been a cooperative patient this time, Betty had been allowed to go home to finish her convalescence after two days’ bed rest in hospital.

After they’d got her settled on the sofa, Betty confided she was a good amateur actress and had acted her heart out so they’d allow her out as soon as possible. This caused Doris to fix her with a suspicious frown.

“Does this mean you’re not going to be a good patient?”

Betty shook her head and, when this failed to appease her American friend, elaborated. “Not this time,” she began, holding her side and wincing. “I’ve no idea what caused this, but I’ve had enough of being cut up, so I’ll try to take it easy for the two weeks they’ve told me to take off.”

“However…”

“However, nothing, Penny,” she answered with a smile. “I really, honestly don’t know what I did to cause this, but I will try to be careful. Okay with you—mum?”

Penny eventually smiled back. “Good enough. Now,” Penny said, getting to her feet, “I hate to love and leave you, but Ruth had invited us over before we knew you were coming home.”

Betty placed her hands by her sides and slowly levered herself up until she was more upright. “Then you must go. I’ll be quite all right.”

All three of her lodgers regarded Betty with skepticism. A knocking at the door came before anyone could say anything.

“Hold on,” Mary said, going to answer the door. “We can have an argument in a second.”

Her strange statement left the other three staring at each other, uncertain how to reply. Before anyone was able to figure anything out, Mary came back into the room. In her wake trailed Shirley. Somewhat atypical of late, the younger girl had a wide smile upon her face.

“Betty!” Carefully, Shirley knelt down at Betty’s side and slid her arms ever so gently around her shoulders. “I’d heard you were back. How are you feeling?”

“Much the better for being out, and for seeing you, my love.”

“Excellent,” Shirley told her, “as I’m going to be your nursemaid for the evening.”

“My what?” Betty stiffened at Shirley’s choice of words.

For once, Shirley didn’t bristle or cower back, but kept a hand resting on Betty’s upper arm when she released her from the headlock. “Perhaps not the right choice of words. What I meant, Betty, is I’m going to stay with you whilst everyone goes around to Ruth’s. I think Lawrence will be very pleased to see you, Mary,” she stated. “Apparently Grace is a bit of a hard taskmaster. He hasn’t been taking it as easy as he should have. Something about going out for too many walks, when he should be resting a little more.”

Mary’s ears went a little red. “Perhaps I’m to blame there. I could see how bored he was getting at Ruth’s, so I suggested we just take walks up and down the riverbank.”

“You’re in luck. Grace left after checking him over, so you can go around without her giving you a rollicking.”

Upon seeing the very obvious expression of want upon Mary’s face, Betty began to laugh and immediately winced and placed a hand over her stomach.

“Come on,” Penny declared, taking hold of her friends’ hands and dragging Mary and Doris to the door, before turning back and kissing Shirley on the cheek. “Let’s leave before we cause Betty more pain. Thanks so much, Shirley, but are you sure about this? We know we haven’t spent much time with you lately.”

As Shirley took a seat on the edge of the sofa, Betty told them, “You leave our Shirley to me. I’ll bore the pants off her. Before she knows it, she’ll be begging me to let her join you lot.”

Leaving their two friends at the beginning of an argument on how long it would be before Shirley wanted to put a pillow over Betty’s face, the three girls went out the front door. As they strolled arm in arm the short way along the riverbank, keeping a close eye on where they stepped in the darkness, they caught sight of the odd bat flitting along the surface of the river Hamble, catching an early evening meal of flies and, generally, having a good time. The quiet was so all pervading, none of the three wanted to say anything, as it would spoil the illusion of a world at peace.

When they arrived at Ruth’s, they saw a note pinned to the front door—Out Back. Come Through. Opening the side gate, the three made their way into the back garden to find Lawrence stretched out on what looked like a tartan rug, an open bottle of beer clutched in his good hand. Sitting beside him on a cushion was Ruth, and the two appeared to be in the middle of a good-natured argument, Lawrence barely missed a beat as Mary lay down beside her boyfriend, pressing a kiss to his cheek.

“I don’t want to leave the police, Ruth. I know I voiced my reservations when I turned up, but can we please drop the subject?”

Ruth accepted a greeting kiss from both Doris and Penny as they each took a place on another rug obviously set up ready for them, before replying, “As we now have company, yes. However, don’t think I’ll stop trying.”

“Stop trying, what?” Mary asked. Her voice being slightly muffled as she was busy nuzzling her way into the crook of Lawrence’s neck.

“My good Aunty Ruth thinks being in the police is too dangerous.”

“In relation to what?” Mary wanted to know, as she settled in with a contented sigh.

Doris placed her bottle of Guinness at her feet. “She’s got a point there, Ruth. When it comes down to it, pretty much any job at the moment could be considered dangerous.”

Lawrence used his good hand—the bad one was around the shoulders of his girlfriend—to raise his bottle. “Good point, Doris. If you’d come around a bit earlier, you’d have saved me a lot of grief.”

“Not necessarily,” Ruth said, shaking her head. “I still wish you could find a safer job.”

“Who wants a safer job?” Unseen or heard, Walter had crept into their midst.

“Walter!” squealed Doris, getting to her feet and flinging her arms around his neck. “I thought you were on duty tonight.”

Planting a huge smacker on her lips, Walter glanced at the watch on his wrist. “I have to be at the village hall in about a quarter of an hour, but I wanted to pop my head in to say hello first.”

“It’s not fair you have to go on patrol again tonight,” Doris pouted.

With perfect timing, Bobby crawled sleepily out of his wooden doghouse at the end of the garden. After stretching as only a dog can, he gave a shake of his head and trotted over to sit at Ruth’s feet. Tail wagging like crazy, he bobbed his head seemingly in the direction of her bottle and then back up at his mistress.

“Shall I get him a saucer?” Penny asked.

“Don’t give him too much,” Ruth told her.

As Penny knelt down and was about to pour the cocker spaniel his beer, the wind picked up, and with it, Bobby’s ears. His head jerked around and around until settling in the direction of the Solent. Before anyone could comment on his strange behavior, his hackles rose, and Bobby began to bark as if his life depended upon it. About half a minute later, the almost inaudible sound of multiple air raid sirens came wafting into the garden. Everyone shot to their feet, and all eyes automatically turned to check the blackout on Ruth’s cottage was correctly in place, and then they stood stock still and listened.

Penny was the first to break the silence. “I don’t think it’s us.”

After a few moments, Walter added, “Portsmouth. I think the bastards are hitting Portsmouth.”

As soon as he’d finished speaking, they all heard the ominous thrum-thrum from the engines of the approaching Nazi bombers. Looking up, they could even see the odd outline of them as they passed high overhead.

“Cheeky buggers,” Ruth declared. “They’re approaching from the north! They must have given Portsmouth a wide berth and then circled back.”

“Shouldn’t we take cover?” Mary suggested, clinging to Lawrence after she’d helped him get to his feet.

The searchlights over the city roughly twenty miles from Hamble now snapped on and began to sweep across the sky, searching, probing for the bombers and their cargoes of death. A moment later, the first anti-aircraft guns opened fire. Puffs of deadly white cotton wool appeared quite clearly in the dark satin sky. Unable to help themselves, the friends all stood and watched, offering up silent prayers for the inhabitants of the city fighting for its life. As the guns shot their shells into the sky, sending deadly shards of metal flying every which way, the first bombers began to unload their bombs. The clamor made it virtually impossible to tell the cause of each explosion, as everything merged into a cacophony, a symphony of death.

In unspoken unity, the friends stood in silent awe, Mary’s question forgotten. Everyone had, without being aware of it, taken someone’s hand.

“I think we’re as safe as we can be, but shouldn’t we be in the shelters?” said an unexpected voice in the dark, causing most everyone to jump.

“What the hell!”

“Language, please, Penny,” the voice of Betty said, and the owner of the voice stepped out of the shadows.

“Don’t blame me,” Shirley’s voice declared, taking up a place next to Doris and taking her hand. “When we heard the sirens, she insisted upon coming around.”

“And you didn’t stop her?” Walter said and was immediately swatted for his trouble by Doris.

“Have you ever tried to stop Betty doing something she wanted to do, once she’d set her mind on it?” Doris retorted.

“Good point,” her boyfriend admitted, then turned his head and told Bobby to be quiet. “Stop barking, Bobby. You’ve seen Betty before.”

“Don’t you think you’d better be off?” Mary ventured to Walter.

Even in the now almost total darkness, the whites of his eyes could be seen. “Christ! The sarge’ll kill me! Again!” Without another word, he kissed Doris on the lips, rammed his beret on his head, and took to his heels.

“Be careful!” Doris yelled after him as the back gate banged shut, whilst Bobby barked his farewell too.

“The shelter?” Betty asked again.

“I think we’re safe enough here,” Ruth replied.

As everyone grew silent once more, the attack on the city of Portsmouth reached a new height of intensity. Even from where they were, each of the friends was forced to clap their hands over their ears every now and again to protect their eardrums from the thump of the bombs and the crack of the defending British AA guns.

“They’ll be asking for blood tomorrow,” Betty muttered, gripping Ruth’s arm all the tighter.

“All they can get,” Ruth agreed.

Remorselessly, the glow of fires seemed to engulf the sky, as if the wounded city itself was trying to claw down the bombers who were inflicting so much pain upon it. Hypnotized by the sight of the sky aflame, not one of the group noticed the crump of the bombs was dying down, because the anti-aircraft fire had yet to slacken. Carried on the wind came the scent of the fire burning in the distance, a mixture of wood and something everyone wished they couldn’t place. A sweet, cloying aftertaste which made each of them retch and wish the wind weren’t so strong.

Betty turned her head away from the horrific sight, her stomach twitching in sympathy. Needing to see something other than the glow of the fire, she twisted her head and glanced up at the sky. What little cloud present was low, though broken and sparse. At first, she thought what she could see flitting low toward her was a moth, then a bat, yet the part of her mind trying not to deal with the horror her imagination was providing, knew neither of those had two engines nor flew as fast.

As it passed overhead, everyone had their eyes fixed upon what Betty now knew to be an enemy bomber. In fact, so low was it she could see it had its bomb bay doors open. Somebody, Betty wasn’t entirely certain who, barely had time to yell, “Take cover!” before an ear-splitting blast occurred, and everything went black.


Chapter Twenty-One

Fate is a curious thing, Walter mused. Five minutes ago, he’d been on the receiving end of another rollicking from his sergeant because it appeared his battledress still wasn’t up to inspection standard. He’d briefly thought about saying that in the dark it wouldn’t matter, but his sense of self-preservation kicked in, and he’d kept his mouth shut. He had decided Bobby wasn’t going to get any fusses off him for another few days, though, it being the playful dog’s fault.

Now, now he was running as fast as his legs could carry him toward the river, and he prayed harder than he’d ever prayed in his life for fate to be kind to him and the rest of his Home Guard section when they arrived. All his energy was needed to keep his legs pumping, as he swept past the Victory pub in a shower of sparks from his hobnailed boots. He didn’t have any to spare to answer the younger privates who kept asking if the area hit was where Ruth lived. His thoughts were entirely centered on Doris. If he hadn’t gotten so self-righteous and joined the Home Guard, he’d be with her now and perhaps in a position to protect her.

When they’d heard the low-flying bomber pass over, followed closely by the ear-splitting crash of the bomb, it had taken all his will power not to duck. Something inside him told him he must stay upright at all costs. He must try to work out where the bomb had fallen. However, in the dark, it had proven difficult, and everyone had been pointing in different directions—until he became aware of a loud barking and a tugging at his puttees. Looking down, none other than Bobby was tugging on his ankle, digging in his heels and trying to pull him, make him follow. As he pulled, a low, insistent growl came from his throat.

“Get that bloody mutt out of here, Johnson!” Sergeant Green had barked at him.

Ignoring him, Walter bent down, gently prized Bobby’s teeth from his ankle, and watched for what would happen next. He didn’t have long to wait as the instant he stood back up, Bobby shot off in the direction of the river. Walter hadn’t waited for permission and was hot on the dog’s heels with his sergeant’s yells ringing empty in his ears. Fortunately, the sergeant’s bark was much worse than his bite, and in short order, Walter heard him yelling at the rest of his section to follow Walter and the dog, whilst the other section were to go with him to alert the fire brigade.

Turning the corner of the lane which led, if followed, straight on to RAF Hamble, at a speed he didn’t think his legs were capable of, he sped along the riverbank even harder. Ahead of him, Bobby briefly turned around, as if to check his human posse was still following him, before sprinting ahead again. With a sinking feeling in his heart, he passed Betty’s cottage. As he came into sight of Riverview Cottage, his first sensation was relief to see it still standing. He skidded to a halt. Behind the cottage, he could now see gouts of fierce red flame shooting toward the sky.

“Jesus!” came the cry of one of his section colleagues as they bowled up behind him.

“Quiet!” Walter yelled. “Listen!”

Inexperienced they may have been, but each knew why they had to be quiet. The roar of the fire visible behind the cottage wasn’t too loud, so they couldn’t hear any other sound above it. Particularly the sound of anyone—he hated to think the words—wounded. No matter how hard he strained, he couldn’t hear any cries of pain, though the distant clang of a fire engine’s bell didn’t help matters.

“Come on!”

Darting around the side of the cottage, he led everyone through the side gate and into the back garden. The sight before them was not quite what he’d expected, and he sent up a special prayer of thanks. All the way there, he’d imagined stumbling into a scene from Dante’s Inferno, with Doris’s body strewn across the potatoes! As he’d been unable to join the Regular Armed Forces, he’d been mostly closeted from the carnage of war. However, being a reporter meant he had quite an imagination, and during his run to the cottage it had been working overtime.

“I don’t suppose there’s a fire wagon on the way?” Doris asked, in a slight sing-song voice, whilst lounging on her back on the ground.

“Yes,” agreed Ruth, trotting to join them from the direction of the kitchen, a full bucket of water in each hand. “We’re getting a little tired and not getting very far.”

She didn’t stop for an answer, scurrying past the Home Guard section which was trying to work out what was going on, and toward a large gap in the hedge at the back of the garden, a gap he was sure hadn’t been there before. Through the gap was clearly visible the fire they’d seen on their rush there. The flames seemed to be contained to a location about fifty feet behind the hedge, in a patch of wasteland in the process of being turned into allotments. He was in time to watch Ruth hand over the buckets to Lawrence, who had wedged his crutch into the ground so he could lean his weight on it. With a mighty heave, he threw a bucket toward the conflagration. It didn’t appear to do much good.

Walter was about to point this out when he was none too gently elbowed out of the way by Mary, also encumbered by buckets, closely followed by Penny, carrying various trays full of water. Shirley nearly knocked him flying as the younger girl flew past him with her load.

“Out of the way, Walter!” she muttered through gritted teeth.

Now he was watching, Walter could tell the fire wasn’t dying down, but neither was it in any danger of spreading. Until the fire engine arrived, this was probably the best they could do. It would also be a good idea for his section to take over from the current bucket line of women. No matter they were doing a good job, after the five minutes or so they’d been at the job, all were obviously tiring. No sooner had he thought of this than he’d organized the section to take over. Not a one protested, and Walter found himself helping a totally bushed Ruth back to the rear of the cottage. In the glow of the still-blazing fire, together with a few lamps and torches dotted around, and with the fire providing a beacon for anyone within a hundred odd miles from the air, it wasn’t the time to worry about the blackout, and things became clearer.

In the confusion he’d perceived upon arriving and then organizing the fire buckets, he hadn’t noticed Doris wasn’t lying on the rug to take it easy whilst her friends rushed around tackling the fire. Now, he could see his girlfriend was lying with her head on Betty’s lap. Betty herself had one of her hands pressed to a tea towel on Doris’s forehead, and he had a nasty suspicion that towel was stained with Doris’s blood.

“Christ, Doris! What happened?” Walter, shocked, dropping to his knees beside the two.

Betty looked at him and despite the situation she had a smile, a strained one, yet still a smile, on her face. “She took a bit of flying glass across the head.”

At the mention of glass, Walter turned his face toward the rear of Ruth’s cottage. His eyebrows shot up at the sight. Not a single intact pane of glass was left! The back door itself was hanging off the hinges, and the curtains were flapping and torn in the empty window frames. Considering how close the bomb hit, the cottage had got off remarkably lightly. However, even though the night was mild, the cottage was clearly uninhabitable in its present state.

Doris let out a moan, and Walter snapped out of his reverie. “Hold on.”

Getting to his feet, he rushed inside. Going to the tap, he took out his handkerchief, soaked it through, and dashed outside. Gently, he eased Betty, mindful of hurting her injury, up and took Doris’s head in his own lap. Removing the nearly soaked-through tea towel, he pressed his handkerchief to her head wound. From what he could see in the flickering light, she had a slash across her forehead a few inches long, though he couldn’t feel how deep. Once he’d cleaned it up as much as he could, he took out a field dressing from a pocket, tore off the outer packet, and pressing it to her wound, wrapped the bandage around her head and tied it off.

“You do love getting into trouble, don’t you,” he told her, making certain none of her hair was stuck inside the pad.

Though she must have been in some pain, Doris still flicked him a smile. “Not really, but it does seem to like finding me.”

He had no chance to think up a witty comeback, as he felt a tap on his shoulder. “How’s she doing, mate?”

Before he could reply, Doris levered herself onto an elbow. “I’m fine. Now, trust me, Walter. Go and see to your men. Lawrence can sit with me.”

Though impossible to look her in the face from where he was, Walter did his best. His best wasn’t quick enough, as to help along his thought processes and to remind him she was a strong woman she allowed her free elbow to slip into his ribs.

With tears in his eyes, Walter told her, “Hint taken, love,” and let Lawrence take over. He was pleased to note she leant against his friend’s side, rather than laying her head in his lap.

Leaving Doris to the ministrations of their friend, Walter went to help his section continue to fight the fire. With more bodies at work, it looked like they were actually making progress. However, all were most happy to hear and then see the fire engine turn up. In short order, the local brigade had begun to pour water onto the remains of the fire whilst an ambulance turned up a few minutes later.

“About time, too,” Ruth muttered, as she guided its crew toward where Doris and Lawrence were lying.

Soon, Doris was carted off, after promising Walter she’d behave herself, and the fire was put out. Where had been chaos was now, well, a rather big mess only slightly less chaotic. With a promise he and a section would be around sometime tomorrow to fill in the hole left by the bomb and to help with making the cottage habitable, the Home Guard sergeant made his excuses and took his men away.

Walter, having been given permission to stay behind, was walking around as if someone had cut off his left hand, since Doris had left for the hospital, so Betty took hold of him by his free arm. “Come over here.”

She guided him toward where Ruth, with Mary and Penny on an arm each and Shirley standing close behind her, stood staring at the rear of the cottage. Now everyone else had gone and the fire had been put out, the silence was all-pervading, with a sense of violation in the air. In its own small way, Riverview Cottage appeared to be weeping in solidarity with Portsmouth.

After sharing a moment with the others, Betty took charge. “Ruth,” she said gently to her friend, “you can’t stay here. No one can. At least, not tonight.”

Normally so stoic whatever the crisis, Ruth didn’t, couldn’t answer right away. Betty recognized her friend was in shock, and no one could blame her. Casting her eyes around, she was wondering what she could do when she heard a loud barking. Bobby! But, where was he? Now she had the time, Ruth realized she hadn’t seen him since the aircraft had dropped the bomb.

“Bobby!” Ruth called.

This had the effect of cold water being poured over the group as at her shout everyone snapped their heads around, searching for the source of the barking. “Bobby! Where is he?” Ruth asked, her head whipping back and forth.

At hearing his name, the cocker spaniel appeared from beneath the garden shed, his front paws digging for purchase as he levered his body out. A second later, he staggered over to his mistress and immediately flopped down before her feet.

Ruth knelt down, oblivious to the mud squelching beneath her knees. Once she’d satisfied herself he was unhurt, she lifted the filthy dog into her arms and hugged him to her chest. “Why didn’t we listen to you sooner?” she cried, as Bobby did his best to make his owner’s face even dirtier by rubbing his head against hers. “Doris wouldn’t have been hurt then.”

Mary joined her in spreading the dirt around. “Yes, we’re sorry, Bobby,” she told the dog, who was all ears and eyes as he lapped up the fuss.

“Guess we’ve paid the price, eh?” Ruth declared, her voice sad and far away.

Penny took Bobby from Ruth’s hands and helped Ruth to her feet before telling her, in no uncertain words, her eyes all but flashing in the darkness, “Now, you listen here, Ruth. This is no one’s fault except Hitler’s. It wouldn’t have made much of a difference if we’d taken notice of Bobby. We were all so distracted by the hammering those poor sods took”—she jerked a thumb over her shoulder, as if anyone needed to look up to know Portsmouth was still ablaze—“we’re just lucky someone was able to yell a warning. Who yelled, anyway?”

“Doris, I think,” Lawrence said.

Ruth broke the silence. “See. She got hurt because we weren’t paying attention.”

“Ruth Stone!” Betty snapped, actually slapping her friend around the face. Not too hard, but enough to get her attention and to head off the self-recrimination she could sense her friend was heading for. “Enough! She did not get hurt because of anything we did or didn’t do.”

“Betty’s right, Ruth,” Walter told her, taking hold of Ruth around the shoulders. “If she hears you say anything of the sort, she’ll put you right. And you know she will.”

Taking advantage of her temporarily stunned friend, Betty gripped Ruth’s hand. “You’re coming home with me. There’s no way you can stay here tonight.” When Ruth made no move to protest, Betty turned her attention to the girls. “Shirley, you know where the bed sheets, blankets, and eiderdowns are? Show Penny and Mary. Bring everything you, Ruth, and Lawrence will need for the night, and as soon as you’ve got them together, get yourselves over to our place. We’ll sort this”—she waved her free hand at the mess which was the rear of Ruth’s cottage—“in the morning. Right, everyone’s to have a cup of cocoa and then to bed. Understood?”

Penny held Bobby out at arm’s length. “I’ll give this one a quick wash, Betty. Otherwise, if he has the run of the cottage, it’ll look like a…”

“Bomb’s hit it?” Ruth supplied, when Penny couldn’t bring herself to finish the sentence.

“Sorry, Ruth.” She shrugged. “It just came out.”

“Don’t worry,” Ruth told her, glancing over what damage she could see. “It’ll look worse in the light of day.”

No one could find the energy to laugh at Ruth’s feeble attempt at a joke.

“Let me clean Bobby up,” Walter offered, taking the mucky dog from Penny. Picking up the rugs from where they’d lain discarded, he laid them over the chair Ruth had been sitting in and added his jacket. “You go and help the others.”

Betty nodded her head at this. “Lawrence,” she called out to where he was leaning heavily upon his crutch. “Can you escort two weary women home?”


Chapter Twenty-Two

Squeezing an extra three people and a rather wet and bedraggled dog into an already full cottage took some imagination, a lot of cooperation, and on Bobby’s part, plenty of moaning.

The first thing Betty did once she’d settled Ruth in her bed—this had entailed a lot of protesting before the adrenalin Ruth had been running on ran out—was to prepare the promised cocoa. Ignoring her own discomfort, she’d taken her a cup, but Ruth was already fast asleep, the best medicine she could have taken. She was so far gone she didn’t hear the commotion the others caused when they came home. A herd of elephants would have been quieter!

“Quieten down a bit, you lot. Ruth’s asleep,” Betty rebuked them.

Shirley had to be told twice, and even then, she had to see for herself. “Like a baby,” she’d declared, taking her seat around the kitchen table and accepting her cocoa. “Thanks, Betty. Where’s Walter?”

“I left him trying to call the hospital to find out about Doris,” Lawrence said, stretching and stifling a yawn, whilst hanging onto Bobby’s leash. The poor dog looked like he’d been dragged through a hedge backward.

Betty picked up the phone, listened for a few seconds, and replaced the handset. Turning to the others, she informed them, “The phone lines must be down.”

“Bloody hell,” Lawrence muttered, taking a hefty swig of his cocoa. “I’ll bet he’s running to the hospital.” Hobbling through, sans crutch, into the kitchen, he put his now empty mug on the table. “Penny, mind if I borrow your bike?”

“You’re not going to do something stupid as well, are you?” Penny asked, whilst handing him her cycle clips. “Like, riding a bike with a broken leg?”

Ignoring her comment, he took one, clipped it around his uninjured trouser leg and looked up. Somewhere amongst the soot coating his face, was a grin. “I reckon I can catch him, yes, Betty, even with this duff leg, before he gets halfway there. I know how anxious he must be, but there’s no way they’ll let him in to see her at this time of night. Plus,” his voice turned serious, “with Portsmouth taking a pasting tonight, there’s a good chance our local hospital is being used as an overflow.”

Without wasting time on any more words, and leaving his crutch behind, Lawrence made his lumbering way out the back door.

“Do you think she’ll be all right?” Mary asked the room. “Do you think he’ll be all right?” she added.

“Doris, yes,” Penny declared, her voice filled with confidence. “This is our Yank we’re talking about. I dare say she’s nagging their ears off to let her go home right now. Not too sure about Lawrence, though, if I’m being honest.”

“Do you really think so?” Shirley wanted to know.

Betty took one look at the girl and immediately told her, “Sit down before you fall down, girl! You look like you’ll fall asleep standing up, if you don’t.”

At her words, Shirley slumped into the seat closest to her, the pile of bedding in her arms tumbling to the floor. “Sounds like a good idea,” she murmured, doing her best to inhale the cocoa Betty slid toward her. “Thanks so much, Betty. Do you think he’ll catch up with Walter?” Shirley asked the room.

“If anyone can, it’s my Lawrence,” Mary declared. “Though I may break his other leg for him when he gets back,” she added darkly.

“I quite agree,” Penny said, “on both points.”

“Enough witty repartee, everyone. Time for bed,” Betty declared, finishing off her drink and getting to her feet. Unaware of the chocolate mustache she was now wearing, Betty cast her eyes over the troupe she’d inherited. “Now, hopefully, this will only be for a night or two, until we can get Ruth’s place patched up enough so Shirley and Lawrence can move back in. With Doris bedding down at the hospital—I expect only for tonight—and Ruth away with the fairies in mine, I’m going to bagsy Doris’s bed for tonight. So Shirley needs to double-up with one of you two.”

Shirley let her head droop, as if expecting neither Mary nor Penny wanting to bed down with her. What happened next showed her how wrong she was and how much she really was cared for, as was meant.

“Me!” was immediately said in unison by both young women.

“She can’t sleep with both of you,” Betty declared with a broad, chocolatey smile.

A possible argument was forestalled by the telephone ringing. Betty, muttering to herself and wishing she’d never had the phone installed, and why in the world hadn’t it worked earlier, got to her feet to answer the instrument. A second later, she yelled, “Penny! Tom, for you!”

Penny, all traces of fatigue at least temporarily put aside, rushed to take the call, pecking Shirley on the cheek as she went past.

“Guess this means it’s you and me,” Mary told Shirley. She grabbed the dropped bedclothes, and taking her friend by the hand, towed her toward the stairs, passing Penny on the way.

“Tom! Oh, Tom, it’s so good to hear your voice. It’s been too long. Yes, I know it’s not your fault. I was just stating a fact. Yes, I quite agree, let’s not argue. You’ve got what? Leave? How wonderful! Let me speak to Jane, and I’ll get back to you tomorrow. You’ve got to go already! Bloody hell! Yes, yes, I understand, of course. You’ve somewhere you can’t tell me you have to be. You know I love you, Tom. Yes, I know you love me too. Keep your fingers crossed all goes well tomorrow. ’Night, my love!”

Putting the phone back, Penny went into the kitchen and slumped down next to Betty.

“Do I want to know?”. To Betty’s surprise, Penny shot her friend a wide grin. Considering what they’d been through, it wasn’t what she’d expected. “Okay, if you’ve some good news, after tonight, care to share?”

Her words brought Penny down a little. What right did she have to be happy? Her friend Ruth had nearly lost her house a few hours ago, her other good friend Doris was lying wounded in hospital. The war had come to Hamble once again. So what right did she have to be happy?

Penny’s train of thought was interrupted by Betty clasping one of her hands. “If you’re wondering if it’s all right to be happy,” she told her, as if she could read her mind, “then stop right there. If there’s one saying I’ve become quite fond of lately it’s this: If you find happiness, then you should grab it with both hands. It doesn’t come along often, let alone in wartime, so don’t waste it!” Her words must have got through, as when Betty next looked at her young friend, the smile was back on her face. “Never feel guilty for being happy.”

Penny squeezed Betty’s hands in thanks. “Message received and understood.”

“Good,” Betty replied. “Now, what’s your news?”

“Tom’s got some leave!”

“Wonderful.” She sat back and then, rather astutely, asked, “I assume you’ll be asking Jane for some leave tomorrow? How long?”

“Five wonderful days!” Penny informed her, hugging herself with delight. “Starting the day after tomorrow.”

“Good for you both. I’m sure Jane won’t say no,” Betty told her before letting out a huge yawn and a wince of pain. “I don’t know about you, but I’m so tired. I’ll see you in…” She looked up at the kitchen clock. “Gracious me! If we don’t shake a leg, we won’t get much of a night.” Betty kissed her on the cheek. “Come on, you, up the stairs to Bedfordshire!”

“What about Lawrence and Walter?”

Backing out of the kitchen and making certain Bobby was shut in, something the bedraggled-looking dog didn’t appear keen on, Betty shut the door behind her. “Walter’s got his own rooms, but I’ll leave the front door on the latch. If they come back, they can let themselves in and bed down as best they can in the front room.”

****

Of course, when Betty turned off toward Doris’s room, Penny was way too excited to sleep. She knocked on Mary’s door, barged in, and switched on the light before anyone had the chance to say, “Come in.” Immediately, she became aware of a peculiar hissing sound.

“What on earth?”

Mary propped herself on an elbow, her eyes blinking furiously as she became accustomed to the brightness. “Penny? What’s wrong?”

Penny sat down on the end of the bed and proceeded to bounce up and down. The hissing noise continued without a break.

“What on earth?” Penny repeated, stopping her bouncing and looking around. “It can’t be a gas leak. I can’t smell anything.”

Mary put a finger to her lips, though her shoulders were shaking. Without speaking, she jabbed a finger down at the sleeping Shirley.

Penny’s eyes widened. “No way!”

Managing to gain control, Mary’s shoulders finally stopped shaking in mirth. Turning her head to the side, Mary pulled pieces of cotton wool out of both ears. “I reckon her old man must be stone deaf. Or if he wasn’t when they got married, he must be by now.”

Penny clapped a hand to her mouth, just about getting out, “Oh, don’t be cruel—no matter how true it must be!” before dissolving into silent giggles.

“Don’t suppose you want to swap now?” Mary asked.

Penny shook her head. “Not on your life!”

In spite of the off-putting snake impression emanating from their friend, Mary and Penny both managed to calm down and then shared a moment in contemplating their friend.

“I still feel guilty, you know,” Penny stated.

Mary nodded. “About the dance? Me too! What’s done is done, but I really wish it hadn’t been.”

“I expect our Doris does too,” Penny mentioned. “Any thoughts on what happened to the handkerchief?”

“I reckon it slipped into some nook or cranny on a plane,” Shirley’s voice unexpectedly suggested, causing Mary to utter a little squeak of surprise and Penny to slip off the bed.

“Hell’s bells, Shirley!” Penny said, hauling herself off the floor. “I thought you were asleep.”

“I was,” Shirley muttered, kneading her eyes, “but how can you expect anyone to sleep with you pair yapping away?”

Penny and Mary shared an incredulous look, and then everyone did the only thing possible by bursting out in peals of laughter.

Eventually, Shirley recovered her breath and asked, “Seriously, what are we going to do about Doris and this ridiculous rag?”

Penny joined Mary and Shirley on the bed, the two of them leaning against the headboard so Mary could sit cross-legged at their feet. “Couldn’t we simply buy him a new one?”

“It’s already been suggested, Penny. If only things were so simple,” Mary stated. “Even if we could get the same make, we’d never be able to get all the signatures.”

“Do you think Betty knows any forgers?” Shirley asked, a certain twinkle in her eye.

“Considering her past…” Penny thought, stroking her chin and appearing to be giving the idea serious deliberation. “It’s a distinct possibility.”

Shirley slapped her playfully on the foot. “Now you’re making fun of me.”

Penny reached up and waved a hand around until Shirley took the hint and allowed her to hold hers. Looking her determinedly in the eye, Penny told her, “Never. We will never make fun of you. Not a bad idea, though you can be the one to ask Betty.” Mary nodded in agreement, resting her head on Shirley’s shoulder.

“Mind you,” Mary added, toying with a loose strand of the younger girl’s ponytail, “if you want to try learning to fly, don’t ask Doris, or she may not be able to resist.”

Shirley raised an eyebrow. “And you would?”

Mary matched her eyebrow and raised it with a smirk.

“Anyhow,” Shirley said. “Was there something you wanted, Penny?”

“It seems a little silly now,” Penny began. “I’d just had some good news and, after the night we’ve had, wanted to share it with you.”

Mary sat up a little straighter. “I think we could all do with some good news. So what is it?”

“I don’t know if either of you heard the phone?” Shirley shook her head, and Mary held up her cotton wool. “My Tom called. He’s got some leave, beginning the day after tomorrow.”

Shirley let out a small squeal, tried to get out from under the covers to give Penny a hug, but only managed to get herself tangled in the sheets and fall face first between Penny’s feet. Brushing her hair out of her eyes, she scrambled her way into an awkward cuddle. “Promise you’ll tell us all about it, when you get back?”

“Maybe not all,” Mary suggested, joining them.

Shirley turned a mischievous eye upon her. “I’ll have you know, Mary, I’m a married woman. So all means, all, my dear.”

“Shirley!” A bright red blush crept up Penny’s neck.

In a transparent attempt to change the subject, Penny suggested, “Let’s speak to Jane in the morning about the handkerchief. There has to be something we can do about it. We need to clear her name.”

A very loud howl punctuated Penny’s idea, and all three of their heads snapped around before Shirley realized what the source was.

“Did Betty shut Bobby in the kitchen?”

Penny nodded.

Shirley wriggled out of bed, grabbed her dressing gown, and pulled the bedroom door open, saying, “Bobby doesn’t like being shut up.”

She’d only taken one step onto the landing when she ran into a bleary-eyed Betty, who ran a hand through her hair and grumpily told her, “So I’ve just found out.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

Next morning dawned way too early for everyone except Bobby who, as soon as he was let out the back, darted around Betty’s garden, poking his nose into every bush, flower, and potato plant. He reserved his special attention for the chicken coop and rabbit run.

“I don’t know about you,” Betty said, leaning against the kitchen door frame whilst nursing a steaming cup of tea, “but I feel exhausted just watching him.”

The morning was cold yet clear, with dew dripping from the leaves and a slight early morning mist still stubbornly hanging in the air. Against expectations, everyone had been up earlier than normal, and the smell of bacon frying was soon wafting through the cottage. Walter was on tea-making duty, whilst Lawrence was demonstrating his culinary skills. All the girls were more than happy to accept an unexpected bacon sarnie. Whilst brewing up, Walter explained how Lawrence had caught him halfway to the hospital.

“By then, I think I’d run out of adrenalin. So we chatted, and before we knew it, dawn was only a few hours away. Don’t ask me what we talked about, but he persuaded me charging into the hospital in the small hours of the morning wouldn’t have made me the most popular person and I should wait until after breakfast this morning. Especially after the pasting Portsmouth took.”

Lawrence dished bacon onto a plate for Penny to divide up into sandwiches whilst he put on another frying pan full. “And I was quite right. I expect Doris would have sent him on his way with a flea in his ear, if he’d have managed to see her in the first place.”

“Thanks very much,” Betty said, accepting her butty. Taking a bite, she savored the sweet bacon against the coarse bread, wiping the grease from her chin. “You can come here again!” she told him before turning her attention back to keeping an eye out for Ruth’s dog.

This was a little late as, in the few moments she’d had her back to the garden, Bobby had disappeared. “Bobby! Here, boy,” she called, walking into her back garden to see if she could see where he’d gone. “Ruth? Bobby’s gone. Do you think he’d go back to your place?”

Ruth appeared next to her, though she didn’t seem particularly worried. Glancing around, she caught sight of what she’d been looking for. She pointed to a corner of her garden. “There’s a hole in the hedge there. I’d say it leads toward my place. You’re probably right,” she agreed and drank down the rest of her tea.

Taking her friend by the hand, Ruth led her inside, put her cup in the sink, and drew Betty into a hug. “Thank you,” she said. “I can’t thank you enough for putting us up last night.”

“Think nothing of it, Ruth. I didn’t do anything you wouldn’t have done for me, if our positions had been reversed.”

Ruth pulled back and even had a slight smile on her face as she surveyed the kitchen. Mary, Penny, and Shirley, all togged up and ready for work, were happily munching their way through their unexpected breakfasts whilst watching and listening to what was being said. The cook was finishing off his share.

“Walter, can I leave the office to you today? After you’ve been to see Doris, of course,” she added.

As if he didn’t trust his mouth to speak, Walter nodded.

“I don’t think it’ll be as bad as it looked last night,” Shirley couldn’t help but say, though she then looked as if she wished she hadn’t said anything.

Ruth, though, went and kissed the top of her head. “Very sweet of you.”

“I’ll see if I can get the day off, Ruth,” Shirley offered.

Ruth shook her head. “No. You three had better get to work. Lawrence and I will do what we can.”

“I’ll come and help too,” Betty offered.

“Oh, no, you won’t, Betty Palmer,” Ruth said. “You’re supposed to be taking it easy. Or had you forgotten?”

Betty looked like a puppy caught being naughty. “Not forgotten. I was kind of hoping everyone else had, though. However, I’ll still be walking around to see what needs doing.”

Before anyone could argue, they heard someone attempting to turn a key in the front door. Everyone looked at each other and did a mental tot up. All who should be present were, apart from Doris. Multiple eyebrows shot up as it hit them it could only be one person.

“Don’t just stand there,” Penny urged. “Let her in!”

A little too enthusiastically, Walter wrenched the door open, prompting a disheveled and pale Doris to tumble inside.

****

“Heck of a welcome home,” Doris grumbled five minutes later when Betty had her tucked up in bed, the others having gone on their way. She was in a bad mood not caused by her wound. Walter had been packed off to work without being able to do more than satisfy himself that his girlfriend would be all right at home. “I’m sure we’re supposed to be looking after you!”

Betty, still in her dressing gown, parked herself beside the American’s elbow on the bed. “I won’t tell anyone, if you don’t,” she told her friend with a twinkle in her eye.

“Oh, very funny,” Doris replied, holding on to her annoyance at being treated like an invalid. “Look,” she pleaded, trying to paste on her best smile and swiping up her fringe to reveal as large a sticking plaster as could be placed onto a face without it obscuring one’s vision. “I’m fine. No concussion, there’s still blood in the old head, and look…” She held out her hands before her. “No wobble or anything.”

Betty’s expression needed no words.

“Honest! They wouldn’t have let me out if they thought anything was wrong.”

“Or, and work with me on this one,” Betty said, “you may have sneaked out?”

Doris promptly went bright red. A knocking on the front door interrupted them.

“Don’t say a thing,” Betty told her and went to answer the door.

Upon opening it, she didn’t even have the chance to open her mouth before the person on the other side of the door stated, “I take it she’s here.”

Answering with a nod, Betty stood aside and waved Nurse Grace through. “I was right, then.”

“Right about what?” Grace asked, untying her cape and hanging it up.

“About a certain someone escaping from the hospital.”

Grace grumbled to herself without replying as she headed upstairs. “There you are! Sister would like to have your guts for garters!”

Betty matched the nurse’s stern look as best she could. This was easy, as she could tell Grace’s heart didn’t match her words. The Sister may have wanted Doris hung out to dry, but Betty knew Grace had no such intention.

Doris hadn’t picked up on this yet, though. She reached out a hand toward the nurse. “Oh, Grace, I hope I haven’t caused you any trouble.”

“Not me,” Grace replied, still trying to keep up the façade.

Gripping her hand, Doris implored, “Don’t take me back, please. I’ll stay in bed, though…” she added, a touch of hope in her voice, “I’d rather go back to work.”

“Which brings me to,” Grace declared, whipping a piece of paper out of her handbag, “the doctor’s note.” She unfolded it and read out loud, “To summarize. The doctors couldn’t find any signs of concussion, but”—she raised her eyebrows when Doris opened her mouth—“they’re not totally certain. Therefore, you’re off flying duties for a week. No arguments!” She waved a warning forefinger when Doris started to protest.

“I’ll give Thelma a ring in a bit, let her know about the wounded warrior here,” Betty advised.

Doris raised a hand and tenderly touched her forehead, winced, and dropped her hand. “Bloody piece of glass.”

“You’re very lucky it wasn’t a bit of Nazi shrapnel,” Betty pointed out.

“Very lucky indeed,” Grace agreed.

Doris had the good grace to appear subdued. “Point taken. I’m sorry if I caused you a problem, Grace,” she added.

“I can’t keep it up any longer,” the nurse announced, dropping onto the bed at Doris’s feet, Betty close behind her. “Not really. I’m sure Betty remembers what Sister Modesty Henry is like.”

Betty let out a pantomime shudder. “Not half.”

“Let me put it this way,” Grace told her. “Try not to need hospital treatment any time in the near future, if you follow my meaning.”

“Hint taken,” Doris told her.

A few minutes later, Grace had followed Betty downstairs and into the kitchen.

“What happened here?” she wanted to know, looking at the mucky marks on the floor and the scratches on the doors and chair legs.

Betty pulled one out and gingerly sat down. “I expect you heard about the bit of excitement we had last night?”

“Not exactly what I’d call it,” Grace replied, frowning.

“Very true. Well, I shut Bobby up in here last night. He didn’t like it.”

Grace fingered a groove running down her chair leg. “So I see.”

“The others had to leave, and I haven’t been able to grip a mop since I got back. Something about the angle,” she explained. “Mind you, compared to what Ruth’s place looks like, this can wait until tonight. I’ll get one of the girls to give it a quick go-over then.” Betty paused. “Was it bad last night? You know, with Portsmouth.”

A dark shroud seemed to enfold the nurse. Eventually, she found her voice. “Not as bad, at least for us, as it could have been. We took in a few cases, as overflow, but not as many as we thought we might get. It could have been a lot, lot worse, or so I’m led to believe,” she admitted.

“Thank heaven for small mercies,” Betty muttered.

Grace got to her feet, stretched, and went to retrieve her cape. “Well, now I’ve found the escapee and told her off, per a certain Sister’s instructions, I’ll go and check in on Lawrence.”

“I’ll come with you,” Betty told her, getting to her feet. “Don’t try to persuade me otherwise. I know I should be resting, but honestly, I feel better when I’m on my feet. Plus, I told Ruth I’d be around later.”

“I know better than to try to persuade you otherwise.”

“Good girl.” Betty smiled before yelling up the stairs, “Doris? We’re going around to Ruth’s. You stay in bed, please. I won’t be long.”

“All right.” She could hear Doris’s shouted reply, plus the less than muttered coda, “If I bloody well have to.”

****

Betty and Grace came through the side gate, which was hanging on one hinge, to a sight like hell on earth, or as near to it as they would want to come.

It had looked bad enough last night, but the darkness had hidden the worst of the damage. What she’d thought had been blown-out windows and torn-off curtains she could now see was much more. The windows were gone, yes, along with most of the frames. The back door was nowhere in sight. Below the eaves, there were multiple holes, likely caused by flying debris, or shrapnel of some kind. There were tiles missing from the roof, too, though perhaps not as many as there could have been.

“Watch out below!”

Betty and Grace both looked up from where they were standing, before the missing kitchen windows, just as a broken roof tile crashed to the ground a few feet away from them. Stepping back, both women craned their necks up and could see men in khaki edging themselves across the roof.

From behind them came the call of, “Betty! Grace! Over here!”

Walter, accompanied by Sergeant Green, made toward the pair through the gap in the hedge where the bomb had fallen. As they came closer, Betty recalled something from last night about the sergeant bringing a section along to see what could be done for Ruth’s cottage. True enough, not only were the men on the roof seeing what damage they could repair, but there were more behind Walter.

“Just making sure there’s nothing back there which could do any more harm, Ms. Palmer,” the sergeant said by way of explanation.

Unseen, Ruth appeared behind them, making the pair jump when she touched both on their shoulders. “Isn’t this good of them?” she exclaimed. “I think we’ve got half the men from the village helping out!”

It seemed true enough. Not counting those on the roof, those who’d been trailing behind Walter and his sergeant now went into the house.

“It’s honestly not as bad as it looks,” Lawrence said.

Looking around, Betty and Grace saw Lawrence, previously unnoticed by them, set up in a deckchair down by the doghouse. Bobby, the owner of the doghouse, was lying at his feet.

At seeing her patient, Grace strode toward him, whilst Betty went over to join Ruth, Walter, and the sergeant.

“Is he really right?” Betty asked. “Can your cottage be made livable?”

Ruth nodded, a smile on her face. “Oh, yes. Matthew here,” she clapped the sergeant on the shoulder, nearly knocking him over, no mean feat as he was at least six inches taller than she was, “is a builder, and though he does advise me to get a proper survey done, he tells me he can’t see any structural damage. It’s mainly the roof, windows, and doors.”

“She’s right,” the sergeant said. “I was about to send Walter here off with a few men to grab some tarpaulin from my yard. I don’t have any tiles in stock, but we can at least make the roof rainproof until I can get some in.”

“Isn’t he a gem?” Ruth stated enthusiastically.

The sergeant then jogged into the cottage, leaving Betty with the distinct impression she may have missed something.

Taking the opportunity, Walter leant in toward the two women and, hiding his mouth behind a hand, told them, “Not what I’d call him.” Though he did have a ghost of a smile on his face as he said it.

“Don’t be so tough on Matthew,” Ruth scolded, still smiling.

Walter held up his hands in mock surrender. “I know, I know. He’s like sergeants everywhere, all sweetness and light.”

Betty asked Walter, “Weren’t you going in to the office?”

“I made an executive decision,” he told her. “I’m more useful helping out here. Ruth told me off when I turned up with this mob, but then she saw sense. I’m sure everyone will understand if we’re closed for a day. I did put a note up in the window before shutting up,” he added.

“I can hardly complain,” Ruth added. “I mean, look at all this!” She waved her arms around as if to encompass all the endeavor going on around them.

“Do you think it’ll be ready today?” This was Grace, who’d finished taking a look at Lawrence and, together with an ever-hopeful Bobby, had joined them.

“Probably not,” Ruth admitted, her smile slipping somewhat.

“Johnson! Get yourself over here!”

“See you in a while,” Walter told the women, as he jogged over to join two other members of the Home Guard.

Betty hooked an arm through Ruth’s. “You must stay with me again,” she told her. “You’re welcome for as long as you need.”

Ruth turned her head to take another look at the cottage, gauging how long it might take to make the repairs, before turning back to her friend. “Assuming they can get the planks to board up the windows, we should be able to move in tomorrow. There’ll be glass and wood and God knows what everywhere, but at least we’ll have a roof over our heads.”

“What about the electricity, gas, and water?” Betty asked.

“Water’s fine, or else we’d have been in more trouble last night,” Ruth pointed out. Betty nodded in agreement. “Nobody can smell any gas, but Walter told me he phoned the gas board to get someone out to come and give it a check.”

“When?” Grace asked, and then went a little red at her presumption.

Ruth smiled to show she was okay to ask questions. “Sometime in the next few days.”

“Look, if you insist upon sleeping here, you at least have to come over to my place for meals whilst you’re waiting to get the okay,” Betty restated.

“Seems fair,” Ruth agreed, looking around. “Electricity’s fine. I flicked a switch without thinking and, well, nothing went bang!” The shrug of her shoulders didn’t fool anyone. She knew she’d been lucky. Ruth walked over to where her chicken coop stood. Quickly, she looked back up, her expression one of annoyance. “Bloody great hole in the back! Little buggers have all done a runner!” She then made her way toward her rabbit hutch. This time when she straightened up, she wore a huge smile. “Fancy rabbit tonight?”

Conversation was halted by the sound of someone clearing his throat in a very loud and pompous fashion. The three women looked around for its source and saw a rather small man, nearly as wide as he was tall, wearing a bowler hat and a three-piece suit, standing in the gap left by the missing gate. Despite a distinct lack of height, he gave every impression of looking down his nose at everyone in sight.

Being the property owner, Ruth strode over toward him. “Can I help you? I’m Ruth Stone.”

Whoever he was, manners were not high on his list of priorities, as he ignored the hand Ruth held out for him to shake.

Without preamble, the man stated, “I am looking for a Miss Penelope Blake.”

Ruth wasn’t one to take rudeness lying down. “And you are?”

By this time, both Betty and Grace had joined their friend, whilst Lawrence could be seen struggling to his feet.

“I am her father, Mr. Blake.”

Ruth and Betty raised an eyebrow at this announcement, both being familiar with the story of Penny’s flit from the house of her overbearing father.

“Well, Mr. Blake,” Ruth replied, emphasizing the title he gave himself with undisguised disdain, “Penny will be out delivering aircraft—for the war effort,” she added, getting the expected rise from him.

“And when would you expect her back?” he asked, taking a large step back so he wasn’t craning his neck up at the women who fairly emanated hostility before him.

Betty, as the member of the ATA present, answered this time. “She’ll be as long as she’s needed, Mr. Blake. So, no, I can’t tell you when she’ll be home. By the way, she lives with me, next door.” She didn’t bother to tell him her name but being English, good manners still wouldn’t entirely stay repressed. “I can get a message to her, if you want. Was there something you needed?”

“From Penelope? Hardly,” the round man replied, looking around at the same time as Lawrence joined them. He therefore didn’t see Ruth place a hand on the crutch Lawrence had raised with the intention to clout him around the head. “I only want to know if she’s seen her sister.”

“Why would she have seen her sister?” Betty asked, puzzled. “She’s hardly been on leave. Not even when she…”

Ruth cut in before Betty could complete her sentence and let him know his daughter was married. The little man hardly seemed the most caring of fathers. After telling them why she had to get out from under his thumb, especially after he’d tried to force her into a marriage to someone she didn’t even know, she saw no reason to tell him.

“…has the time,” Ruth finished a little vaguely.

Betty realized what she’d nearly done, yet recovered admirably. “You’re welcome to wait around my cottage for her.” Everything considered, this was a very generous offer.

Not one the officious little man recognized. “No.” As a seeming afterthought, he added, “Thank you.” He continued, “I’m sure she would have told you if Celia had been in contact. No, if you would be so good as to tell her I was here and to phone me if she hears from her.”

“You’re not staying to see Penny?” Lawrence didn’t trouble to keep the incredulous note from his voice.

Again, the little man made a strange harrumphing sound in the back of his throat. Straightening his tie, which needed no adjustment, he replied, “No. I have a meeting in London I’m needed for. All very important,” he added quite unnecessarily before turning on the ball of a foot and striding off without so much as a goodbye.

“Has he gone?” a female voice asked from somewhere near Bobby’s doghouse.


Chapter Twenty-Four

“That was Betty,” Thelma told Jane as she replaced the handset.

Jane put down her pen. The letter to her American boyfriend would have to wait. Colonel Frank Lowlan had been away for the past six months, and she thought about him all the time, especially when she drove the beloved Jeep he’d arranged to send to her. The saying “Absence makes the heart grow fonder” couldn’t be truer. Sighing, she absently ran a finger over the framed photo she kept on her desk.

Her friend noticed the gesture. “Any idea when he’ll be back?”

If one person on base could understand how Jane was feeling, it was Thelma Aston. Single herself and not as outgoing as she pretended to be to her friends, Thelma was nevertheless a very empathetic person, something Jane had grown to appreciate during her boyfriend’s long absence.

Jane clutched her latest letter from Frank. Though she’d been a part of the group where Shirley shared her correspondence from her husband, Jane felt her cheeks turn red at the mere thought of sharing Frank’s letters. Every now and then, she thought about asking Doris if all American men were so…forward. She couldn’t bring herself to write back in quite the same style, telling him it was the English way. This didn’t stop her from enjoying his letters immensely in private.

“Afraid not.” Her sigh was deep and heartfelt.

Thelma closed the door of Jane’s office and knelt beside her, leaning an elbow on the arm of her friend’s chair. “Does he say anything?” She then hastily amended this to, “Did he tell you anything you can share?”

Though she hadn’t read the contents of any of his letters to her, Jane had let slip they could be racier than any novels she’d ever read.

Jane cleared her throat. “Well, you know how things are. He misses me…” She playfully slapped Thelma on the wrist when her friend waggled an eyebrow in her direction. “…as I miss him. He does hope to see me before the end of the year, but he wasn’t able to be any clearer as to when.”

Getting to her feet and briefly holding her hands to her side so she could work a kink out of her back, Thelma gave her boss and friend a kiss on the cheek. “I’m sorry. I really wish I could do something.”

Jane gave her a smile, though it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I know you do. Really, I do. Just you being here and letting me talk is enough. Anyway, I’ll finish this later,” she said, pushing her unfinished letter to one side. “What did Betty want?”

Thelma gave a shrug. “Nothing much more than what Penny and Mary told us this morning, that Doris checked herself out of hospital.”

“Fool,” Jane commented.

“True,” agreed Thelma. “But Betty added that the hospital had to take in an overflow from Portsmouth, so she did free up a bed. Plus, a nurse friend of Betty’s tracked Doris down and actually persuaded her to stay in bed. The doctor’s signed her off for a week, with probable concussion, some note says. Apart from stitches on her wound, there’s a bump the size of an egg coming up on her forehead,” she added.

Jane couldn’t help letting an ironic laugh escape. “If she stays there, it’ll be a bloody miracle.”

“Betty said much the same.”

“Anything else? Did she have any news on Ruth’s place?” Jane wanted to know.

“Everything taken into consideration, it’s much better than the girls led us to believe this morning. They couldn’t know this, of course,” Thelma hastily amended.

“And?”

Thelma shot her a grin. “Believe it or not, Ruth has a section of the Home Guard doing running repairs as we speak. They’re putting a tarpaulin on the roof to cover some holes and putting up boards on the broken windows at the back. She reckons with a little clearing up, they’ll be able to make the place at least fit to sleep in sometime tomorrow. Or so Betty told me when she had to leave to go back home.”

“Speaking of Betty,” Jane mused, “how’s she doing?”

There came a sharp rap on the door, and it was pushed open before Jane could decide to let whoever it was in or not.

“Don’t tell me Betty’s overdoing things again.”

“Please,” Jane said, getting to her feet, fingers gripping the edge of her desk. “Penny, Mary, won’t you come in?”

Mary clipped Penny gently around the ear. “See! I told you we should have waited for an invitation.”

Rubbing her ear and looking contrite, Penny glanced at Jane, who glared and cleared her throat.

“I think you’re right. Um, sorry, boss.”

After letting the two squirm for a minute, Jane retook her seat and gave a nod for them to relax. “Apology accepted. However, you could at least have changed before you came over,” she commented.

The two fliers glanced at each other, perhaps only then realizing they’d run to the ops hut without first changing out of their Sidcot suits.

“Shall we say you were so concerned to hear what was happening around Ruth’s that it slipped your minds?”

“Sounds good to me,” Mary said.

“Are there any more deliveries today?” Jane asked Thelma.

It was a rhetorical question, as all the pilots knew the day’s schedule when they checked in. As a way of gently telling off the two for their breech of etiquette, it was enough to make them both fidget. Who knew? Perhaps an emergency had come in whilst they’d been out.

Eventually, Thelma put them out of their misery. “Unfortunately, no,” she replied, treating the two to a sly wink. “A little quiet today.”

Jane took pity on the pair. “Put your bags down and relax,” she advised them, indicating a couple of spare chairs she kept against the far wall.

Once she’d taken her seat, Penny asked, flicking her fringe out of her eyes, “Er, Betty?”

Thelma shot a quick querying look at Jane and got the nod to fill them in. “So far as I know, Betty’s fine. She spent quite a while over at Ruth’s before phoning in to tell us what’s happened with her cottage. I’m sure she’ll fill you in when you get back. Suffice to say, it’s better than it looked, though you will have house guests again tonight.”

“Sounds fine to me.” Mary smiled.

“Go and clean up and get yourselves off home,” Jane told them.

Wishing them a good evening, Penny and Mary disappeared back toward the flight line hut.

As the door closed, Thelma asked Jane, “Do you think I should have warned Penny her father turned up?”

“Do you think he’s likely to be a problem?”

By way of an answer, Thelma raised an eyebrow and fanned a hand before her face.

****

By the time Shirley got back to The Old Lockkeepers Cottage, she was in a wonderful mood.

At least in her opinion, her sergeant had given her all the worst jobs. Or at least, all the ones where she ended up looking like some kind of slime creature. She’d done her best to keep the worst of the grease and oil from her face and hair, but every now and then, you just have to itch. Lunch hadn’t helped, as the kitchen ovens had decided to take the day off, so it was bread, butter, and jam. Enough to fill her up, but not what she needed after the morning’s graft.

Things had picked up after the meager lunch. She’d been told to draw some flying gear, as one of the pilots wanted a second opinion on a noise coming from somewhere in the engine and needed to take a mechanic up for a quick flight. It was just as well she was on good terms with this particular girl, as despite being in the front seat of the Tiger Moth, she’d been unable to hear anything wrong. After assuring the pilot of that, she was presented with the unexpected highlight of the day.

“Doris mentioned you were thinking about learning to fly,” her pilot said over the intercom.

Not quite sure how she felt about one of her friends discussing something personal and not likely to come to anything, Shirley nevertheless hesitated only a few moments before deciding it couldn’t really do any harm to say, “I’ve thought about it, yes.”

As she wasn’t sure where this was going, what came next made her squeak in surprise.

“Great! Well, I’m in no hurry to get back, and I assume I’ve got you for as long as I need, Shirley.” With the biplane flying straight and level, a few hundred feet above Mother Earth, she offered, “Take the stick in both hands, and hold it nice and steady.”

Once she’d realized the pilot—wracking her memory, Shirley thought her first name was Lizzie—was serious, she did as she was told. For the next half hour, Lizzie calmly talked her through how to make gentle turns, not to grip the control stick like it was your husband’s neck after he’d come back from having a few drinks, and various other simple maneuvers. She was told in no uncertain terms that clouds look pretty but flying into them is like flying inside cotton wool. Shirley laughed. However, when she was told it was no laughing matter, she’d been contrite and realized how much she had to learn about flying. It was so much more than just turning on the engine and pointing the nose toward the sky.

When they’d turned back into the circuit, Shirley hadn’t been allowed to land, much to her annoyance and to Lizzie’s amusement. Taxiing in, Lizzie told her she was quite impressed with her handling of the aircraft, and she’d be happy to take her up for unofficial lessons—so long as she got Jane Howell’s permission. Immediately Shirley had given her new friend an impromptu hug of thanks and rushed over to the ops hut, only to be informed by Thelma that Jane was off station.

At seeing Shirley’s downcast expression, Thelma called her back after she’d turned to leave. “Is there anything I can help with, Shirley?”

Not realizing the implications for her face, Shirley rubbed a not-quite-clean hand across her chin, leaving a dark and dirty trail. As Thelma was the second in command and therefore would know most of what went on around base, she decided to run this flying thing by her. She also didn’t want to get Lizzie into trouble.

“Well,” she started, shifting from foot to foot, “I went up in a Tiger Moth to see if I could hear a problem with its engine.” She hesitated again.

Thelma put a kind smile on her face. “Please, Shirley, go on.”

Reassured, Shirley did so. “I can’t recall her last name, but Lizzie was the pilot.”

“Lizzie Banks. We’ve only the one Lizzie on strength,” Thelma informed her.

Shirley nodded. “Okay. Anyway, Lizzie took me up, and after I couldn’t hear anything, she mentioned Doris had told her I’d been interested in learning to fly.” An understanding expression came to Thelma’s face, further encouraging the girl. “Afterward, she asked if I’d like to take control. I did.”

“Did you enjoy the feeling?”

Shirley’s face lit up. “Enjoy it? I loved it! I learned so much! Lizzie said she’d be happy to take me up again. But only if Jane gives her permission.”

“So, not so much unofficial. She doesn’t want to get into trouble. Can’t blame her,” Thelma said, holding up a hand to stop Shirley from interrupting. “Look, if it’s permission you’re after for Lizzie to take you up, consider it given. There, it’s official. Oh, and by the way, I’ll speak to her and also to your manager. So long as it doesn’t interrupt duties for either of you, she can use one of the station’s Moths to give you lessons. If you like,” she said to a wide-eyed Shirley, “I’ll speak to your friends and tell them the same. Okay?”

By way of an answer, Shirley flew into Thelma’s arms and hugged her until she had to ask the girl to let her go. She was also concerned to see what kind of a mess Shirley’s grimy hands had made of her uniform, but she didn’t mention this to the excited girl..

For the rest of the afternoon, Shirley’s mind wasn’t really on her work. However, she was such a good mechanic, and her tasks for the day were of the routine though mucky maintenance kind, her hands were able to dance over the engines without needing much guidance from her brain. She was going to learn how to fly! Who’d have thought it? She couldn’t wait to get back to Ruth’s—well, to Betty’s for tonight—to tell her friends.

The front door of Betty’s cottage was on the latch when Shirley, fairly bouncing along, pushed it open. Her ears were greeted with a crescendo of raised voices.

“…and so you decided to run away?”

“What did you expect me to do? Wait until they expelled me?”

She didn’t recognize the second, higher female voice, though the first was unmistakably Penny. A very angry Penny, if its volume and tone were anything to go by.

Though she doubted she’d be heard if she barged into the cottage whilst playing the bagpipes, natural caution made her close the door as quietly as possible.

“If you’ve done the crime, you should pay the price!” came Penny’s angry voice from behind the closed lounge door.

From the top of the stairs, someone whisper-shouted her name. “Shirley!” Tearing her gaze from the closed door, she looked up to see Doris sitting on the top stair.

She took the stairs two at a time and plonked herself down next to the American. Looking at her, Shirley noted the bandage around Doris’s head and, mindful, gave her a very careful hug. “How’s the wounded warrior?”

“Fed up.” Doris grinned back. “Honestly, if I have to stay here the whole week, I’ll go mad—or kill something.”

Right on cue came, “As if you ever cared about me!” from downstairs.

“What the devil?”

“Penny’s little sister turned up earlier today,” Doris told Shirley.

“They don’t get along?”

Doris lightly clapped her on the back. “Nothing gets past you, eh!”

Before Shirley could reply, there came a crash, and Penny yelled, “Celia!”


Chapter Twenty-Five

As Shirley and Doris rushed down the stairs, from the kitchen appeared Mary, Betty, and Ruth. A comedy of errors occurred as first everyone tried to open the lounge door at the same time and then everyone stepped back to allow someone else to go first. The whole ridiculous scenario was resolved when Bobby wrestled his way from Lawrence’s grasp, dashed between everyone else’s legs, took a flying leap at the handle, twisted his head, and opened the door.

Everyone stood and stared, before Doris commented, “Neat trick,” and promptly fainted. Mary managed to dive behind her friend to prevent her head hitting the floor, though she wasn’t strong enough to stop her from sliding all the way down. Fortunately, Ruth came to her aid.

Through the now-open door, Penny’s head whipped around, her expression instantly turning from one of anger to one of concern. “Doris!” she cried. Whatever had caused the argument with Celia was instantly forgotten. Her hand flew to the door as, between them, Mary and Ruth half carried, half dragged Doris into the room. Laying her on the sofa with her head on a cushion, Mary dropped to her knees.

“Someone get me a wet towel!”

“I’ll go,” Shirley declared from the doorway.

“Doris,” Penny said, kneeling down next to Mary and laying a palm on the American’s forehead. “Doris!” She tried to get some response and, this time, received a small moan. “She’s very cold,” Penny remarked. She grabbed the throw from the back of the sofa and laid it over their friend.

“Here you go.” Shirley handed Mary a cold, damp towel.

“Who’s she?”

As Mary wiped the cold sweat off Doris’s face, then laid the towel on her face, Penny’s head whipped back up until she could see her sister from the corner of her eye. The youngster hadn’t moved from where the two had been standing, arguing, when the door opened. At her feet, the vase Celia had swept off the side table in a fit of anger lay broken, a pool of water spreading across the carpet.

“Later!” Penny snapped, turning her attention back to her stricken friend. “Go and get something to clear up your mess,” she threw over her shoulder.

Before her sister could voice an opinion or protest, Shirley took a firm grip on Celia’s elbow and propelled her toward the kitchen, saying, “Don’t make it worse. Come with me.”

By this time, Lawrence had made his way into the room, accompanied by Bobby, who jumped up onto Doris’s chest. A whooshing sound as the air in her lungs rushed out startled everyone. Doris coughed, wheezed, and drew in a deep breath. Her eyes snapped open, and she tried to sit up, but the cocker spaniel, courtesy of numerous tidbits from everyone both in the village and at RAF Hamble, was no lightweight.

“That’s one way of bringing someone around,” Betty commented. She’d taken a seat across from everyone else to keep out of the way.

Ruth noticed her friend was slightly out of breath, and her face was looking a little gray. “I think you’ve had enough excitement for today.” She offered her friend her hand, helped her to her feet, and before they left the room, announced, “I’m taking Betty up to her room. She needs some rest. Would someone put the kettle on and bring up two cups? I’ll keep her company.”

“Is Betty all right?” Shirley asked, as she came back into the room, a sullen, rebellious teenage girl at her heels.

Penny looked up and, keeping a tight hold of one of Doris’s hands as the American continued to come round, fixed her sister with an expression as hard as flint. “Clean up, then go and wait in the kitchen.” When Celia opened her mouth, Penny didn’t give her the opportunity to utter a word. “Don’t. Not now. Just do as I say for once.” Without troubling to check she was indeed doing as she was told—with obvious reluctance, she was—Penny turned back to where Doris had managed to speak.

“What just happened?”

Mary took the towel off her forehead and put it to one side. “You fainted, honey.”

Considering her state, Doris actually managed to look affronted. “I did not,” she declared, trying and failing to sit up. “Americans never, ever faint.”

Shirley, having finished supervising the cleanup, bent down to brush Doris’s fringe away from her eyes and kiss her on the forehead. “Someone sounds like they’re getting back to normal. We’ll be in the kitchen,” Shirley announced, pointing Celia, who looked like she could start an argument in an empty room, in the direction of the kitchen. “We’ll put the kettle on. You do know how to make a cup of tea?” they heard Shirley asking.

Penny frowned. “I’m not sure she does, actually.”

Doris tried to get up again. “I’ll see to it.”

Mary gently pushed her back down by the shoulders, looking her in the eye. “Now I know you’re not well,” she said with a laugh.

****

With some difficulty, they persuaded Doris to rest on the sofa, with Mary to keep her company, while everyone else congregated in the kitchen.

After taking tea to Betty and Ruth, and Doris and Mary, Shirley took a seat. “So, Penny. What’s the story with…Celia, I think you said?”

“We were in the middle of discussing that right before Doris didn’t faint,” Penny told her, no trace of humor in her voice.

“I’d hate to hear you two argue,” Lawrence pointed out.

“Blame my big sister!” Celia snapped. She sat back in her seat, arms folded, her cup ignored.

Celia was dressed in a school uniform under the bottle-green woolen coat she still wore. On a black pinafore, a badge with what looked like a castle on the right breast was just visible, with a white open-necked shirt underneath. She looked like the schoolgirl she was, only there seemed to be not a chip on her shoulder but something more like a piece of two-by-four.

Penny put down her cup and slumped back in her seat. “I was trying to find out what she’s doing here and how she found me.”

“She’s got a voice,” Celia spouted.

“I suggest you make use of it, then,” Penny told her, causing Shirley and Lawrence to raise eyebrows. “In a civil manner, this time.”

“Would you prefer it if we weren’t here?” Shirley suggested.

Penny appeared to consider this, before thinking better of it. “No. It’s probably best if there are witnesses.”

“She means in case one of us kills the other,” Celia told her with an evil grin.

“Quite possible,” Penny agreed after a pause. “Anyway, what the hell made you run away? You’re fourteen. You’re in your last year at school. Couldn’t whatever it was have waited a few more months?”

Celia paused a moment before replying, as if she were weighing up whether she should tell the story in front of strangers or not. When all she met was silence, she eventually let out a loud sigh of resignation. “Oh, why not! I had no choice but to run away. They were going to expel me if I didn’t.”

“And they said that? The headmistress told you, did she?” Penny demanded. When Celia didn’t reply straight away, Penny pointed her eyebrows at her sister. “Well?”

Her sister’s belligerent attitude became a little more unsure. “Not in so many words.”

“What words did she use?”

“I know the school rules,” Celia stated. “I know what I did and…made an assumption.”

Penny leant in toward her. “And exactly what did you do?”

“I skipped school to meet a boy.”

“They’d expel you, just for meeting some boy?” Penny asked, shaking her head. “Seems a bit harsh.”

“It may have been more than once,” Celia told her.

“How many more times?” Penny wanted to know.

“And I may have slapped the Head Girl when she caught me.” Celia’s face was turning red.

Penny’s eyebrows had nearly disappeared from view by now. “How many times?”

“Too many?” Celia eventually offered.

“And you slapped a Head Girl? Oh, my!” Shirley put in.

Celia turned her eyes upon Shirley, unable to keep a smile off her face. “It’s something I’d wanted to do for a long time,” she admitted.

Penny finished her tea before saying, “But still, they’d expel you? You’re certain?”

Celia was looking more and more unsure the longer the conversation went on. “Pretty certain,” she eventually admitted.

Penny ran her hands through her hair in despair. “You really are bloody stupid at times.”

“It’s no excuse for not writing to me. Apart from the one letter when you left home, you’ve never even tried to contact me since you got here! Do I mean so little to you?”

Penny came over all sheepish. “You can’t deny we’ve never got on. Everywhere I used to turn at home, there you were. Always wanting to be the center of attention, always Daddy’s favorite. I could never do anything right, and there you were, the apple of his eye.”

“Not my fault!” Celia shouted, getting to her feet and slapping her hands down on the kitchen table, making Shirley jump. “You never listened to me! You always treated me like something on the bottom of your shoe, rather than as your little sister! All I ever wanted was for you to like me and help me be more like you!”

Who knew how long Celia had been waiting to vent? Penny didn’t, and from the look on her friends’ faces, they didn’t know whether they should stay or should leave the two of them to sort things out in private. It appeared Celia either didn’t have or couldn’t get anything else out, as she slammed herself back into her seat and glared daggers at her sister.

“Why on earth would you want to be like me?” Penny honestly wanted to know. From the way her eyes were wide open as if she were in shock, it had to be the last thing she’d expected to hear. “I thought you were Daddy’s girl! He hated my love of flying. I’ve lost count of how many times he tried to stop me.”

“But you didn’t, did you,” Celia stated. “You kept on doing what you loved, despite him. Do you know how many times I wanted to ask you to take me up?”

“I never knew. I had no idea,” Penny said, shaking her head and looking across at her sister as if she’d never seen her before. “Why didn’t you say something?”

Tears shone in the corners of Celia’s eyes, and Penny wasn’t the only one to squirm uncomfortably. Celia was only fourteen, after all. “I thought about it, believe me. Only I made the mistake of telling Daddy I was going to, before I could speak to you. He told me if I dared to ask, he’d make sure I never went to my private school again. As I couldn’t get back at him, I took out my anger on you, I guess.”

Before she could help herself, Shirley asked, “You don’t really want to get expelled, do you?”

It finally became too much for Celia, and the tears, threatening to fall moments before, now tumbled down in torrents. Her frail body shaking, she shook her head, unable to get any words out.

As Penny rushed around the kitchen table to comfort her sister, the policeman in Lawrence made itself known. “How did you know where Penny lived? While I think about it, how did your father know where she lives?”

Both sisters’ heads snapped up as one. “Father was here?” Penny got out first.

“He turned up earlier this morning at Ruth’s, wanting to know if you knew the whereabouts of this one,” Lawrence explained, pointing a finger at Celia.

“I never told him where you were,” Celia protested.

“But how did you find out where Penny lives?” Lawrence still wanted to know.

Penny wiped the tears from her eyes with the back of a hand and pulled out the seat next to her sister. “Can you take off your policeman’s hat for a moment?”

At hearing Lawrence was a policeman, Celia tried to push her seat back, only it was solid wood and too heavy.

Lawrence saw this and put on his best non-policeman smile. “Relax. You’re not in trouble—at least, not with me,” he amended. He asked Penny to explain.

“It’s my fault. When I signed up, I had to put down a next-of-kin. Very stupid, in hindsight, but I did it automatically. My father is a man who, if he wants to know something, usually knows someone he can pressure into giving him what he wants. He probably made a few phone calls.” She looked at her sister. “But what about you, Celia? How did you find out where I live?”

“Luck,” Celia simply said and then, when all she got was silence, told them, “Daddy used to write to me each week. Only I never wrote back. He blamed me for your running away…”

“Stop right there,” Penny said. “Did you say…I ran away? What rubbish!” she said, her voice shaking with anger. “I left. It’s not the same thing. I couldn’t take it any longer. Why, he even wanted me to marry some Canadian cousin I’ve never ever seen! All for the sake of the family name.” She shook her head in disbelief and then asked her sister to carry on with her explanation.

“I destroyed all his letters. Only when I was taken to the headmistress after slapping Ophelia, she wanted to know why I’d done so. She knew all about the boy I’d been creeping out to see, which was bad enough. On her desk, she had my file, and when she reached to pick up a pen, she knocked it flying across the desk toward me. It landed in my lap, and when I went to hand it back to her, a letter dropped out, addressed to me. I recognized your handwriting. I gave her the file back, but held up the letter and asked why I hadn’t been given it. Ooh, she went such a color! I’ve seen tomatoes less red!”

“That must be the letter I sent to your school on the night I left. I never wrote again, as I thought you wanted nothing to do with me, because you obviously never answered,” Penny told her. “What did she say?”

Celia snorted. “Said my father had contacted her the day after you left, instructing her not to give me any letters from you, if any came.”

“She kept it all this time?” Shirley exclaimed with righteous anger. “What did you do?”

“I tore it open and read it in front of her. So she was there when I found you’d joined the ATA.”

Penny looked puzzled. “But I didn’t know where I’d be posted to. How did you find out where I was?”

“I demanded to know if she knew where you were.” Celia shrugged. “My language became a little, shall we say, juicy? Before she told me.” She allowed herself a smile at the memory. “It turns out she’d been informed where you were by our dear daddy.” The words fairly spat out. “So I turned on my heel and marched out of her office. She must have got her nerve back, and I went up the stairs to my dormitory to threats of expulsion ringing in my ears. Considering all the various rules I’d broken, I decided I may as well jump ship. It took me a few days hitching and hiding in the backs of some trucks, but here I am.”

At the end of her story, no one around the table could think of anything to say. The silence was broken by a voice from the doorway. “What a humdinger of a story!”

“Doris!” Shirley got to her feet and came around to where the American was leaning against the door. No one had noticed her presence, since they’d been so engrossed in Celia’s story. “What are you doing up?” She turned to where a sheepish Mary stood next to her.

Mary held up her hands. “Hey, don’t blame me. She could hear voices, and you know our Doris. Once she knew something was going on, she needed to find out what.”

Before anything further could be said, the phone rang, and Mary took the opportunity to get out of the firing line. A mere few seconds later, she was back, her face the color of ash.

“Penny. It’s Tom’s CO.”

“Who’s Tom?” Celia asked, not picking up on the tension suddenly filling the room. The temperature had turned icy.

“Penny’s husband,” Shirley found her mouth saying before she could stop it.

“She’s married?” Celia shrieked, but no one answered, as all other eyes were on Penny, whose face looked as if she’d seen a ghost.

“You’d better take it, Penny,” Mary beseeched. “It sounds urgent.”


Chapter Twenty-Six

She was two pilots down. Doris was still off for another four days, though Jane was certain the American would jump into any cockpit the minute she was asked, so she’d been avoiding the American. Doris could be very…persuasive.

However, the memory of Penny rushing into her office first thing would stay with her for a long, long time.

****

Cap askew, the pilot had barged into her office before Jane’s first cup of tea was even half drunk. Penny’s look of anguish had been so clear Jane had bitten back her rebuke before it could leave her lips.

“Jane!” Penny had puffed out, coming to a skidding halt before her desk. Hands upon her hips, Penny struggled to get her breath back.

“Did you run all the way here?” Jane asked the young woman, puzzled about what could have caused her to behave so recklessly. “Sit down before you fall down, and tell me what the hell’s the matter!”

Collapsing into a seat before Jane’s desk, Penny gulped down lungfuls of air, which resulted in a coughing fit. Jane pushed her cup of tea toward her. With a grateful half smile, Penny swallowed the piping hot drink before Jane had the chance to warn her. Eyes streaming and throat burning, Penny gasped for breath again whilst launching into another coughing fit.

“What on earth?” Mary poked her head around the door of Jane’s office. “There you are!” she cried, catching sight of her friend.

“Can you shed some light on what’s going on?” Jane asked, as across the desk from her Penny slowly recovered her poise.

Though she knew something urgent must have occurred, Jane wasn’t prepared for the way Mary shook her head. The expression on her face was enough to warn Jane. Whatever had caused Penny to behave like this could not be good.

“Best she tells you, Jane. I’ll be waiting outside,” Mary informed her and shut the door to give them some privacy.

Glancing at her watch, Jane knew both Penny and Mary should be out on the first delivery of the day by now. Only something drastic would cause Penny to behave as she was. With this realization, she waited patiently for Penny to catch her breath.

“Tom’s been wounded! I need some leave!” Penny blurted out, the words so close together they nearly all rolled into one.

Jane had to ask her to repeat.

Taking a couple of big breaths, Penny forced herself to repeat what she’d said, only slower. She’d been fighting the impulse to flee to her husband’s side ever since the previous evening. Only the fact his boss had told her, in no uncertain terms, his wounds were being tended, and that rushing up to RAF Marham in the middle of the night on wartime roads would almost certainly bring the number of casualties in her family up to two. He said he’d ring again as soon as he knew something more. This didn’t happen until six in the morning. Penny had spent the whole night sitting on the stairs, close enough to hear the phone, waiting for the call, yet dreading its coming at the same time. She hadn’t slept a minute.

“Tom was wounded in a raid yesterday. I need leave.”

“My God!” Jane just about kept herself from shouting. “How bad is it? Will he be okay?” She knew they were stupid questions, yet she couldn’t stop her mouth from asking them. It was human nature to ask the inane, she supposed.

Indeed, Penny looked at her, after she’d spoken, as if she’d lost her mind. In spite of this, and everything else her mind was trying to handle, she kept from pointing this out. Her eyes downcast, she told her all she knew, and hoped. “I have no idea.” She shook her head. “His boss told me he was stable enough this morning, and he was being moved to the hospital at Ely.”

“You don’t know anything else?” Jane couldn’t keep from asking.

Penny sniffed, plainly fighting to keep her emotions in check. Heaven knew what her imagination had been doing to her whilst she waited! “No. And he told me to stay put, but I can’t. It’ll send me crazy!”

Jane didn’t need to think about what she should do. Picking up the phone, she dialed and, a few moments later, spoke quickly and decisively. “Thelma. Take Penny off flying until further notice. Also, I’ll need you to take over command for at least the next two days. Something’s come up I have to give my full attention to. As quickly as you can, get someone to give a Magister a pre-flight. Please get over to my office now. See you in a minute. Yes, yes, everything will be much clearer then.” Putting the handset down, she once again gave Penny her full attention. “Right. Here’s what we’re going to do. You’re in no condition to fly, so I’m going to fly us up to RAF Bourn. I’ve an old school friend who’s in charge of the motor transport section there. We’re going to need a car.”

Thinking she’d said enough, Jane sat back and waited for Penny’s response. Unfortunately, Penny wasn’t quite capable of coherent thinking, something which hit Jane after a minute of silence. She reached across and gripped her friend’s hand. “My apologies, Penny. I’m going to fly us up in a Magister. Once we land, we’ll track down my old friend, persuade him to lend us some transport, and we’ll be at the hospital before you know it. Well, as quickly as possible, but I’ll get you there.”

Having Jane’s plan explained to her in more detail got through to Penny. The act of kindness caused her tears to flow once more and rendered her incapable of speech. Jane passed her a handkerchief.

“Come on. No time to mess around. You’ve got your overnight bag with you?”

“Mary…” Penny had to stop and cough to regain control of her voice. “Mary has it.”

Jane got up and stepped around to Penny’s side of the desk, carrying a bag very similar to the one Penny kept her overnight things in. She opened her office door and poked her head out. “Mary!” she called and had to step back as Mary popped into view.

“You hollered, boss!”

“Yes, ahem, good. Penny tells me you have her overnight bag?” Mary nodded her head. “Here’s what I need you to do. Run across to the mess. Tell the cook I’ve told you to ask him to drop everything and put together two packs of Spam sandwiches and two flasks of tea. As much sugar in one as he can spare. Got it?”

“Got it,” Mary said and began to open her mouth to ask a question.

Jane forestalled her. “No time for questions. Get moving, and be back here as soon as you’ve got them. Thelma’s coming over. You’ll know everything then.”

With shooing motions from Jane, Mary took to her heels, nearly knocking over Thelma in the process. “Sorry, Thelma,” Mary shouted as she bounded down the hut’s steps.

“Care to tell me where Mary’s going? She’s supposed to have been on the taxi by now,” Thelma began, shutting the outside door behind her and making her way to Jane’s office. “What’s up with Penny?”

“Take a seat please, Thelma,” Jane said as her friend came into her office. “Here’s Penny,” she told her, rather obviously, as Thelma was now next to her. “Before you say anything else, Penny’s had some bad news about her husband…”

She didn’t get any farther, as Thelma jumped the gun, both hands flying to her mouth. “Oh, Penny, I’m so, so sorry!”

The only reaction from Penny was for her eyes to spring wide open before she turned an imploring look toward Jane, who hastily explained.

“No, no, he’s not…you know what. All Penny knows is he’s wounded and has been taken to Ely hospital.”

“Oh, God! I’m sorry. I think you’d better explain.”

After Jane had filled Thelma in, she got up from her seat and leant down to give Penny a hug before telling Jane, “Try to let us know what happens, please. As soon as you know.”

“We will,” Jane told her, mustering a smile. “Try not to let the place fall apart while we’re gone.”

****

When they landed at RAF Bourn, who was waiting for them when they taxied in and Jane had shut the engine down? None other than Jane’s friend, who presented her with the keys to an Austin 8 Tilly.

“Yours for a couple of days,” he told her, earning himself a hug of immense gratitude from Penny.

“How did you know we were coming?” Jane asked. “I forgot to phone you.”

If Penny had been in any condition to notice, she’d have seen the way the flight lieutenant flushed with pleasure as he was embraced by Jane. “You have a good friend in First Officer Thelma Aston to thank.”

“Won’t you, ah, miss this?” Penny managed to ask.

The officer, a walking beanpole, he was so tall, touched the side of his nose. “Officially, this car’s in for a servicing. No one will miss it for a couple of days.”

“You’re a marvel, George,” Jane told him before flinging both hers and Penny’s overnight bags onto the back seat.

A few minutes later, they’d left the base and were speeding down the country lanes of the Isle of Ely, Penny hanging onto the sides of her seat for dear life. It looked like Jane drove every vehicle the same as she did her beloved Jeep—at breakneck speed.

“Have you tested the brakes?” she asked.

“No,” Jane replied. “Why do you ask?”

As she spoke, Jane turned her head to look at Penny. How they avoided a horse and cart which pulled out before them from a field, Penny would never know, but they did. It didn’t help her nerves, as Jane seemed to like driving with one hand, her other arm half hanging out the window.

“No reason,” Penny squeaked, resolving to keep quiet until they reached the hospital.

By the time they reached Ely hospital, Penny was unsure whether she’d be able to prise her fingers from her seat without the help of a crowbar. As well as the horse and cart, Jane had overtaken a convoy of army lorries—half whilst going around a blind bend in the road—had gone over two crossroads without stopping, and had scared a cat out of a couple of its lives. To top it off, she’d screeched to a halt nearly on the toes of the sentry on duty at the gates to the hospital. Totally oblivious to her statue-like passenger, Jane hopped out of the car, signed them in, and then persuaded the sergeant in charge of the guardroom to let her use the telephone.

“Got it!” Jane declared for no reason Penny could see.

Unclamping her jaw, Penny asked her friend, “Got what?”

Jane started up the car, unnecessarily revving the engine, before shooting under the barrier the poor guard only just managed to raise in time. “What ward your Tom’s on.”

Fighting the urge to fire at Jane a multitude of questions the poor woman wouldn’t know the answers to, Penny took a few calming breaths. Imagine you’re in control of a new type of aircraft, she thought to herself, breathing in through the nose and out through the mouth. Strange imagery, but it did the job. Opening her eyes, she then wished she hadn’t, as coming straight toward them was an ambulance.

“Jane!”

The only response from her driver was a decidedly nonchalant, “Hmm?” as she turned the steering wheel hard to the left. As if she was in complete control and had planned it all along, they came to a slightly juddering halt in a free parking space. Barely had the car come to a halt than Jane had jumped out and was already opening the rear doors to retrieve their bags. “Ready?” she asked Penny, pulling open her door for her. She held out a hand to help her out. “Is there a reason your fingers are white?”

Hurriedly taking her bag in her other hand, Penny took back her slightly dead one and flexed the fingers to get the blood moving. “No reason, thanks,” though she wasn’t quite able to force a smile to her lips.

The walk up to the hospital didn’t help with Penny’s mood. Jane had persuaded her to take a quick trip home so she could change into her non-flying uniform. Penny had protested, but Jane stated it would look better when they got to the hospital, rather than the flying suit she’d been wearing. It had taken the combined persuasive powers of Jane, Mary, and Thelma, with a visiting Bobby woofing his support, to get her to agree. Now she was here, with each step she took she felt like a lead weight had been added to each of her feet. She wanted to see her husband so desperately, yet she also dreaded what she would find. If you walked around a town or city of any size these days, you would likely come across at least one injured serviceman. For them to be missing an arm or leg, sometimes both, wasn’t uncommon. Yet the burn victims were the ones she had the most trouble with, and she doubted she was alone. The biggest fear of any fighter pilot was being caught in the cockpit when their plane was afire. The same went for bomber pilots and crew, like her Tom. What if he’d been burned?

Picking up on her friend’s hesitation, Jane took back the hand Penny had brought back to life and squeezed. “It’ll be all right,” she tried to assure her.

Penny automatically nodded, not trusting her voice to speak.

Standing before the entrance to the hospital, Penny’s feet refused to go any farther. The low-lying brick-built building did not help. It seemed to be taunting rather than welcoming her into its bosom. They’d also chosen a very busy place to stand, with doctors, nurses, and military personnel of various branches and countries moving back and forth, patients included. As she turned her face toward the door, her gaze locked with a man in RAF uniform, and she froze in the midst of saying hello. He had a white bandage over half his face, while the other half glistened in a way that indicated he’d been burnt. Unable to complete the sentence, she jerked her head away in shame.

Jane couldn’t help but notice both Penny’s reaction and that of the man in question, who also turned his head away. Though she understood why her friend had reacted as she had, something snapped inside Jane’s head. Consciously, she nodded her head at the pilot, the wings on his jacket marking him as such. “Look after yourself,” she wished him, bringing a half smile to his face as he gave her a salute on his way past.

Penny was rooted to the spot, so Jane took her firmly by the arm and half force-marched her until they were out of direct sight of the hospital entrance. Dropping her bag to the floor, Jane took her friend’s face between both of her hands and made her look her in the eye.

“I say this as a friend,” she began, hoping Penny would realize what she was about to say to her was for her own good and in no way personal. “Snap out of it! Yes, we don’t know what state Tom is in, but it doesn’t matter. He is still your husband, and right now he needs you more than at any time. Now, you will not hesitate, you will not feel sorry for yourself anymore. You will march through into the hospital, and you will go and see your husband. Do you understand me?”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Standing on the doorstep of Betty’s cottage, Penny’s sister Celia had her hands on her hips, and the same pout she’d worn until the truth about Penny’s leaving had come out the night before. Not only had she found her sister was married to some pilot Celia’d never even heard of, but her expectations of talking about it had gone out the window after Penny found out he’d been wounded at virtually the same time as she’d arrived in Hamble.

Penny had spurned every attempt she’d made to talk to her whilst she kept her vigil on the stairs through the night. One of her sister’s friends—Mary, she thought her name was—had eventually all but picked her up and marched her into Penny’s room to sleep. Lying in the strange bed felt good after the last few nights she’d spent sleeping where she could. She was galled to realize she barely knew who her sister was now. Perhaps she never had.

When she’d got up, Celia had every intention of having words with her. She knew she’d be in a state, but there were questions she needed the answers to. However, she was too late, as Penny and her friend Mary had already left the house. When she turned back up an hour later, Celia had believed her chance had come, only for Penny to mutter an apology to her whilst she changed out of her flying suit and into her ATA uniform. In fairness, whilst she’d changed, Penny had muttered to herself, not quite believing she’d turned up to work in her flying suit in the first place. “Must have been in a hurry last night,” she’d decided, grabbing her cap on her way out. Before Celia managed to get anything more coherent out of her, she was halfway out the door again. Before racing away, she hollered over her shoulder, “Make Doris and Betty breakfast. We’ll call Father and the boarding school when I get back.” Then, she was gone, running back toward the base.

So Celia slammed the door behind her, turned, and walked face to chest into Lawrence as he pottered out of the lounge. “Sorry,” she muttered, moving around him and toward the kitchen.

“Good morning, sunshine!” he called after her.

“Who’s sunshine?” Ruth asked on her way down the stairs.

“Morning, Aunty,” Lawrence greeted her, with a kiss on the cheek.

“Morning. How’s the leg this morning?” she asked, noting he’d left his crutch behind and was hobbling around a lot better than she’d seen before.

Taking a seat at the kitchen table, he breathed heavily out.

“Perhaps not as good as you think?” Ruth ventured, going to put the kettle on.

He returned her question with a grimace. “Perhaps not,” he agreed.

“Toast okay for everyone?” Celia broke in, the bread knife poised above the loaf.

“Please, thank you,” Ruth said, before turning back to her nephew. “Grace is still popping by to take a look, isn’t she?”

Lawrence looked up at the kitchen clock, slightly after nine. “Any time now.”

A knock on the front door forestalled the conversation. Ruth, a piece of toast in her hand, went to answer and was followed back by Walter.

“Any idea why Penny was in such a hurry?” he asked, accepting a cup of tea from Celia. “She didn’t answer when I shouted after her.”

Ruth looked at Celia, clearly wanting to ask if she wanted to tell him.

Celia shrugged. “I think you know her better than I do.”

Ruth raised an eyebrow, but didn’t comment further. “We had an…interesting…evening.” Celia interrupted with a loud snort and then carried on making more slices of toast. “Partially because of Celia there, but it’s not our business to comment,” she added, forestalling any protest. “Penny had some bad news last night. Tom’s been wounded.”

“Bloody hell!” Walter exclaimed, spitting toast crumbs everywhere.

“I gather Jane’s actually flying them up to an airfield near the hospital he’s in.”

Walter managed a half smile. “Jane! Got to love her.”

“Yes. Good old Jane,” Celia said under her breath.

Ruth, Lawrence, and Walter shared looks, but all decided to let it drop. “Anyway, they should be up at Ely by now. I guess we’ll know more when they call.”

“All we can do is wait, then,” Lawrence added, getting to his feet. “Thanks for the toast, Celia. Right, you two, ready to finish off Ruth’s place?”

Ruth was on her feet in an instant. “Oh, no, you don’t, mister,” she told him. “You’ve a nurse to wait in for. Besides, Walter’s going to open up the office today.”

“I am?” Walter looked a little bemused.

“Yes, you are,” Ruth confirmed. “Thanks to your section, and I still can’t believe they did it all in one day, my little cottage is again weatherproof. All I need to do now is sweep up and clean the inside.”

Walter had a frown on his face. “Well, I’ll open up the office, but you should expect some help today. Some of the lads said they’d be popping over during the day, in case you need anything.” In answer to her frown, Walter patted his boss on the arm. “Don’t pass up on free labor, boss. They’re pleased to help.”

Ruth paused, but then replied, “I won’t.” She turned to Lawrence once again. “As for you, stay. Grace is expecting to find you here, so this is where you’ll be. Afterwards, and only if she says it’s all right, you can come around. Agreed?”

Knowing his aunt of old, Lawrence knew no way was he was going to win the argument, so he nodded his head and sat back down.

“Still under the thumb, eh, Herbert!”

“Doris!” Walter said, bounding to his feet and enveloping his girlfriend in a hug before stepping slightly back and asking, “Shouldn’t you be in bed?”

“Why, Mr. Johnson,” she teased. “What has come over you?”

Walter promptly went red to the tips of his ears.

“Feeling a little better, Doris?” Ruth teased.

“Much!” Doris replied, kissing the tip of Walter’s ear.

“Good to hear. You can take some toast and a cup of tea up to Betty, then. What with all the commotion going on around here this morning, we must have woken her up,” Ruth advised.

“Was she up late?” Walter asked, totally unaware of the soppy grin he had upon his face, his arms around Doris’s waist.

“Here’s a tray,” Celia said, coming around the table and holding it out for Doris to take.

“After breakfast, what are you going to do?” Ruth asked rather pointedly, coming to stand with her arms folded in front of the American.

Doris unfolded herself from her boyfriend’s grasp. “I shall stay inside the cottage. I shall read Betty’s copy of The Body in the Library, which I shall not divulge the plot of to anyone. I’ll be a good little Yank,” she finished, looking up at Ruth and batting her eyelids.

Ruth didn’t appear to totally believe her, and she was clearly of two minds whether to say something else. In the end, she kept her counsel. “I’ll try and come along to the office later, Walter.”

With those words, she left for her cottage.

Doris disappeared upstairs with the breakfast tray, leaving Celia alone with Lawrence. There were a few minutes of awkward silence, broken only by the sound of Celia washing up the breakfast things. That didn’t take long. Finally, wiping her hands dry, she leant back against the butler’s sink and asked, “A policeman, eh? What kind of police work do you do, then, and how did you end up…broken?” She pointed toward his foot and wrist.

“If I told you,” Lawrence said, treating her to his best evil smile, “I’d have to lock you away for a very long time.”

Celia’s jaw dropped open.

After allowing her to stew for a few seconds, he put her out of her misery, “Not really. I’m just your normal Detective Inspector who got jumped. Falling from a great height will tend to do this to bones,” he added, flashing a genuine smile to show he could joke.

“And this Ruth, this newspaper editor, she’s your aunt. What’s with this Herbert business, then? I thought your name was Lawrence.”

“Yes and no. Yes, she’s my aunt, and yes and no, my name’s Lawrence. Actually it’s my last name, but I prefer it to Herbert.”

After a moment’s contemplation, Celia observed, “I would too.”

“And your story?” Lawrence asked her back.

Celia smiled. “A comedy of errors, it seems.”

When it became obvious she wasn’t going to elaborate, stony silence pervaded the kitchen. Neither looked at the other, and who knows how long this would have gone on if there hadn’t been a knock at the front door.

Lawrence announced, “Must be Grace,” and hobbled off toward the front door to let her in without another word.

“Well,” Celia muttered to herself. “What do they do for fun around here?”

A burst of laughter from upstairs startled her. With little else to do, Celia climbed the stairs and followed the sound of voices to a half-opened door.

“Do you believe them? I mean, how old do they think we are? I’ve been married before, so I’m no child!”

Celia was certain she recognized the American’s voice—that would be Doris. She held up her hand to knock but was stopped by the second voice. Betty’s. She knew it had to be.

“Calm down,” she told Doris. “They only say and do these things because they love us.”

“Funny way of showing it.”

Celia knocked, and as the door wasn’t completely closed, didn’t bother to wait for permission to enter.

“Funny way of showing what?” she asked.

“Come on in, why don’t you,” Doris remarked.

Stretched out before her on the bed, both Betty and Doris were lying on top of the covers. Doris had changed out of her pajamas into a pair of brown slacks and a light blue blouse, whilst Betty was in a flower-patterned skirt and buttercup-yellow blouse. Each was leaning into the other’s shoulder, looking very comfortable and at ease. Indeed, apart from the frowns they now wore, it looked like neither had been arguing seriously. She’d possibly interrupted some good-natured banter. Still, there wasn’t anything else she could think of to do.

Celia took the opportunity to ask the question she’d been itching to ever since she set eyes upon Doris. “So how come a Yank’s in the ATA?”

Doris exchanged a look with Betty. “Short version, I needed a distraction from being in New York, and this was a much better bet than anything we had back home.”

When she didn’t elaborate, Celia perched herself on the edge of the bed at their feet. “I don’t expect you’re going to say anymore on the subject, are you?”

“No, I’m not. Your sister is one of my best friends. I’d trust her with my life—but, and this isn’t personal, I don’t know you.”

Celia shrugged. She hadn’t expected anything different. “The bump on the noggin will keep you off work until…?”

Doris touched her forehead and tried not to wince. “Monday. I can’t wait!”

“Me either,” Betty said. “She’s been a terrible patient.”

Doris gently elbowed her friend in the ribs. “Sure you’re not talking about yourself?”

This got Celia’s attention, though she couldn’t see anything wrong when she looked at Betty. “You’ve been ill too, Betty?”

Swinging her legs over the side of the bed, Betty slid her feet into a pair of slippers and stood up. Celia caught the wince on her face. “Where did you get wounded, then?”

“Oh, it’s a much more interesting story than our Doris being hit by a piece of glass,” Betty told her, without elaborating, and went slowly downstairs.

Left alone, Celia asked Doris, “I don’t expect she’s going to elaborate either?”

Doris got up, placing a hand very briefly on Celia’s shoulder as she went past. “Well worked out.”

After being left alone in Betty’s room for a few minutes, Celia got to her feet and was about to leave when she noticed a book doing a slow slide off the bed. Scrambling across the covers, she caught it just in time and was happily surprised to find a Miss Marple mystery, The Body in the Library. Her face split into a wide grin. She hadn’t read this one yet! Running downstairs, she burst into the lounge, waving the book in the air.

“Can I read this next?”

Being a teenager, Celia didn’t have much practice at being subtle. This was one of those times, as Lawrence quickly whipped his trousers back up. Next to him, Nurse Grace burst out laughing at the horrified expression upon his face.

“I should really tell you off for bursting in unannounced,” Grace told her between giggles, “but the look on his face is priceless.”

“Are we finished?” Lawrence asked from between gritted teeth.

“Yes, yes. You’re doing fine,” Grace told him, once she could find her voice. “In fact, come in next week, and we can take the cast off. Your wrist should be okay too.”

A smile sprang to Lawrence’s face. “Fantastic. Can we keep this secret from Mary? I’d like to surprise her with a real date. I’m a bit fed up with not being able to walk out with her properly.”

Grace walked past Celia, put on her cape, and then popped her head back around the lounge door. “Of course. I’ll make you an appointment, and the hospital will give you a ring when it’s done. Bye!”

Left alone with Lawrence, Celia shifted awkwardly from one foot to another. Finally, she decided she should apologize and had just opened her mouth when Betty came into the room, with Doris carrying a tray of tea in her wake.

“Has anyone seen my book?”

Feeling guilty, Celia showed her the one in her hand. “Is this it?”

“Last place I recall reading was in my bedroom,” Betty said, unable to keep a note of accusation out of her voice.

“I noticed it sliding off the bed after the two of you left. I didn’t want it to fall on the floor. Here you are.” She passed it to Betty who, mollified, accepted it with a smile. “I hope you don’t mind my asking, Betty. Once you’ve finished, could I read it? I love Miss Marple!”

Doris burst out laughing, whilst both Betty and Lawrence shook their heads. Celia could only stare from one to the other and finally had to ask, “What did I say?”

“Let’s start by saying you’re way down the list to read this book,” Betty told her. “Your sister and her friends consider themselves somewhat amateur sleuths.”

“I’ll never admit this to any other policemen, but I’d say a little more than amateur.” Lawrence hurried to add, “But don’t tell them, Betty.”

Intrigued, Celia took a seat, accepting a cup of tea rather absently from Doris. “What happened?”

From being open, Betty’s face clouded over. Celia didn’t miss the change in demeanor. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”

“Yes, you did,” Doris told her, nudging her shoulder as she sat down next to her.

Celia grinned. “Yes, I did. But I’m not all bad, really. Now, seriously, my sister and you lot solved a mystery?”

Betty glanced across at the youngster and this time, treated her to a warm, true smile. “I’ll say only this. Your sister and her friends did me a great, great favor for which I’ll never be able to properly repay them. To me, they are family.”

These were words Doris hadn’t been expecting to hear, and she launched herself off the sofa, fell at Betty’s knees, and hugged her tightly around the middle. Celia saw the older lady wince in pain, yet ignore it and hug her friend back. After a minute, Doris resurfaced and, very seriously, looked her friend in the eye.

“Does this mean I have to call you ‘Mom’?”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Ruth was clearing up the last of the glass from her bedroom, contemplating how dark the room was with boards tacked up over the windows, when she heard someone shout out.

“Anyone up there?”

Leaning her broom against the wall, she went to the top of her stairs and peered over the railing. Looking up at her was Celia. Unable to keep the surprise from her voice, she leant over and asked, “Is there anything wrong?”

Ruth had quickly learned Penny’s younger sister wasn’t slow in coming forward or in speaking her mind.

“It’s rather boring back there,” she calmly stated and then contradicted her rather snippy comment by saying, “so I thought I’d come over and see if you could do with some help?”

If she were honest, things were a little further off with the cottage being habitable than she’d let on. Come midday, there was still no sign of anyone from the Home Guard. A little annoying, but considering all they’d done both on the night of the bombing and with patching up her beloved cottage yesterday, she wasn’t too bothered. She would do something to show her thanks at some point, though what, she didn’t yet know. So another pair of hands, especially a young and, hopefully, hardworking pair, would be most welcome.

Ruth made her way downstairs, now swept clean of glass and wood from the window frames, and asked Celia to follow her into the kitchen. Now seemed as good a time as ever to put the kettle on. “Not exactly riveting conversation then?”

The kitchen had been cleaned, or more just tidied up, actually, the other day when the Home Guard had been present in force. An army may march on its stomach, but it won’t even get out of bed without a cup of tea, at least if it’s British. The table had been scrubbed clean, not as good as Ruth would have liked, but it would certainly suffice. Fortunately, none of the kitchen cupboards had any glass in them, so it hadn’t taken long to take the surviving crockery down, wash and clean them, do the same for the drawers, and then put everything back. She’d found that her pantry and cold storage had survived without any damage.

Celia drummed her fingers on the tabletop whilst awaiting the boiling kettle. “Betty was reading this Miss Marple mystery, only she fell asleep within a few minutes of putting her feet up.”

“Did Doris not have anything to say?” Ruth asked, pouring the water into the teapot.

“I’d hoped so,” Celia told her, lips pursed. “I’ve never met a Yank—sorry, I suppose I should say ‘an American’—before. But she grabbed the book and buried her head in it before I could even try to make conversation.”

Ruth took the biscuit tin down and placed it between them before pouring out two cups and taking a seat. “I’m sorry. You were never going to win there. They’re all completely crazy about Agatha Christie, especially Miss Marple. It all came in very handy last year, I can tell you.”

Taking the lid off the biscuit tin, Ruth passed it to her young visitor. “Try a honey biscuit. I didn’t make them, but I know the farmer who did, so they shouldn’t break your teeth,” she added at exactly the same time as Celia took a bite.

Thankfully, no teeth were broken. “I was hoping to read it myself,” Celia admitted. “I love her too.”

Ruth sat back, took a long drink of her tea and contemplated her young companion. “I think you’ll fit in well,” she decided.

“Not sure Penny would agree with you,” Celia mumbled, eyes cast down.

Ruth reached out and took Celia’s hand, giving it a quick squeeze before letting it go and sitting back. “Give her time. From what I heard last night”—the girl went a little red—“you’ve both got a lot of new information about each other to process.” She pushed herself to her feet. “Anyway, you offered your help. I accept. Let’s get to work.”

Celia finished her drink and got to her feet, hands splayed on the tabletop. “Tell me what you want done.”

For the next two hours, Celia’s loud but unfortunately out-of-tune singing rang out from Riverview Cottage. About halfway through, Ruth had a pleasant surprise when people from the gas and water board, as well as the electricity company, turned up. Walter was accompanying them.

“I know it’s a strange thing to say in wartime, but it’s a slow news day, so I made a few phone calls. In exchange for a favorable story for these gentlemen’s council departments”—he waved a hand in the general direction of the three men talking together outside the back door—“they agreed they did have the time to check the house over today.”

Ruth beamed. “I could kiss you!”

“I think Doris may have words with you, if you did,” Walter replied.

With Celia helping out by demonstrating her tea-making skills, Ruth and Walter followed the inspectors around, notepads in hand, each asking all the right questions and making all the right noises so they knew what they were telling the newspaper people was of interest to them. By the time they had finished, each had not only certified the cottage was now safe, albeit not as pretty as it had been, to live in, but were also full of tea and had emptied Ruth’s biscuit barrel. A small price to pay to get everything signed off on one day. When they left, Celia disappeared back upstairs to finish cleaning the bathroom. Shortly after, the sound of what could charitably be called singing jangled its way downstairs once again.

Walter looked up at the ceiling, with an expression of pain. “She’s not going to give Vera Lynn any competition, is she.”

****

“The butler did it!”

Doris gently shook Betty again by the shoulders. “Come on, wakey, wakey!”

Betty shoved her friend’s hands away. “No! The cook with the ladle’s to blame!”

“I think you’d be best to just let her sleep.” Lawrence laughed, leaning against the doorway.

“I’m bored,” Doris announced, going back to her seat and picking up her book.

“Miss Marple not holding your attention?”

With a sigh, Doris put the book back down. “I hate to say it, but not even the venerable Ms. Christie is doing it for me today.”

“Is it the head?” Lawrence wanted to know. “Does it hurt much?”

Automatically, Doris rapped her knuckles to her forehead. “Solid as rock!”

“Perhaps it’s not a good idea to do that in front of Betty.”

“Not a good idea for me to see what?”

Neither had noticed Betty was awake and now eyeing them both.

“Nothing,” both Doris and Lawrence said at the same time, instantly raising Betty’s suspicion levels.

Betty was eying the two. “Step away from my book.”

A little reluctantly, Doris passed her back the book. “I’m next!” she reminded Betty. “How are you feeling?”

As if testing it, Betty slowly levered herself upright and then moved her waist from side to side. When she put her head back up, she had a smile on her face. “Can’t feel a thing.”

“Honestly?” Lawrence asked.

“Honestly,” she assured him, treating him to another smile. “Now, what’s this about Miss Marple not holding your attention? I wouldn’t like to be in your shoes if Penny hears you.”

“I’m sorry, Betty. I can’t help it! Whenever I hear an aircraft go over, I want to put my flying suit on.”

Silence ensued for a few minutes before Betty finally said, “Oh, enough’s enough. I think we’re all going to get tired of each other’s company very quickly unless we find something to do. So, as we can’t do anything about the damned missing handkerchief—any word?”

“Nothing. I really must speak to Jane about it. I do not like being called a thief.”

“Nor should you,” Betty agreed. “Then how about the three of us try to work out a little mystery of our own? If nothing else, it’ll take our minds off things. We’ve a few days until the two of us can go back to work.”

“And if we haven’t figured it out by then, I can carry on,” Lawrence decided.

Doris clapped her hands together. “Excellent. So, what’s the mystery?”

With a deep breath and after looking carefully around, Betty reached behind her neck and pulled a chain over her head. When she held it out before her, they could see dangling from it was a small brass key.

Doris and Lawrence leant forward for a better look.

Lawrence was the first to speak. “Where did this come from, Betty?”

Now everyone was wide awake, Doris came and sat next to her, and Lawrence took the seat nearest to them.

“I found it in my sister’s stuff,” Betty informed them. “I came across it when we were looking for her flask.”

Lawrence raised an eyebrow, and Betty nodded. Taking it from her, he held it close to his eyes for a better look, turning it back and forth and weighing it before handing it to Doris, who had her hand open.

“What do you think?” Betty asked.

The policeman in him didn’t allow him to answer without thinking things through. After a while, he answered, “I can’t be certain, but its size and weight, plus the number etched on it, make me think it could be a key to a safety deposit box.”

“Really?” Betty seemed surprised.

“I know someone at the Yard who could help,” Lawrence stated.

“Who could help with what?”

Everyone’s heads whipped toward the door to find Celia standing there. Nobody had heard the door open. Doris and Lawrence looked at each other, then back to Betty. There were no secrets between anyone in their little group. They’d been brought together by circumstance, and war had made them closer than friends.

Celia was Penny’s family, but could they bring her into theirs?


Chapter Twenty-Nine

“Stan! What are you doing here?”

Penny was approaching the room reception had pointed them toward after Jane had shown them her note, when she noticed her husband’s navigator and friend sat outside the room. Her initial feeling of shame made her duck her head before she recalled Jane’s words. Not wishing to be on the end of another tongue-lashing, she brought her gaze back up.

Now she could see him properly, Penny saw how tired, more than tired, exhausted he appeared. His hair was all over the place, face smeared with oil and what looked very much like blood. The sergeant was still in his flying suit, or most of it. The left sleeve had been cut away, and his arm was heavily bandaged from wrist to upper arm. Some blood was seeping through in two places, and he was holding it close to his chest.

At her words, he looked up. His eyes were those of someone who’d seen things he’d rather forget. Haunted did not begin to tell the story. At making this connection, she wanted to ask what had happened. Was he all right? How badly wounded was Tom? Questions flitted in and out of her mind, though as fast as they came, they were gone. Penny could feel her heartbeat quicken, and her breath began to come in short, sharp bursts again. Someone was touching her elbow.

“Slow down, Penny.” What sounded like Jane’s voice was close to her ear, and she could feel her friend’s hands gripping her arm, supporting her. “Focus on Tom and his needs. Remember what we talked about? You must be strong for him. Now, how about you introduce me to your friend here?”

Slowly, her vision began to clear, and the blood pounding in her ears receded. When she came to her senses, somewhat to her surprise she sat where her RAF friend had been. Springing to her feet a little quicker than her head was comfortable with, she swayed slightly, taking in more deep lungfuls of air before she felt able to speak.

“Stan. Very kind of you, but sit back down.”

Probably because he was at the end of his energy, Stan slumped into the chair again.

Jane dug Penny in the ribs until she remembered and made the introductions. “Sorry, Jane. This is Flight Sergeant Stan Atkins. He’s Tom’s friend and navigator.”

Upon seeing Stan was making the effort to furnish her with a smile, Jane did the same and held out a hand, which was weakly shaken. “Pleased to meet you,” she told him, “though I’d rather the circumstances were different, Stan.” Jane then felt very guilty as Stan was now wincing in pain. As he finished and placed his hand back in his lap, she could see a nasty-looking burn in the palm.

“Shouldn’t you have that looked at?” Jane wanted to know, unable to prevent herself wincing at the sight.

Stan shook his head, glancing behind him at the shut door, behind which Penny’s husband lay, before replying, “The burn guys have more important things to do.”

Penny’s sharp intake of breath, made Stan’s head snap up. His eyes widened as he realized what Penny could now be envisioning. Ignoring the pain in his hand, he reached up and grasped one of Penny’s, forcing her to tear her stare away from the door. “No! I’m sorry, Penny. He’s not burned, well, not badly. I meant another ambulance full of poor sods turned up who needed them more than either of us.”

Unable to hold back any longer, Penny gently released her hand from Stan’s and, with one deep breath, opened the door.

The room she entered was nearly bare. The only furniture present besides the bed and a chair was the small cabinet. Next to the bed, her back to the room as she took its occupant’s temperature, was a nurse. Whether she was used to people bursting into rooms without knocking, or just totally engrossed in her task, she didn’t look up until she’d finished and noted down the reading. Turning, she treated Penny and Jane, who’d come in behind her, to a certain special stare, known only to members of the medical professions.

“Can I help you?”

Now she was in the presence of her husband, Penny had lost her voice, so Jane introduced her. “This is Penny Alsop. She’s Tom’s wife. I’m her friend, Jane.”

Upon hearing this, the nurse’s demeanor immediately softened, and she stepped toward them. Penny hoped her smile wasn’t one of sympathy. Before the nurse could say anything, Penny blurted out, “How is he?”

The nurse turned her head to look back at where Tom appeared to be sleeping, or unconscious. Turning back, she informed her, “He’s a lucky man. Come and take a seat.” She took Penny gently by the shoulder.

Determination etched Penny’s face for a few seconds as, upon hearing the nurse’s words, her legs once again threatened to give way beneath her. “Come on,” the nurse told her, her voice now gentle and soothing. “He’s only sleeping,” she added, easily reading Penny’s fears.

After Penny had taken her seat, she still didn’t seem able to speak, so Jane asked for her, “What happened?”

“We were bounced right after we’d let our bombs go.”

The three women all turned upon hearing the male voice. Leaning heavily in the doorway was Stan, who’d told them part of the story.

At seeing him, the nurse hurried toward him and caught him by the elbow. “What are you doing here? You should be getting treatment for those burns.” She pulled the seat he’d been sitting on from the hall into the room and literally pushed him into it.

He looked up at the nurse and then across at his friend before answering, “I wasn’t going anywhere until I knew Tom was going to be all right.”

Upon hearing this, the nurse paused before replying, and when she did, her voice was considerably softer. “You can tell him yourself—after you’ve been fixed up. Now, get your ass down to the burns unit! Or do I have to call Sister?”

Both Penny and Jane stayed quiet upon hearing this. Like all normal people, they believed in staying as far away from hospitals as they could, but even they knew to be threatened with the Sister was not something to take lightly. It looked like Stan knew the same. Wearily, he got to his feet, where he stood swaying slightly before recovering with a very visible effort.

Upon seeing this, Jane stepped to his side. She took hold of his good arm. “Leave him to me. I’ll make certain he gets there. It’s the least we can do,” she said, making certain she caught Penny’s eye.

Penny shot her friend a grateful smile. “Stan, I can’t thank you enough, and I will see you soon.”

With the two of them gone, Penny turned her attention back to her husband who, with perfect timing, let out an enormous snort. This, more than anything anyone could say, did much to settle her nerves. After seeing him wipe his nose in his sleep and then snuffle again, she felt able to ask the nurse, “Can you tell me what happened? I can’t see any…wounds. Apart from the obvious,” she finished. Her husband was tucked in up to his neck by sheets, with his only obvious injury marked by a white bandage wrapped around his head. A spot of crimson blood had seeped through.

The nurse took up the clipboard hanging from the end of the bed, flicked a few sheets back and forth, and put it back. “It looks like when they were attacked his scalp was grazed by a bullet. The canopy was shattered, as was the instrument panel, and it was shards from those they had to operate on to take out.”

Penny squeezed Tom’s hand and leant in to kiss him on the cheek. She received another grunt for her trouble.

“Don’t worry,” the nurse told her, laying a hand on Penny’s shoulder again. “He’s going to be fine.”

“How long will he be here?” Penny asked.

“I can’t be sure, you’d have to ask the doctors, but based on similar cases I’ve dealt with, I’d say he’ll be out of here in about a week. I think…” She looked down at her watch. “He’ll be around in about ten minutes.”

Penny felt all her anxiety flow out, as if someone had pulled a plug from a bath. He was going to be fine! Her Tom, her husband, was going to be okay.

The nurse pulled her out of her reverie. “Forgive me for asking, but how did you know he was here? It’s been busy. From what I can gather, there were a few raids where local towns got hit hard, and I didn’t think we’d managed to contact all the next-of-kin yet.”

“His CO called me last night and”—Penny shrugged—“very early this morning. He wanted to let me know Tom had been wounded and taken here. I…didn’t want to wait.”

As Penny had been telling her how she’d found out about her husband’s situation, the nurse also seemed to relax, realizing how much love she obviously had for her husband. “I quite understand,” she told her. “I lost my fiancé last year. He was killed over Berlin,” she confided.

Penny nodded. Long experience had taught her no words would make any difference. The nurse obviously thought the same, as she gave her a ghost of a smile in return. With a deep, deep sigh, she gathered herself together to stand and walk to the door. Opening it, she turned her head. “Let him sleep. It’s the best tonic, I’ve found.” Then, before she closed the door completely, she advised, “You’re out of normal visiting hours, so—and I know this will be difficult—try not to stay longer than another ten minutes, or Sister will have my guts for garters.”

“I’m sorry,” Penny said. “I’ve been very rude, after you’ve been so helpful. What’s your name?”

“Don’t laugh,” the nurse began, as if she were about to say something she’d said a thousand times before. “Nurse Nightingale.”

“And your first name?” Penny asked, covering her mouth with her hand and attempting to fake a cough.

“Debbie.”

“Thank you again, Debbie.”

Penny was now alone in the room, except for her husband, and all of a sudden she would have given anything for company. For a moment, she considered shaking her sleeping husband, but then her eye alighted on the spot of blood on his bandage. Curious, she gently untucked his sheets and layered them back until they were at his waist. Her breath caught in her throat. From beneath his armpits down to below the sheets were wound what looked like an unending series of bandages. Compared to his head and the single spot of what she now knew to be dried blood, there appeared to be multiple drops, streaks of blood, some of which were not dry.

She had to know. Rolling down the sheets farther, her mouth fell open as she saw the bandages extended down to his groin. Looking up at his face, she now wondered if Nurse Nightingale hadn’t been entirely truthful with her. If he was bandaged up so much, then she’d bet her last shilling he wasn’t exactly sleeping. He had to be sedated. Hurriedly, she rolled the sheets back and sat down heavily, the urge to shake Tom awake now gone.

Jane poked her head around the door.

“Everything all right?”

When Penny turned her head, she was smiling through her tears. “Come on, let’s track down his doctor.”


Chapter Thirty

“Let me get this straight, Betty,” Celia began. “Your sister was a cat burglar, who was murdered. My sister and her friends came to live with you, and before you know it, you’re all investigating what happened to her. A black market racket was involved, you got stabbed, and it ends with a chase across the airfield with a frying pan. Did I miss anything?”

Ruth and Lawrence exchanged glances.

“No, that’s close enough,” Betty decided.

“Sounds like something out of a Miss Marple,” Celia declared. “A strange one, but still a Miss Marple.”

Only after much discussion, with Celia sent out into the garden to kick her heels, had the three of them agreed to let Celia into what had occurred last year. They’d decided, because of her young age, she didn’t need to know any of the more grisly details. However, the girl was obviously very bright, and they were pretty sure she could surmise the missing details if she were to put her mind to it. She didn’t appear to be one who would betray a confidence, either, something Betty brought up and with which the others were quite in agreement.

“Do mysteries follow you around?” Celia asked.

Before either Doris or Betty could reply, Lawrence suggested, “There does seem to be something about you lot. Makes you a magnet for this kind of thing.”

“It’s not like we go looking for them,” Doris protested.

“They do seem to find us,” Betty put in.

“Tell me about it. We still haven’t got to the bottom of what happened to Clark Gable’s handkerchief,” Doris moaned.

Celia’s head snapped up. “Wait! Clark Gable? The Clark Gable? The movie star Clark Gable?”

Doris looked like she regretted letting the cat out of the bag, as she went rather pale. Just because they’d agreed to trust her didn’t mean to say she should know everything going on. However, as it had slipped out… “Yes, the movie star.”

Celia sat cross-legged at Doris’s feet. “So what’s this about a handkerchief?”

“Short version, Mr. Gable was presented with a signed handkerchief before he left Hollywood.”

“Signed?” Celia interrupted.

“By a lot of his movie star friends. Anyway, we’ve been told it’s become a kind of lucky charm, when he’s on missions,” Betty explained, when Celia appeared puzzled. “Doris and the girls went to a hangar dance a few weeks back, and by all reports, Doris was the last person he showed it to.”

“And I know I gave it back.” Doris made certain Celia knew.

“However,” Betty went on, “Jane took a call from that airbase saying it had gone missing, and Doris was the last person he remembered looking at it.”

After a few moments’ thinking, Celia leant back on her hands and announced, “It’s not much of a mystery, compared to a murder.”

Lawrence burst out laughing, as did Doris. Betty looked like she wanted to join in, but from the way she was clutching her side, she was doing her best not to.

“Funnily enough,” Doris said, “we said exactly the same thing.”

“Have you been able to find anything out about it?” Celia asked.

Doris frowned. “Very little,” she admitted. “They’ve searched the base, or so we’ve been told, without finding it. They still believe I have it, mainly because he insists I was the last one to handle it, but they can’t prove anything.” Doris couldn’t keep the injustice from her voice. “I even pretended I had some engine trouble so I could land at Polebrook, where he’s based, the other day,” she added for Celia’s benefit. “Only, my timing was off.”

“What happened?” Celia asked.

Doris didn’t appear to have heard her, though. Lawrence noticed and shook his head at Celia, who appeared to be about to interrupt again. When Doris had initially told the group this tale, he’d got the impression she was holding back. His hunch was about to be proved right.

“I went to see the adjutant of his squadron. I was going to persuade him into letting me have a nose around Clark Gable’s quarters. I think it would’ve worked, too, only an alarm went off. A B17 was coming in. It had wounded on board.” She had to stop to take a deep breath. She didn’t seem to notice Betty had placed an arm around her. “It…it didn’t make it. A bomb had hung up, and when it landed—it blew up. Everyone on board was killed.”

When she’d finished, there were tears coursing down Doris’s cheeks, and her eyes were staring into space. They were doubtful she was aware of where she was, or what she had said.

A loud sniff broke the silence. Celia was wiping her eyes and then blew her nose. “Those poor boys,” she said, shaking her head. “What a waste.”

For some time, nobody else said a word. Everyone was lost in thought. In fact, nobody heard the knock at the front door, or its opening when nobody went to answer.

“Hey! I knocked,” Walter told them as he came into the lounge. Upon not getting an immediate reply, he tried again. “Everything all right? Doris? Sweetheart, are you okay?”

This finally penetrated, and she looked up. Walter immediately saw something was wrong, as her eyes were tinged with red, not to mention the tear tracks down her face.

“Walter!” Before he knew it, she’d leapt to her feet and had thrown her arms around his neck. She buried her face in his neck. “I’m so happy to see you.”

Bewildered, he hugged her back with all his strength. “Me too. Er, care to tell me what’s happened?” From over her shoulder, he could see everyone else in the room was wiping their eyes.

Doris sniffed loudly before finding her voice. “I was telling Celia what happened a few days ago.”

“Anything you want to share?” he asked, loosening his grip slightly so he could look into her eyes, knowing there was a lot she hadn’t told them about the harrowing incident.

She reached up and stroked his cheek before smiling. “Later. I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”

Walter nodded, trusting her implicitly but at the same time telling himself to keep a close eye on her.

Knowing there needed to be a change of subject and mood, and that nothing worked better for Doris than helping her friends, Betty asked Lawrence, “When can you speak to your friend?”

It took Lawrence a second or two to remember what she was talking about. “I’ll give him a call. Assuming he’s free, I’ll need to take a trip into London.” He held out his hand to Betty, with an apologetic expression. “I’ll need to let him take a look, Betty.”

Her hand automatically flew to her throat before she remembered the key and chain were in her hand. Slowly, reluctantly, knowing it had to be done, she placed them in Lawrence’s outstretched hand.

With great care, he took out a handkerchief, placed the key onto it with the chain, folded it, and put it safely away in his trouser pocket. Getting to his feet, Lawrence kissed Betty on the cheek. “Don’t worry, I’ll protect this with my life,” he assured her.

At Walter’s raised eyebrow, Doris told him, “I’ll tell you about it later too. All right, Betty?”

Betty was unable to reply.

****

Thelma was very happy the day was coming to a close. She hadn’t done anything different from what she usually did, prepare and allocate who was delivering what aircraft to where. It simply made her realize how much she missed being able to talk with her friends, especially Jane. Having to perform her normal duties and also keep an eye on the mountain of paperwork Jane received each day didn’t leave any spare time for anything else. Including lunch, it seemed. Her stomach rumbled, loudly, to remind her she was hungry.

The final taxi of the day had landed fifteen minutes ago, and she was now enjoying a last cup of tea of the day, whilst waiting upon Mary. After her friend had hopped out of the aircraft, she’d caught Thelma’s eye, nodded, and given her a thumbs-up. It would be very good to put her feet up back at her room and try to relax. However, even without another day like she’d just had, Thelma found herself not looking forward to this as much as usual.

Her room in the Victory pub was clean but lonely. Only over the last year had she come to realize this, because she’d been spending so much time in the company of Penny, Doris, and Mary at Betty’s home. True, last year’s adventure had been, well, an adventure, and not something she wanted to repeat every day, but it had emphasized how lonely life could be when she was on her own in the evenings. Not something she’d really thought of before. It had seemed a good idea, living off base. Now, not so much. Perhaps she should see about moving to live on base? She knew Jane did.

Mary burst into the office, interrupting her chain of thought. She’d brought Shirley with her.

“Have you heard anything?” Mary asked without preamble, taking a seat and dumping her flight bag on the floor whilst Shirley hung back, leaning upon the door.

At least Thelma had some news she could impart. Putting her now-empty cup down, she picked up a pad. “I got a call about an hour ago,” she told her. “I wrote down what Jane told me, in case I forgot.”

“And?” Mary prompted.

“And Penny didn’t want to speak…”

“Oh, God, no!” Shirley blurted out.

Thelma hurried to reassure her. “It’s okay. Sorry. I should have begun differently. She couldn’t speak. Apparently, Tom’s going to be fine. He got cut up some when their Mosquito was hit, but they’ve patched him up. He’ll be in hospital for about a week.”

Shirley nearly slid down the door in relief. Mary went over, took the younger girl by the hand, and had her sit in the seat she’d vacated, with Mary kneeling by her side.

“Did she say when they’d be back?” Mary asked.

“Jane’s flying back this evening, but Penny’s going to stay overnight,” Thelma informed them. “Tom was unconscious when they were there, and she doesn’t want to leave until she’s at least spoken to him.”

“Quite understandable,” Mary answered. “Hang on. I thought she was going to be on leave for a while?”

Thelma nodded. “I thought so too. However, Jane said Penny had spoken to the doctor, and he’d told her there really wasn’t much point. It should be a week before he’s discharged, and sitting around next to his bed would send her crazy. Whilst she was waiting for Tom to wake up, the doctor had a word with her. Apparently, Jane had spoken to him.”

Both Mary and Shirley perked up at hearing this. Jane had a way of getting things done which made her friends scratch their heads. “Penny can call up at any time to get an update, and he’ll let her know when he’s discharged. He says Tom would be going on at least two weeks’ leave to recuperate.”

Mary looked surprised. “Does he owe Jane money or something?”

Thelma shook her head. “I’ve learnt it’s best not to ask questions,” she advised.

“So where’s she sleeping, and how’s she getting back down here?” Shirley asked.

Thelma managed a sincere smile. “Believe it or not, and I don’t know how she managed this, she’s bedding down in his room.” When her audience’s eyebrows shot up, she hastily amended, “In a chair! Honestly, you two. She’s going to catch a train back down when she’s ready.”

Shirley whistled. “From Ely? Rather her than me. Can’t somebody go and collect her?”

Thelma shook her head. “Jane offered. Penny told her she felt she’d already been too much of a nuisance and refused her offer.”

“Not sure I’d have,” Mary told them.

“Me either,” Thelma agreed. Getting to her feet, she stretched her arms above her head. “Come on, time to knock off.”

****

As her cottage was nearly as good as new-ish, Ruth had told Celia she should go and check up on the sick house, as she’d come to think of The Old Lockkeepers Cottage. Mind you, she’d have to have a rethink later in the evening when Lawrence moved back in.

Looking around her lounge, she was satisfied. Fortunately, if you can call any bomb damage fortunate, all the damage and scars were at the rear of the house. From the front, the only clue something had happened was the tarpaulin draped over the roof. She hoped to have the roof repaired before long, touch wood. At least the front of the cottage was still able to benefit from sunlight, unlike the rear, where wooden boards were tacked up over all the window frames. It had been tempting to claim Lawrence’s bedroom at the front of the house, but she’d dismissed the thought as soon as it had sprung to mind.

She felt something firm and furry press against her leg. Smiling, she reached down and stroked Bobby’s back, getting a small woof for her trouble. “Quite right,” she said, looking up at the kitchen clock as she walked in. Recalling it hadn’t worked since the bombing, she checked her watch. “Six o’clock, tea time.” Five minutes later, she left Bobby wolfing down his food outside the new back door. “Come next door when you’ve finished,” she told him as she made her way down the side of her cottage and turned onto the riverbank toward Betty’s.

Behind her, Bobby finished his tea, sat back, scratched behind his ear, and belched. With a satisfied trot, he made his way toward his dog house, miraculously untouched by the bomb blast. Once inside, he turned around once, twice, and then settled comfortably on a bed that now included Penny’s missing bra.


Chapter Thirty-One

No matter how many times she took a train, Penny could never help but compare them to what they were in prewar days. She hadn’t always traveled first class, but she’d rarely traveled without being in the presence of her mother and then, after she’d died, her father. He never took any public transport where first class wasn’t an option. The first wartime train she’d taken had been a shock to the system. Cramped, dirty, surprisingly smelly, and crowded. She’d hoped she’d simply been unlucky, but it had been much the same from then on. However, she knew the railway workers did their best to keep up standards. Like many things these days, you had to grin and bear it.

Making the mistake of yawning at the same time she opened the carriage door and stepped out, she nearly fell flat on her face. She’d managed to get some sleep, but not much. On one journey to Hamble by train, she’d overslept and missed her stop. The backtracking she’d had to do had been hell! Since then, she’d become much better at catnapping, though she still liked to sleep with a note on her lap asking to be woken as they came into the station where she wanted to get off.

She took a deep breath of air as she handed over her ticket. Some of the weight of the world she’d been carrying since finding out about Tom being wounded finally lifted.

He’d woken around eleven the previous evening. Stretching out a hand, just as she was dropping off to sleep, he tapped her on the shoulder. Penny promptly fell off her seat.

“What the hell?”

It took all her self-control not to jump on him and wrap him in her arms. Eventually, she told him, “Never, never, scare me like that again!”

What followed had been a brief reunion, because as soon as the doctors found out he was awake, they insisted upon running some tests, very much to Penny’s annoyance. In fact, she’d made her objections so vehemently it had taken the Sister threatening to revoke her right to sleep next to Tom for the night for her to rein in her temper. By the time they’d finished, her husband was exhausted, and they barely had enough time for Penny to explain to him how she came to be there. She didn’t think he managed to take in half of what she said. So whilst he slept she penned him a short letter, in which she told him how his CO had let her know what had happened, and that she would be going back to base sometime in the morning.

As it turned out, once she was awake, she found it impossible to get back to sleep. Aware the trouble Jane had gone to on her behalf, Penny made certain reception knew she was going. It may have been only five in the morning when she’d kissed her sleeping husband goodbye and gone out into the hall. Nevertheless it had been just as busy as when she’d arrived. Doctors, nurses, ancillary staff, all were rushing around, and the scene was one of organized chaos. Though she was leaving Tom behind, she could now at least smile, knowing he was in the right place, getting the best care possible.

Maybe stopping off at RAF Polebrook, her ulterior motive for turning down Jane’s offer of a flight back to Hamble, hadn’t been the best of ideas?

****

Penny had known for a good while a pretty girl in uniform, especially one with pilot’s wings on, could get in most anywhere. This proved to be just as true on the American base as anywhere else. It also got her a ride in a Jeep, one driven with considerably more care than when Jane drove hers, up to the hangar where the 351st Bomb Group were based. Shortly after, she stood outside the door of the same officer Doris had talked to on the fateful day of the B17 crash, Major Jim Fredericks.

Introductions were made quickly, perhaps because Penny was in full uniform, as opposed to Doris in her Sidcot suit, but Major Fredericks treated her to a beaming smile and a quick invitation to take a seat. He also sent out for a pot of coffee. Not wanting to appear ungrateful, Penny accepted with a diplomatic smile. The friendly effect was somewhat spoiled when she gagged and had to fight the impulse to spit the beverage out. She’d never tasted real American coffee. When she next saw Doris, she would have to interrogate her as to why she worshipped the stuff. Penny suspected boiled cowpat would taste better!

If the major noticed her forcing the liquid down, he was polite enough not to comment on it. “You’re my second lady ATA pilot in the last couple of weeks. I don’t suppose you know someone by the name of Doris Winter?” He read her name from a piece of paper he’d pulled out of his desk drawer when he noticed Penny come in.

Determined to keep things polite, Penny smiled and was happy to find the coffee hadn’t destroyed her vocal cords. “As a matter of fact, yes, she’s my best friend. Nearly wasn’t, the other night,” she added, though not really sure why she’d told him.

It piqued the officer’s interest, though, and he leant toward her. He frowned, concern creasing his brow as he asked, “Oh? What happened? Is she all right?”

When she’d made the decision to come to Polebrook, Penny hadn’t been sure what she hoped to accomplish, nor how she should go about it. However, his reaction sparked her womanly intuition, and she realized she could play on his natural sympathies for the fairer sex. Best not to mention this to Doris, if she managed to get anything done, as she didn’t think her friend would appreciate being used by proxy.

“She was very lucky.” Penny decided to lay it on thick. “We were caught in the tail end of an air raid on Portsmouth. Doris was visiting a next-door neighbor when a Nazi bomber dropped a bomb in the field behind them. She got caught by some shrapnel.”

The major ran a hand through his hair and shook his head. “She probably doesn’t think so, but she’s one lucky girl. I expect she told you what happened whilst she was here?”

Penny attempted a grimace and a smile at the same time. “Yes, she did. I’m very sorry.”

He’d obviously become used to death, as he merely nodded, not expecting Penny to be able to add anything else. “So, Penny, what can I do for you?”

“I don’t expect you remember me. I didn’t see you either, but I was at the hangar dance where a certain handkerchief went missing. Doris has been accused of taking it.”

The major sat back in his seat, nodding. It took him a few moments to respond. “Yes, I remember. It certainly explains why she was here. By the way, tell her I was most impressed by her engine-trouble ruse.”

Penny couldn’t help but laugh. “She can be very imaginative.”

“To preempt you, though,” Jim Fredericks said, “that handkerchief still hasn’t been found.”

Penny had to ask, “You don’t mind my just dropping in and asking about it?”

He shook his head. “One flier to another, no, I don’t. I notice you’re married.” Jim nodded toward the ring on her left hand. “Can I ask what your husband does?”

Penny had to swallow hard before she could reply, something which Jim didn’t miss. “I’m sorry. Shouldn’t I have asked? I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“It’s okay,” she eventually began. “He’s a Mosquito pilot. I’ve actually just come from visiting him. He…” She gulped in more air. “He was wounded the day before yesterday.”

Jim looked distraught. “Aww, crap. I beg your pardon. Can I ask? Will he be okay?”

Here, at least, Penny was able to muster a genuine smile. “Yes.” She nodded. “He took some debris to his body, and a bullet creased his head. He’s been one lucky sod!”

Jim returned her smile with interest, slapping the desk with enthusiasm. “Sounds like it. Wish him luck from me when you speak to him next, won’t you? Hopefully, the next time we have a dance, you’ll both be able to come.”

“Even taking into account what happened at the last one?” Penny had to ask.

“Even taking into account what happened then.”

“Thank you, Jim,” she told him, holding out her hand and getting a warm handshake in return. “Anyway, as I’m here… The handkerchief… I have to ask, but everyone’s looked—everywhere?”

“Pretty much everywhere has been turned upside down. As you can imagine, he’s a bit of a celebrity.” Jim couldn’t help but grin at how inane this comment was. “So naturally, we haven’t looked absolutely everywhere he’s billeted.”

Penny raised an eyebrow.

****

“I still don’t know how you talked me into this,” Jim Fredericks muttered, as he used a master key to unlock the door to Clark Gable’s quarters.

As she moved past him into the room, Penny told him with a wink, “Womanly charm.”

If she’d been expecting a room to resemble those at the Ritz, Penny was disappointed. Mind you, as it was a Nissan hut, she shouldn’t be surprised, she scolded herself. Inside were about a dozen beds, each with a single narrow wardrobe to one side and a footlocker at the end of each bed. To her eyes, even for a bunch of men, it looked remarkably untidy.

Upon her commenting on this, Jim admitted, “We’ve a problem keeping our cleaners. Most of them, well, all they want to do is catch sight of Gable. It’s actually gotten so bad they aren’t allowed in this hut anymore.”

“Explains why it’s locked.”

“Yes. Believe it or not,” he said, “the occupants of this hut are supposed to keep it clean themselves.”

“I’d believe it.” Penny grinned, walking down between the rows of beds. None of them were made up, and some still had the blankets thrown back. As she reached the end of the room, she turned and cast her gaze around. Apart from the furniture she could see, the only other thing of note in the room was a cast iron heater in the center. She involuntarily shivered, as she didn’t think it would keep a hut this size very warm in England’s winters. As she’d walked between the beds, she’d taken note of one thing. The only place there wasn’t an excess of dust was on the floor, around the footlockers. It looked like each had been pulled away from its normal location, bar one.

“Can you tell me whose bed this is?” Penny asked, as she came to stand next to the anomaly.

“First Lieutenant George Adair.”

Both Penny and Jim turned at the unexpected voice, though neither needed to look to see who had spoken.

His hat askew, Clark Gable strolled into the room. “Sir,” he saluted the adjutant, who nodded back.

Doing her best not to be distracted from her task, Penny knelt down to take a closer look.

“There’s something about George you should know,” Jim began, but Penny waved him to silence, not wishing to be put off. It wouldn’t do to voice her suspicions without any evidence. As she did, she was aware the film star had knelt down beside her.

“What are you looking at?” he asked.

Not quite knowing how she was going to explain this to Tom, let alone her friends, even if she was right, Penny pointed to the floor and the dust. Or in this case, the excess of dust compared to the corresponding location at every other bed. “It’s just a hunch, but when everyone was searching for your bloody handkerchief, who searched this hut?”

If he was annoyed or amused even by her colorful description of his prized possession, Gable didn’t let on. “George did. He even volunteered. Insisted we all watch whilst he searched everywhere in this dump.”

Penny canted her head to look at him, nearly losing her train of thought as she hadn’t realized he was so close. “Ahem,” she coughed. “And he did search everywhere?”

“Everywhere,” Gable confirmed.

“Under every footlocker?”

“Every one.”

“Even his own?” Penny asked, firing an eyebrow at her illustrious companion.

Clark Gable opened his mouth and was halfway through a nod when he stopped.

Penny noticed. “Thought not. Can you give me a hand? Let’s put this onto his bed.”

Jim insisted upon taking the other end of the trunk. To be certain, Penny opened the footlocker and, carefully, took out each item and laid it on the bed. There wasn’t much—letters, a couple of baseballs and a catching mitt, an issue of Stars and Stripes, and a few cheesy-looking Western pulp novels. No handkerchief. However, a scrapbook was taped to the inside lid, difficult to see unless you had a suspicious mind.

Feeling a little like a peeping Tom, Penny opened it to the first page, finding there exactly what she’d expected…and feared. Slowly, she turned over each page. Each was the same, yet slightly different. They were all filled with newspaper articles and pictures, carefully cut out and stuck down with loving care. Each was of and about Clark Gable.

If anything, Jim looked more startled than Clark. No doubt the film star had come across obsession before. Penny wasn’t finished yet, though. Taking a deep breath, as she was about to be proved either a genius or a fool, she turned the wooden box upside down.

“Well, I’ll be darned!” Jim Fredericks exclaimed.

“Don’t be, just yet,” Penny told him, reaching for the plain brown envelope stuck to the bottom of the footlocker. Not troubling to ask either man, she slit it open and out onto the jumbled bed fell a handkerchief.

Feeling like she was some private eye in a cheap B-movie, Penny couldn’t resist asking, “Do you recognize this, Mr. Gable?”

Holding it up, he turned it back and forth and then folded his precious autographed handkerchief before putting it away safely in an inside pocket.

“I don’t know how to thank you. I’d like to know who I should thank, though?”

“Penny Alsop,” she told him, holding out her hand.

When she turned to Jim Fredericks, who stood shaking his head back and forth, he asked, “How did you know? I mean, apart from looking in his trunk, we’ve literally turned the base on its ass…oh, sorry, ma’am.’

Penny waved his apology away and picked up the scrapbook. “You saw this?” The Americans nodded. “Did either of you notice the initials carved below his name on the trunk?” she asked. When neither answered, she turned the trunk back over and closed the lid. There, carved so faintly they were hard to make out, were the two initials, CG.

“You saw them? When you were standing up?” Clark Gable asked, disbelief in his voice.

Penny shook her head. “It was a hunch,” she admitted and then went on to explain. “I’ve a very good memory for names, if not faces, and I distinctly recall hearing someone called George amongst the group which was always around you at the dance, Mr. Gable. Whenever I looked, there he was, never appearing to say anything, but his eyes always seemed to be on you. You probably didn’t notice, or perhaps didn’t want to, but I’ve been around men of a certain…persuasion. Together with the dust, when you lifted the trunk, I had a quick look at the initials, and it seemed like too much of a coincidence after you’d said whose bed it was. A friend of mine told me he did the same thing when he was at school and had a crush.”

“Would you have thought of that, Clark?” Jim Fredericks asked.

He got a shake of the head in reply. “Sure wouldn’t.”

“What are you going to do about the thief?” Penny enquired.

She couldn’t miss the look they shared.

Not really sure she wanted to know, Penny nevertheless had to ask, “Is there something I’m not aware of?”

Jim nodded permission for Clark Gable to be the one to tell her. The film star looked like he aged five years in a few seconds as he informed a horrified Penny, “George was killed on a mission yesterday. The B17 he was in was hit by flak. Nobody managed to bail out. I was coming in to pack up his things so they could be sent to his folks.”

****

Lost in thought, Penny’s legs were taking her automatically toward home when she nearly knocked Shirley over as the younger woman appeared from around the corner.

“Oops. Sorry, Shirley, I didn’t see you there.”

“No problem,” her mechanic friend assured her. Reaching out, she took Penny’s overnight bag from her unprotesting hand. “Come on, Jane lent me her Jeep to pick you up.”

A combination of the long, virtually sleepless couple of days, together with finding out about the death of an airman she’d never known, had combined to hit her hard. She allowed Shirley to lead her toward the Jeep.

“She’s been too good to me,” Penny thought she heard her voice saying. “I’ll have to say thanks to her.”

Shirley gunned the Jeep into life. “She also told me you are to take the rest of the day off. Eat something and then get some sleep. She’ll see you in work as normal tomorrow.”

Taking her seat, Penny automatically started stroking Bobby as Shirley, considerably more carefully than the Jeep’s owner would, drove her home.

“Sounds like a good idea, Mr. Gable,” she mumbled, surprising Shirley, before somehow dropping off to sleep.


Chapter Thirty-Two

“Pass the vinegar, please.”

Mary nudged the small glass bottle toward her friend, shaking her head and grinning. “You can tell she’s feeling better.”

“What’s not to feel better about?” Doris asked, upending the vinegar and showering her chips with the pungent liquid. “I’m back flying tomorrow, with thanks to Penny here.” She waved a chip heavy with vinegar and tomato sauce around. “I can forget about Clark Gable’s bloody handkerchief.”

As had become tradition, everyone was around at Betty’s for a Friday evening supper of fish and chips, courtesy of their American millionairess. This evening, they were joined by Celia, Walter, and Mary’s boyfriend, Lawrence. There wasn’t enough room around the kitchen table, so everyone was in the lounge. All the chairs and seats were taken, so Doris and Walter were happily curled up together on the floor.

“Careful with the chip, love, it could go off,” Walter joked. “By the way, you do remember you hate vinegar?”

With a look of horror, Doris instead fed Walter the chip. “Shut up and eat,” she told him. As Walter did so, she swiftly swapped her chips for his, shaking her head in wonder. Doris hated vinegar and normally pushed it as far away from her as possible.

“Ignore her,” he announced to the room, being at least sensible enough not to make any more of the vinegar incident. “She’s a little annoyed with me. I told her it wouldn’t be a good idea to drop a handkerchief tied around a rock onto Polebrook. Especially with her message written in red lipstick—I told you I never did it!”

The room erupted into laughter, and Doris did her best to treat everyone to a glare, which didn’t work. The more she tried to appear annoyed, the more everyone laughed. Walter made the mistake of joining in, which got him a dig in the ribs by her elbow before Doris took his head between her hands and kissed him until he forgot about the pain in his sides.

“Seriously,” Betty began, once she’d got herself under control, “not the best of ideas. Clark Gable himself phoned up Jane yesterday afternoon.” This got everyone’s attention, apart from Doris and Walter, who were oblivious to everyone and everything going on around them.

Until Penny threw a chip at them. “Hey, you two! Pay attention.”

“Yes. Children present!” Celia pointed to herself, then held up an arm as Lawrence pretended to grab for a handful of chips.

“Has everyone finished?” Betty asked. “Then I’ll begin. He wanted to first thank Penny again for, and I quote, sleuthing of the highest order. He said he’s going to try to put it into a movie when he gets back to the USA.”

Mary immediately blurted out, “Do you think Vivian Leigh would play me?”

“She’s a brunette,” Celia pointed out.

“Heard of hair dye?” Penny asked. Her sister poked her tongue out at her.

“As I was saying,” Betty interjected. “Clark, as he’s known to his friends”—cue much rolling of eyes and mugging from her friends—“said he may not be in England for much longer, and he’d love to thank Penny again and say sorry to Doris in person. He doesn’t have an exact date yet, but he’s going to arrange another hangar dance, and it will have to be as soon as possible.”

Everyone was paying full attention by now, including Celia. Penny noted the expression on her little sister’s face and knew she’d have to break her heart. With a deep sigh, she admitted to herself she’d left talking to her for too long. In the week or so she’d been living with them, Celia had fitted in like she’d never been anywhere else. They’d never got along better. What she would have to say would likely hurt her, but she now knew Celia was older than her years.

“Sounds like the least he can do,” Doris stated, and then, much more like the Doris everyone knew, she continued, “I’d rather have a part in one of his movies. What do you reckon? Clark Gable’s leading lady?”

Whilst everyone else saw the funny side, as she intended, Walter kept a straight face, right until the moment he got down on one knee.

“What the hell?” Doris exclaimed, jumping to her feet, her eyes wider than anyone had ever seen. She barely managed to hold onto her bag of chips.

Immediately, everyone fell silent, except for Walter. Putting a hand into his trouser pocket, he pulled out a small square box. He reached up and took her right hand, stroking her palm with his thumb. “Doris Winter, you’re crazy. You say what you want no matter what. You’re also the most wonderful person I’ve ever met. You’ve turned my life upside down. Okay, you have an obsession with fish and chips.”

Cue nervous chuckles from Doris, who was fretfully jogging from foot to foot.

“I can’t imagine my life without you. If there’s one thing this war’s taught me, it’s that life’s too short to second-guess anything, especially the important things.” He took one more deep breath and flipped open the lid of the box, holding it up so Doris could see.

Her free hand flew to her mouth.

“Doris Winter, will you do me the great honor of becoming my wife?”

****

“Oh, come on, sis!” Celia moaned. “Why do we have to miss the party?”

Celia wasn’t happy with her older sister. An impromptu engagement party was about to start when Penny had decided now was as good a time as any to have a girl-to-younger-girl talk. She’d whispered in her ear, and they were now strolling down beside the river. Both were comfortable enough in short sleeves despite the coolness of the evening, with a jumper thrown over their shoulders.

“Because it’s time to decide what to do about you,” Penny stated.

Celia had dug her heels in, literally. “What if I don’t want to go?” she pouted, correctly guessing what Penny wanted to talk about.

Where they’d come to a stop, Penny knew a fallen tree lay somewhere around. Taking her stubborn sister by the hand, she yanked her the few feet to it and sat down, pulling her down alongside her. “Look at me,” she said, and repeated, until Celia reluctantly met her eyes. Despite her words and demeanor, Penny could see she was right. Celia was in actuality resigned to the inevitable. She could still sweeten the pill, though.

She squeezed Celia’s hand. “We both know you have to go back to school. I’m quite prepared to make the phone call and sort things out with the headmistress. I’ll even call Father and tell him what’s happened.”

“I don’t want anything more to do with him!” Celia shouted, scaring a few ducks and setting a goose or two to flight. She looked around before turning her attention back to her sister. “Pen, the time I’ve had here… It’s the best, happiest time I’ve had since…”

“Since mother died,” Penny automatically finished for her.

Celia nodded and laid her head upon Penny’s shoulder, accepting the arm around her waist in return. “I don’t think—no—I know I can’t live with him anymore. Please don’t make me!”

Penny dropped the pill. “Bear with me on this. Here’s the deal. Like I said, I’ll sort things out with the school and Father. When you come to the end of the summer term, you don’t go back to his home.” Penny couldn’t recall ever having described the place where she’d grown up as anything other than “home.” But Celia was right. It wasn’t home and hadn’t been since long before she’d left. “You come and live here, with me.”

The expected wide grin and hug didn’t materialize. Instead, Celia proved, again, she was older than her age. “I hope you don’t mind my asking, but wouldn’t I get in the way? Don’t you want to live as man and wife as soon as things settle down?”

Penny had been asking herself the same question for a while now. They’d married on the spur of the moment, not giving a thought to anything as simple as living arrangements. Ever since, she’d been waiting for one or the other of them to bring it up. The holiday had seemed the perfect time. She had to stifle an ironic snort of laughter. Holiday! Well, she doubted any wartime holiday destination would be much fun anyway. Of course, with Tom being wounded now would be the best time to indeed bring it up. She hoped he’d understand she wouldn’t be leaving the Air Transport Auxiliary. In her small way, she knew she was making a real difference to the war effort.

Her head resting upon her sister’s head, Penny told her, “Trying not to think about it.”

****

“There you are!” Doris shouted as Penny and Celia came back into the room.

“How long were we gone?” Celia asked, looking around Betty’s lounge.

In the time they’d been talking, the front room had acquired two crates of Doris’s favorite Guinness, and two extra guests, Ruth and Shirley. Two bottles of what looked like champagne had also mysteriously appeared.

Penny went and hugged Doris, then turned to her sister and advised her, “When it comes to Doris, I find it best not to ask, but just to accept what she brings forth.”

“Good girl!” Doris declared.

“It also helps she’s as rich as avarice!”

Celia spluttered her lemonade all over the floor. “What? Oops, sorry, Betty,” she added when she realized what she’d done. Celia was now looking at the American in the same way everyone did when they found out she was a millionaire.

Leaving her sister trying to wrangle the story out of Doris, Penny went into the kitchen for a rag, mopped up her sister’s mess, and then sat next to Betty, clinking a bottle of Guinness against the one Betty was holding. “I need to ask a favor.”

“If I can do anything, you’ve only got to ask,” Betty happily replied. “Is it anything to do with the youngster?” She nodded toward where Doris was trying to hang onto her new fiancé’s arm, engage him in conversation, and at the same time, fend off Celia’s questions.

Betty also appeared to be able to read her mind. “Yes, actually. Celia finishes school next summer. Neither of us wants her to go and live with our father. Would it be all right if she comes and lives here?”

After thinking it over for barely a minute, Betty nodded and said, “It may be a bit of a squeeze, but I’m sure we can work something out. Even if it means partitioning off the loft,” she added with a twinkle in her eye as Mary walked by.

“What about my loft?” Though firm friends with the others, Mary preferred the solitary life afforded by her choice of sleeping in the bedroom in the loft spaces of the cottage.

“Just something we may have to do next summer,” Betty told her with a smile.

Mary noticed her friends looking over at where Celia was still making a nuisance of herself with Doris. From the look on Doris’s face, the girl was on the point of pushing the American over the edge. “Come on.” Mary pulled Betty and Penny to their feet. “Let’s go and rescue Doris.”

“Or Celia.” Penny laughed. She could remember how persistent her sister could be. “Leave her be,” Penny advised Celia.

“But she won’t tell me how much money she has,” Celia moaned.

“Because it’s none of your business,” Penny stated, seeing the need to be firm with her sister.

Celia flicked her eyes back and forth between Penny and Doris, torn between her curiosity and her desire not to upset her sister now the two had finally become real friends. Sighing, Celia hung her head and turned to Doris. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have been so curious.”

Doris laid a hand on Celia’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, kid. Don’t do it again, though, or I may have to kick your ass.”

Celia’s laugh was a little nervous, not totally certain Doris was joking.

Doris noticed Shirley and Ruth had their heads together, and soon they both left the room and made toward the kitchen. Curious, she unhooked her arm from Walter and, joined by Penny and Mary, followed.

“Why didn’t you tell me this?” Shirley was asking Ruth.

The girls were a little shocked to see Ruth had a faraway look in her eye. In her hands was a letter. After hesitating slightly, they came and joined them, taking seats at the table.

“What’s wrong, Ruth?” Mary was the first to ask.

Instead of speaking, Ruth slumped into a seat and pushed what was a POW letter toward her. Assuming they all had permission, Penny and Doris both crowded in and read along with Mary. When they’d finished, they all flopped back against their backrests.

“Bloody hell!” Penny uttered.

Doris asked the question everyone was thinking. “How’s he going to manage on one foot in a POW camp?”


Chapter Thirty-Three

The party died a quick death not long after the girls found out Ruth’s son had been gravely injured in a failed escape attempt.

“How long have you known?” Shirley asked.

They led Ruth into the lounge, the Guinness and champagne now lying forgotten, the mood having completely changed. Lawrence sat next to his aunt, reading the letter for the second time.

“Christ, poor Joe,” he said to no one in particular, shaking his head and handing the letter back to Ruth, who wordlessly folded it and placed it on her lap.

Shirley, on Ruth’s other side, shook her head and, for seemingly the umpteenth time, muttered, “Makes my Ted’s troubles appear small.”

Mary snapped her fingers in front of Shirley’s face. “Snap out of it, Shirl!”

Blinking furiously, Shirley threw her arms around Ruth. “I’m so sorry, Ruth. What are you going to do?”

Gently, Ruth removed the girl’s arms from around her neck and tried to muster a smile she barely managed. “I haven’t a clue.” She shook her head to refuse the cup of tea Betty held out to her. “If you don’t mind, I’d prefer something stronger.” Doris flipped the cap off a fresh bottle of Guinness and passed it to Ruth, who promptly downed half in one breath.

“If this weren’t so serious,” Doris declared, “I’d give you a round of applause.”

Ruth proceeded to finish off the bottle. Doris passed her a refill. “Don’t let me hold you back.”

What can you say to someone who’s just found out their offspring has been maimed? And that offspring’s in a different country, under very difficult and largely unknown circumstances, and you’re powerless to help. Everyone was looking at everyone else, and the only sound to be heard came from Bobby, who was lying on his back, kicking his legs in his sleep and whining slightly. The silence was broken by a welcome knocking on the front door.

“I’ll get it!” Mary and Penny cried at the same time.

Jane and Thelma were waiting. From the hall came the sounds of mumbled conversation. The next moment, both rushed into the lounge, and Thelma fell to her knees before her good friend.

“Penny and Mary have just told me what’s happened. Oh, my friend, my Ruth, I am so very sorry.”

Leaving Ruth alone with her best friend, everyone else went out into the back garden.

“When did this happen?” Jane asked, accepting a glass of wine.

This was the one thing nobody had actually asked. The one thing nobody could know the answer to, except for one person.

Shirley fished inside a pocket of her blouse and pulled out a letter very similar to the one in which Ruth had received her terrible news. “Ruth’s son won’t be at the same camp as my Ted, but if my husband’s letters are anything to go by, this could have happened anytime up to two weeks ago.”

“Is there anything she can do? Anything at all?” Penny asked.

Shirley thought for a moment before shaking her head, and then she paused. “I’m not…sure. There could be something, but I don’t know how it works. I’m not even sure if it’s real. I’ve never looked into it.”

“Tell me!”

Everyone looked up. Standing in the doorway were Ruth and Thelma, the newspaper owner being supported around the waist by her friend.

“How long have you been there, Aunty?” Lawrence wanted to know.

Ruth pursed her lips and repeated herself. “Tell me, Shirley, please. What have you heard?”

Shirley, never one to be comfortable when she was the center of attention, squirmed a little but eventually conquered her nerves enough to say, “I really don’t remember where I read it, or if someone told me.”

“Shirley!” Thelma not quite snapped at her.

“Sorry. Yes. I’ve heard about some injured POWs who were repatriated. Or they could be, soon.” She turned to look at Ruth. “I’m sorry, Ruth. I honestly couldn’t say if these are rumors or real.”

Ruth stepped forward and enveloped Shirley in a huge hug. “True or not, you’ve given me hope,” she told her.

****

Ruth allowed herself to be taken back home by Lawrence, accompanied by Thelma and Mary, who’d been unwilling to leave her boyfriend’s side since Walter had asked Doris to marry him.

“Well, we’re not going to forget tonight in a hurry!” Doris stated, hanging on to Walter’s arm and leaning into his shoulder.

“How true,” her fiancé agreed.

“Do you think she’ll be all right?” Celia asked.

Penny opened her mouth and then closed it, biting down on the automatic response of, Are you joking? There were still some things Celia didn’t understand, no matter how quickly the war made people grow up. Taking her sister by the hand, Penny led her to the sofa. “We don’t know. Honestly, we just don’t know.”

Celia didn’t say anything at first, merely staring out the window. Jane opened her mouth, but Penny held up a hand. Her younger sister’s expression brought back a memory of when they were children, when they were as close as sisters are supposed to be, up until their mother died, in fact. Everything seemed to go wrong from then on with their family. Celia had been the one to come up with the good ideas, the fun ideas, the ideas which seemed to enrich their lives, and always when they were together. Crossing her fingers, she hoped this was one of those times, not for her, but on Ruth’s behalf.

“It’s not much,” Celia eventually remarked. “There’s also a very good chance this thought’s already struck Ruth. It’s very similar to what Shirley suggested. She needs to contact the Red Cross. There must be something they can do.”

It wasn’t the life-altering idea Penny had hoped for, though perhaps Ruth hadn’t thought of it. Maybe Penny was expecting too much. Her slight disappointment must have shown on her face, as Celia’s face fell.

“I’m sorry, sis. The magic isn’t there anymore,” Celia apologized.

Penny smiled at her sister, determined not to let her see how disappointed she was. “Don’t you fret. I’m sure Ruth will be glad of any ideas.”

Everyone else joined in, showing Celia how much they appreciated her trying to help their good friend, someone she barely knew. Being nearest to her age, Shirley took her by the elbow. “Come on, let me tell you how my flying lessons are going,” she told her, remembering to keep her voice down too late to avoid being overheard.

“Say again?” Doris asked, stepping swiftly in front of the two girls so they couldn’t make their escape to the kitchen as intended. “You’re having flying lessons? Since when?”

“And with whom?” Penny added.

Seeing she was cornered, Shirley swallowed before looking up. Fortunately for her, her eyes met those of Jane, who gave her a short, sharp nod, giving her the encouragement she needed to answer the good-natured ribbing of her friends. Shirley set her jaw and replied, “Only for a week now,” she started. “Lizzie Banks is taking me up.”

“Lizzie!” Doris’s voice went up an octave or two, before she noticed Jane’s disapproving expression. “She’s good, very good,” Doris added quickly. “Can I ask? Why didn’t you ask one of us to give you lessons?”

Shirley couldn’t stop the small bark of laughter which escaped her lips and, upon seeing the confused look on Celia’s face, explained her reason for the laughter. “I was silly enough to go up with Doris on a test flight, and she, shall we say, shook me around a little.”

“I’ve said I was sorry,” Doris put in, pouting.

Shirley gave her a genuine smile to show there were no real hard feelings. “I know you did.”

“So how come you didn’t ask me? Or any one of us?”

“I didn’t plan it, Doris,” Shirley explained. “She’d asked me to come up for a test flight, to see if I could hear anything from an engine. It came up whilst we were aloft, particularly after she let me take control.” Penny and Doris exchanged admiring looks. “After I saw Thelma, she agreed Lizzie could take me up, so long as it didn’t interrupt either her deliveries or my duties.”

Jane had the measure of her friends, though, and before Shirley could likely say it herself, spoke up. “If either of you, and Mary of course, would like to also give her lessons, the same rules would apply to you as well.”

“Well, will you let them?” Celia wanted to know.

Shirley looked at her friends and saw honest eagerness there to help their friend with her ambition. “Would you?” she finally asked.

Doris was the first to react, leaping toward Shirley with her arms outstretched. “Only if you’ll be my maid of honor!”

****

Whilst her friends restarted the celebration, Penny slipped out into the hall and picked up the telephone. She couldn’t think of another reason for putting off this call, though she’d be more than willing to listen to offers. Enough prevarication, she scolded herself, and picking up the phone, asked to be put through to her father’s bank. After not having to wait long, she was put through to the office of the manager.

“Hello, Father. …Yes, I know it’s been a while. …Well, as you obviously know where I am, I’m sure you could also have found out my phone number too and could have called. …No, I will agree I never spoke to you like this when Mother was alive. Probably, I wouldn’t have dared. …Why do I speak to you like this now? It’s hardly as if you’ve been the loving or devoted father Mother would have hoped you to be, is it. …I didn’t call up just to argue with you, no. You asked to be called if Celia turned up. Well, she’s here with me. …Not long.” She hastily crossed her fingers, cursing herself for not having done so earlier. “Yes, she has told me why she ran away, and she has good reasons. …It’s all right. I’ve already called, and the headmistress is prepared to have her back for the remaining terms, so long as she promises to be on her best behavior. …Of course she does! …Yes, I think she’ll understand how busy you are and you don’t have time to take her back for Christmas. …No, I don’t have anything else to say. …You look after yourself too, Father. Goodbye.”

Penny didn’t know how long she stood there holding the receiver, until she nearly jumped out of her skin as someone touched her on the elbow. “Bloody hell!” Blinking, she realized she was surrounded by her friends. “How long have you lot been here?”

“About ten minutes,” Lawrence answered.

“Including while I made the phone call?” Penny asked, hopefully.

“Uh-uh.” Celia shook her head.

Penny allowed herself to be led into the lounge, where Doris plied her with a large glass of wine. They waited until she’d downed half of it before Celia couldn’t wait any longer. “And?”

She placed her glass down before patting the sofa cushion. Celia sat down beside her. “And?”

For a brief second, Penny thought about leading her sister on, but the girl was looking at her with wide-open eyes, the kind only the cutest of puppies should be allowed to have. “I’ve told him you’re here and that I’ve sorted everything out with your school.”

“I didn’t know you’d rung them,” Celia stated.

Penny ran a hand through her hair. Caught! “Well, so, I still need to call them.”

Celia leant against Penny’s shoulder. “I trust you, sis. Go on.”

“I’ll be taking you back to school…”

“Yea!” Celia clapped her hands in glee.

“…as father’s too busy to take you. He’s also agreed you can come here for Christmas.” She let her eyes wander over toward where Betty was listening.

Betty shrugged. “Why not?”

Penny smiled in relief. “Thanks, Betty.”

“What about after I finish school?” Celia asked.

“Ah.”

“Ah?” Betty repeated, eyeing Penny suspiciously. “What exactly did you say?”

“Actually, nothing,” Penny admitted.

“Nothing about Celia coming to stay after she finishes school?” Betty asked.

Penny took a breath before replying, keeping a hold of one of her sister’s hands. “I decided keeping quiet was the better part of valor.” Celia looked confused, so Penny explained her decision. “You know what he’s like, Celia. If he knew, there would have been a very, very good chance he’d stop paying the school fees, out of spite.”

“He wouldn’t!” Jane couldn’t keep the surprise out of her voice.

“He would,” Penny and Celia answered at the same time.

“I could pay,” Doris offered. “It wouldn’t be a problem.”

Penny held up her free hand, and Doris knelt by her side. “Don’t be silly.”

“You really are rich, aren’t you,” Celia muttered, shaking her head in wonder.

“Drop it,” Penny warned her sister, who stuck out her tongue.

“Sorry, Doris,” she muttered.

“Besides, I think he should do this for you.”

“Lord knows, he’s done nothing else,” Celia couldn’t help saying out loud, before throwing her arms around her sister’s neck and beginning to sob.


Chapter Thirty-Four

“You’re early!” Nurse Grace declared, watching Lawrence hobble up to the waiting room.

“Too right I am,” he stated, grinning. “I can’t wait to get this thing off!” He rapped his stick against the cast. “This has been the longest week of my life.”

Taking off her cape, Grace hung it up and turned back to face him. “I reckon you’ve had worse.” She looked over his shoulder. “No one with you?”

He shook his head. “Didn’t even tell Mary. I told you, I want this to be a surprise for her.”

Grace stepped around the corner from him and reappeared brandishing what appeared to Lawrence to be an enormous pair of snips. Clashing them together in an unnecessarily forceful way, Grace, at seeing all the blood drain from Lawrence’s face, flashed him a smile and opened a door. “Shall we begin?” Snap, clash! “Let’s see what we can do about your wrist, as well.”

****

Jane was beside herself with happiness! She’d only been at work an hour when she received an unexpected phone call, and two hours afterward she was waiting outside the flight line hut. If she hadn’t had Bobby snoring away on her lap, she’d have been bouncing up and down with excitement. What was supposed to be a nice boring day was about to turn into her happiest for a while.

Though Doris was like a newly qualified pilot, excited to be back flying and reveling in being engaged, for the rest of the gang it was another story. Everyone else was treading around Ruth like they were on eggshells. The woman herself was back at work, though her mind was always with her son, or trying desperately to think of ways she could help him. She’d immediately written back to Joe, but had received no reply as yet. Letters to and from the camp often crossed in midair, so she was trying not to be surprised. At work she had Thelma’s help, with Jane’s permission. Thelma was virtually working from the newspaper office, so desperate was she to help Ruth. What better way to repay a friend who had been of great aid to her the previous year, she thought.

It meant Jane was wearing two hats, but she didn’t mind, as she too wished she could do something to aid Ruth’s distress. A letter had been dispatched to the Red Cross. The problem with letters was that you had to wait for a reply, and when you wanted an answer so badly, it wasn’t the quickest way to communicate. None of the phone calls Ruth had made had been returned. Knowing how busy every office was didn’t take away the frustration.

A part of her hated that she was so happy, yet a bigger part was…happy. Bobby turned over onto his back, and his legs began pinwheeling in the air. Probably chasing rabbits, she mused, and then, as if recalling his secondary duty to RAF Hamble as its early warning system, he began barking and whining in his sleep. To be on the safe side, Jane put to her eyes the binoculars hanging from around her neck and spent a couple of minutes scanning the sky. Once she’d satisfied herself there were no German aircraft around, she relaxed a little. Some of the nearby station staff, who’d heard the spaniel, had also been keeping a lookout, and when they noticed their commander put down her binoculars, they’d also relaxed their vigilance and gone back to work.

“I would say we should ask Ruth to train you not to bark in your sleep,” she mused, rubbing the sleeping dog’s stomach, “but on the whole, not only does she have enough on her plate, but I like you just as you are.”

In response, Bobby woke up, licked Jane on the cheek, and promptly went back to sleep next to her.

“Thought you might like a cup of tea, boss.”

Jane looked up. Standing next to her was Mary, holding out a steaming cup. “Take a seat,” Jane invited, picking up Bobby and putting the still sleeping dog back onto her lap.

Mary went around to the other side of Jane’s Jeep and climbed in, settling down upon the warm seat. “Mmm, I’ll say this, Bobby not only makes a good air raid alert, but he warms a seat up nicely.” She took a sip from her own cup before asking, “No sign yet?”

Jane looked at her watch. “He’s not actually due in for another ten minutes,” she admitted.

“Couldn’t stay in the office though, eh,” Mary rightly surmised.

Before replying, Jane moved Bobby’s right rear leg from where it had been kicking her in the ribs in his sleep. “It’s been a long time.”

Jane didn’t need to elaborate. Most of the station knew of her American boyfriend. Few had actually seen him, though those who paid a visit to her office couldn’t help but notice the prominent position of his photo.

Mary squeezed Jane’s hand after she’d put her cup down on the floor of the Jeep. “I know how you feel. With all this going on”—she waved a hand around in general—“it’s quite marvelous when love rears its head.”

“I’ve never asked,” Jane began and then had to stop to rub a rib as Bobby was chasing something in his sleep and had kicked her again. “What does your family think about Lawrence?”

For a second, she thought Mary was going to make her excuses and walk off. Of the three girls she’d met in July of 1942, not quite a year ago, Mary could be considered the quiet one. She had been a reluctant but important part of solving why Betty’s sister had been murdered, yet all Jane knew of Mary’s family was that they were upper class, and no one knew where she went on leave. For her next of kin, she’d refused to enter anyone’s name, and whatever reasons she had were her own, doubtless good ones. She was a friendly enough girl and would share when she felt the time was right. Asking just because of curiosity would not be the right thing.

Fortunately, the silence was filled by a squeal from her companion. Looking into the sky, she was disappointed to see there was still no air traffic. The Jeep bounced as Mary leapt out of her seat and ran off in the direction of the gate house. Holding up a hand over her eyes, she squinted to see what had Mary so excited. Walking—well, limping—toward her friend, who was making rapid strides, was Lawrence. It appeared he’d had his cast taken off.

The temptation to go and congratulate him vanished in an instant as the drone of an aircraft engine grabbed her attention. Her eyes were drawn to the shape of a single-engine monoplane appearing over the trees, turning gracefully downward toward the runway. Getting to her feet, she forgot about the spaniel. Bobby promptly fell to the floor beneath the steering wheel, where he sat up, appearing a little bewildered before scratching his ear with his rear foot.

“Sorry.” She bent down to stroke his head.

As the plane settled on the runway, Jane started the engine of her Jeep, gunned it once and then a second time before flooring the accelerator and heading off to meet the plane as it began its turn toward the flight line hut. She could have waited, but having seen the US Army Air Forces markings on its wings and fuselage, she couldn’t stop herself. Any other dog would have been thrown from the speeding Jeep. Bobby wasn’t any other dog. Jane didn’t even need to check he was still with her as, in the last month, he’d taken to hopping into the front seat of her Jeep whenever he had the chance. He had his very own method of wedging his rear paws into where the seat met the backrest, with his front paws jammed against the dashboard. The first time he’d done it, Jane had been so alarmed she’d nearly driven into a ditch, but when he did it the next day and then the next, she accepted he knew what he was doing.

Drawing alongside the Fairchild, she saw the pilot had taken off his flying helmet and goggles and was waving to her. Dismissing the errant thought she could get Bobby to take over the driving, she waved back as enthusiastically as she could with her free hand. At last, her Frank was back!

****

“I wasn’t expecting you to be here today. Shouldn’t you be out on deliveries?” Lawrence asked as he slowly strode arm in arm with Mary toward the ops hut.

Enjoying the feel of her boyfriend’s hand in hers without its dressing, Mary took her time in answering. Shaking her head in amazement, she watched Jane speeding off toward the landing Fairchild. The way Jane drove, she should either have had an accident by now or have caused one. She’d also never understand how Bobby could stay in his seat, what with the way her Jeep bumped from one rut to another.

“Betty insisted upon coming in today, even though she’s the best part of a week early. So, if we couldn’t persuade Betty to go home, then she should have an assistant.”

“Really? I expect she’s in a foul mood,” Lawrence decided.

Mary shook her head. “To put it mildly.”

“Who’s in a foul temper?”

They’d been so engrossed in enjoying their walk neither had noticed their route had taken them to the steps leading up to the hut. Standing before them, hands on her hips and her lips pursed, was none other than Betty.

“Ah,” Lawrence about managed to say, offering silent thanks he wasn’t under her command any more.

Mary not quickly enough stepped behind him.

“It’s no use hiding, Whitworth-Baines. If you’re really supposed to be my aide, then I’d say your break’s over.”

Peeking around Lawrence, Mary tried to see if Betty was joking or not. The trouble was, Betty hadn’t been in the best of moods since Jane had told her of her decision when they’d got in to work a while back. “Lawrence has had his cast off!” she said in as cheery a voice as she could muster.

“So I see,” Betty said, not needing to look down.

The beep of a car horn made everyone look up. Speeding toward them at a very decent rate of knots was Jane in her Jeep, waving frantically. The three of them shared looks, wondering if she was going to stop in time. Despite the speed, Jane screeched to a halt right beside the group.

“Lawrence! You’re mobile again!” she exclaimed, hopping out of the Jeep and giving the policeman an enthusiastic hug.

Joining her, a rather dashing American, resplendent in his Class A uniform, unfolded himself from the back seat. Bobby was still in the front, having refused to give up his choice seat.

Having released Lawrence, Jane took his outstretched hand. “Everyone, this is Colonel Frank Lowlan.”

Mary shook his hand first. “Very pleased to meet you, Frank. I’m Mary. It’s good to put a face to the name at last.” Frank raised a sandy eyebrow. “We thought Jane here was planning on keeping you to herself,” she told him.

“Not quite to myself,” Jane answered, shamelessly leaning in to accept his arm around her waist.

“We believe you,” Betty declared, also shaking his hand. “It’s good to meet you, Frank. You’re well, I trust?”

“Very well, thank you. Jane’s told me she couldn’t run this place without you,” he replied, a twinkle in his eye everyone but Jane saw.

“Can’t have been me,” Jane said, rewarding him with a playful swat on his upper arm.

As the man had to be over six feet tall and as broad as an open door, it’s doubtful he felt a thing. Either way, he merely leant down and kissed Jane on the top of her head. “Of course you didn’t.”

“I’m Lawrence. So, how long are you on leave for, Colonel?”

His smile displayed a set of flashing white teeth, and they all noticed how the arm he had around Jane tightened. “A glorious two weeks.”

Jane’s face lit up. “Which brings me to…Thelma!”

“Jane’s talking about me,” Thelma pointed out as she appeared behind them unexpectedly. “She can’t run this place without me.”

She didn’t get any further as Thelma matched Jane’s smile. Holding up a hand to stop her, Thelma ventured, “Don’t say another word. You’ve more than enough time off owed and knowing you as I do, I expect you’ve leave ready to go in.”

“May have.” Jane grinned.

“Well, don’t just stand there,” Thelma told her friend. “Go and put it in, and we’ll see you in a couple of weeks.”

“You’re certain?”

Thelma clutched her friend’s free hand. “Leave Betty and Mary to do my job, and I’ll be fine doing yours for a while.”

“Don’t I get a say in this?” Mary asked, obviously not happy at being taken off flying duties.

“No,” Jane, Thelma, and Betty said all at the same time.

“You’ll still get to fly,” Thelma told her, “if we get stretched.”

Lawrence could see Mary still wasn’t too happy, even with this qualification. “Come on, love. It’s only a couple of weeks, and”—he leaned in so only Mary could hear—“you can see how much these two want time together.”

Looking up from where her gaze had been directed at the ground, Mary could see how right her boyfriend was. Jane could order her to take on these duties, but she could see this was the last thing Jane wanted to do. This helped Mary to see Lawrence was right, and the last thing she wanted her boss to do was to give an order she was plainly striving to avoid giving.

Stepping in, she went on tiptoes to give Frank a kiss on the cheek. “You two go and have a great time. We’ll take care of your airfield. Don’t worry about a thing.”

By way of answering, Jane kissed her friends and pulled Frank back toward her Jeep. She started it up, pulled away, and screeched to a halt after going only a few feet. She backed it up. “Could someone take Bobby, please? I don’t think Ruth will be very pleased if we make off with her dog.”


Chapter Thirty-Five

“Won’t you read this letter from my Ted?”

A week had passed since Ruth had received the bad news about her son, and even Betty’s frequent visits had been unable to get Ruth to open up. She’d virtually closed herself off from everyone after initially discussing what she could do. At work, Walter said she seemed to be working on autopilot. Whenever Joe’s name was brought up, she would either clamp her mouth shut or finish the sentence she was speaking before going silent and, if at home, going up to her room.

When Walter and Betty were able to arrange for the rear windows to be replaced sooner than had been thought possible, even the prospect of being able to see out the rear of her cottage hadn’t been enough to bring a smile to Ruth’s face. Lawrence had made the suggestion of discussing with her Shirley’s worries for her husband when she got her next letter or postcard. This wasn’t proving the best of ideas.

Standing at the sink, Lawrence was doing a passable impression of pretending not to listen in to the conversation going on behind him.

“Please, Ruth,” Shirley tried again. “I could really do with your thoughts.”

“Does it say anything different to his others?” Ruth asked, pushing the letter away, her tone dull and lifeless.

Shirley took the letter back, folded it up, and tucked it into a pocket. She’d had to act last year during the investigation into Betty’s sister’s killer, but this was harder. Ruth had taken her in, and even when she’d found out she’d been spying on them initially—for the people responsible for the murder, no less—she still hadn’t thrown her out. Shirley was as devoted to the older woman as she was to the memory of her late mother and father. There had to be a way to get through to her!

“No,” she told Ruth eventually, “I still think he’s going to do something stupid.”

“Tell him plainly not to. He’ll get himself killed.”

With those words, Ruth pushed back her chair, and before either Lawrence or Shirley could say anything else, they heard her footsteps begin their usual slow trudge upstairs. Shortly afterward came the slamming of her bedroom door.

Wiping his hands dry, Lawrence sat down beside her. “Don’t take it personally. Walter told me she even snapped at him today and told him to mind his own business and get back to work.”

Shirley was shocked. Walter was as good as a son to Ruth, who had always treated him as such.

Her shock must have shown on her face, as Lawrence shook his head and got up to make the British cure-all, a pot of tea. “Walter didn’t know what to say either. As far as he could recall, she’d never said a bad word to him before, let alone snapped. Look, I don’t think there’s anything more we can do tonight.”

“You mean, you don’t think we can make more of a muck-up.”

Lawrence chuckled as he waited for the kettle to boil. “Perhaps. Is there anything I can help with? You know, about your husband.”

Shirley thought it over for a moment before taking out the letter and pushing it toward her friend. “Go ahead, have a read.”

Before sitting down, Lawrence got down the tea caddy, fed it with three spoonfuls—one for each cup and one for the pot—and poured in the water. Taking up the letter, he read it and then read it through once again. “These things never say much, do they?” he mumbled, pushing it back toward her.

Shirley picked up a spoon and stirred the teapot, giving him time to think about the letter’s contents. She poured out two cups and added a drop of milk to each before, sitting back, she took a sip. “Well?”

“You mind if I put my police hat on?”

Shirley smiled, a little relieved. “I was hoping you would.”

“Well,” he began, picking up his tea and blowing on it, “I’d have to first say he appears stressed. Wait, please. I was going on to say over and above what I’d expect to see from being a POW. I assume you want me to be brutally honest with you?” Shirley nodded, then began to chew a fingernail. “The best advice I can give you is to tell him, in as few words as possible, not to do anything silly. Tell him to sit tight. See out the war. Not make any trouble.”

“And there’s nothing else you can think of?”

Lawrence took a long draft of his tea before looking deep into her eyes. “Shirley, understand this, please. You know you’ve become a good friend?” After a small pause, she nodded to show she understood. “But without actually being able to speak with him, and I know you’d like nothing more yourself, I can only tell you what I…what I feel is the only answer I can give you and what I hope I’d do if I were in your place.”

Wiping a tear from her eye, Shirley told him, “I know. It just feels like… I feel so helpless. As if there’s nothing I can do.”

Lawrence dropped a sigh into the conversation. “I know. If I could do more, I would, in an instant. You’re already doing more than you know, simply writing to him. Those letters probably mean more to him than anything else. I don’t need to tell you.”

“I know,” Shirley agreed. “I wish I didn’t, but I do know.”

“So you’ll write and tell him?”

Shirley nodded, got to her feet, and stared out the kitchen window. The events of the last few weeks were still a little hard to believe. Looking out, you’d be hard put to tell anything had happened. The only visible sign was the gap in the hedge, which had been enlarged when everyone broke through to put out the fire. She still found it a little hard to believe Bobby’s doghouse hadn’t been touched! She could make out the spaniel lying on his side, half in and half out. By the looks of the rags he was lying on, Ruth made certain he was very comfortable when he used it.

She turned back to Lawrence. “I will. Tonight.”

****

“What did she say?”

No matter how much Celia professed not to be worried about what would happen when Penny called up her headmistress, she couldn’t keep the worry out of her voice. She’d acted as if she hadn’t a care in the world when she’d told her big sister there wouldn’t be a problem with being accepted back. In truth, she was about seventy to thirty on the side of being right. Not bad odds, but not ones she felt able to share. Having meant to be there whilst Penny was making the call, she’d fallen asleep after dinner and had only stirred when Doris sat on her feet as a way of making her move over on the sofa. She’d then heard her sister on the phone and rushed out to listen in but was too late, as Penny was finishing up the call when she burst into the hall.

“What did she say?” Celia asked again as Penny put the handset down.

Her sister ruffled Celia’s hair, something she knew Celia hated. “Looks like we can finally get rid of you.”

“Hey! Gerrof!” she told Penny, stepping back out of range. “When?”

“Assuming Jane will let me borrow a Magister, tomorrow morning.”

“So soon?” Celia couldn’t keep the disappointment out of her voice. “I was hoping to stay a bit longer.”

Seeing the disappointment in her face and hearing it in her voice, Penny swept her into a hug. “I’m sorry, sis. I don’t want you to go either, but all you have to do is keep your head down and your nose clean. Christmas isn’t too far off.”

“I know.” Celia sniffed into her shoulder. “Wait a minute. What’s this about borrowing a Magister?”

****

Next morning, an overly excited Celia was literally bouncing up and down in her seat. “How on earth did you get permission for this?” she shouted.

“Let’s just say Thelma won’t tell anyone, so long as we don’t crash,” Penny told her. “And there’s no need to shout. I can hear you perfectly well. Just speak normally when you need to. And stop bouncing up and down, or I’ll land and strap you down so tightly you’ll barely be able to breath. Understood?”

Celia was about to shout into the mike when she remembered what her sister had said. “Roger.”

“And don’t be clever,” Penny told her with a laugh. “I’ve never been to your school before and need to make sure I don’t miss my turn.”

From the front seat of the Miles Magister, Celia did her best to do what Penny told her. She’d only found out Penny was going to fly her back to school when she’d dragged her rucksack downstairs, as Penny had refused to elaborate the night before. No one could recall Celia not eating breakfast before! Being her first flight, it had been all Penny could do to get her calm enough to haul on a spare Sidcot flying suit, once they’d found one small enough to fit her. Even then, they’d needed the aid of some rope to tie and tuck her in so it didn’t hang out—or worse, catch on something in the cockpit. Settled into her seat, she’d squealed her head off as they taxied out, and when they actually took off, Penny thought her ears would burst.

“How did you persuade the headmistress to let you land? And where?” Celia asked, her voice much calmer.

Penny told her, “I had to agree to give a talk on the ATA, why I joined, and any tales I’ve got.”

“Wow!”

“As to where we’re landing, she may regret allowing this, but she told me there’s a long gravel drive leading up to the main school, clear of any trees or anything else along the sides.”

“Wait,” Celia said, her voice going up again. “You mean we’re going to land on the driveway? In front of the whole school?”

“You’re going to make some entrance, sis!”

“Bloody hell!”


Chapter Thirty-Six

It never ceased to amaze Doris when male pilots walked over to her after she’d climbed out of a Spitfire and asked, “Are you the pilot?” She always wanted to bang their heads against a brick wall, not least because the Spitfire was a single-seat fighter. The higher the rank of the officer, the more irritating she found it. A little surprisingly, she rarely had the same level of ignorance from the ground crew. They were usually happy to get a new aircraft, or one recently repaired and so shouldn’t cause them as much work as the hard-used aircraft already on strength. Personally, Doris had delivered enough aircraft requiring defect reports that she didn’t share their enthusiasm in that regard.

Perhaps the war was making her too pessimistic? She hopped off the port wing, grabbed her travel bag, and stalked off, resisting the temptation to discuss why a woman could handle a hot aircraft like a Spitfire. Striding toward engineering, she rubbed her forehead, cursing herself in banging it as she’d climbed into the Wellington she’d delivered earlier in the day. The number of times she’d flown one, and she chose today to hit her head, and exactly in the place she’d been wounded. Since then, a headache had built up which was on the point of being classified as splitting.

“Didn’t you hear what I said?”

Doris didn’t bother to turn her head, let alone reply. If the idiot of a navigator behind her couldn’t tell from her body language—she let out an overblown groan and rubbed her head—then he didn’t deserve to be spoken to.

“Excuse me. I’m talking to you, young lady.”

Big mistake. Being young was one thing, as was being a lady. However, put them together, they were simply—wrong. Ordinarily, she’d take some time to educate the man in the error of his ways, but she was pressed for time. The Anson taxi was due to pick her up in around thirty minutes, and she still had to hand over the aircraft. More importantly, she wanted to go to the bathroom and take some aspirin. She turned.

“And why are you talking to me, young man?”

From the look on his face—which didn’t appear to be old enough to grow a moustache, let alone a full beard—being talked back to was not what he’d expected. She’d certainly never seen a jaw drop so far so quickly. He then made his second mistake. Doris later mused that if she’d been armed, it could easily have been his last.

Grabbing her arm, he attempted to stop her as she made to turn away. In one swift and totally unexpected movement, she grabbed the pilot officer’s wrist, twisted it, and rammed his arm behind his back. He let out a squeak of pain and immediately tried to squirm out of her grip, making another mistake, as Doris simply shoved his arm farther up his back, adding a little pressure on his wrist.

“Listen closely to me, little man,” she said into his ear, not bothering to keep her voice down and thereby causing a couple of mechanics who’d begun to run toward them to do a swift about-face and pretend they hadn’t seen or heard anything. “I’m a pilot. You’re a failed pilot, so go and bother someone who does give a damn about anything you have to say. I don’t.” Doris then released the flustered man, turned her back on him, and proceeded in an unhurried fashion toward engineering again. “Oh, and if you come across a two-seat Spitfire, do tell me,” she threw at him as she turned the corner around a hangar.

It didn’t take long for Doris to run into him again. Whilst she was handing in her delivery chit to the junior engineering officer in the operations room, the door behind her crashed open and the pilot officer’s extremely red face appeared in the busy room.

“There you bloody well are!”

Resisting the urge to waggle an eyebrow at the flight lieutenant she’d been talking to, Doris put on her most innocent yet outraged face, making certain he saw it, before turning to face him. “Why, Pilot Officer. Whatever is the problem?” Also making certain she put on her best New York accent, so everyone from the JENGO to the lowest ranker knew she was an American lady performing a duty in a foreign country. More than one head perked up upon hearing her voice.

If anything, her ultra-polite way of speaking made him even more adversarial. “What do you mean, what’s the problem? I asked you a simple question, and the next thing I know you’ve got my arm halfway up my back. You nearly broke it!”

A bit later, when she told the story to her friends over fish and chips around the kitchen table, she’d feel a little ashamed of her behavior, but right then, she gave him both barrels. Canting her head slightly to one side, Doris fluttered her eyelashes at him. “Me? Little old me, assault a big, strong man like you? I think you must have me confused with someone else.”

The navigator opened his mouth to splutter out a reply. However, before he could get any words out, there came a loud burst of laughter from somewhere toward the back of the room.

“Who said that?” he demanded. “Come on, speak up—I demand to know who laughed!”

“Greer Garson,” was the yelled reply, which only elicited more laughter. The poor JENGO had a hand over his mouth, though he couldn’t keep his shoulders from shaking with silent laughter.

Doris could see her adversary was getting more and more wound up. For a moment, she considered apologizing to him. He probably hadn’t deserved the armlock. Then her headache decided to remind her of its presence, as she felt a bundle of needles gouging into the rear of her eye. All right, he hadn’t deserved it, but going by the response to his outburst by the room’s occupants, it appeared he may not be the most popular of people around the station.

Before she could say anything, the pilot officer struck himself on the back of his head. Then, his eyes flashing as he quickly looked around the room, he addressed her but forgot to lower his voice, so everyone in the room could hear what he said. “If we ever meet again, I’ll… I’ll…”

Doris leant in, making certain only he could hear what she told him. “If I were you, I’d make certain we don’t meet again.”

At hearing this he went, if it were possible, even redder, almost puce, his little fists clenching and unclenching before he did a swift about-turn and left the room.

Taking a deep breath, Doris turned back to the JENGO and asked, “Have we finished?”

Her words had the same effect as opening a safety valve. He let out a burst of laughter, and soon the whole room was rocking with mirth. Eventually, the junior engineering officer managed to control himself. “All right, everyone, back to work.” He turned to where Doris was watching, slightly bemused. “Do I want to know?”

“Know about what?” Doris asked, trying to portray the picture of innocence.

It took another pointed stare around the room for everyone else to realize they should find something more important to do than trying to listen in to this conversation. “I mean”—he leant in across the counter top—“was there anything in what Dawson there said?”

Doris batted her eyelashes again, nearly causing him to laugh again. “Do I look like I could break someone’s arm?”

“Yes, you do,” he answered without hesitation.

“Fair enough,” she replied, grinning and dropping the act. “He’s…overreacting,” she decided to say.

When Doris didn’t volunteer any more information, he swiftly decided he wasn’t going to get anything further out of her. Making sure to look around once more, staying stretched over the counter, he told her, “If this gets out, I’ll deny everything.” Doris nodded to show she understood, and he continued, “I shouldn’t really say this, but Dawson there is a pain in the ass. Comes from landed gentry and never stops boasting about it. Whenever something goes wrong, it’s never his fault. Currently he’s grounded.”

“I’ve got to know why,” she couldn’t help but ask.

“Was flying in a Halifax tasked with bombing Berlin, only they wound up halfway to Switzerland before the pilot realized something was wrong. He had to take over navigation and they ended up ditching their bombs in the sea, as they didn’t have enough fuel to get to the real target. Would have been too dangerous as well, going alone across half of Europe.”

“Bloody hell!” Doris couldn’t help saying a little too loudly. “Sorry, go on.”

“Consequently, we’ve got him as an admin officer before he goes back on a refresher course.”

Doris stood up straight and shook her head. “You do know we at the ATA navigate by map and fixed points on the ground?”

The JENGO whistled. “I’d heard, but wasn’t sure whether to believe it.”

Doris’s needles made another appearance, and she couldn’t stop her hands from automatically kneading her eyes.

The engineering officer noticed and asked, his voice full of concern, “Are you okay? Is there anything I can do?”

Once her vision cleared enough, Doris looked up and asked, “I don’t suppose you’ve a couple of aspirin?”

“Jones!” he called out without looking around. A corporal appeared at his side. “Go to my office and get a couple of aspirin for this lady. They’re in a little tub on the windowsill. You can’t miss them.”

“Thanks,” Doris said with a smile when the corporal came back. “I’ve needed them for a bit.” Once she’d knocked the tablets back, she was surprised to see his eyes were wide and fixed on the strip of plaster she still had on her forehead. She didn’t think she needed it, as the cut had healed, but Walter had insisted, once he found she was back on flying duties, she put some over the wound site for a week. After knocking it in the Wellington, she was very glad he had, for she could have ended up with worse than a headache.

“What happened?” the corporal asked.

“Took a knock on the head when a Nazi bomber decided to jettison a bomb near where I live.”

“Bloody hell.”

“Jones!” the JENGO warned the corporal. He then smiled at Doris once the man had gone. “What he said.”

****

“You never did!”

Doris was slightly regretful of having told her friends what had gone on at her last delivery of the day. Only the girls were gathered around the kitchen table, barring Penny, with Walter being on a night exercise and Lawrence, still worried about his aunt Ruth, deciding he couldn’t come around.

The slightly older voice of reason, Betty asked, “But why? Yes, he sounded like an officious little oink, but you do also know how lucky you were no one saw what happened.”

Doris decided to keep to herself the two mechanics. “I know I shouldn’t have,” she agreed, “but I had a splitting headache, and he only made it worse. He was in the wrong place.”

“Still,” Mary uttered whilst choosing her next chip, “I wouldn’t make a habit of it.”

“Habit of what?”

Everyone turned to find Ruth in the doorway, Lawrence hanging behind her.

“You came!” Shirley declared, getting up from her chair and giving her a hug. “I’m so pleased. Come on, there’s plenty left,” she informed her landlady, taking her by the hand and sitting her down at a free seat.

After contemplating her dear friend, Betty got up, grabbed a clean plate, placed it in front of Ruth, and piled it high with large, crunchy chips and a succulent piece of battered fish. “Don’t speak if you don’t want to. Not yet, anyway. I want to see you make some headway on your meal. You look like you haven’t had a square one in ages!”

Only when Ruth picked up a fork, cut into the flaky fish, and began chewing did Betty take her eyes from her. Instead, she fixed Lawrence with a glare.

Ruth noticed and laid her fork down. “Don’t blame Lawrence,” she told her best friend. “It’s not his fault I haven’t been eating.”

In spite of what Ruth told her, Betty still took a moment to think things through before inviting Lawrence to sit down. As was becoming normal, Doris shifted along until she could share her seat. Nobody bothered to ask if this were an American thing anymore. They knew it as a Doris thing.

Silence now reigned until Ruth noisily threw her fork down. “For goodness’ sake! I’m okay, honestly.”

“And we’re supposed to take your word, are we?” Only Betty would say such words to her friend.

For the first time in a while, Ruth allowed a ghost of a smile to grace her face.

Betty, rather too forcibly, stabbed a couple of chips before looking up. Her face didn’t match her actions, though, being only full of concern. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be mean, only we’ve all been very concerned about you since, well, since you heard about your son.” Betty was in full flow now, though Ruth showed no signs of protesting or interrupting. “All we’ve wanted to do is to help, any way we can, but you haven’t let any of us in. We’re family—everyone around this table is family. Family shares, family sticks together, especially in the times we’re living through. We’ve all tried to help but gotten nowhere. Now, here you are, stating you’re okay. Which means what? Have you done anything? Called anyone?”

Ruth sat back, an enigmatic expression upon her face. “I’d forgotten how fiery you can be when your dander’s up,” she remarked. “To answer your question, yes, I have done something. I managed to track down someone from the Red Cross.”

When she didn’t elaborate, Shirley, who’d been on the edge of her seat since Ruth began to speak, couldn’t wait any longer. “And?”

Ruth glanced at her, held out a hand, which Shirley willingly took, and then sighed. “I kind of wish I hadn’t. But at least I know more about POWs being repatriated, now.”

This announcement caused a minor storm, and Ruth had to wait for the various cries of, “What?” to quieten down before she was able to continue. She squeezed Shirley’s hand because this was going to be hard for her to hear, as she wouldn’t have been able to help but get her hopes up.

“Joe doesn’t qualify.”

“Not even now he’s got…you know…” Mary didn’t quite manage to get the complete sentence out.

“One foot,” Ruth finished for her. “You’d better get used to saying it, Mary. If I have to, you should too.”

“Blimey.” Lawrence shook his head. “Makes you wonder how you have to suffer before you’d qualify.”

“I didn’t ask,” Ruth replied, lowering her head. “I’m sorry, Shirley. I hope I didn’t get your hopes up for Ted.”

Shirley swallowed yet managed to tell Ruth, “I didn’t think it’d apply to my other half. Just as well I told him not to be a silly bugger in my last letter, then, eh!” She forced out a small laugh.

Doris had the last word and accomplished the impossible by causing the whole gathering to burst out laughing.

“Look at it this way—he’ll save a fortune in socks!”


Chapter Thirty-Seven

Celia wasn’t sure whether to be elated or to make for the nearest bush and be sick.

The first thirty minutes of the flight she’d spent in a state of mild euphoria. Never having flown before, Penny having always refused to take her up previously, she’d enjoyed the rush of the wind in her face and the wonderful view of the ground below. Hanging a hand outside the cockpit had been a mistake, as she’d forgotten about the slipstream and it had nearly been smashed into the fuselage. Penny had told her over the intercom, straight afterward, to keep everything inside, which Celia thought was a good idea as she was rather fond of her left hand. All in all, she’d so enjoyed herself, she’d even asked Penny if she could hold the control joystick. Unfortunately, her sister had refused, and no amount of pleading and cajoling would change her mind.

Carefully glancing over the side of the aircraft, she’d been surprised at how low they were. Penny told her they navigated by looking at the ground, primarily, and jokingly said if she fell out, there’d be a good chance she’d bounce right back in. Looking over the side wasn’t her best idea, and from then on the experience hadn’t been as enjoyable. The weather taking a turn for the worse hadn’t helped, either. More clouds appeared the farther north they flew—dark, ominous-looking ones, too. From the pilot’s seat behind her, Penny had noticed her little sister begin to grip the side of the cockpit. She had failed to persuade her she was perfectly safe. It hadn’t helped either when she’d followed up by telling her to make certain her straps were tightly done up.

For the last twenty minutes it had rained, on and off, more on than off, she remembered miserably. That together with the intermittent turbulence which had bounced them around like a pea going down a plughole soured her elation. When they eventually spotted their destination, an old manor house converted for the purpose, Celia had never been happier to see school.

Only after she’d nearly fallen out of the cockpit and was bent over with her hands on her knees taking in deep lungfuls of sea-level air, did Celia gradually become aware of a loud cheering. Pushing up her goggles, she slid off her leather flying helmet and looked around.

There were no trees lining the approach road her sister had landed upon but a low-lying wooden fence each side of the lane, over which seemed to be clambering not only every girl who attended the school but also every member of staff. Celia didn’t think she’d ever seen the entirety of the school in one place before.

Behind her, Penny must have finished the post-flight checks as the engine wound down to a stop. The cheering attained a new level. With a yell to gain her attention, Penny handed down a pair of chocks, which Celia placed under the main wheels. Only then did Penny join Celia, right at the moment they were surrounded by the cheering mob, each of whom wanted to clap both sisters on the back. Girls she’d never spoken to before were hugging her. Even those few who she knew disliked her were joining in.

Almost when things were beginning to get out of hand, and Penny had been forced to stop a few girls from trying to climb up into the Magister, the headmistress managed to make her way to the pair.

If you were to create a template for what a formidable girl’s school headmistress should look like, then it would be the woman in front of them. Tweed was the cloth of choice, skirt and jacket both, short stumpy legs matched with sturdy shoes which looked like they could kick their way out of a brick outhouse. Hair was piled high on her head, with what looked like a knitting needle thrust through it to keep it in shape. The polar opposite, however, was the bright, beaming smile she wore. Appearances could be deceptive, Penny thought, accepting a warm and firm handshake. Certainly if the greeting was anything to go by, then she was as understanding as Celia had led her to believe.

“Miss Blake? Delighted to meet you!” she enthused, pumping Penny’s arm up and down as if it were a water pump. The greeting she gave her sister wasn’t as enthusiastic, though no less genuine. “Young Miss Blake, very glad to see you back.”

Once the introductions were over, she showed why she was a headmistress, despite her lack of inches. Cupping her hands either side of her mouth, she bellowed at the top of her lungs, “Silence!”

Immediately everyone, students and staff, went quiet. “You must teach me that!” Penny exclaimed before she could help herself.

“I’d be delighted,” she replied. “Now the rumpus has died down, in case Celia hasn’t told you, my name is Samantha Garret, but please, call me Samantha.”

“Penny, and thank you for letting me drop off Celia here in such an unusual way,” she told Samantha with a grin. Reaching out an arm, Penny grabbed hold of her sister and pulled her toward her, away from her new band of admirers. “Hop up and grab your things. Let’s not keep your headmistress waiting.”

Fortunately, Celia’s legs had recovered by now, and to the wide-open awe of her school mates, she indeed hopped up onto the wing, leaned into the front cockpit, and pulled out her rucksack. Turning, she was greeted by wildly enthusiastic clapping and cheering. Penny was slightly embarrassed, and mortified, as her sister promptly took a bow.

Celia walked ahead of Penny and her headmistress toward the main school building. Once they were far enough ahead, Penny touched Samantha on the arm and advised, “I think someone’s ego may need deflating.”

Penny was finding her initial expectations about Samantha were teaching her a lesson about jumping to assumptions as she nearly tripped up at hearing the high-pitched laugh the headmistress gave. Samantha seemed blissfully unaware of the effect she’d just had on her guest, though going on the number of her students who’d flicked their heads back toward the headmistress upon hearing it, she wasn’t the only one.

“Perhaps,” Samantha agreed, before looping her arm through Penny’s as they walked, “but let’s allow her a moment. Just because I’ve agreed to allow her back doesn’t mean I’m happy with her.”

“I can’t say I’m surprised,” Penny agreed.

“Don’t worry.” The headmistress squeezed her arm in what Penny hoped was a reassuring way. “We don’t use corporal punishment here. However,” she said with a twinkle in her eye and a wink, “she may find herself sweeping the odd floor, or helping wash up in the kitchens.”

Ahead of her, Celia was throwing her head back in laughter, and one of her companions even had her rucksack over her shoulder. “Sounds like just what she needs. She’s had a bit too much freedom lately.”

“Well said, Penny. You know…” Samantha brought them both to a halt. “I wasn’t certain I’d like you. When you asked if you could fly Celia back, let alone if you could land on the estate, I thought you would be some stuck-up little miss.” At seeing Penny’s raised eyebrows, she added, “Oh, I’ve seen quite a few of those old magazines you used to appear in. I’ll let you into a secret.” Leaning in so they were in no danger of being overheard, she told her, “I wished I could have been you. Flying everywhere, so much freedom! It must have been wonderful. Still, being not quite five feet tall, I’d have struggled to see where I was going, let alone be able to reach the pedals!”

As they approached the manor, Penny deliberated. As she’d already agreed to give a talk on the ATA, perhaps she could also give this bundle of energy and fun a treat too?

****

By the time Celia was settled back into her dormitory and had changed into school uniform once more—“I can’t wait until I never have to wear this again,” she’d muttered—the time was getting along for about one in the afternoon. Penny had warned Thelma she didn’t know how long she’d be gone, though she would try to be back for at least one delivery. Things were looking more and more as if she wouldn’t be able to keep her promise.

A lunch of Scotch broth with homemade bread, a real treat compared to the national loaf she was used to eating, was savored, as was the conversation. Apart from the history teacher, a one-legged middle-aged gentleman called Mr. Norman—Penny wasn’t certain if it was his first or last name—all the teachers were women. Not too much of a surprise as, firstly, this was a girls’ school, but also the war had caused most men of a certain age to be called up. It appeared most of the teachers were in some kind of star-struck trance, and nearly every one took an opportunity to come and stand behind her to say how thrilled they were when they watched her land on the narrow road. Each and every one also made the point of telling her they had a front row seat for her talk. Penny had nodded in all the right places, she hoped.

As they made their way toward the assembly hall where Penny was due to give her talk, she tugged at the collar of her sky blue shirt, wondering if anyone would notice if she loosened her tie? The navy skirt seemed a little tight. Upon agreeing to do the talk, she’d asked Thelma for any hints or tips she could provide.

After first asking why Penny thought she, Thelma, knew anything about public speaking, she then went on to tell her to make it as short as possible. Then, she should get the audience involved by having them ask questions, and finally, she must wear the uniform instead of her Sidcot flying suit. It would look more professional.

Upon appearing on the stage, Penny was greeted by a round of applause that echoed around the room and nearly deafened her. Only after she’d held up her hands and asked for quiet twice did the noise die down. Beginning with thanking them for the tremendous welcome they’d given her, she praised the headmistress for allowing her to deliver her sister in such an unusual method and promised she wouldn’t make a habit of it. This had led to a round of good-natured booing from her audience, only silenced when Penny had told them she’d have a word with her boss about perhaps arranging visits by the school’s pupils to RAF Hamble. The response had nearly taken the roof off the hall.

For her talk proper, Penny gave them a censored account of how she’d come to fly for the ATA, leaving out the fact only known to Celia and herself about walking out of their family home. The children had oohed and aahed in all the right places when she’d told them about her training at Luton and her thrill at her first posting to Hamble. They’d laughed heartily when she’d shared how annoyed she’d been at having to prove once more she could fly safely when she’d got there.

“Mind you, the same officer who insisted I prove to her I could fly is also the same one who gave me permission for today.” Another spontaneous round of applause went up at this, delighting Penny. “Thank you. She could do with something to smile about.”

She told them about the joy she felt when she took up her first Spitfire and let on how flying the aircraft was just as wonderful as they’d all heard. Of all the planes she mentioned, she wasn’t surprised to hear the Spitfire obtained the largest response. Finally, she mentioned how, because of her job, she had met her husband.

“Now, I really wish I could stay all day,” she began and again had to hold up her hands for quiet, “but I do have to get back to base.” She glanced at her watch to confirm the time. “However, it looks like I’ll miss being of any use today, even if I leave now, so let me ask you a few questions. Then I really will have to leave. First, how many of you have male relations in the armed forces?”

Unsurprisingly, the majority of students and about half the teachers held up their hands.

“Good, thank you. I’m not going to ask you where or what they do, of course. Careless talk costs lives, you know! How many of your mothers and sisters are doing some kind of war work?”

The show of hands was roughly the same as for her previous question.

“Excellent, thank you again. Right, for those of you who will be leaving education next year, I know you won’t be able to do your bit straight away. With good fortune, we’ll have won the war before you’ll be of age…”

For the third time, the roof was metaphorically lifted by Penny’s words. Blushing, she let the noise die down to a natural stop before speaking up.

“Well, I’ve totally forgotten what I was going to say…” Cue laughter by everyone. “I suppose this would be as good a time as any for me to finish this up and to thank you again. One more thing. When you say your prayers at night, mention the Air Transport Auxiliary, women and men. Oh, and say a special one for Thelma Aston. Thank you.”

Turning, she leant and whispered into the headmistress’s ear, “Come with me. I’d like to give you a present.”

****

“I can’t believe this is happening!” Samantha yelled down the intercom.

Penny had intended to keep her present a secret. However, with everyone and their dog, of which there were two golden retrievers present, determined to watch her take off, this had proved impossible. It had taken them a while to find a boiler suit to fit the headmistress, and only by the school’s primary figure of authority standing on the wing of Penny’s Magister and shouting for quiet had they been able to take off. Samantha had gone into what Penny imagined was pure headmistress mode and informed everyone who crowded around to stand back—now!

Pressing down the impulse to tell her passenger not to shout, Penny instead informed her, “It seems the least I can do, Samantha. You said you’d never flown. I’m here, and my boss need never know. I’m afraid I only have the extra fuel for a ten-minute flight, though, sorry.”

The answer was ambiguous enough so Penny wasn’t certain Samantha had heard what she’d said.

“It’s such a wonderful feeling! I love it!”

The enthusiasm virgin flyers displayed always brought back memories of the first time she’d flown. She felt a slight pang of jealousy. If it weren’t wartime, it would have been the perfect day to pop a picnic in the front seat of a Tiger Moth and go and land somewhere as far away from people as was possible.

She was brought out of her daydream, chiding herself it wasn’t the best of things to indulge in whilst flying, by Samantha shouting down the intercom, “I expect you’ve noticed, Penny, but aren’t those two planes above and to our right German?”

Swearing loudly, Penny scanned the sky, using the general directions Samantha had given. Sure enough, going in the opposite direction were two twin-engine enemy bombers. “Heinkel one-elevens, I think,” Penny told her companion. “Hold on!”

Before the headmistress could respond, Penny pushed the throttles to the maximum and the joystick all the way forward. With her passenger’s screams ringing in her ears, she headed as quickly as she could toward ground level, keeping a careful watch in her rearview mirror and out the cockpit when possible. She leveled out as close to the ground as she dared, jinking left and right at random intervals. Looking over her shoulder and upward, she could just about make out the dark shape of the bombers continuing sedately on their way. With some relief, she looked around, got her bearings, and set course for the school.

“You okay?” she asked Samantha over the com.

To her immense surprise, the headmistress turned her upper body and, with a huge grin on her face, gave Penny a Churchill-style V-for-victory before saying, “You certainly give your money’s worth!”

Five minutes later, they’d landed. Knowing Penny had to get away, Samantha unstrapped herself and came to stand next to where Penny sat. Leaning in, she hugged Penny as best she could. “We weren’t in any real danger, were we?”

“No,” Penny shouted above the drone of the engine and propeller. “Those were bombers. I doubt if they even knew we were there.” Despite her bravado, Samantha couldn’t help but sag a little in relief. Penny looked her in the eye. “Do me a favor, please. Don’t mention this to anyone.”

“Cross my heart and hope to die,” Samantha replied, matching actions to words.

Putting her goggles back over her eyes, Penny held out a gloved hand. “Samantha Garret, you can fly with me anytime!”


Chapter Thirty-Eight

“Haven’t you got tired of your duck yet?” Shirley asked.

Doris stopped walking and her head bobbed down to look at her feet, where the same duck she’d absently picked up weeks and weeks back was waddling along. Absently, she stroked its neck down to the feathery tip of its tail. She repeated this four times, each time the duck shaking itself with delight at the touch of the American’s fingertips.

“I think she’s cute,” Doris replied and set off back toward base. The duck followed after them.

Conversation was interrupted by a bark from behind, and the group of Doris and her aquatic friend, Penny, Mary, Shirley, and Betty turned around. Coming around the corner was Ruth, with Bobby trotting along at her side. At seeing the dog, Doris’s duck let out a “Quack!” of alarm and, in a fluttering of wings, took to the air, heading in the general direction of the river. A minute later, Ruth had caught them up. Bobby, going from one to the other to the next, giving one and all a sniff of welcome, was a parcel of doggy happiness.

“Thanks for waiting,” Ruth said. “Makes it a little easier to get in and see Jane.”

“Any particular reason?” Betty asked, linking her arm with Ruth’s as they all headed down the road once more toward RAF Hamble.

“Got my newspaper head on,” she told them. “I heard about a phone call she’d got from a certain Clark Gable, and I want to see if she’ll let me write a story.”

Doris let out a groan. “You do know I was proved innocent?”

Ruth let out a laugh and clapped her hand to her thigh, trying and failing to call Bobby back to her side. “Of course I do. No, I was more thinking along the line of how Penny here used womanly intuition to solve a mystery which foxed a complete airbase full of Yanks.”

“Hey!” Doris jokingly protested.

“My apologies, Doris,” Ruth offered. “I meant, ‘overpaid cousins from across the pond.’ ”

Doris groaned. “I should stay quiet, shouldn’t I?”

“I would,” Mary advised, barely holding in her laughter.

Upon arriving, Ruth explained who she was there to see to the guard commander, waving a cheery goodbye to her friends as they left her signing in at the guardroom. As they headed toward the mess hall for a cup of tea, Shirley told them she’d see them later. She had an early half hour lesson with Lizzie Banks.

“How are they going?” Penny asked.

Shirley’s face lit up. “Wonderful! Lizzie’s so patient with me. I couldn’t be enjoying myself more.” At seeing her friends’ faces, though, Shirley’s hands flew to her mouth. “Oh! I’m sorry! I didn’t mean anything. You know I’d happily go up anytime with any of you, don’t you?”

Mary placed her hands on Shirley’s shoulders to calm her down. “We know. None of us are offended,” she hastened to add. “Plus, and it’s really difficult to say this without it sounding catty, but it’s really handy she’s got a cold.”

Looking around as if to make certain Lizzie wasn’t within earshot, Shirley leant in and told them, “For me, it is. I’ve not gotten much breakfast this week, but with a lesson before the day starts and sometimes after too, she thinks I’ll be ready to go solo soon!”

Knowing how important this was to their young friend, everyone took turns giving Shirley a huge hug each.

“Why the long face?” Betty asked, after she’d been the last one to let her go.

“I’m finally doing something with my life,” she said, with a sniff, “and I can’t tell my Ted.”

“You lot had better go and get your flying suits on,” Betty advised, shooing her lodgers away. “Leave this to me.” After the three had all wished Shirley luck for her flight, Betty hooked the younger girl’s arm through hers and led her toward the Tiger Moth she could see Lizzie waiting beside. “Now, listen to me, young lady. Less of the finally doing something rubbish. You’re an excellent mechanic—your superiors certainly tell me so—so you’re already doing something you should be proud of. Now you’re in the process of doing even more, taking a difficult step. Lizzie’s been keeping Jane, Thelma, and me up to date with how your lessons are going. Don’t look worried.” She laughed as they came to where Lizzie stood next to the cockpit. “Every word you just told the girls and me is true. Lizzie wouldn’t have said so if she didn’t believe them.”

“Really?” Shirley said, looking at her tutor, who held a flying helmet in each hand.

Lizzie had a serious expression as she replied, “Really. We need all the pilots we can get, Shirley, and yes, you are nearly ready for a solo.”

Betty hated to be the one to bring her down to earth, but she also had to prepare the girl for the next step, assuming she wanted it.

“Direct question, Shirley. Do you want to fly for the ATA?”

“Yes,” she shot straight back, no hesitation at all in her voice.

“Lizzie…” Betty turned to address Third Officer Banks. “I assume your cold is still too bad for you to undertake your normal duties?”

For a moment, Lizzie didn’t appear to be on the same wavelength, and then understanding dawned and she pretended to blow her nose.

“Excellent!” Betty said and then amended, “I mean, too bad. I hereby authorize you to take our Shirley up for a couple of hours. When she’s soloed, both of you come and find me. Don’t worry about your schedule for today, Shirley. I’ll sort things out.”

Not giving either a chance to reply, Betty turned and made off for the ops hut.

****

“Everyone battened down?” Mary called over her shoulder from the pilot’s seat in the Anson, receiving thumbs up from Doris and Penny in the rear, and one from Jane, who occupied the co-pilot’s seat next to her.

Claiming she needed to do something to keep her mind off him now her Frank had been called back to duty early, Jane had put her name down for deliveries. All three had tried to get her to tell them about the week off she’d had, but she’d kept quiet. The only hint she gave was the enigmatic smile she wore whenever anyone asked or spoke of Frank. Her contented sigh was a big giveaway, too.

Penny spent the trip to the maintenance unit reading Celia’s first letter to her since she’d gone back to school. Things were going well, she said, and catching up on her lessons hadn’t been too hard, though she had nearly forgotten how much she hated writing essays. For a reason she couldn’t fathom, she complained, she seemed to be the only person down for helping out with peeling the kitchen’s potatoes and carrots. Plus, mopping the dorm floor each weekend was cutting into her fun. Chuckling to herself, Penny decided not to tell her about her conversation with her headmistress.

The three pilots, Doris, Penny, and Jane, were to deliver some Hurricanes which had been modified with a large under-nose filter. Though no one had informed them as such, they all agreed the likely destination for those planes would be the Middle East and the desert war.

Waiting for Mary and the Anson to pick them up at the end of the day, the three were lounging outside in deckchairs, enjoying a post-flight cup of tea and a Chelsea bun—not too many currants, but sacrifices in wartime were to be expected.

“I don’t envy the poor buggers who’ll have to fly those,” Penny stated, savoring another bite. Lack of currants or not, the bun was very welcome.

Jane finished off the last of her bun and washed it down with the remnants of her drink. “Couldn’t agree more. They fly more like a bathtub than a fighter.”

“I love the Hurricane,” Doris put in. “Possibly more than the Spitfire. Don’t kill me!” she hastened to add as her friends made to get up from their seats. “Only, it’s a little dated as a fighter. I wouldn’t like to go up against a Nazi fighter in one now, especially the Butcher Bird.”

“The what?” Penny asked and then remembered what her friend was talking about. “Oh, the FW-one-ninety. Yes, I hate to be unpatriotic, but I’d love to fly one of those.”

“I wouldn’t let Tom hear you,” Jane advised. “I’ll bet he’s had a few encounters with them.”

“He hasn’t mentioned anything to me,” Penny muttered, before brightening. “Still, he flies most of his sorties at night, and the one-ninety doesn’t usually fly then.”

“How’s he doing?” Jane asked.

Penny tried to hide behind her cup and, having failed, put on her best smile. She failed to fool anyone. “I wanted him to come and stay with me.” Everyone nodded, remembering how much Penny had waxed lyrical on the subject. “Still, if the RAF can’t do without him, what can I do?”

Doris shook her head. “I can’t believe they need him back on flying already. Surely his wounds aren’t healed yet.”

“When I called the hospital and they told me he’d been discharged, I said the same thing,” Penny told her, her forehead creasing in remembered annoyance.

“Only probably using more Anglo-Saxon words,” Jane commented, to which Penny only shrugged. “Did you find anything out about Stan Atkins when you called?” Jane then asked.

“Who?” Doris wanted to know.

“Stan’s my Tom’s navigator,” Penny filled in. “Bless him. When Jane and I got to the hospital, he was sitting outside Tom’s room, even though he still needed treatment for burns.”

Doris’s eyebrows disappeared. “Wow!”

“Couldn’t agree more,” Jane said. “Loyal or not, the nurse in Tom’s room had to chase him off for treatment.”

“I asked,” Penny stated, “though I really had to plead for any information, as I’m not a relation, and being a civvie…well, luckily Nurse Nightingale overheard and came on the phone. She told me he’d been discharged at the same time as my husband.”

For the next ten minutes, nobody said anything else, all being lost in their own thoughts. Only when the Anson was taxiing toward them and they all stood up did Jane voice what she’d been mulling over. “I know it won’t help, Penny, but I think there may be more going on than we can know about. I don’t expect he’s ever told you what type of missions he flies, has he?”

“I’ve asked, of course,” Penny answered, “but he won’t tell me. Good for him, of course.” She ended on a mumble, clearly trying to think what her husband was actually doing.

****

Back at base, the Anson came in for a bit of a bumpy landing, certainly not up to Mary’s usual standard.

As she clambered down the steps, Doris asked, “Did you fill up on kangaroo fuel?”

Waiting until she was in position, Mary swatted the American on the bottom. “Very funny.”

“Seriously,” Penny said as Jane ran past the three of them toward a waving Thelma, “I don’t think you’ve ever bounced us around so badly before. Anything wrong?”

The three of them linked arms and made for the flight line hut to get changed out of their Sidcot suits. When they were changed, had gone through the gate, and were walking along the riverbank toward home, only then did Mary reply.

“It’s Lawrence.”

“What about him? He’s walking fine. His leg’s healed up nicely.” Doris counted off on her fingers. “His wrist seems all right, too.”

Mary stopped, and when the others turned back, they could see she had tears in her eyes.

“What’s the problem, love? Help us understand,” Doris told her.

Penny went and took Mary’s hand before saying, “I think I do. You’re worried that now he’s up and about, it can only be a matter of time before he’s called back to London for duty.”

“Damn. Has he said anything?” Doris wanted to know.

“Not yet,” Mary managed to say.

“Have you asked him?”

Mary shook her head. “Too much of a coward. I don’t want to know.”

“You’ve got to talk to him. If you don’t, you’ll go nuts!” Doris decided.

Easier said than done, Mary thought.


Chapter Thirty-Nine

“I soloed!” Shirley announced, bursting through the front door of Riverview Cottage, grinning from ear to ear.

Startled, Ruth jumped and slopped her tea all over the kitchen table, whilst Mary, who tended to be found where Lawrence was when not on duty, ran around the table and enveloped her friend in a hug.

“I’m so happy for you! We’ll have you flitting around the air in a Spitfire before you know it.”

Before she could reply, Lawrence was joining the hug, and they were rocking back and forth. “Good for you, well done!”

Throwing the rag she’d mopped up her tea with into the sink, Ruth waited until Shirley had been released, and then she too stepped forward. “Good for you. Thelma told me she had great faith in you.”

Reining in her delight, Shirley nodded in acknowledgment of this. Part of her felt like dancing around and shouting at the top of her voice about what she’d done not an hour ago, but a bigger part didn’t want to draw attention to herself. She, little Shirley Tuttle, a no one from nowhere-of-importance, had actually flown solo in a Tiger Moth biplane! Not long ago, she’d been happy to have got into the ATA as a mere mechanic. More than happy. Ecstatic! She had good friends, friends she’d nearly lost twice, and now she had the possibility of a real future. A future her husband would share with her, once this war was over.

“Thanks, everyone. Really and truly, thank you. I’m still not sure this is real.”

Mary took her by the shoulders and looked directly into her eyes. “It’s real. It’s very real.” She then became much less serious and stood back, though still holding Shirley by the shoulders. “Come on. Jane said she wanted to meet up at Betty’s. We’ll be a bit early, but when you’ve something to celebrate, who cares?”

****

“Now if this doesn’t warrant a celebration,” Doris declared, clapping her hands together in delight, “I don’t know what does!”

Walter, ever the voice of reason, grabbed his fiancée by the hand and pulled her down to sit upon his lap. “I think we should let Shirley decide.”

Shirley had been taken aback upon hearing Doris’s declaration. Even though she knew the American in their group was by far the most boisterous and spontaneous of them, her ability for spur-of-the-moment decisions could still surprise her. As happy as Shirley was at her accomplishment, she didn’t feel like a party. On the way over from Ruth’s, she’d given it some thought. She couldn’t tell her husband in direct words what she had done, no matter how much she wanted to do so. Shirley took all the government warnings about not giving away secrets very seriously, and it mattered little she couldn’t think of much she could give away. All she’d really wanted to do was to have a quiet night in with her friends, celebrate, and ask their advice for what she should do next. One thing she knew—she couldn’t go back to being a mechanic.

When she came back to herself, she found Doris waiting for her reply. Hating she was letting her friend down, she put on her best smile and informed her of her decision. “Not tonight, Doris. Maybe it’s because I’ve had such a great day and it’s all catching up with me now. Can we just have a quiet night in? You’ve been promising to teach me to play poker for ages now.”

“Can I treat us all to fish and chips?”

“Great idea, Doris!”

Unheard by the three of them, Jane had walked in, and behind her stood every one of her friends. Shirley couldn’t stop the groan from escaping. “Please don’t tell me you all want a party.”

Thelma clapped Shirley on the shoulder as she walked past. “God, no. It’s been a long week. Mind you”—she grinned at Doris—“I’ve never been known to pass on fish and chips, especially when this one here’s buying!”

After Lawrence and Walter had been sent out and returned with the food, everyone was sprawled on various rugs and cushions—apart from Betty, who still found it a little hard to get up from the floor—tucking into a mountain of fish and chips.

“I often think it would be cheaper for Doris if she bought Fred’s shop,” Penny shared, ducking to avoid the fat chip Doris aimed at her head in retaliation.

“Maybe I will, some day.”

“Lovely as this is,” Ruth said, raising her voice a little to be heard over the various conversations, “can I ask why you asked us all to meet here, Jane?”

“First things first,” Jane declared, getting to her feet. “Could someone keep an eye on Bobby? If I put this plate down, I’m pretty sure he’ll wolf the lot down in no seconds flat.”

Lawrence got to his feet. “Leave it to me. Okay to shut him in the kitchen for a bit, Betty?”

Her mouth too full of piping hot fish to speak, Betty nodded her agreement.

Jane waited until Lawrence returned before telling them her reason. “I had a call from Mr. Gable this morning.” Everyone’s ears perked up at this. “He rang to say there’ll be a hangar dance at RAF Polebrook, a week Saturday.”

Without considering the consequences, Doris shot to her feet, apparently not aware she’d sent her dinner flying everywhere. “What! Are you telling me I’ve only just over a week to get us all ready?”

“Did she just say, all?” Mary asked Penny.

“I think she did.”

Mary asked, “Should I be worried?”

“Probably,” Doris stated, obviously overhearing them.

“If you’ve quite finished?” Jane asked.

“For now,” Doris muttered.

“As I was going to say. On behalf of everyone there, the Station Commander invites everyone from RAF Hamble who isn’t on duty and is able to get there. He wants to show Doris how sorry most everyone is for accusing her of stealing Clark Gable’s handkerchief…”

“Everyone?” Doris demanded.

“Most everyone,” Jane corrected her and then ploughed on. “Also, they’re very keen to meet Penny. It appears the story of her deductive reasoning has become legend around the base.”

“Here’s to Miss Marple!” cried Doris, quickly joined by everyone else until Jane had to ask for quiet again.

“This goes without saying, and I know no one here would mind my saying so, but I would like to extend a special invitation to the star of the day. Everyone, please raise your glasses to our very own Miss Shirley Tuttle! Today, she took her first step into a bigger, most wondrous world.”

“To our Shirley!”

****

“Squadron Leader Tom Alsop. Squadron Leader Thomas Alsop. …Got it. …Yes, I’ll wait.”

“You’ve managed to get through, then?” Betty asked, on her way back to the garden where, in spite of Shirley’s protests to the contrary, a small party was in progress. However, as everyone was full to overflowing on fish and chips, this meant everyone was simply having a relaxing time with good friends.

“Eventually,” Penny muttered. Betty, being smart, left her to it.

After what was an interminable wait, her husband finally came on the phone.

“There you are, Tom! What kept you? …Sorry, how was I to know you were trying to sleep off a headache! …Yes, I’m sorry too. How are you feeling, other than the headache? …Well, we couldn’t hope for more, I suppose. …I miss you too. Oh, before I forget, tell your boss he’s back in my bad books. I’m ticked off he wouldn’t let you come to stay with me to recover. …Ah, well, why didn’t you tell me your squadron’s on lockdown? …No, why would I think of it?”

Penny held the handset away from her face and rubbed her free hand through her hair. The last thing she wanted was another argument with her husband. It had been bad enough when she’d tracked him down to base after he’d been spirited away from her. The whole house heard her thoughts then, and it was no wonder no one was hanging around for a second bout.

“Look, let’s stop arguing. They could pull the plug on us any second. Apart from wanting to find out how you are, I wanted to know if you’d be able to get away from base a week Saturday evening. We’ve all been invited to another hangar dance at Polebrook! …Yes, it is the same place you-know-who is at. …Yes, the handkerchief’s been found, and everyone’s happy. …It’s a kind of thank-you present. …You’ll ask, then? …No, I wouldn’t mention to your boss what I just said. …You’ll call me back? …Speak to you soon, then. …Love you too, Tom!”

Contrary to what she’d thought, both Betty and Jane popped their heads around the kitchen door. “Can he come?” Betty asked.

Leaning against the wall, Penny let herself slip down until she sat on the floor. Looking up at them, she mustered her best smile, though from the frowns on their faces, she didn’t quite manage it. “He’s got to speak to his boss.”

“Okay,” Betty said. “Did you mention you were the one who solved the mystery?”

“It didn’t come up.” Penny shrugged.

Jane and Betty shared a look before Jane nodded. “Up to you.”

“They’re on some kind of squadron lockdown, so I don’t think the chances are good,” Penny told them.

“Hmm, not so good,” Jane replied, with a shake of her head.

Penny shrugged again and began staring at the wall. She didn’t notice her friends disappearing back toward the garden. A few moments later, Mary, Doris, and Shirley appeared, each clutching a bottle of Guinness. Shirley had an extra she passed to Penny.

“Thought we’d come and keep you company,” Shirley told Penny, as they all settled down on the floor around her.

Penny took a hefty swig of her drink before telling them, “Don’t. You’ll make me cry.”

Doris put her arm around Penny’s shoulders, gently lowering her head onto her shoulder. “Come on, it’s not so bad, surely?”

Penny sniffed. “Maybe not,” she admitted. “It just seems so.”

“Betty told us what happened,” Mary added. “Did he say how long it’d be until he called back?” Penny shook her head.

Shirley opened her mouth, doubtless to point out this error, when the phone rang, making them all jump. Scrambling to her feet, Penny snatched up the handset. “Hello. …Yes? …This is Penny Alsop. …Of course I want to talk to Thomas Alsop!”

Not wishing to get up, her friends simply exchanged looks. No one had heard Penny call herself by her married name before.

“You can?” Penny gave everyone a bright, wide smile and a thumbs-up gesture. “I’m so happy. Will you be able to meet us there? …Or shall we come and pick you up? …Okay. Oh, before I forget, I found the handkerchief. …What do you mean what handkerchief? The bloody piece of cloth our Doris was accused of stealing! …Oh, I’ll tell you when I see you. …Love you too, my darling! Bye!”

“He’s coming?” Mary asked before anyone else, wisely choosing to ignore the outburst.

Slipping back down amongst her closest friends, Penny felt her body sag in relief and not a little happiness.

Doris clapped her hands together and announced, “Excellent! Everyone, we’re off to London on Saturday.”

“Why?” Mary and Shirley asked together.

“Because that’s the only day I’ve got to buy us dresses fit to knock everyone’s socks off!”


Chapter Forty

True to her word, Doris took everyone around the shops of London, though not before they stopped off for an extended tea at the Ritz. This took so long Doris almost had to shoehorn everyone from their seats so they could make it back to London’s premier store, Harrods, to allow them time for a good look around. However, she’d failed to take into account Harrods wasn’t the same as pre-war. Nowadays, it mainly dealt with uniforms. Doris was most distressed to find there wasn’t an evening dress or dinner suit in sight.

She was so distraught over not being able to treat her friends as she’d wanted that she didn’t say a word to anyone the whole train journey back. Once back home, not even a cup of coffee could lift her spirits.

Finally, Betty slapped a hand down on the kitchen table. “Enough. I don’t know why I didn’t suggest this in the first place.” Receiving nothing but blank looks from all and sundry, she ran a hand through her hair and announced, “Follow me!” and immediately left the kitchen and marched upstairs. Once on the landing, she turned and was happy to see everyone had obeyed her. “Walter, there’s a broomstick with a hook on it behind my bedroom door. Would you be good enough to fetch it for me?”

“What’s happening?” Penny asked, and everyone looked toward Betty, as if they’d all wanted to ask the same question but hadn’t wanted to be the first to speak up.

Betty tapped the side of her nose. “All will be revealed to those who wait.”

Fortunately, Walter returned with the item Betty had requested, though from the look on his face, things were no clearer for him than for anyone else. “Here you go, Betty. Did you want to go up to the loft?”

There was a grin on Betty’s face which would not have looked out of place on the most cunning of stoats as she took the broom handle from him. “You’d think so, wouldn’t you? But this isn’t how Mary gets into her room.”

By now, everyone was virtually dying with curiosity, especially since Betty wasn’t going up to the loft as they’d all assumed. Lifting the wooden broom handle over her head, Betty instead directed the hook very deliberately toward what appeared to be a large dark mark on the wall above Penny’s bedroom. To everyone’s surprise, when the hook made contact, it didn’t stop moving! With a twist of her wrist, Betty deftly inserted the hook into what was now obvious to all, a disguised hole, and then twisted it sharply to the left. There was a loud click and, to the right of Penny’s room, a small door roughly two feet by two feet popped slightly open.

“Well! I’ll be…” began Shirley.

“You won’t,” Thelma finished for her.

Betty rested the broom handle against the wall, knelt down, and proceeded to pull the small door open wide. Behind her, everyone else had hurried the rest of the way up the stairs and across the landing to crowd around behind her.

“A little space please, everyone,” Betty called, voice slightly muffled, her head and upper body now completely inside the newly revealed hidey-hole. There followed the sounds of something, or some things, quite heavy, being dragged toward the opening. Shuffling back on her knees, Betty completely reemerged. She was dragging behind her an old trunk which barely fitted through the entrance. Getting to her feet, she stretched her back and then turned to survey her incredulous audience. “Could two of you take that down to the lounge, please?” Doris and Walter took it between them. “Thanks. Mary, can you help me?”

“Anything,” Mary replied, the curiosity on her face still fixed in place.

“If you can poke your head in there and look to your right, there’s a sewing machine. Can you drag that out and carry it downstairs, please? Be careful. It’s quite heavy,” she warned her friend.

Once Mary had the wooden case containing the sewing machine, everyone else followed her back downstairs and into the lounge where Doris and Walter were waiting for her. With everyone again in one place, Ruth took it upon herself to ask the questions which were on everyone’s lips.

“I’m sure I’m not the only one who’s dying to ask you—exactly what’s going on?”

Betty sat in an armchair, the trunk before her and the sewing machine by her side. She appeared to be thinking of how to explain. At last, she looked up, and Ruth was the first to notice there was a tear rolling down her cheek. Immediately, she placed herself on the chair’s arm and put a comforting hand on her friend’s shoulder. Without looking up, Betty squeezed her best friend’s hand and kept hold of it as she began to talk.

“You all know how I used to make a living.” Though it wasn’t a question, everyone nodded, though none dared to speak for fear of breaking the spell Betty was weaving in the room. “What my sister did not only took daring but also, and surprisingly often, a disguise. Well, we could have bought what we needed, but that could have left a trail. Not a good idea. So I became surprisingly competent at creating whatever clothing she needed.” She reached down with her free hand and patted the trunk lid, leaving her fingerprints in the accumulated dust. “In this trunk are most of the dresses—and suits, as she occasionally pretended to be a man—I created for her.”

Seemingly unable to help herself, Penny told her, “You should consider writing your memoirs, Betty.”

Betty shook her head and smiled. “Only if I wish to spend a considerable time at His Majesty’s pleasure.”

“Good point.” Penny chuckled.

“My idea,” Betty announced, “is, with a little luck, to fashion dresses for us all from what I have inside here. I’m afraid, Walter, you and Lawrence are quite a bit taller than my Eleanor was, so I can’t do anything for you.”

“That’s all right, Betty,” Walter assured her. “We’ll make do with what we’ve got. I don’t think my best suit’s too shabby.”

“You’ll have me to answer to if it is,” Doris told him, looking a little stern. “In fact, you can show it to me. That way, I can be sure.”

Jane clapped her hands together and came and dropped a kiss on Betty’s forehead. “This is splendid! What a great idea, Betty. I’m not sure Make-Do-and-Mend had this exactly in mind when it was thought of, but it’s certainly in the spirit.”

****

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything so beautiful in my life!” Shirley stated, holding a pepper-red evening dress up against her body. The garment clashed wonderfully with her own fire-red hair.

Mary was standing before the full-length mirror on the landing, in her hands an emerald-green velvet gown. If she felt like it, she’d argue with Shirley until the cows came home, as she believed her dress was the most beautiful. Needless to say, all conversation in the cottage during the nights leading up to the dance was on whose apparel was the most wonderful.

“Oh, please tell me someone has a camera? I’d love to send a picture of me in this dress to Ted,” Shirley pleaded.

“I’m sure we can rustle one up from somewhere,” Doris told her, beaming at seeing how happy the younger girl was.

Shirley planted a loud kiss upon Betty’s head. “I’m never going to be able to repay you.”

Betty fixed Shirley with a firm stare. “We don’t want repaying. Look,” she elaborated, “we can’t turn up in front of Clark Gable wearing any old thing. Family looks after family. Terrible English, but you all know what I mean.”

“I do!” Penny yelled from the back room.

“Nevertheless…” Shirley began.

“Nevertheless, nothing,” Betty cut her off. “Look, if you really want to pay me back, then let Jane make all the arrangements for you to get your flying license, pass all your written tests, and then you can come back and fly with us.”

Shirley kissed her friend once more on the head before turning toward Penny’s bedroom, saying to her, “Oh, I will. I really will!”

“Just as well,” Jane remarked. She’d appeared at the top of the stairs, together with Doris and Thelma bringing up the rear. All were carrying their new dresses. “I’ve the paperwork all ready to be sent off the minute you sign it.”

If it were possible, Shirley’s smile made her look even younger. With her green eyes shining, she appeared ready to rush over and give Jane a hug but then, fortunately, thought better of it, instead bouncing up and down on the balls of her feet. “Yes, please. Very much yes, please!”

“Well, soon-to-be former-mechanic Tuttle, come and see me on your first break on Monday morning.”

Shirley stood to an approximation of attention, not easy when carrying an evening dress, then saluted. “Yes, ma’am!”

Thelma let out a laugh and then, at seeing the young girl’s face droop a little, mollified her with, “Forgive me, Shirley. Remember, we don’t salute.”

****

“You’re sure you don’t want to share this with the others?”

Ruth shook her head, holding out the letter before her. “Not yet. You’re in much the same boat as me, so I wanted to share it with you first.”

Taking a seat in the lounge next to Ruth, Shirley took a similar-looking letter from a pocket. “Not quite,” she told her, getting a wry smile in return. “Not even with Lawrence?”

“He’d smile and nod in all the right places, and I’m certain his heart would be in the right place. Only, he can’t know what we’re going through, can he. Our loved ones so far away and in some kind of danger every day, I’d imagine. I don’t know about you, but I often turn around and expect to see Joe standing behind me, telling me I’m not writing the copy correctly.”

“I don’t know what Ted would say if he knew what I’m going to try,” Shirley said, her head dropping.

“Hey! Come on, I didn’t ask you down here just to upset you. He’d be very proud of you. I know it.”

Shirley raised her head, a hopeful smile upon her face. “You really think so?”

“Of course I do. Look at how far you’ve come in such a short time!”

“But what about…you know?” Shirley carefully kept her voice low, even though all her friends were completely aware of what had happened to bring her into their circle.

“The abortion?” Ruth said the words Shirley still found difficult to speak out loud. “When the time comes, when Ted’s back safe with you, then you’ll find the right words. Until then, try not to worry about it. It won’t serve any purpose.”

Taking a couple of deep breaths, Shirley opened her letter. Ruth let her read it through in silence, only speaking when she laid it out on the coffee table before them. She wasn’t crying, which was something. “Well?”

Eventually, Shirley looked over. “I decided he needed a scare,” she began. “I didn’t mention any names, but I did say something very bad had happened to someone I know in the same situation. I told him to sit tight, mind his own business, and come back home when it’s all over. I hope you don’t mind?”

Ruth shook her head. “Of course not. I’d have done the same thing. Do you think it got through?”

Shirley passed the letter to Ruth to read. “I think enough got through so he understood.”

“It looks like it,” Ruth agreed, once she’d finished. “Telling you not to worry and he’ll be good. I suppose there’s nothing much else he can say. I suppose you’ll just have to hope for the best.”

Shrugging her shoulders, Shirley slumped back into the sofa. “Very true. What does Joe say?” she asked, pointing at Ruth’s letter.

Ruth handed it to Shirley. “I don’t know if it’s because he’s still in their hospital, but it’s a little longer and even seems less censored than normal. He says he’s not in pain anymore and one of his mates is making him a false foot, so he hopes to be up and about in a week. Taking into account how long this took to get here, I suppose he’s probably been released back into the POW compound by now.”

The two sat in silence for a few minutes, both lost in thoughts of their respective loved ones.

“I don’t know about you,” Shirley said, getting to her feet, “but we’re not going to get anywhere sitting here moping. What else is there to say but—time for a cup of tea!”

****

“And you’re certain she doesn’t know?”

“Will you relax, Thelma?” Doris advised. “Jane said she’s got everything under control.”

The next minute, Penny stalked out of the flight line hut, a foul mood fairly emanating from her. Upon catching sight of where Mary and Doris were lounging on the step, she stopped and declared in a very loud voice, “A delivery at five o’clock. Whose bloody idea was this?”

“Mine,” Thelma told her, joining them. She addressed Penny who, though still very annoyed, didn’t appear to be about to argue with her superior. “I am sorry about this, Penny, and I know it’s short notice for a Tuesday, but they’re crying out for a Hudson, and you’re our best pilot.”

Penny nodded her head once and then stalked off toward the waiting Anson taxi, muttering to herself, “Not even a nice Spit to end the day on.”

“Best pilot?” Doris wondered out loud.

Mary hugged her American friend. “The truth hurts, eh?” which earned her a good-natured scowl in return.

By the time the Anson had taken off, they’d been joined by Jane. “Gone, has she? Good, follow me.” A few minutes later, they were gathered in Jane’s office, together with Betty and Lawrence. Doris and Mary both insisted the door should be closed, which made it very crowded. “Now, what’s so urgent it couldn’t wait until tomorrow?” Jane asked.

“Doris and I had a great idea last night. You all know Penny and Tom were never able to celebrate their wedding. We thought it’d be a great idea if we could turn this hangar dance into a bit of a wedding reception for them. Maybe even get a vicar to give a blessing? What do you think?”

Jane’s wide smile was all the answer Mary needed. “I say, everyone out of the office—it’s too stuffy in here—and let me make a phone call.”

“Do you think they’ll go for it?” Betty asked on her way out.

Jane already had the receiver in her hand. “I think after all their accusations, and after the way Penny so wonderfully solved their mystery, they’d bloody well better.”

“Even down to finding a vicar?” Thelma wanted to know.

Jane’s toothsome grin would have scared a Great White shark. “Even if they have to bring in the Pope!”


Chapter Forty-One

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Penny demanded, as she launched herself into Tom’s arms.

After everyone had exited the two Ansons Jane had arranged to fly the party up to RAF Polebrook, Penny had been one of the first out, as she’d spotted her husband waiting for her at dispersal. Only as she got closer did she realize something was different, and his head was still bandaged, which was a little surprising, as she’d thought it would be off by now.

“I wanted it to be a surprise, love,” he told her.

“Wing Commander! I don’t care if you’ve been promoted. I’m still not calling you ‘sir’!”

By the time the two managed to prise their hands and mouths from each other, their friends had caught her up. Apart from Jane, no one else had seen Tom since he’d been wounded.

Keeping hold of one of his wife’s hands, Tom reached out to Jane and pulled her into a one-armed hug. Letting her go, he kissed her on a cheek. “Jane, I can’t thank you enough for all you did for Penny, for us. I’m in your debt.”

For once, Jane couldn’t think of anything to say and, blushing furiously, extricated herself from his embrace. This allowed everyone else to either hug him or, in the case of Walter and Lawrence, shake his hand. “Looking very dapper there, gentlemen!” Tom said, commenting on their new suits.

“Couldn’t have my Walter turning up in his ratty Home Guard get-up, could I?” Doris chipped in, hanging onto her fiancé’s arm. “Mind you, I’ve Betty to thank for that.”

“How are you feeling?” Walter asked as they headed toward the sound of music coming from the hangar.

Seemingly unconscious of the movement, Tom rubbed his head under the bandage, nearly dropping his hat he’d tucked under his free arm. “For the most part, I’m pretty much healed. I’m going to have a few scars, but Penny can tell you about those later.”

“Tom!” Penny swatted his bottom.

“I’ve still got this bloody thing on, though. Blooming quacks won’t let me take it off until I stop getting headaches.”

This was news to Penny. “You’ve never mentioned this to me when we’ve spoken.”

Tom shrugged. “I didn’t want to worry you. There’s nothing either of us can do about it anyway.”

“Listen to me, Thomas Alsop. You are to tell me when something like this happens. Understand?”

“I’d take her seriously, mate,” Lawrence advised, earning him a hefty nudge in the ribs from Mary. “I always do exactly as my lady says,” he hastily added.

“I wish you would,” Mary muttered out loud. “For instance, we still need to talk about your going back on duty in London.”

They were much nearer the hangar now, and the sound of Glenn Miller’s “In the Mood” was loud enough they had to raise their voices to be heard.

“We will,” Lawrence assured Mary, dropping a kiss on her cheek, “just not right now. Okay? Which reminds me.” He turned his head to speak to Betty, who was walking behind them, arms linked with Thelma, Ruth, and Jane. “We need to have a talk soon too, Betty. I’ve heard back from my friend about your key. It’s definitely for a safe deposit box.”

“Really? All right, when we get back,” Betty replied.

At hearing what had just been discussed, Mary and the other girls turned around, all very curious. “Something you forgot to tell us, Betty?”

“Didn’t Doris fill you in?” Betty asked, shooting the American a look.

Doris looked a little sheepish. “Sorry, girls. In all the excitement recently, I forgot to mention the new mystery we have. Betty wants to find out what the key her sister left her is for.”

Seeing she was about to be inundated with questions, Betty unhooked her hands and held them up to forestall her eager friends. “Later, all right? We’ll discuss this later. For now, let’s enjoy tonight.”

Shirley caught them up, slightly out of breath. She had obviously caught the end of their conversation. “I may need your detective skills too, Lawrence. My scarf’s missing.”

“I wondered what you were doing. Looking for it in the Anson?” Doris asked.

“Kind of. I didn’t think it could be there, only it’s just I’ve looked everywhere at home. Ruth hasn’t seen it, and I could swear I had it yesterday when I was trying on my dress again. Mind you, Bobby kept jumping onto my bed, looking for a fuss, so it wasn’t so much fun.”

“It’ll turn up, sweety,” Ruth assured her, inviting her to join the rear line following Penny, Mary, and Doris, and their beaus.

As they made to stroll through the wide-open hangar doors, the music suddenly stopped. The silence lasted only for a second, and then the band struck up with a swing-time version of Mendelssohn’s Wedding March. Both Penny and Tom looked around the crowded hangar and then behind them for an unexpected happy couple. Amongst their friends, they were the only ones looking.

“What’s going on?” Penny asked, as suspicion began to dawn. “Why’s everyone looking at us?”

“Some bloody Miss Marple you are!” Doris laughed.

“Doris Winter!” Penny began, fixing her friend with a suspicious look. “What have you done?”

Mary stepped next to the American. “To be fair, it wasn’t just Doris.” Penny cocked an eyebrow. “We decided as the two of you hadn’t had a reception when you got married…”

“We still haven’t quite forgiven you, by the way,” Betty chipped in.

“So Jane made a few phone calls,” Mary told her.

Jane held up a pair of hands before her. “Don’t start on me, Penny, or I’ll have you flying nothing but Tiger Moths when the weather turns for the worst!”

Penny took Jane at her word and didn’t accuse Jane of anything.

“The result of which is…this!” Doris ended with a sweep of her hand.

Unseen by the group, whilst Mary and Doris had been giving their quick explanation, two American Army Air Force officers had come up to join them. Doris and Penny both recognized Major Jim Fredericks, the adjutant. Next to him, looking way too handsome to be allowed, stood Clark Gable. No one noticed his gaze lock on Betty, who, for her part, stood transfixed.

“Flight Captain Howell?” Major Fredericks asked, looking around with an obvious effort.

“Please, just call me Jane,” she said, stepping forward to shake the hand on offer.

“Very pleased to meet you, Jane,” Clark Gable greeted her, drawing a startled Jane into a quick hug, kissing her cheeks before letting her go. “You’ve a very fine group of pilots here.”

Jane grinned from ear to ear, pleased beyond words he hadn’t said, “a fine bunch of women.”

“Bet you’re glad Frank couldn’t make it, now, eh?” Thelma teased her friend.

The film star, after making a point of shaking each of their accompanying men’s hands and kissing all Penny’s friends’ cheeks, stood back to allow some semblance of military protocol to take over.

“Penny, Wing Commander Alsop, would you both accompany me? Jane? You too, Third Officer Doris Winter. You’re not getting away so easily,” Jim Fredericks said, gesturing with his hands toward the stage.

Penny held out a hand to Mary, but Mary gently patted it away. “Oh no, not this time. You two go and have fun, and leave me to enjoy your embarrassment.”

With little choice but to agree, the four of them followed the American officers through the sea of clapping and cheering servicemen who parted before them to allow them access to the stage set up in front of the orchestra. As they all faced the crowd, the music came to a natural halt.

Penny and Doris were delighted to see everyone present had also allowed their friends to follow them through, so they had a front row view. To Penny’s surprise, they were joined by Tom’s navigator and friend Stan Atkins. He raised a hand which, Penny noticed, was still quite heavily bandaged from the burns he’d suffered. Nevertheless, he looked as happy as anyone else there, for clinging to his other arm was none other than Sharon Coates, the girl Penny had met in Tom’s squadron canteen. She too was beaming with happiness, though looking a little in awe to be so close to Hollywood royalty.

“Ladies and gentlemen!” the major bellowed into the microphone. Rather unnecessary, Penny thought, glancing over at Doris, who thought the same thing and was looking back at her. For a military audience, things were as quiet as they were likely to get. “I’m afraid we’re about to hijack this dance for a short while. As most of you know, an incident at our last dance meant something of great personal value to Captain Gable here went missing. This was finally resolved to great satisfaction.” Before she’d left Polebrook on the day the mystery was solved, the three of them decided nothing would be gained by soiling the memory of First Lieutenant George Adair. It would serve no purpose. “Without further ado, I’ll turn you over to Captain Gable, who will explain much more eloquently than I could.”

Stepping up to take his place before the microphone, Clark Gable paused, and as he glanced around the hangar, the few conversations still ongoing died down. “Unaccustomed as I am to public speaking,” he began, to loud roars of laughter. “First, before we get to the main event, I’m going to ask Third Officer Doris Winter, an American member of the wonderful British Air Transport Auxiliary, to come forward and join me.” Amidst much catcalling and clapping Doris, red to the tips of her ears, stepped forward. “Miss Winter, I wanted to apologize, in front of everyone here, for the distress I caused you. I think you and your fellow pilots are doing a marvelous job, and I would be proud, very proud, if you would shake my hand?”

“As if I’m going to say no to Clark Gable, or anyone, after such a speech,” Doris said directly into the microphone. “I will say to my so-called friends, if you ever do anything like this to me again, beware my wrath!” She was smiling when she said this, but her friends knew her well enough to know she was serious.

After he’d shaken her hand, Captain Gable had one more surprise before he let her escape back to her friends offstage. “I’ve also been informed about your recent engagement. So, everyone…three cheers for Doris and her fiancé!”

Safe once more in Walter’s arms, Doris watched as Penny was about to get her present.

“Now, this has all been done at rather short notice. I also admit this entailed my bribing our padre with a signed photograph of yours truly for his little sister.” He had to stop here to allow a much higher level of good-natured banter to die down. “Third Officer Penny Alsop was the sleuth responsible for finding my lost item. Miss Marple couldn’t have done any better, believe me! Now, it’s been brought to my attention Penny and Wing Commander—if you’ll join me too, sir—Tom Alsop were married a short while ago but were not able to have any kind of reception. So we’re having one right now for them, right here.”

Both Penny and Tom’s heads snapped around at hearing this.

“We’re turning this dance, which was going to be a kind of celebration of my imminent return to the States—perhaps not imminent, but this is the nearest date we could do this—into a celebration of a much happier happy event. Before anything else—and I’m sorry if this is going to embarrass the pair of you—here’s our padre to perform a blessing for the happy couple.”

After the padre had said words only audible to the very self-conscious couple, made the sign of the cross over them, and then had a personal word with the two, he nodded at Clark and left the stage, heading toward the bar.

“Right, I’m certain the happy couple would like nothing more than to leave the stage.” He raised an eyebrow at Penny and Tom, who were doing their best to edge their way toward the steps. “I see I’m right. Before they manage to escape, I’ll thank Penny once more and wish the happy couple my very best of luck in everything. To Penny and Tom!” he shouted.

****

An hour or so later, everyone was taking a breath of fresh air after dancing pretty much nonstop. Lawrence and Walter were especially glad of the break, as not only had they been dancing with their partners but had been in much demand amongst Doris and Mary’s friends whose other halves (if they had them), could not be there. Tom and Stan had both cried off from dancing with anyone other than Penny and Sharon, citing their wounds. They were mostly believed.

“It’s hard to believe.” Doris took a long pull from her bottle of Coke. “The last time I was here, a B-seventeen crashed, right over there,” she pointed toward the end of one of the runways.

Mary leant into Doris’s shoulder and gave her a reassuring squeeze. “We remember. Are you all right?”

The Benny Goodman song “Sing, Sing, Sing” was being played. No one said a thing, giving Doris time with her thoughts. Eventually, she seemed to come out of her reverie and opened her eyes.

“I’m sorry,” she began. “I didn’t mean to bring the tone down. It’s been such a wonderful night. I couldn’t stop myself. I was seeing the plane explode all over again and thinking of all those poor men dying.”

Walter took her hand and gently pulled her away from the wall she’d been leaning against. “Come on. We all should go over and pay our respects. They were your fellow countrymen who came over and died because they believed in freedom.”

As everyone made their way toward the place Doris had indicated, a small pointed cairn of stone became clear. Reaching it, Doris knelt down before it and read from a small plaque:

These stones honor the memory of the men

who died in B17 California Girl

and all flying with the 351st Bomb Group.

We will remember you.

Penny and Mary came up and knelt down beside her, and Penny laid a hand gently upon the monument. “I know they didn’t want to die, no one does, but it’s up to us and everyone here to make certain we remember them.”

Doris threw her arms around her best friends.

In a field somewhere in Northamptonshire, surrounded by aircraft capable of dealing destruction in barely imaginable quantities, in a rare moment of happiness in the middle of a cruel war, she told them, “Couldn’t have put it better myself. I love you gals!”
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When Betty Palmer's sister dies under suspicious circumstances whilst landing her Tiger Moth, Betty and three other women pilots of the Air Transport Auxiliary in WWII England unite to discover who killed her and why.

Estranged from her family, Penny Blake wants simply to belong. American Doris Winter, running from a personal tragedy, yearns for a new start. Naturally shy Mary Whitworth-Baines struggles to fit in. Together though, they are a force to be reckoned with as they face the mystery that confronts them.

Against the backdrop of war, when ties of friendship are exceptionally strong, they strive to unravel the puzzle's complex threads, risking their lives as they seek justice for Betty's sister.
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In 1939, on the eve of World War II, the World's Fair begins at Flushing Meadows, near New York City. Blathers and Duff, descendants of private investigators, are running the security for the Fair. When they investigate a murder on the Fair's premises, they get tangled up with the Nazi Bund as it works to advance the policies of Hitler in the US, and with a group of out-of-work Jewish actors running various confidence games to raise funds to help Jews escape Europe. Meanwhile, two FBI agents suspect Blathers of a murder elsewhere and also want to find the con artists regardless of motives.

As the Fair's second season begins, in the spring of 1940, Blathers and Duff are risking their lives to help the actors. Will their schemes succeed against the killer who stalks them?
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