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BOOK ONE




CHAPTER ONE

April 1939

 

 

AS SHE SAUNTERED DOWN the lane to Hawthorn Cottage, Nancy Seymour’s head was full of service wives’ chatter. She’d just had lunch with her friends Helen and Jean at the Copper Kettle, enjoyed a laugh with them and made plans for a big get-together in the mess on Saturday night. They’d admired her cream sleeveless dress and her new shorter hairstyle. Charlie, her husband, was trying to persuade her to have her fairish curls brightened to golden blonde, but she felt she was an ordinary wife and mother and not cut out to be a glamour girl.

Nancy stopped and looked up. The sky was azure blue and empty. Usually, on a clear day like this, it buzzed with small yellow Tiger Moths and Masters on training flights from the flying school up at the airfield, and she wondered why they were absent today.

Moving on, she turned the corner in the lane and saw  the dark green MG Midget parked outside her gate. With a little smile, she quickened her step. She hadn’t expected Charlie to come home until this evening. But why was he sitting in the driving seat instead of going inside?

It wasn’t Charlie. A taller, slimmer figure in RAF uniform got out and turned towards her, and she recognised Charlie’s friend Gavin Freeman. She knew him well, having seen a lot of him over the last year or so, but today his usual roguish smile was missing.

‘Hello, Gavin. What brings you here in the middle of the afternoon?’ She noticed how sombre and withdrawn he looked, his face unnaturally grey against his dark hair.

‘Can we go inside?’ He took the key from her hand and opened the front door, then led the way to her living room. This wasn’t like Gavin. Normally he’d have stood back and let her go ahead of him. Something about him was making her shiver with foreboding.

‘Is something the matter? Where’s Charlie?’

‘You’d better sit down, Nancy.’ He led her to the sofa.

‘Has he had an accident?’ It wouldn’t be the first time, but so far Charlie had walked away virtually unhurt. Always at the back of her mind was the possibility that he could have a major crash, but he was an excellent pilot, experienced enough to teach others to fly, and usually she managed to suppress the fear.

‘Yes, I’m afraid he has.’

‘What? An accident? Is he badly hurt?’

‘I’m sorry.’ Gavin looked devastated. She could see now that he was still in shock.

‘Come on, Gavin, tell me. What’s happened?’ Gavin was shaking his head, distraught dark eyes looking into hers. ‘Is he all right?’

‘I’m sorry, Nancy, I wish I could make this easier for you. He didn’t survive the crash.’

‘No!’ She was stunned and collapsed on to the sofa. ‘No, surely not Charlie!’ She covered her face with her hands. ‘No!’

She felt the springs give as Gavin sat beside her. Felt his arm go round her shoulders and knew he was trying to comfort her, but nothing could. Not if Charlie was . . . She jerked to her feet again.

He groaned. ‘It’s an awful thing to have to tell you. I’m so sorry. I’ll miss him desperately too.’

She shivered, a numbness creeping over her. She felt half dead. Without Charlie, she would be.

Gavin’s voice went on, low and full of sympathy. ‘There’s something else I have to tell you.’

Nancy choked on a sob. She could guess what that meant. ‘Surely Charlie wasn’t fooling about? Not again?’

‘I’m afraid he was. You know what Charlie’s like.’

Yes, she knew. For him, life had always been a bubble of fun and thrills. Enjoyment was what he sought. According to Nancy’s father, Charlie had been spoiled rotten by his parents. They’d given him everything he wanted and allowed him to do pretty much what he  pleased. He’d grown up feeling he had that right, but the Royal Air Force didn’t share his view and he had been told off about it repeatedly.

He’d lived for flying. He’d loved every minute he spent in the air. He’d even loved the small training biplanes with open cockpits, saying they were more fun than the spanking new Spitfires.

He loved to loop the loop and fly upside down and hedgehop within yards of the ground. Nothing scared him; recently he’d flown under the Clifton suspension bridge and Tower Bridge on the Thames and reckoned he could manage lower obstacles than that. The wing commander had heard him saying in the mess that he’d like to try the Severn railway bridge.

Charlie had told Nancy that the wingco had marched him straight to his office and told him he should have joined a flying circus. He was irresponsible, misusing valuable government equipment and unnecessarily endangering his own life and that of others. He’d told Charlie he could expect to be court-martialled if he did anything like that again.

Gavin was trying to explain what had happened. ‘We were hanging about. Neither his pupil nor mine had turned up when they were supposed to. Charlie suggested we go up without them, for a warm-up and a bit of fun.’

‘Gavin! You too?’

He nodded ruefully. ‘We were trying to outdo each other. Showing off, I suppose; belly rolls, that sort of  thing. Charlie would do something and then I’d copy him. We were enjoying ourselves, but Charlie was way too low. He let his wingtip brush against a power cable. He had no time to pull out of the spin.’

Nancy felt the tears rush to her eyes. ‘You shouldn’t have let him fool around like that.’

‘I know.’ His voice was thick with guilt. Gavin was two years older than Charlie, more responsible and more serious; she’d always thought he had a restraining influence on her husband. ‘I suppose the truth is, Nancy, that as always we egged each other on. But would I have been able to persuade him not to do it?’

‘No.’ How many times had she told Charlie that flying like that was dangerous? How many times had he told her he could handle it?

She turned to Gavin and buried her face on his shoulder. His arms tightened round her in a hug.

‘I feel so guilty,’ he said. ‘We none of us could say no to Charlie. What was worse, our trainee pilots were late because they’d been caught up in a traffic accident and had taken two elderly ladies to hospital.’

Nancy swallowed hard. ‘No point in blaming yourself, Gavin. It was an accident, I just wish . . . ’

‘. . . that it hadn’t happened like that,’ Gavin said with feeling.

She felt a searing loss. ‘How am I going to manage without him?’ He’d been everything to her these last eight years.

He sighed. ‘There’s more to tell you. It seems everybody on the airfield was watching us, including the wing commander. He was furious. Said Charlie had been asking for it for years and that we were playing about like irresponsible schoolboys. He’s told me I can expect to be court-martialled.’

‘Oh, no!’ Nancy could see herself in the mirror over the fireplace. She looked a parody of the girl who had set out this morning to meet Helen and Jean. Her eyes were red and her cheeks white and tear-stained. ‘But at least you’re still alive.’

He said angrily, ‘Why did it have to be Charlie who bought it, a married man with responsibilities? If it had been me, there’d have been nobody to worry about it.’

Nancy could see he was very upset too. ‘That isn’t true, Gavin.’

Gavin’s wife Colleen had died of TB fifteen months before after a long drawn out illness. That was why Charlie had brought him home so often. He’d not wanted his friend to be left on his own too much.

Gavin said, ‘What am I thinking of? I should be making you some tea.’ He went to the kitchen and began to fill the kettle.

Nancy leaned against the doorframe watching him. ‘The caddy’s on the shelf there.’

‘Nancy, you need to let your family know. Your mother . . .’

‘I have no mother,’ she reminded him. ‘She died having me.’

‘Yes, I’d forgotten. I’m sorry.’

‘I’ll ring my father later.’ When she was more in control. They had a phone in the cottage, put in so there’d be no delay in contacting Charlie when he was needed.

‘Do you want me to tell Charlie’s family, or will you? We should let them know as soon as possible.’ Gavin was spooning sugar into both teacups.

‘I don’t take that.’

‘Today you do. It’s good for shock. It’ll make you feel better. About Charlie’s mother . . .’

‘I’ll ring his father at the factory, then he can break it to her.’

‘Yes, probably better that way.’

Gavin knew Nancy didn’t get on with her mother-in-law. Charlie hadn’t got on with her either; he’d said that was the main reason he’d left home at the first possible opportunity, but this was no time for bearing grudges.

‘You need somebody with you, Nancy, and I can’t stay. I’m on duty. Shall I ask your friend Helen to come down?’

She shook her head. ‘No, I’d rather be on my own. I’ll have to tell Caro. She’ll be coming out of school soon and I usually walk up to meet her.’

‘Poor kid, she’s going to miss Charlie too.’ His sigh was heavy. ‘Everything’s looking bleak at the moment, isn’t it?  Few doubt that war is on the way – everyone thinks that appeasement’s dead in the water.’

‘Charlie said he was preparing for it. Now he’s gone.’

‘He’d want me to help you with this. Is there anything else I can do?’

‘You could give me a lift up to Caro’s school. It’s getting late for me to walk up.’

‘Of course. Anyway, the MG will belong to you now, won’t it?’

‘I suppose so, but I can’t drive.’

‘Come on, let’s go and fetch her.’

As Gavin drew up at the school gates, the children were streaming out into the yard. Caroline had recognised the car and was running towards them waving her school panama and several sheets of drawing paper. She was a sturdily built child of seven years with a mop of bouncing curls, much tighter than Nancy’s own and of the shade Charlie had admired, a brighter, lighter blonde. Nancy opened the passenger door and the child flopped in to sit on her knee.

‘Hello, Mummy.’ She smiled at Gavin. ‘I thought you were Daddy. Look, I’ve drawn pictures of both of you up in your aeroplanes.’

Nancy hugged her daughter. ‘They’re lovely pictures.’

‘This plane is Daddy’s and this one is yours, Uncle Gav. They’re good drawings, aren’t they?’

Nancy was fighting to control her tears.

‘Very good,’ Gavin choked. ‘I’d like to keep that one, if I may.’

‘Of course. I’ll give it to you. You must put it up on the wall in your room.’ She turned to Nancy. ‘Where’s Daddy? Is he on duty?’

Nancy’s arms tightened round the small firm body. ‘I’ll tell you about Daddy when we get home.’ She was struggling with her tears again, but at least she still had a little bit of Charlie left in his daughter.

‘About his car . . .’ Gavin said in a low voice as they got out at the gate of the cottage. Caro was already skipping down to the door.

Nancy shook her head. ‘I can’t think about it now. You carry on using it, Gavin. You’ve more or less shared it.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Of course.’

‘Thank you. For the time being then. Will you be all right? I hate leaving you like this.’

‘I need to be alone with Caro, to tell her’

‘Yes, of course. You know where I am if there’s anything I can do for you.’

 

For Nancy, telling Caro about her father’s accident was one of the hardest things she’d ever done. She watched the light go out of their daughter’s face and wept with her.

‘Does that mean Daddy’s gone to heaven?’

‘Yes, love.’

‘He won’t be coming back?’

‘I’m afraid not.’

‘He didn’t say goodbye.’ The child gave an almighty sigh. ‘Why has he left us?’

‘He didn’t want to. He’d rather be here with you and me, but he had this crash in his aeroplane. He had no choice.’

Caro was quiet for a long time trying to take that on board, then she said slowly, ‘Mummy, you might have an accident too. If you did, who would look after me?’

‘Nothing like that will happen to me.’

‘Daddy didn’t think it would happen to him either.’

‘No, but I don’t spend every day flying round the sky in an aeroplane. I’ll always be here to look after you.’

Innocent blue eyes gazed into hers. Caro looked worried. ‘But if something horrible did happen to you, like being hit by a car, and you were hurt so much you had to go to heaven too, I’d be left all by myself, wouldn’t I?’

‘No,’ Nancy said firmly. ‘There’s Grandpops, isn’t there? He took care of me when I was small.’

He’d been both father and mother to her and she’d always felt close to him. She wanted to hear his voice and have the comfort of his concern now. ‘I must ring him and let him know what’s happened.’

He was in Birkenhead, where his name, Miles Milton, appeared over the door of the Lord Nelson public house as licensee. The phone rang and rang but nobody picked  it up. Dad lived in the flat above the pub, but his only phone was behind the bar which would be closed now in the middle of the afternoon.

‘Grandpops isn’t there?’ Caro’s eyes were filling with tears again. ‘He must have gone out.’

‘It isn’t easy to hear the phone ring from upstairs, love.’ Nancy thought it more likely that her father had dozed off. This was his rest time and he hadn’t been well recently. She asked the operator to try the number again but he still didn’t answer.

Caro looked worried. ‘Grandpops isn’t so sick that he’ll have to go to heaven soon, is he?’

‘No, of course not,’ Nancy said, without conviction. She’d been pleading with him for some time to see his doctor about his shortness of breath.

‘Grandma and Grandpa would look after me if you weren’t here, wouldn’t they? And Uncle Toby too?’

‘Of course. They’d all want to take care of you. Particularly Grandma.’ Nancy sighed. She’d never found Charlie’s mother easy to get on with.

‘Yes. Grandma always gives me presents when I see her.’

‘So do Grandpa and Uncle Toby.’

It was some time before Nancy felt able to do anything about telling Charlie’s family, but when she saw it was nearly five o’clock she realised she should ring his father straight away if she wanted to catch him before he left his sausage factory.

When she was put through to him there was a hearty welcome in his voice. ‘Nancy, to what do I owe the pleasure?’

‘It’s no pleasure,’ she said, forcing the words out, and told him.

There was a moment’s silence, then Jago Seymour flashed out in anger, ‘The silly fool! Just when I thought he was growing up at last.’ But she could hear the anguish in his voice. ‘It’s the sort of prank a sixteen year old would get up to. And to lose his life like that!’

Charlie had been closer to his father and his Uncle Toby, Jago’s twin brother, than he had been to his mother.

‘I don’t know what to say, Nancy. You must be feeling terrible. Devastated. I know Henrietta will be.’

When Nancy had answered all his questions about the accident, her father-in-law went on to ask about the funeral and about her plans for the future. Nancy couldn’t tell him anything on either score. She put the phone down and busied herself getting tea ready for Caro. The last thing she wanted was food, but routine was everything at a time like this and a child has to be fed.

She had to force herself to swallow the fried fish as a good example to her daughter. Then, telling herself she felt better, she went back to the phone to ring her father. He would be downstairs, ready to open up at six o’clock, and she wanted to catch him before the bar filled up with  customers. He’d been fond of Charlie. The news would upset him too.

‘Oh, my goodness! Oh, Nancy, how awful for you! Poor Charlie! Well, poor you and Caro really. Look, I’ll ask Alma to stand in for me tonight and come straight over.’

‘No, Dad.’

‘I can help you. You’ll have a lot to do, a lot to sort out.’

‘Yes, but I can’t think straight now. I can’t do another thing. Why don’t you come tomorrow morning? I’m shattered, Dad. This has knocked the stuffing out of me. I’ll see Caro into bed and crawl into my own straight afterwards.’

‘Yes, perhaps that would be best.’

‘I only hope my head will be clearer tomorrow.’

‘It will be, love, if you can get a good night’s sleep. I’ll come round in the morning, then.’

But before Nancy could get to bed the wing commander in charge of the airfield arrived to offer his condolences. He’d put his anger behind him and spoke kindly of Charlie.

‘I understand you know the circumstances of your husband’s accident, Mrs Seymour?’

She nodded, fearful of what was coming.

‘Nevertheless, the squadron will want to provide a military funeral.’

‘Thank you.’

‘We are all shocked and upset at his untimely death. Flying Officer Seymour was well liked,’ he told her. ‘The padre can arrange the funeral if that is your wish.’

‘Thank you.’ Nancy had been wondering how to go about it.

‘I’ll get him to come and talk to you tomorrow.’




CHAPTER TWO

MILES MILTON HAD not been able to sleep. He’d tossed and turned for hours after Nancy had told him of Charlie’s death.

He feared his daughter’s life was mirroring his own. He’d lost a much loved wife unexpectedly in childbirth and had never found anybody to take her place. He’d been full of guilt, knowing she wouldn’t have died if he hadn’t made her pregnant, and the awareness had made him determined to do his best for her child. He and Nancy had always been very close. Even after her marriage to Charlie, she’d come home often, bringing her husband and daughter. He’d taken all his holidays with them and had truly felt he’d gained a son rather than losing a daughter.

When he’d begun to feel unwell a year or two ago, he’d been very glad she was at Hawarden on the border of Cheshire, with North Wales not very far away. His doctor thought the problem was a touch of bronchitis  and had given him a tonic. Miles hadn’t thought it was serious and hadn’t told Nancy.

But he had told Alma Banks, a longtime friend who’d been his second in command for the last four years and had noticed he had a nasty cough and less strength and energy than before. She’d nagged at him until he’d gone back to the doctor and been given another bottle of tonic.

Last night, he’d arranged with her to look after the pub on her own today. He was up and dressed very early, eager to drive to Hawarden to offer what comfort he could. He arrived before he was expected. Nancy had to get out of bed to let him in, and after much hugging Caro was sent back upstairs to get dressed. It made him feel he was being more of a trouble than a comfort.

Nancy was drifting aimlessly round in an old pink dressing gown which made her cheeks look putty-coloured. Miles had always thought her a good-looking girl, but today she looked red-eyed and listless. He felt a rush of sympathy and gave her another hug.

She also looked vulnerable, and younger than her age. Having been the indulged wife of a free-spending officer, she was now alone in the world apart from him, with a child to bring up.

‘I want you to come back and live with me,’ he told her. ‘You don’t want to stay here on your own, do you?’ She looked at him blankly, as though she hadn’t thought about what she’d do next. ‘I gave it a lot of thought last  night. There’s plenty of space on the top floor of the pub; you can make a little flat up there for yourself and Caro. You’d be near me but still have a home you could call your own.’

‘Thanks, Dad,’ she said, but she looked dazed and he doubted she was taking in what he said.

‘What about breakfast? You must eat, and so must Caro.’

‘Yes, eggs. Boiled eggs and soldiers.’ But as Nancy continued to stare out of the window and made no effort to cook, Miles set about it.

‘You’ll be sending her to school this morning?’

That got her attention. ‘Should I?’

‘I think so. It’ll be more upsetting for her to see you like this, and she won’t understand about all the changes that are coming. Better if you try to keep her life as normal as possible.’

Caro came downstairs in her school uniform a few moments later. She was unusually quiet and subdued, although at seven she probably couldn’t appreciate the terrible finality of death. She was a very pretty child. Miles felt a frisson of pride that she’d inherited the Milton curly hair and fair colouring. Playfully, he pulled a strand and straightened it out, then let it spring back.

He let her time the eggs, but both she and Nancy toyed with their food. Mostly Caro walked to school, but the time was drifting on and eventually Miles ran her there in his car.

When he got back Nancy was still sipping her tea. ‘What am I going to do?’ she asked. ‘I can’t manage without Charlie.’

Miles knew a lifetime without a spouse was no fun. ‘You’ve been my mainstay and prop since your mother died,’ he said. ‘Now I want to be the same for you.’

The trouble was he didn’t know where to begin.

 

‘You want me to give up this cottage and move back in with you?’ Nancy asked. She’d had a bath and got dressed. She looked better, more alert.

‘It makes sense, doesn’t it? Would it be difficult to give up the tenancy?’

‘No, a month’s notice.’

‘You don’t want to stay on here, do you? Just you and Caro?’

‘There’s her school. She likes it there.’

‘It’s you I’m thinking about.’

‘Dad, I don’t really know what I want.’

‘I know, love, but I think you’d be better off with me, at least in the short term. You’ll need time to come to terms with what’s happened and think through how best to deal with it. Anyway, I’d like to have you back with me.’

Through the window, Miles saw a young man in RAF uniform striding down the path holding a large bunch of flowers. ‘You have a visitor,’ he said.

‘It’s Gavin Freeman, Charlie’s friend.’ Nancy went to  open the front door. As they stood talking in the hall, Miles couldn’t help but hear every word.

‘Hello, Nancy,’ the newcomer said. ‘I hope I’m not intruding? I see from the car outside that you have someone with you.’

‘Yes. My father’s here.’

‘We had a whip-round in the mess and I bought you some flowers. They’re from all of us.’

‘Thank you. They’re lovely. Come in for a moment.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes.’ Nancy brought Gavin into the sitting room. ‘You’ve met Dad, haven’t you?’

‘I have. How are you, Mr Milton? A terrible thing to happen to Charlie. It’s knocked us all sideways. Especially with all the other trouble as well.’

‘What trouble?’ Nancy asked.

‘You know, I told you. Charlie and I were fooling round when it happened. Doing belly rolls, sky diving, that sort of thing.’

Miles stiffened. Would this be a further problem for Nancy? ‘Are they saying it’s not a genuine accident?’

‘I’m afraid they are,’ Gavin said. ‘I’m to be court-martialled, charged with irresponsible behaviour leading to loss of life and damage to air ministry property.’

‘Oh, dear! So he’s got you into trouble too?’

‘Well, Mr Milton, we all have to be accountable for what we do.’

Miles couldn’t help but admire Gavin’s stiff upper lip.  He had liked Charlie’s friendly manner and knew he’d been a good husband to Nancy, a good father to Caro too, but he admitted to himself now that his son-in-law had been a bit too fond of enjoying himself and having fun.

 

Moments after Gavin had driven away, the padre arrived to talk about Charlie’s funeral.

‘It can be arranged in any way you like,’ he said. Miles could see that his daughter was at a loss. ‘The whole point of the funeral,’ the padre explained gently, ‘is to honour the achievements of the deceased, and to give those who loved him the opportunity to reflect on all he gave them. To give thanks for his life and to say goodbye. Flying Officer Seymour was a very popular man. He will be given full military honours, of course. I’ve had offers from his friends to read a lesson. Shall I arrange that with them? And do you want him buried in the churchyard here or do you want his body taken home?’

Nancy was covering her face with her hands. ‘Here,’ she decided. ‘It’s quiet and peaceful here and Charlie didn’t have strong ties with his home.’

The padre went on to fix the date and the time and to suggest the hymns. ‘I’ll see to everything,’ he finished, to Nancy’s relief. She was on the brink of tears again as she closed the door behind him.

‘All these decisions,’ she said as she arranged Gavin’s flowers in a vase. ‘It’s not like real life at all.’

‘We’re making progress,’ her father comforted her.

 

They’d started to box up some of Nancy’s belongings ready for the move when a chauffeur-driven car drew up at the gate. Moments later Henrietta Carrington Seymour was rapping imperiously on the front door.

‘Oh, dear,’ Nancy said. ‘I don’t feel strong enough to deal with Lady Henrietta this morning.’

‘You’ll be fine,’ Miles whispered. ‘Don’t worry about her. She’ll have come to offer comfort and she’ll be upset too.’

He opened the door. ‘Hello. Good morning,’ he said.

Henrietta was her usual well-groomed self, though dressed from head to foot in deepest mourning. Rocking back on her heels, she looked him in the eye and demanded, ‘Who are you?’

He was taken aback, but said, ‘I’m Miles Milton, Nancy’s father. Don’t you recognise me?’

She was pushing herself in. ‘I take it Caroline and Nancy are here?’

Nancy had come to the living room door. ‘Hello, Mother-in-law. Come in and make yourself comfortable. Would you like a cup of tea?’

‘Do you have Earl Grey?’

‘No, sorry, only ordinary tea.’

‘I don’t care much for that.’ Henrietta took off her hat and gave it to Miles. He laid it on the table in front of her while she peered in a mirror, patting and pulling at her hair. Cut in the latest fashion, it showed recent and  perhaps too frequent attention from her hairdresser. She threw herself down on the sofa.

‘I’m quite out of my mind with grief,’ she announced. ‘What a terrible thing to happen to Charles. There must have been a fault with the plane’s engine. I think we must make sure that is fully investigated. It’s so wrong to blame the pilot.’

Nancy was staring at her. ‘Charlie was playing around, having fun. You know what he was like.’

‘If you had any sense, Nancy, you’d refute that. It’s not only Charles’s reputation at stake, you know – it could affect your future finances.’

That caught Miles’s attention. He was concerned about Nancy’s financial situation, half afraid she’d be left with no home and little money. The Seymour family had a more sophisticated grasp on finances than he and Nancy.

‘Poor Charles. Not yet thirty-two, with all his life in front of him. You don’t realise, Nancy, what it means to a mother to have her child die before she does. It goes against the natural order of things.’

Miles went to the kitchen and put the kettle on; he and Nancy were going to need tea even if she didn’t. Henrietta’s eyes were darting round the room like a bird’s. ‘Where’s Caroline?’

‘We sent her to school,’ Miles said.

‘To school! But I want to see her. I’ve come all this way to comfort her. Her daddy is dead, and she’ll need me. She shouldn’t be in school on a day like this.’

‘We wanted to keep things as normal as possible for her,’ Miles said. ‘We thought it might upset her to hear us talking about the funeral.’

‘Ah yes, the funeral. I’ll arrange to have Charles’s body taken to Grindley. He’d want to be buried in the family vault there.’

Miles froze. He could see panic on Nancy’s face. ‘Oh, dear,’ he said. ‘Henrietta, I’m sorry, but that’s already been decided. The air force is to give Charlie a service here with full military honours.’

She was indignant. ‘But I should have been consulted! I’m his mother. I’ve made a list of the hymns I want and I’ve written a eulogy which his father will read.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Nancy said. ‘I was pleased about the military honours . . . The squadron band will play, as well. I thought you’d be pleased too.’

‘Yes, well . . . ’

‘I’m sure if you went to see the padre now,’ Miles said hurriedly, ‘he’d be happy to accommodate your wishes.’

‘I will. The RAF can provide its military service here, and then we’ll take him home. My family have been buried in the family vault at Grindley parish church for generations and I fully intend to join them when my time is up. I want Charles to be there with us. I take it you have no objection to his being buried there?’

‘No,’ Nancy said faintly.

‘You and your family are welcome to join us for the service, of course.’

Nancy’s mouth dropped open.

Henrietta sat back in her chair and appeared to relax. ‘Now, Nancy, what are your plans for the future?’

‘I haven’t had time to think . . . We’ll be moving in with Dad for the time being.’

‘Not to that public house?’ Henrietta’s face showed disgust. ‘I don’t think it’s a suitable place for Caroline to be brought up. By law, children are not allowed on licensed premises, you must know that?’

‘I was brought up there,’ Nancy said with a calm she was far from feeling. ‘There’s a side door leading up to the flat above. I didn’t go near the bar and Caro needn’t either.’

‘The idea of my granddaughter living there horrifies me. A child needs fresh air and a garden. It wouldn’t do for Caroline to be brought up in poverty.’ She was gasping with distress. ‘No, you mustn’t worry about Caroline. As her grandmother I feel I should prevent that. I’ll take over all responsibility for her upbringing, give her a comfortable home and take good care of her.’

Miles could see that she had taken Nancy’s breath away. His daughter’s cheeks were scarlet.

‘Anyway, you won’t be able to bring her up on your own.’

‘Why ever not?’ Nancy was outraged.

‘Without Charles’s income, you won’t have the money.’

Nancy was making a big effort to stay calm. ‘No,  thank you, Mother-in-law. I intend to bring my daughter up myself.’

‘Won’t you need to work?’

‘I’ll be all right. Charlie took out a life assurance policy in case something like this happened.’

Miles’s relief on hearing about the life assurance policy lasted less than a minute. By all accounts Charlie had been dicing with death. It hadn’t been a straightforward accident. Would they pay up on it? It might depend on the wording of the policy.

The kettle was boiling hard and filling the kitchen with steam. Nancy went to make a pot of tea.

In the silence that followed, Miles had time to think. He wanted to help Nancy get a clear picture of her financial situation. ‘Charlie told me he drew an income from a family trust fund?’ he said.

‘He did.’ Henrietta was frosty. ‘From my family.’

‘Can’t that be used to support his wife and child? Surely that’s what Charlie would want?’

‘No,’ Henrietta said firmly. ‘The terms of the trust are quite clear. It was set up by my father to support our family. Charles’s share reverts to the trust on his death.’

‘But they are your family. Caroline is the direct blood line.’

‘Yes, and when she was born I added her name to the beneficiaries of the trust. She will draw an income from it from the age of twenty-five, as the rest of us have.’

Nancy had returned with the tea. ‘It has already been paying her school fees,’ she pointed out.

‘Yes, and it will continue to do so, and meet any other immediate needs she may have.’

Miles was angry. ‘But what about Nancy?’

Henrietta’s gaze swept haughtily over Nancy. ‘What about her?’

Nancy was pouring out tea and looked ready to give up.

Miles took a deep breath. ‘Surely the trustees of the fund would not want to cut Charlie’s widow off without a penny?’

‘As the main trustee, it’s up to me, and I feel Nancy is young enough to make her own way in the world. She can’t expect to be kept for the rest of her life because she was once married to Charles.’

Miles was furious. Nancy handed Henrietta a cup of tea, and he watched her lift it and take a sip. ‘Oh!’ She crashed it back on the saucer, pulling a face in disgust. ‘Terrible tea. I can’t drink that.’ She mopped at her mouth with a white lace-edged handkerchief. ‘You were brought up to earn your own living, weren’t you, Nancy? As a barmaid?’

Another hot flush ran up Nancy’s cheeks. ‘I had a job as an accounts clerk.’

‘Then you’ll have no difficulty getting another one.’

Miles could see horror spreading across his daughter’s face. He wasn’t ready to give up yet. He told himself he must keep calm.

‘Caroline’s standard of living is very much tied to Nancy’s,’ he pointed out. ‘It would make sense to allow the trust to make her a small allowance.’

‘This has nothing to do with you,’ Henrietta said in her lordly fashion. She got up to leave. ‘I have decided otherwise.’

As the door closed behind her, Nancy dissolved in tears on her father’s shoulder. ‘I’ll never let her take Caro from me. Never!’
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