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Chapter One

Cliffehaven, June 1940

RITA HELD BACK the tears as she sank into her father’s tight embrace, her cheek pressed against the rough khaki of his uniform jacket. Jack Smith had completed his enlistment training and was leaving for a Royal Engineers’ army camp in the Midlands. It could be months, maybe even years, before she saw him again, and she needed this intimate moment between them to convey how deeply she loved him.

She was only vaguely aware of the rumbling engines of the waiting army trucks that stood in line along the heavily barricaded seafront. The shouts of the Sergeant Major, the cry of fretful babies and sobbing women, and the tramp of heavy boots were barely audible as she pressed her cheek to his chest and concentrated on the steady drum of his heart. She had to be brave, had to keep her smile in place and her tone cheerful, for it was vital she dispelled his misgivings about leaving her.

Jack Smith gently withdrew from the embrace and cupped her head with large, callused hands. His nut-brown eyes were suspiciously bright as he looked down at her. ‘This is as hard for me as it is for you,’ he said, his voice catching with emotion. ‘My brave little girl. There’s no need to hide your tears from me. I’ll be back as soon as I can. I promise.’

Rita blinked rapidly, determined not to cry. ‘I know,’ she said, her voice unsteady. ‘And you’re not to worry about me, Dad. Auntie Peg has promised to look in every week, and of course Papa Tino and Louise will always be next door.’

His smile was shaky as he patted her cheek. ‘Thank God for Peggy Reilly and the Minellis,’ he sighed. ‘I don’t know what either of us would have done without them after your mum died. But at least I can leave with an easier heart knowing they’ll watch over you.’

‘I’m seventeen,’ she protested softly. ‘I don’t need babying.’

‘I realise that,’ he sighed, as he ruffled her short dark curls. ‘But you’re all I’ve got, and I need to know you won’t take any unnecessary risks.’

She looked up at him through unshed tears. ‘Don’t be daft,’ she murmured.

‘Fall in!’ The barked order from a nearby officer made them stiffen. It was time for him to leave.

Rita threw herself back into his embrace, gripping tightly to his jacket. ‘Be careful, Dad,’ she said urgently. ‘And don’t play the hero. I want you back in one piece.’

He kissed the top of her head and then firmly but gently broke the embrace. ‘Not much chance of heroics where I’m going,’ he said with determined cheerfulness as he rammed the beret over his light brown hair and hoisted his kitbag onto his shoulder. ‘I’ll be spending most of my time repairing machines in some draughty army garage – not dodging bullets.’

Rita’s emotions were running too high for words, so she stood on tiptoe and kissed the smooth cheek he’d so carefully shaved before leaving the house.

He gave her a swift hug. ‘Watch yourself on that motorbike,’ he murmured, glancing at the Norton ES2 which they had rebuilt together. ‘Just because I’m not around, doesn’t mean you can tear about on it like a hooligan.’

Her smile was tremulous. They both knew she would continue to ride the motorbike with ferocious skill and speed – after all, it had been Jack who’d taught her how, and Jack who’d encouraged her, and her best friend May, to enter the fiercely competitive races that had been held on dirt tracks all over the county before the declaration of war.

‘The trucks are leaving,’ bellowed the red-faced sergeant major. ‘Last man on board will be on jankers for a week. Move it, you ’orrible lot, or you’ll feel me boot up yer backsides.’

‘Bye, love.’ Jack winked, turned swiftly away and ran for the nearest truck.

Rita watched as the flow of scurrying men ebbed. She kept her gaze fixed on her father as he leaned out from beneath the tarpaulin roof and waved, and then the trucks were moving away in a roar of engines and clouds of exhaust fumes. She raised her hand to him, the tears finally rolling hotly down her face. ‘Goodbye, Dad,’ she whispered. ‘Please come home safe.’

She waited until the last truck was out of sight before she turned away and donned the leather motorcycle helmet and goggles. There were other women among the crowd that she knew well, and Peggy Reilly would have been one of them if Rita had not insisted upon coming alone. This was a time for contemplation, not talk – or even offers of comfort – that would have been too hard to bear, and she acknowledged the others’ sad, brave smiles with a nod as they slowly and silently left the seafront and headed for homes that would feel so very empty now their menfolk had left.

As she buckled the helmet under her chin and adjusted the goggles, Rita watched the well-wishers disperse, and was suddenly overwhelmed by loss. Her father was gone, and until this war was won, she would have to carry on without his love, guidance and companionship.

The seafront barricades and gun emplacements blurred as the tears fell, and she had to resist the powerful urge to go straight to Beach View Boarding House, fling herself into Peggy Reilly’s motherly arms and cry until there were no tears left. She sniffed the tears away. It was time to be brave, to prove she was perfectly capable of standing on her own two feet and getting on with things. She couldn’t falter at the first hurdle.

Determined to prove her father’s faith in her ability to cope, she swung her leg over the seat, started the engine and headed away from the seafront, the bike’s throaty roar drowning out her sobs and the accompanying mournful cries of the gulls.

Barrow Lane was one of a series of narrow cobbled streets that radiated from the high brick wall of the goods yard at the back of the station. A vast gasometer towered over everything, stealing the sunlight for most of the year, and casting its deep shadow across the streets. Life was conducted against the background sounds of steam engines and iron wheels clattering over the rails – noises few of them even heard any more.

Unlike the posh area of Havelock Gardens, there were no trees or pretty flowerbeds and lawns in Barrow Lane, just front doors that opened onto the street, and grim backyards housing the outside lavs. There had been talk of demolishing the whole area, for the terraces were run-down, the red brick darkened by years of soot and smoke from the trains, the paintwork flaking and ingrained with grime. But with the onset of war any plans the council might have had were set aside, and there was a sense of relief within the tight-knit community, for, like Rita, most of them had been born here, and couldn’t contemplate living anywhere else.

After leaving the seafront, she had driven the bike hard, taking a roundabout route home in an attempt to recover some semblance of calm before she had to face Papa Tino and Louise. But the pain of parting was still too raw, and it was unsettling to return to an empty house and find none of the familiar bustle surrounding the family garage which was now closed for the duration.

Her slender figure and elfin face belied her strength, and she ably negotiated the cumbersome Norton across the weed-strewn cobbles of the narrow lane and brought it to a halt outside the large wooden doors her father had padlocked that morning. Their terraced house was at the end of the row, with a piece of scrubland beside it that was always overshadowed by the high brick wall of the station shunting yards. The ground floor had been converted into a garage many years ago by her grandfather, the scrubland roughly paved to accommodate a petrol pump and extra service area. She let the engine idle as she eyed the locked and empty pump and deserted side-court, and experienced the new and unusual ache of loneliness which threatened to bring tears again.

Determined not to give in to self-pity, she booted the kickstand down and switched off the engine. She took off the goggles and forced her thoughts elsewhere as she listened to the twilight sounds of Barrow Lane and its surrounds. She’d played on these streets, gone to the local school and become an intrinsic part of the community where life, although hard at times, had provided many happy moments.

But it was all very different now that her father and the other men had enlisted, and the women had gone to work in the factories. Most of the younger children had been evacuated and the cobbles no longer rang with the sounds of laughter and gossiping from doorsteps, or games of football and hopscotch – or the ring of heavy boots at the end of another shift on the railway or at the nearby tool factory.

Rita hitched the gas mask box over her shoulder and tried hard to control her emotions. June was already promising to be fair despite the darkening clouds of war which had overshadowed everything these past nine months. She could hear soft music from a distant wireless, the cry of a baby and the persistent yapping of a dog. From her next-door neighbours’ rooms above their café drifted the delicious aroma of garlic and herbs and fresh bread, and the sound of rapid-fire Italian as Antonino Minelli and his English wife, Louise, discussed what sauce to cook with tonight’s home-made pasta.

She felt the warmth of deep affection as she listened, and it brought her some comfort to know they would always be near her. She gave a wry smile. To those not familiar with Italians and their passionate discourses, it must seem Antonino and Louise were always arguing – but Rita, who’d become as fluent as Louise over the years, knew it was just their way. Papa Tino adored his quiet little Louise, and there was rarely a cross word between them.

Their two daughters had already left Cliffehaven for a new life in America when Rita’s mother had died of consumption twelve years ago – and although their young son, Roberto, still lived at home, Louise had joyfully taken on the role of mothering five-year-old Rita, who had come to adore her. The Minelli home was as poor as everyone else’s in the street, and they’d had to work hard to make their little café a success, but those three upstairs rooms were always warm and welcoming – another home for her and her father.

Rita clambered off the bike and shook out her short dark hair, willing herself to be as adult and independent as she’d pretended to be for her father. She and her best friend May Lynch had been working for two weeks as welders at one of the new factories that had sprung up on the outskirts of town, and were earning a fairly good wage. There was plenty of opportunity for overtime, and the work was demanding, so she would have little time to mope.

But as she turned the key in the padlock and pulled the heavy chain out of the sturdy door handles, she realised it wouldn’t be easy to live on her own, even though Louise was only next door. The little things would be the hardest to bear – the evenings would seem longer without him there to talk to over their supper. She would miss the close friendship they’d built over the years as they worked together in the garage – and the smell of his pipe tobacco as he sat by the fire reading the evening paper. It would feel most odd not to be clattering downstairs each morning to find him already at work in the garage, his ready smile greeting her as she handed him his cup of tea.

The garage doors screeched in complaint as she dragged them open, and she made a mental note to oil the metal runners that were set firmly into the cobbles. She hauled the motorbike into the welcoming atmosphere of the dark space, threw the tarpaulin over it, and breathed in the familiar scents of greasy rags, engine oil, metal and petrol. They were reminders of her childhood when she’d sat on a stool and watched her father take engines apart, eager to learn, longing for the moment when she was deemed old enough to help.

She’d learned the trade at weekends and during school holidays, preferring to be here with him instead of out playing with the other children, and after she’d left school, he’d encouraged her to go to technical college and take the exams that would give her proper qualifications as a mechanic. Through their shared fascination for engines and motorcycles they’d forged a deep and abiding closeness which had helped them both to overcome the painful void left by her mother’s death.

Rita looked around the dim space, at the tyres stacked in a corner, the tools neatly lined up on the wall, the pulleys and chains hanging from the ceiling rafters, and the deep pit where she’d spent many hours craning her neck to inspect and repair the customers’ cars. They had been good times, happy times, but until the war was won there would be no classes at the college, and no cars to repair. She had to accept that it could be some while before she was fully qualified and life could return to normal.

‘Ciao, Rita. I hear you come home, and want to make sure you are all right.’

She turned to find Antonino Minelli standing in the doorway. The short, rotund little Italian had a mop of black, unruly hair and a bushy moustache of which he was very proud. His ever-cheerful smile and enthusiastic approach to life belied his years, and no one would have guessed he was almost sixty – but today his eyes were troubled, his smile soft with sympathy and love as he opened his arms to her.

Tears welled on seeing him and all the emotions she’d been holding back poured out as she fell into his embrace. ‘Oh, Papa Tino,’ she sobbed, ‘I’m going to miss him so very much.’

‘Cara mia,’ he soothed, his hand gently stroking her short curls. ‘Of course you are sad, but Mamma Louise and I will take care of you, I promise.’

Rita found comfort in the soft Italian endearments and the fierce embrace, and she clung to him until the storm of tears and jagged emotions were soothed. ‘You must think I’m being a terrible baby,’ she said as she finally drew away and blew her nose.

His brown eyes were wet with his own tears – Tino had never been one to hide his emotions. ‘You must always cry when the need is great,’ he soothed. ‘And yes, you are still very young, but you are strong, Rita. You will get through this.’

She gave him a watery smile. ‘I know,’ she admitted, ‘but . . .’

He tried to look stern but his warm smile shone through. ‘We will make sure you do, and for now, you will come home with me and eat pasta. Louise has cooked it just the way you like.’

The thought of Louise’s delicious pasta made Rita’s mouth water despite her sadness. ‘I’d love to come, but I need to get out of these clothes and have a wash first.’

He shook his head as his gaze drifted over her heavy boots, leather trousers and the old flying jacket that had survived the first war. His moustache twitched in disapproval. ‘You are pretty girl,’ he said in his heavily accented English. ‘Why you dress like boy all the time?’

This was a familiar grumble, and Rita replied as she always did, but with a rather shaky smile. ‘Because I can’t ride the Norton in a skirt.’

His dark eyes flickered with disdain over the motorbike before regarding her solemnly. ‘Perhaps it is not fitting to ride bike at all,’ he said. ‘In Italy the girls ride side-saddle – these bikes are for boys.’

Rita had had this argument with him before, and they both knew it would never be resolved. But it was good to be having a normal conversation after the trauma of her day, and she loved him all the more for it. She kissed his cheek and gently steered him out of the garage. ‘Give me half an hour, Papa. And I promise not to wear trousers.’

‘Roberto, he is home tonight,’ said Antonino, his eyes twinkling now. ‘You dress pretty, eh? Maybe take la passeggiata after dinner with Roberto and his famiglia before he have to leave for guarding the factories?’

To give Papa Tino his due, he never tired of matchmaking, for he seemed convinced – against all their protests – that she and Roberto were meant for one another. La passeggiata was a slow amble through the streets in the company of your betrothed and his family or, if unpromised, with a mamma who had a sharp eye open for a suitable husband. In Antonino’s Naples it was an age-old custom carried out during the soft, warm and scented evenings, but in Cliffehaven where the wind tore in from the Channel and the gulls squabbled overhead, it would lose any of the romance of the moment and simply get tongues wagging amongst the small Italian community.

Rita chuckled and shook her head. ‘No passeggiata tonight, or any other, Papa. I’ll see you in half an hour.’

‘You are sure?’ He looked crestfallen, the very embodiment of a man devastated by crushed hope.

Rita had seen this act before and wasn’t fooled. She grinned. ‘Positive. Now, let me close these doors and get on, or Louise’s pasta will be ruined.’ She watched him shrug before he turned away and knew he was already plotting something else so she and Roberto could be alone.

She was still chuckling as she drew the heavy doors to, snapped the padlock over the thick chain and headed to the back of the garage and the door that led to a flight of stairs. Running up the bare boards, she entered the main room at the front. Even her own father seemed anxious to see her and Roberto together, and although she adored Roberto, he was more like a brother than someone to fall in love with, and she refused to play along with their scheming. The war had meant life was opening up to her with endless exciting possibilities and new challenges. She wasn’t about to do something so radical just to please the people she loved. If she and Roberto were meant for one another, then it would happen. Meanwhile, she had a war to get through.

The front room served as kitchen and living space, with a small range in the chimney breast, a narrow table, two chairs and a sagging couch. A photograph of her mother had pride of place on the mantel next to the new one of her father in his uniform, and a wireless stood in one corner, the mahogany casing gleaming dully through the layer of dust that had settled since this morning. It wasn’t a big room, but it was the heart of their home, and as Rita eyed her father’s empty chair, she felt his absence even more keenly.

The sadness threatened to overwhelm her again, so she drew the blackout curtains and lit the gas lamps – the electricity supply had recently come to this end of town, but not every house had been fully adapted. She eased off her sturdy boots, then stripped off the heavy leather trousers and moth-eaten flying jacket and slung them over the back of the couch where she’d left the dungarees she wore to work. Wriggling her toes, she pulled off the thick socks and, dressed only in her camiknickers and vest, padded across the faded linoleum into her bedroom.

It was a small, rather untidy room – there never seemed to be enough time for housework these days, which suited her just fine – with a single iron bedstead, chest of drawers, wardrobe, and a view out of the window over the tiny backyards of the houses in the next terrace to the shunting yards beyond the high brick wall. There was no bathroom, and it would take too long to fill the big metal tub which hung on a hook in the outside lav, so she would have to make do with a quick wash in the kitchen sink.

Now the sun had gone down it was chilly, so she pulled a warm knitted dress and cardigan from the wardrobe and returned to the front room. Standing well back to avoid getting her eyebrows and lashes singed, she lit the ancient boiler and washed as well as she could in the tepid water.

Her stomach rumbled as she finished dressing, reminding her she hadn’t eaten since the paste sandwiches she’d shared with her father at lunchtime. She hadn’t had any appetite then, but now her mouth watered at the thought of Louise’s pasta. But her main concerns were far from the family dinner awaiting her as she rubbed her hair dry and tried to restore some order to its dark, wayward curls. They were still centred on her father, and the memories and passions they shared.

The airfield to the north of Cliffehaven had fascinated her from the moment her father had taken her there as a small child. She’d stood holding his large warm hand, not at all afraid or overwhelmed by the noise of the place, and over the years she had become a familiar figure about the hangars and runways, asking endless questions of the mechanics and pilots as her father tinkered with the engines on his one day off.

She had never had a yen to actually go up in a plane – she preferred to have her feet firmly on the ground – but the yearning to be a part of that exciting world and to work in the hangars had remained with her, growing stronger with every passing year.

Rita gave a deep sigh as she ran a comb through her damp hair. The airfield had been enlarged over the past year, with more runways, a new control tower, Nissan huts and extra hangers to house the steady influx of planes and pilots. It was now an important RAF airbase and therefore off limits for the duration.

She had been to the RAF recruiting office and asked about joining the WAAFs as a mechanic, but she was still too young, and her qualifications incomplete. The woman there had suggested she wait until her eighteenth birthday to apply for an administration post, but that didn’t appeal at all. The thought of being stuck in an office all day made her shudder.

Her dad had understood, but even he couldn’t get round the ever-stringent rules and regulations that were now in force. He’d suggested the job in the factory as a stopgap until she found something else, and she supposed she should be satisfied she was doing her bit by welding parts of planes together. But she couldn’t quite dismiss the thought of how much more satisfying it would be to become a useful member of the engineering team that ensured the planes’ engines were running smoothly so the courageous pilots could be brought home safely.

Dragging her thoughts into order, she glanced at the clock and gasped at how quickly time had passed. Louisa’s pasta would be ruined if she didn’t hurry up.


Chapter Two

PEGGY REILLY WAS in her early forties and had lived in Cliffehaven all her life. She and her husband, Jim, had taken over the running of Beach View Boarding House when her parents retired, and it was there that she’d raised her four children. Jim had recently returned home unscathed after taking part in the rescue of the troops from Dunkirk’s beaches with his older brother Frank, and she gave nightly thanks they’d been spared.

Her father-in-law, Ron, and his large Bedlington-cross, Harvey, lived in the basement of Beach View, sharing the two small rooms and scullery with her young sons, Bob and Charlie. Her much older girls, Anne, who was a teacher, and Cissy, who was theatrical, shared a room at the top of the house. Anne’s future husband was an RAF pilot who had to live on the base nearby, and Peggy fretted as much as her daughter over his safety now they were flying so many missions across enemy territory.

The elderly Mrs Finch lived on the first floor. She’d become a permanent boarder once she’d admitted she could no longer live alone. She was as deaf as a post and refused to replace her ailing hearing aid – not that it mattered a jot, for the family had come to love her as their own, and her confused, but cheerful twittering always made them smile – and in these dark times a smile was worth a great deal.

The holiday trade had dried up once war had been declared, but with the evacuation process in place and more service personnel arriving all the time, Peggy’s home was once again full to the rafters – which was the way she liked it.

Cliffehaven was changing and growing rapidly as the war progressed, but despite the influx of foreign servicemen, and the barbed wire and gun emplacements on the seafront, it still felt like home to Peggy. There were numerous new factories being built on what had once been wasteland to the northeast of the town, the airfield to the north had become a strategically important centre for the RAF, and the grand hotels on the seafront had become billets to allied servicemen from all over the world. A vast Canadian camp had been built in a distant valley to the west, close to the permanent American airbase which had been there since the last war. Although the Americans had yet to join in the hostilities, they could often be seen about the town helping to fix things, and using their jeeps and heavy machinery to good advantage when called to do so.

Peggy rather liked the Americans; they were so terribly polite, calling her ‘ma’am’ all the time and offering to carry her shopping. But she wasn’t daft enough to be taken in, for she knew only too well that their real interest was in her youngest daughter Cissy and the girl from London who was billeted with her.

She smiled as she packed away the last of the blankets and locked them in a cupboard. She’d been in the boarding house business long enough to have a sharp eye for shenanigans, and she kept to the strict rule of no men in the house – unless they were lodgers, or too old to cause trouble.

Peggy eased her back and yawned. She had just finished her afternoon stint at the WVS centre which was now based at the Town Hall, and although she was tired and there was a great deal still to do at home before she could put a meal on the table, she was determined to visit Rita. This would be her second visit in the ten days since Jack had left, and she wanted to make sure the girl was still coping.

The old bike had seen better days, but her father-in-law, Ron, had fitted new tyres and chain, given it a lick of black paint, and managed to find a lovely new basket which he’d tied to the handlebars with thick leather straps. Peggy dumped her handbag, gas mask and parcels in the basket and wheeled the bike out of the Town Hall, down the steps between the great wall of sandbags and out into the road.

It was a steep climb to the station, taking her up the High Street, away from the shops, the cinema and the seafront, and over the hump-backed bridge to the north of the town. She decided it might be better to push the bike most of the way, for gone were the days when she could have cycled up this hill with ease – gone too were the days when she used to drive up here to get her dear old car serviced.

Her journey was made longer by friends stopping her for a chat, and although she liked a good gossip, and was desperate to share the news of Anne’s impending wedding, she didn’t really have time to stand about. Beach View Boarding House was full of people waiting to be fed, not least of all her husband, Jim, who would no doubt be filching anything he could find in her woefully understocked larder to ward off his imaginary starvation.

With that thought in mind, she pushed harder and crossed the railway bridge. It was much flatter on this side of the line, and the wheels hummed nicely as she rode through the narrow back streets of crowded terraces and headed for Barrow Lane. It was still early June, and the day had been pleasant, but now the sun was dipping behind the hills she felt chilled by the light breeze she stirred as she raced along.

Barrow Lane looked more forlorn than ever now most of the children had been evacuated, and Peggy despaired for the families who had to live in those damp, dark little houses. The council should have done something about this whole area years ago, and the mayor – who was the landlord – should be ashamed of himself for letting things deteriorate so badly.

The brakes screeched as she came to a halt outside the wooden doors which stood open. She propped the bike against the wall and peered into the gloom. ‘Hello? Rita?’

‘Aunt Peg!’ Rita was grinning with pleasure as she appeared from the deep shadows clutching a spanner. ‘What a lovely surprise.’

Dressed in her dungarees and heavy boots, she’d covered her hair in a knotted scarf and looked so young it made Peggy’s heart hurt. ‘Just thought I’d pop in with a few bits,’ she said, her voice catching as she gave the girl a hug. ‘How are you coping, dear?’

Rita smiled as she put down the spanner and dug her hands into her pockets. ‘I’m all right,’ she replied. ‘Work at the factory keeps me out of mischief, May and I have our bikes to tinker with, and I go next door most nights. Mamma Louise is feeding me so well I’ve probably put on pounds,’ she added wryly.

‘I’d like to know where,’ muttered Peggy, who was just as slender and slight. ‘You still look as if a breeze would knock you over.’ She plucked one of the parcels out of the basket. ‘It’s only a bit of brisket and a couple of kidneys, but I’m sure Louise could do something tasty with them.’

Rita beamed with pleasure. ‘Thanks, Auntie Peg. I’m sure she will. Her herb garden is coming on a treat and Papa Tino still goes to the allotment every day, so there’s always plenty of veg.’

Peggy breathed in the heavenly aroma of cooking that wafted from the next-door top window, and was reminded rather sharply that she had to get home to her own kitchen. ‘Cissy sends her love, by the way, and wants you to know she can get you tickets for one of her shows should you feel like going.’

Rita giggled. ‘So she finally made it into a proper theatre, has she? Good for her. I know how much she wanted to go on the stage.’

Peggy nodded. Her youngest daughter had always been theatrical, and she couldn’t for the life of her understand where she’d got it from. No one in her family had ever been that way inclined, and she didn’t know if she should approve or not. ‘She’s been badgering me and her father to let her join ENSA, but thankfully she’s too young and they won’t take her without our permission.’ She cocked her head. ‘What about you, Rita? Still hankering to join the WAAFs?’

The girl’s large brown eyes became sad. ‘I’d love to, but I’m too young and they won’t take me on as a mechanic until I’ve passed my final exams – and of course the college is closed now.’ She chewed her lip. ‘It looks like I’m stuck at the factory until something more challenging comes up.’

Peggy nodded, but her thoughts were racing as she eyed the motorbike in the corner. Anne’s fiancé had mentioned something about the need for motorcycle dispatch riders with the RAF – but whether that included girls as young as Rita she had no idea. She made a mental note to ask next time she saw him – and then dismissed it. Racing about on motorcycles was dangerous at the best of times, and with the war on and the airbase bound to be a prime target, Rita’s father would have her guts for garters if she encouraged the girl in such a foolhardy enterprise.

‘Never mind, dear,’ she said. ‘I’m sure something will come along, and at least you’re doing your bit at the factory, and that’s got to count for something.’

Rita sighed. ‘I know, but it’s not very exciting.’

Peggy thought about the all-too-recent ‘excitement’ over the Dunkirk rescues. Jim had suffered from nightmares ever since he’d been back, for not all those little fishing boats had returned home, and thousands of men had died in the most terrible way. ‘Excitement isn’t everything,’ she muttered, ‘and your father wouldn’t want you taking any unnecessary risks. How is he, by the way?’

‘He’s settling in and enjoying the work, though the sergeant major’s an absolute beast who does nothing but shout all the time.’ Rita grinned. ‘I don’t think Dad takes too kindly to being ordered about.’

Peggy chuckled as she pulled on her gloves. ‘It certainly can’t be easy after running your own business for years. I must go, Rita, or no one will get fed tonight.’ She gave the girl a hug and a kiss and headed for her bicycle. ‘If you need me, you know where I am – and don’t leave it too long before you come and visit us. Cissy and you used to be close as children and it would be a shame to let your friendship dwindle away.’

‘We don’t really have that much in common any more,’ said Rita, eyeing her dirty hands and chipped nails. ‘But it would be nice to catch up with her again, and hear all about life on the stage.’

‘Come to lunch one day soon,’ said Peggy as she wheeled the bike into the street. ‘Once this wedding’s over, we’ll have more time to chat.’

‘How’s everything going with the wedding plans?’

Peggy heaved a sigh. ‘It’s not been easy, but I think everything is about done. Anne got extra rations for the cake, my evacuee, Sally, is making the dress, and the neighbours have been very generous with their donations for the wedding breakfast.’ She gave a wry smile. ‘My sister Doris has bought a new hat, which no doubt will outshine anything I can put together.’

‘You’ll look lovely, regardless of what you wear,’ replied Rita. ‘You shouldn’t let her wind you up, Aunt Peg.’

‘She manages that by simply walking into the same room as me,’ said Peggy with some asperity. ‘I don’t know where she gets those airs and graces. My younger sister Doreen and I are chalk to her cheese.’

‘How’s Doreen getting on in London?’

‘She’s finally seen sense and sent her two girls to the country, but she insists upon staying up there.’ Peggy tugged at her gloves. ‘Doreen has a very good job as personal assistant to a businessman and she seems to think he can’t manage without her,’ she said rather sharply. ‘Which is why she’s not coming down for the wedding. Anne’s quite disappointed, actually. She and Doreen get on very well.’

‘That’s a shame,’ murmured Rita. ‘Please give Anne my very best wishes for a happy day.’

Peggy smiled and nodded, realising she’d said more than she’d meant to. Rita had enough to think about without her blathering on. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to come?’

Rita shook her head. ‘I can’t, Auntie Peg. I’m working, and Major Patricia only gives us days off if we’re at death’s door.’

Peggy grinned. ‘She sounds a fright.’

‘She’s not that bad really,’ Rita conceded. ‘Not when you think of what pressure she must be under to fulfil all those contracts.’

Peggy nodded. ‘Well, let me know when you can come for lunch then, and I’ll make sure Cissy’s at home.’

Rita kissed her cheek and gave her a swift hug. ‘Thanks, Auntie Peg.’

‘TTFN, as they say on the wireless. Take care of yourself, dear, and I’ll see you soon.’

Peggy stood on the pedals as the bike jolted over the cobbles, and before she turned the corner she looked back at Rita and waved. The girl might be small and seemingly fragile, but there was a tough core to her that was lacking in Cissy. There had been too many tears and tantrums these past few weeks, and it was time Cissy was made to realise that life was not all about dancing and make-up and frothy, sparkling frocks. It would do no harm to get the two girls together again, for Cissy needed a good dose of reality, and by the look of it, Rita needed as many friends as she could find. Feeling much more positive about things, Peggy headed for home.

The great bowl of steaming spaghetti was a delicious concoction of garlic, onions, tomatoes and shredded chicken, accompanied by the crusty yellow bread that Louise made each morning. The crust was hard enough to break teeth, and had to be chewed thoroughly, but when used to mop up the fragrant sauce, or to dip in the precious dish of olive oil, it tasted wonderful. To add to this feast was the rough red wine Antonino had hoarded in the cellar beneath the café.

Roberto knew there were enough bottles down there to see the family through at least a year, and he hoped it would be enough. His father had bought a substantial consignment from an Italian friend who’d imported it secretly from Naples before the hostilities in Europe had begun. Antonino Minelli might have embraced the English way of life for over forty years, but he was still very Italian when it came to his food, and regarded a meal without wine as an intolerable privation.

Roberto surreptitiously watched Rita as the meal progressed. She looked so fresh and bright-eyed, and he wondered if she even knew just how beautiful she was – wondered if she’d guessed at how much his feelings for her were changing.

He ate the delicious pasta, content just to listen as she chattered away to his parents in fluent Italian. Small and dark-haired, with a raucous laugh and fearsome Irish temper – he guessed a legacy from her mother – Rita Smith had been a part of his life as far back as he could remember. He’d pulled her pigtails at school and teased her with dead frogs, earning himself many a deserved clip round the ear. They’d played in the street together, made secret camps out near the airfield, and sat next to one another in church. Rita was two years younger, but she could give as good as she got, and it had sometimes galled him to discover she could climb trees and race along the cobbles much faster than he – and that she could fight like a boy when necessary and knew more about engines than he’d ever learn.

He bit down on the grin as he finished the pasta and wiped the bowl clean with a bit of bread. Rita was a tomboy, racing about on that infernal motorbike in her leather trousers and ridiculous goggles, and there were times when he wished she’d just be a girl – but, he admitted, he loved her the way she was, and hoped that one day she might think of him as more than a brother, and love him back.

Roberto pushed his plate aside and sipped his wine. He held few illusions about his chances with Rita, for he was no handsome hero, nothing special – just a nineteen-year-old youth who would one day inherit the family café – if it survived the war and the strict rationing which had begun in January. He was of average height with the dark hair of his father and the creamy skin and blue eyes of his mother which, but for fate, might have made him handsome.

He fingered the scar that puckered his brow and eyelid. The childhood accident with a gas boiler had left him blind in his right eye, the scar a permanent reminder of that day. But not all the scars were visible. He was all too aware of the curious looks he still got, of the almost imperceptible shudder of the girls he tried to impress, and the fact that even now it set him apart. For, when he’d gone to enlist, they’d turned him down for active service, and he’d had to watch his friends excitedly leave for war while he had to settle for working in the canteen at the local hospital, and a position with the local Defence Volunteers along with his father and all the other old men.

The bitterness of his situation caught him unawares and he lit a cigarette to mask his emotions. There were others far worse off than he; he should be grateful he hadn’t been blinded in both eyes and had half his face blown off. At least he got to wear a uniform of sorts and was doing his bit to protect the vast sprawl of important factories on the other side of town from enemy raids, which were expected at any moment.

The meal continued in the usual leisurely fashion, even though there was no soft mozzarella cheese, no fruit or dark, rich olives to eat with salty biscuits and slivers of hard, strong-tasting parmesan cheese. The quiet chatter continued around him in the homely, loving atmosphere of the candlelit room and Roberto was reminded of all the other nights he’d sat at this table, and prayed that the war wouldn’t change things too much, and that it would soon be over.

With the blackout curtains closed, the room was like a cave, his mother’s brightly coloured home-made tablecloth, napkins and cushion covers adding a touch of further warmth to the ambient glow of the range and the candles on the table. The room where he’d once played as a toddler on the worn rug before the range was sparsely furnished. Apart from the table and chairs, there were two comfortable armchairs placed before the range, pictures of Naples on the walls, and a treasured statuette of the Madonna and Child taking pride of place on the mantelpiece. To Roberto, who had never been to Naples, it was a tiny corner of Italy, and he knew Rita felt the same, for it had become her second home.

His father finally pushed back from the table and lit a cigarette as Rita and Louise gathered up the dishes and put the kettle on to boil. There was no rich, dark coffee to finish the meal, no little almond biscotti to dip in it, but they’d become inured to the English habit of drinking tea – even though it was often as weak as the dishwater in his mother’s kitchen sink.

Antonino was off duty tonight, but Roberto was already dressed in his Defence Volunteer’s uniform, ready to leave the house in an hour’s time for his late-night stint of fire-watch duty on the new factory estate. The nine o’clock news would be on the wireless soon and his father was, as usual, twiddling with the knobs to try and get a better reception. He caught Rita’s eye as she stacked the clean plates in the rack above the wooden draining board, and they shared a knowing grin. Papa was forever messing about with the wireless, and it was a miracle the damn thing still worked at all.

The sound of concert music drifted into the homely room as his mother made a pot of tea and finally sat down. Rita hung the cloth above the range to dry just as the tranquillity was shattered by the sound of heavy bombers taking off from the nearby airfield. They were heading south again for another raid on enemy ports.

They all looked up, not voicing their fears for the young men who flew so bravely towards conflict, but silently praying they would all return safely. There had been no serious enemy attacks on England so far, but with the Nazis now in Denmark, Norway, France, Belgium, Luxembourg and the Netherlands, it could only be a matter of time.

The music came to an end and the pips sounded, heralding the news. They sat facing the wireless which was perched on a cupboard next to the range, hoping beyond hope that for once there would be good tidings.

The solemn announcement stunned them. Italy had declared war on Britain and France.

‘Oh, dear God,’ breathed Louise through trembling fingers. Her blue eyes were bright with tears as she looked at her husband. ‘What does this mean, Tino?’

He took her hands and gently held them to his heart. ‘I don’t know,’ he murmured, ‘but I think it will not be good for us.’

‘But we are not at war with this country,’ she protested, snatching her hands away. ‘We have no allegiance with Germany’s Nazis. You and Roberto are with the Defence Volunteers. We will be all right, yes, Tino? Promise me, we’ll be all right.’

Roberto was as shocked as his parents, but he couldn’t bear to see his mother so distraught. He swiftly moved to her side and put his hand on her shoulder. ‘Papa has lived here for over forty years,’ he said calmly in Italian. ‘He married you, an English girl, and together you have run a good, honest business in this town. We have broken no law. We are not fascists, and have never got involved with politics. We will be fine.’

His soothing words and quiet manner had little effect on his mother, whose fear was palpable as she clung to him and his father. He glanced swiftly at Rita, who was ashen-faced and clearly as upset as his mother – though she was able to keep her emotions in some kind of check for once.

Louise wrung her hands, her face twisted in anguish. ‘I want to believe you, Roberto, but I remember what happened to the German families in the first war,’ she sobbed. ‘The mobs came and smashed their houses and shops, calling them terrible names, dragging them out into the streets and setting fire to their homes.’

‘It won’t happen here,’ said Rita firmly. ‘You’ve been a part of this community all your life, just as I have. They know and respect you, and . . .’

The sound of smashing glass interrupted her and all eyes turned towards the front of the house.

Before Roberto could stop her, Rita had rushed to the window to peek between the blackout curtains, and he had to drag her back out of sight of the mob that was gathering in the street below. ‘Get on the floor,’ he barked, ‘and stay away from the window.’

‘What is it?’ shrieked Louise as Antonino bundled her into a corner. ‘What’s happening?’

A brick came crashing through the window and Louise screamed as it landed with a thud in the middle of the kitchen table, scattering glasses, the red wine spilling across the tablecloth like blood, candles toppling, flames spluttering and dying in the deluge.

Roberto and his father shielded the cowering women as a cobblestone exploded through the glass and bounced across the carpet. He felt Rita wince, and in the flickering light of the range fire, saw blood on her face and realised a tiny shard of glass was embedded in her cheek. With infinite care he plucked it out and made a pad of his handkerchief which he ordered her to hold against the wound.

‘We have to get them out of the house,’ he said urgently to his father.

‘They’ll be safer staying up here,’ Antonino replied grimly. ‘Come on, Louise, let’s get you and Rita into the bedroom and away from that window.’

‘I’m not hiding away up here while that mob chucks bricks through your windows,’ stormed Rita as she wrestled from Roberto’s embrace. ‘I recognise at least two of them, and if it’s a fight they want, then I’m quite willing to give them one.’ She reached for the poker and curled her fist around the handle.

‘You will stay in the bedroom,’ ordered Antonino as he snatched the poker from her and pushed them both out of the room. ‘This is for the men to settle.’

Roberto could see Rita was ready to argue the point. ‘He’s right,’ he said, grabbing his mother’s heavy wooden rolling pin which was the only weapon to hand. ‘Mamma must not be left alone, and we need you to look after her.’

‘But . . .’

The sound of hammering and the splintering of wood silenced her. They were breaking down the café door. Roberto and his father headed for the landing. ‘Silencio!’ roared Antonino over his shoulder. ‘You will stay with Mamma.’

‘No,’ pleaded Louise. ‘They will kill you. Come back, come back.’

Her cries were ignored as the two men thundered down the stairs ready to do battle.

The mob was smaller than it sounded, but they were a rough lot, intent upon venting their spleen as the café door finally yielded to their heavy boots and the window was divested of its glass. They poured into the small café wielding spades and clubs and yelling obscenities.

Roberto stood beside his father, ready to protect their property. ‘Get out of my café,’ yelled Antonino, ‘or I will call the police.’

‘The rozzers ain’t interested in protecting Nazi sympathisers,’ growled their spokesman – a large, swarthy individual who was well known in the neighbourhood for drunken brawling.

‘We’re not Nazis,’ snapped Roberto.

A club smashed through the glass of the counter. Another swept through the shelves of cordial bottles and jars of sweets, and from the streets came more men, drunk on ale, and the promise of a bit of excitement.

The ringleader grinned as he towered over Antonino. ‘You ain’t gunna stop ’em,’ he said with a snarl. ‘And when they’ve done with down ’ere, they’ll be setting fire to this place. It’s the best way to get rid of vermin.’

Roberto shoved the man back, making him stumble, but he was surprisingly nimble and the right hook seemed to come from nowhere. Within seconds he and his father were embroiled in a vicious fight for survival, with fists and boots flying. But, inch by inch they were being forced into a corner of the café, and with rising panic, Roberto realised there could be no escape – there were just too many of them.

Rita could hear the terrible noise downstairs as she grimly held a sobbing, terrified Louise. She was furious at what was happening to the Minelli family business, and had been quite prepared to help defend it – but was wise enough to realise she wouldn’t have stood a chance. From her brief glance through the window, the mob seemed to consist mainly of known troublemakers, rough types who drank hard and fought hard – men who had few allegiances to anything but beer and fist fights.

As she and Louise huddled in the corner of the bedroom, the sounds worsened from below. The yelling had grown and was more menacing as it was accompanied by smashing glass and splintering wood which drowned out the Minellis’ attempts to shout for calm.

Rita knew she couldn’t just sit here and wait for the mob to burn the place down. ‘I need to see what’s happening.’

‘No, no, Rita. We must stay here.’ Louise’s clutching fingers bit into her arm.

Rita firmly prised her fingers away and gathered the older woman into her arms, rocking her like a child until her sobbing had subsided. But at every thud and every crash she could feel Louise wince as she moaned, and Rita’s own fear escalated. It sounded like a fearsome battle and she was as terrified as Louise, but she simply couldn’t sit here any longer.

Moving away from Louise, and deaf to her pleas to return immediately, she left the bedroom. Carefully stepping over the shattered glass on the carpet, she risked another peek through the blackout curtains.

‘Get away from there, Rita Smith,’ came a voice out of the darkness. ‘You don’t want to get involved with those greasy eyetie Nazis.’

‘Yeah, get out, Rita, if you know what’s good for you. We’re going to burn this place down.’

Rita was shaking with anger as well as fear as she recognised some of the hate-filled faces that looked up at her from the street. They were men she’d known since childhood – men who’d used the garage and café and had passed the time of day with Antonino and his son quite happily before the war. And yet they were now part of a mob, seemingly intent upon carnage.

‘Go home, and leave us alone!’ she yelled. ‘I’ve called the police.’ She hadn’t, of course, Antonino didn’t possess a telephone, but she hoped it would be enough to make them stop.

They took no notice of her and continued to smash up the café. There was a roar of jubilation from below as something heavy crashed to the ground amid the splinter of broken glass. And Rita could clearly hear the scuff of heavy boots and the thud of what she suspected were wrestling bodies being thrust against the walls and the door that led to the stairs.

‘You’re a bunch of cowards,’ she yelled through the shattered window. ‘You should be ashamed of yourselves.’

One of the men separated from the others and stood looking up at her. ‘You should watch what yer say, Rita Smith. Talk like that could get you into trouble – and we all know where you live.’

Her heart was hammering and her mouth was dry. The threat had been all too real, and she knew the man was perfectly capable of carrying it out – his wife often turned up at the factory with a black eye. She melted behind the curtain, her legs threatening to give way as she stumbled back to the bedroom.

‘You shouldn’t have said such things,’ sobbed Louise. ‘It only stirs them up.’

Rita admitted to herself that Louise was probably right, but she stayed silent and held the other woman close, the fear growing with each crash and blow, her gaze fixed to the far door in dread. Men drunk on power and ale were capable of terrible things; she’d seen fights in the streets after closing time – had heard some awful stories from the women she worked with in the factory. But these were their neighbours – surely they wouldn’t set fire to the house knowing she and Louise were up here?

‘There’s a fight outside the ice-cream shop,’ came an excited yell from the street. ‘Gino and a bunch of dagos have got together and our blokes need some help. Come quick before you miss out.’

Rita felt Louise stiffen. Gino and his six burly brothers ran several successful businesses in the town including a butcher’s and market garden – they were distant cousins of Antonino, with wives and young families to protect.

‘Oh, Rita,’ Louise moaned. ‘What is to happen to us all?’

‘I’m sure the police will deal with it,’ said Rita with more certainty than she felt. ‘Gino and his brothers are big men and perfectly capable of handling themselves in a fight.’ She didn’t like to voice her concern that there had been no sign of the local policeman – or even some offer of help from those who lived nearby. It had also gone far too quiet downstairs now the mob had raced off.

She tiptoed across the main room to the door that opened onto the landing and, with Louise cowering behind her, hesitated at the top of the stairs. There were no yells or scuffles, no sound of thudding boots and breaking glass.

But then the door opened at the bottom of the stairs and a shadowy figure appeared.

Rita stifled a cry of alarm and stepped back into the shadows, keeping Louise behind her. There was nothing up here to use in defence. They were trapped.

‘It’s all right, cara,’ said Antonino with great weariness. ‘They are gone. It is safe now.’

Rita and Louise raced down the stairs and Louise flung herself into Antonino’s arms, the relief so great they could barely speak.

‘Come,’ said Antonino softly. ‘We will go upstairs and rest. I am very tired and Roberto needs some attention to his face.’

Rita couldn’t see much in the dim light of the stairwell, and it wasn’t until they reached the main room and collapsed into the chairs that she realised how battered they were.

‘Oh, my God,’ breathed Louise. ‘Antonino, Roberto. What have they done to you?’ She stroked their battered faces as if her touch could heal them, and then rushed for clean cloths and a bowl of water.

Rita placed a cool damp cloth over the swelling on Roberto’s cheekbone and tried not to wince at the amount of blood coming from his nose and the cuts on his chin.

‘It looks worse than it is,’ he said with forced cheerfulness as he took the cloth from her. ‘See to Papa, Rita. Mamma is too shaken by everything and needs to sit down.’

Rita nodded and, having pressed a distressed Louise into a chair, hurried to help clean the older man’s wounds and put ointment on the swellings that were already darkening into bruises. Louise was weeping and wringing her hands as she muttered to herself, and Rita was shocked at how badly she’d been affected. This was not the calm, stoic Louise she’d known all her life and she feared that the events of this evening had sent her over the edge.

‘How much damage has been done?’ she murmured to Antonino.

‘Too much,’ he muttered. ‘A life’s work ruined in minutes.’ He shook his head in confusion. ‘I don’t understand these people. Why do they do these things? Since when are we their enemy?’

Rita had no answer to this, and she was about to wring out a fresh cloth to wipe away the last of the blood on Antonino’s face when the door opened and the local copper, Sergeant Williams, stepped into the room. ‘You’re too late,’ she snapped. ‘The mob has gone to Gino’s. No doubt to do the same sort of damage they inflicted here.’

‘I’ve sent some men to put a stop to it,’ he said.

‘Then I hope there will be some arrests,’ said Rita crossly. ‘They’ve not only beaten both Roberto and Antonino, but ruined the café and sent Louise to the edge of reason. I recognised at least three of them, and would be quite happy to give a statement and go to court.’

Sergeant Williams cleared his throat, his expression doleful. ‘Well now, miss, that might prove a bit of a problem. You see, things get heated at times like these, and what with Mr Minelli being Italian and all, and that Mussolini bloke declaring war on us – well . . .’ He tailed off into silence as he avoided eye contact.

‘You’re supposed to protect everyone in the town,’ Rita retorted. ‘And that includes the Italians. It’s not their fault Mussolini declared war.’

‘I know, luv.’ His expression grew even more lugubrious. ‘And I can assure you it won’t happen again.’

‘Let’s hope not.’ Rita stood with her arms folded against her chest in an attempt to disguise how badly shaken she was. ‘But I was threatened tonight as well, and if those men aren’t punished, it will be your fault if anything happens to me or the garage.’

‘Shhh, cara. Be still.’ Antonino stood and, with his arm about his wife’s trembling shoulders, faced the sergeant. ‘I thank you for coming, but the trouble has passed,’ he said quietly. ‘Will you perhaps have a glass of wine with us?’

Sergeant Williams flushed a deep scarlet. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Minelli, but I’m not here to drink wine.’

‘Then why are you here?’ Rita knew she was being belligerent, but she couldn’t help it.

The burly policeman took a deep breath and finally looked Antonino in the eye. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Minelli, but I have to arrest you and your son under regulation 18b of the Defence of the Realm Act.’

‘What?’ Rita stared at him, unable to believe what she was hearing.

The sergeant glanced swiftly at the dumbstruck Minelli family before replying. ‘They are of hostile origin, Miss Smith. I have no choice,’ he said unhappily. ‘But at least they’ll be safe from attack in prison.’

‘But Roberto is British,’ she stormed. ‘He was born here – and Antonino has been living here for most of his life. They’ve done nothing wrong.’

Louise broke into heart-rending sobs, clinging to her husband and son as she let forth a stream of anguished Italian. ‘I won’t let you take them,’ she babbled. ‘You cannot take them. We must repair our business. This is our home, Antonino is my husband, Roberto my son. You will not take them from me.’

Sergeant Williams looked flummoxed. ‘Look, missus, this is hard enough as it is, but it ain’t no use spouting all that Italian at me. I don’t understand a flaming word.’

‘My son is a British citizen,’ said Antonino calmly. ‘Take me if you must, but leave him with his mother who needs him.’

Sergeant Williams was clearly out of his depth. He gave a great sigh, his expression making it clear he wished he was anywhere else but in this room. ‘Look, Antonino, I know you and your boy ain’t no fascists, but the law is the law. I have to take you both in. Once it’s proved you’re no danger to security, you’ll be released. Probably be home for breakfast tomorrow,’ he finished lamely.

‘I don’t believe you,’ wailed Louise.

Sergeant Williams looked helplessly to Antonino, who gently took his sobbing wife in his arms and tried to soothe her. ‘I must go with him,’ he murmured against her hair. ‘Please do not make it harder than it already is. They will see that Roberto and I are innocent victims of this, and will soon let us go. Now, please, cara mia, stop crying. I want to see your smile before I leave.’

Rita was furious at the unfairness of it all. She saw Louise make a tremendous effort to calm herself, but noticed how she trembled, how she had to hold onto Antonino to stay on her feet. ‘Where are you taking them?’ she asked, her voice rough with pent-up emotion.

‘To the local nick,’ he said. ‘It’ll be up to the powers-that-be what happens next. But I’ll see to it you’re kept informed.’ He attempted a smile that failed miserably. ‘Don’t fret, girlie. You’ll soon have them home again.’

Rita didn’t appreciate his patronising air but realised the situation was tense enough without her causing further trouble. She stood back and battled with her tears of frustration and bewilderment as she watched the little family say their goodbyes.

Roberto kissed his mother and turned to Rita as his father tried to placate Louise. His lips brushed her forehead. ‘Mamma isn’t strong,’ he murmured as he embraced Rita. ‘Please, look after her until we get back.’

Rita could only nod, for her tears made it impossible to speak. What had begun as a warm family gathering had turned into a night of violence and unpleasantness, and it seemed there was little she could do to change it.

‘Rita.’ Antonino enfolded her in his embrace. ‘Look after your mamma – and take care of yourself. I love you as my own, and want no harm to come to either of you.’

Rita hugged him fiercely. ‘I’ll take care, Papa. I promise.’

Sergeant Williams stood awkwardly by as the men fetched hats, coats, scarves and gloves, the two pairs of handcuffs dangling from his meaty fingers as he waited to escort them downstairs.

‘There is no need for those,’ said Antonino with dignified calm. ‘My son and I are not dangerous criminals to be handcuffed. It is shame enough to be arrested.’

Louise clung to Antonino and he had tears in his eyes as he had to wrest himself from her grip. ‘You will stay with Rita,’ he said firmly. ‘Do not come downstairs.’

Rita gathered her into her arms and they were both sobbing as the three men slowly made their way to the ground floor. Within moments they heard the police car drive away and were left with only silence and the terrible fear of not knowing what the future held for any of them.
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