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  Chapter one
My Sister’s Situation & Her

Byron


Entering the mess hall, silence greets me as every head is turned toward one of the huge TVs. The news is on and as I’m forming the words to get the damn thing turned off so I can chill out and get some peace for once today, I see the screen. There’s a picture of my sister in a long red evening dress with two men in tuxedos whom I recognise. Marcus and Adrian McGowan. What the actual fuck?! 
“To repeat, reports of a terrorist attack in Edinburgh continue this evening. It is believed to have been thwarted by these three individuals.” The newscaster drones on as images of armed police swarming around are again lost to the image of my sister with the McGowan men. “It is believed that the lady in red, a former RAF Military Police Officer, has been injured. Police are not confirming injuries at this time.”
There’s live footage from a helicopter above the incident, blue lights flashing all around. As I turn on my heel and march to the base Commander’s house, the drone of the broadcaster and murmurs ring in my ears. I don’t need to see it anymore; it’s ingrained into my mind.
“Wait up!” my best friend calls to me as I lengthen my gait. Chris is six-foot so my strides are slightly longer than his. He’s a snowflake—a nickname we use for military police—just like my sister was when she served. I can’t help but wonder what the heck she has gotten involved in, and my mind races at all the possibilities.
“Can’t,” I spit out.
“You can! Give yourself a minute! You go knocking on the fruits’ door like you are…” Chris’s cautionary words make me pause, “and his Mrs answers…” He’s right.
“Fuck!” I growl about one hundred paces from the Commander’s front door. If his wife opens the door as Chris calculates, I need to be composed and collected, so I take a deep breath.
“That’s it, and another one, buddy,” Chris coaches. I nod at him, and he gives me a soft grin that lights up his brown eyes. He straightens up and I copy, then I take another breath and walk confidently to the Commander’s front door, knocking three times. I take a step back and pray.
I don’t have to wait long and as Chris thought, the Commander’s wife answers.
“Lieutenant,” she greets me by my rank, and I nod, her voice lifting.
“Sorry to trouble you, ma’am, but I need a word with the Commander, please.” My voice somehow doesn’t sound like I’m worried or panicked, which is a bloody miracle.
“Err…in here,” she says and ushers me in. Chris follows and waits for me in the hallway, allowing Mrs Robinson to shut the door behind us.
“Grievance.” The Commander nods and mutes the TV as I enter the living room, my heartbeat slowing.
“Sorry to bother you, sir, but a personal situation has come up.” I glance at the TV. Good, he’s got the news on. “Regarding that, sir.” I nod to the screen. He goes wide-eyed for a brief second, then sits back and waits, looking at me expectantly. “The woman in red, sir, is my sister. I’m the only family we both have in the UK.” He nods.
“You need to go up, I get it. She’s faced off with two armed men by the accounts currently coming in, buying time for Edinburgh’s armed finest to turn up. Ended a hostage situation.” I take pride in that and keep my anger at bay. I’ll let it rip at her for her stupidity when I see her.
“She was one of us, sir,” I state, perhaps unnecessarily. 
Robinson nods, stands and heads over to a beautiful, old, worn wooden desk that sits against the far wall of the neat living room. Pulling out an emergency leave form, he gets to work. Seven minutes later, I hold my copy of the form in my hands. I tuck it into my base fatigues, keeping it safe.
I thank Mrs Robinson and apologise again for the intrusion as the Commander wishes my sister a speedy recovery, and then Chris and I head to our quarters. We’re a room apart and as we walk, we quickly make a plan.
“I’m gonna need to borrow a car,” I tell him as I think out loud, and he smirks.
“You can borrow mine if you fuel her up as you leave,” he replies with a grin on his face. I nod.
“Cheers, pal,” I thank him heartily as we walk.
“So, that’s your sister?” he asks me, uncharacteristically nervous. “I’ve never seen her before.”
“You’ve not met, but you did speak with her a few times when she’s called and we’ve been together. She was at Lossie and left the service when we were at Brize.” I grin. Chris and I met at Brize over a game of pool, beer and the local ‘talent’ and got along like a house on fire. We’ve watched each other’s backs now for nearly six years. In eighteen months, I will leave the RAF, and Chris will be leaving just weeks ahead of me. “I haven’t had a chance to see her much; she went overseas with her new job and hasn’t long returned,” I explain to him.
“Who were the guys she was with?” he enquires as we reach my door. I motion for him to come in whilst I sort myself out.
“Her employers, but you’ve heard of Big Mac?” I question him. That was Adrian McGowan’s nickname on base, given his size and surname. I make quick work of getting changed and begin packing, keeping my emergency leave form handy. Nicknames aren’t always clever things.
“One of those guys was Big Mac?” He grins as he leans against the desk. “You two did not get on,” he states, remembering the stories I’ve told him. I can only nod.
“Yeah, I know. But, she started working for them. She hated retail security.” I finish packing, zip the bag shut, sitting whilst I put on some shoes and pack a pair of trainers.
“So you’re going to drive to Edinburgh? Where will you go when you get there?” he asks. I pull up the details Blythe sent me weeks ago when she got back from wherever the heck she’d been. She wasn’t living at Annie’s anymore but had moved into a place in the centre. How the hell she was affording it, I did not know. The centres of cities are never cheap.
“Find her, I’ve got her new address,” I tell him. “Then I’ll make sure she’s okay. The news will travel, and I’ll bet I get a call from Papa as I head up,” I continue.
“Phone,” Chris tells me, and I hand it over. Then he goes to my desk and hands me a charging cable for it and a car USB adaptor. I pause, then grin. I’d have forgotten those.
“Cheers, bud,” I respond, packing the cable and things into my jacket pocket. Then he hands me back my phone along with his car keys. “I’ll be careful,” I assure him. The car is his pride and joy.
“Yeah, don’t bloody speed though, okay?” he tells me. I inhale deeply, calming my nerves and energy levels before we head down to the car, taking his cautionary words on board. I toss my bag onto the back seat and jump in, Chris with me. He drives with me as far as the front gates, then he hops out. After a brief word with the on-duty guardsman, who nods and checks my paperwork before he lets me out, Chris waves me off. I find the nearest petrol station, fill up the huge tank in the car, and head north as fast as the car and the roads will let me.

      [image: image-placeholder]Making it back onto the base as planned, I find it buzzing more than usual. I’m tired after spending days with my sister and helping her with her situation, catching up with her best friend. I get a call just after 8 am from Annie, who seems out of breath.
“She left here at oh-four-hundred, Byron. I’m so sorry!” I curse at her news, but it’s not her fault and I tell her that. “I’m gonna call yer folks; the flight to Bologna was one of the first to leave, and the taxi driver said that’s what she was blathering on about,” Annie continues.
I can hear Elle in the background. “Aye, petals, her boyfriends and I think that’s where she’s gone. We’ll know more when Ava and Grampa Lorenzo call us and tell us, aye? I’ll update ye after school,” she tells the child. I hear her kiss her daughter goodbye, and the line goes quiet.
“Just watching her go in, aye? Tell me what yer thinking, man, yer being too quiet.” I can hear the noise of traffic and the sound of the wind through the phone.
“I’m thinking seventy-two wasn’t long enough, but if I didn’t have this deployment to go on,” I spit out.
“But ye do.” She sighs. “Listen, I’ll call yer ma now. You, focus on your job. You’re too close to leaving to screw this up or get landed with a court-martial for something stupid. If Blythe has gone out to them, let her men be men and go chase her down, aye? They can afford it and they answer to themselves. We can work out why once we know she’s alive and okay.” I spy my friend Chris and give him a nod.
“Doesn’t mean I like it,” I bite back. She’s my sister’s best friend, they’ve had each other’s backs for decades now; I’ve grown up with her and her straight talking.
“Aye, I dinnae like it either, but we need to work with what we can, how we can. Now, focus on yer job. I’ll drop ye a line when I ken more. Cheerio!” And the line goes dead.
Chris marches up to me, and we salute each other. I hand him his car keys as he grins at me.
“Did you have a good weekend?” he asks me, and I tell him all, including Blythe’s reaction to the drugs she’d been given and her flight to—hopefully—the parental home in Bologna.
“Fuck,” he says. “We both had an interesting weekend then!” He grins at me as he fills me in. “The base was on alert Saturday at oh-one-hundred. Some former RAF woman drove onto the base in a panic because she was being followed. Gatehouse called the local police, who eventually came. When the woman gave her statement, the police asked if we’d house her. We stood down at oh-five-hundred when the car that was chasing her was found after they’d crashed into a row of parked cars.”
“What the fuck?” I say, not believing the tale he’s telling me.
“Yeah, the police came at oh-five and escorted the lady home. She was ex-47th, like you.” 
I pause. There aren’t many of my regiment who are women—they are like hens’ teeth. “What did you say happened to the car that was following her?” I ask for clarification as I work out how to ask who.
“They’d crashed it. Car of four men, drugged up in a stolen vehicle, armed with six-inch knives and a converted revolver. Bottles of booze and some drugs scattered around the car, the cops said. If the lady hadn’t pulled onto the base, goodness knows what would have happened to her!”
“She was lucky!” I agree, then swallow. “What did you say her name was?” I ask because I know he hasn’t and that he’s awful with names until he gets to know you. Ex-47th squadron and female? That leaves only three possibilities of those who served when I did. 
“Rosie something…” 
I stop dead and turn to him. He made an effort to remember her name. “Be very clear, Chris.” 
He stops and looks at me as I growl the words, the seriousness of my face and tone must tell him not to wind me up. 
“What was her name?” I repeat, slowly.
“Rosie…she had an animal’s name…”
I pause before uttering her name through my lips. “Mallard?” A name I never thought I would ever get to say. “Was it Rosie Mallard?” I ask him and he nods, slowly. Fuck.
“Yeah, that was it…” He tilts his head at me. “You’ve gone a bloody funny colour,” he declares. I run my hands through my hair; I can’t think of what to do now. She was here, on base, but probably only as far as the gatehouse. “You know her?” he asks, and I nod. Fuck. I hope she’s okay.

      [image: image-placeholder]Later that afternoon, I have half an hour to myself before deployment pre-flight checks. Annie’s message confirms that Blythe went to Bologna and she’s at Mum and Dad’s house. She said that the McGowans will be heading out there but wasn’t sure when. I’m hoping Mac is in touch with Duckie, and I do the only thing I can do. I have to ask. Sucking in a huge breath, I place a video call, dialling their offices. It is answered quickly.
“McGowan Security, how can I help you?” a blonde woman asks in a friendly, high-pitched voice. Her accent is broad Scottish and reminds me of home. 
“Hallo, I’d like to speak with Adrian, if he’s around? Or even his brother?” I request, my accent switching to Scottish fast.
“They’re here. You look strangely familiar,” she tells me, and I can see she’s trying to work out how she knows me but doesn’t. 
I grin. Maybe she doesn’t know Blythe has a brother?
“Hold on a wee moment,” she tells me as their logo comes up on the screen. Then, I am looking at a very tired Adrian. I feel for the guy.
“Grievance.” He nods at me, and I nod back.
“Have you got a few moments? I…kinda need a favour,” I say, hating that I even have to ask him.
“You want a favour from me?” he asks incredulously, trying to hide his grin. I nod slowly and sip my coffee from a mug.
“I’ll let you know exactly where to find my sister, smoothing the way with my parents, if you can help me find Duckie.” I see him blink a few times. I can smooth things out with Papa, at least ask him not to open the door with the loaded shotgun in hand or the dogs at his back. The grin that Adrian was sporting vanishes.
“You…want to find Duckie?” he asks hesitantly. His jaw ticks, and I pull my shoulders back, determined to get her details so I can act on them after this deployment. His reaction tells me he still talks with her.
“I need to, please?” I have never asked anything of him before, and my voice is gentle, almost begging.
“Give him the details,” I hear Marcus instruct him, his arms flex, and then he sends the details to my phone.
“She’s down in Milton Keynes,” he informs me. I nod and sigh; she’s only a few hours away, closer than Blythe was this time yesterday at least.
“Thank you.” A few seconds later, his phone beeps as the details of how to reach my parents and a number arrives. “When you get out of Bologna Airport, call Luca on that number. He’ll take you straight to Papa’s. I’ll advise him and Mama you’re coming, or he might get the shotgun and the dogs out.” I grin. “Blythe might be older, but she’s still his baby girl.” 
He nods and taps something into his phone. “Good luck,” he says, then he ends the chat.
A few moments later, I’m on the phone with Papa, telling him that the McGowan brothers will be heading out there but might turn up quite late or in the small hours.
“You’ve met them?” he asks, and I realise, he hasn’t, not yet.
“Aye, I have. I’ve seen them care for her, look after her. I thought the drugs had gone through her system; she didn’t seem so glassy-eyed when I left her with Annie,” I tell him. It isn’t their fault she flew out to Bologna, though how she got through security with her shoulder as it is, I do not know.
“Do you approve?” he asks me curtly, and I shrug, forgetting this isn’t a video call.
“She made a joke about killing one with sex,” I offer, and then I hear him laugh, though nervously.
“Aye, okay, I hear ya, son. What did you think of them?” 
I sigh. “I didn’t get on with Big Mac, that’s Adrian. Not when we served together, but I’ve seen him with Blythe. He cares for her, and his abruptness and bite might be just what she needs. His brother is different, gentler, more the worrier I’d say.”
I can hear my father huff, his shoes clicking on the tile floor of the villa that is now their home as he paces. From the echoes, I guess he’s on the back terrace as I can hear the birdsong from here.
“I’ll see what I think when they turn up,” he tells me, gruffly.
“They didn’t know about the drugs. She hadn’t told them,” I defend the men, sharing the truth. “Don’t ask me why, but she hadn’t. Marcus was annoyed as heck when I told him, and he showed me their records.”
My father huffs again, in the way that large, protective men do. 
“And they’ve helped me find Duckie, the girl I…” I stop. He knows I need to apologise to her. It was a good talk with my father that made me see things from Adrian’s viewpoint after that tour.
“When do ye plan on doing that?” he asks me. This isn’t an “if” question. It’s “when” and he expects to be told when I’ve done it.
“After this short tour,” I tell him. “I have her details, thanks to Adrian. I’ll make good use of them when I’ve got the next forty-eight off,” I share, committing it to a promise I now cannot break.
“You do that, son. Catch you later!” he tells me and we hang up after a few “ciaos” have been shared.
Pocketing my phone, I get on with the job at hand; I need to bring my A-game here.

      [image: image-placeholder]A week later, the LM130s that need servicing are back at base and I watch as two mechanics wheel one plane into the hangar. I sign off the paperwork before heading to my room to shower and find Chris.
His door is ajar as I make my way to mine and I knock as I enter. He’s on a chair in his room, reading something on his phone.
“Hey you! Just finished?” he asks, and I nod.
“Yeah, give me fifteen?” I respond, and he waves me off. I quickly head to the shower block, change into civilian clothing and meet him, grabbing an overnight bag.
“So,” he coaxes as we head down to the car. “What’s the game plan?”
“We find Duckie, I apologise and maybe recover from whatever the hell she says and does to me.”
“And, you’re just going to take it?” he asks as we leave the base and he starts driving towards Milton Keynes.
“Got to. I was an arse on the last flight we had; I was a total ‘deficiente’ during and afterwards. She let me know it, Big Mac let me know it, but Papa made me understand how. By the time he’d done that, Duckie had left the base and no one would tell me where she was. I tried to contact her, but the communications came back silent.”
We’re quiet for a while, allowing my mind to wander back to the last time I saw Duckie as Chris navigates the roads. If I could slap my younger self, I would. Chris breaks the silence.
“And you’re sure it was her that weekend you went to Edinburgh?” he asks me as we approach the outskirts of Milton Keynes.
“Oh aye, I’m sure,” I tell him. “There aren’t many female pilots of the 47th, especially named Mallard,” I explain. “I just need to apologise for being a ‘deficiente’.” 
He glances across at me, and the look of confusion on his face is apparent.
I sigh as I translate the word for him, making him laugh.
“Moron.” He slaps me as we take yet another turn and pull up at a small bungalow that looks like it needs a lot of outside work. Surely this can’t be where she’s ended up?






  
  Chapter two
Who? Ah…

Rosie


I sigh as I head back home after being out of the house for over twelve hours; five am get-ups aren’t fun, but it was necessary to get that flipped piece to its new home. I have so much work still to do on the front garden, and the guttering needs replacing too after the heavy rains the other week highlighted an issue, but I need money to buy the replacement materials. I turn into the road I now live on, and there’s a strange car just up from the house. I pull into the drive and the whole place looks different. 
I shut off the engine and step out of the car, looking at the dormer bungalow in some sort of awe. The old guttering isn’t hanging off the wall anymore; it’s been taken down, but the brackets are still up. The concrete path has been swept, scrubbed and de-mossed, the grass cut, edged and tidied up. There’s a green garden bin that’s open and not where I left it this morning. Behind it, the old guttering is stacked up against the boundary wall. 
I take the new guttering out of the car, which I’d purchased on my way home. The intention had been to put it up tomorrow, but now it looks like I need to do that today.
“Who the hell took it down?” I wonder aloud as I place the new guttering and the bags of brackets under the front window.
“Ah, there you are, you’ve got guests,” Dad says as he manages to come outside using a cane, greeting me with a huge smile. My heart is in my throat as he wobbles, but he stays upright.
“Have I? I’m not expecting anyone,” I reply, following him around the house to the patio. Closing the gate behind me, my mind draws a blank as to who would visit me and do all this.
“Well, you have,” he says firmly, beckoning me to follow. I sigh and then stop dead as the last person I ever expected to see sits at my father’s garden table. Byron Riccardo Grievson Mancini.
I glare at him, unhappy that he’s the one that’s helped tidy up parts of my father’s home. He’s shirtless, allowing me to take in his tanned torso, his formed abs, which disappear in a V into very blue, dirty jeans. I take a breath, willing my racing heartbeat to slow. I know first-hand how pilots look after themselves, but Byron was always a show-off.
“Grievance.” I nod to him a little breathlessly, my heart thumping in my chest. I know I cannot ignore him.
“Duckie.” He smiles at me, his voice light.
“How did…ah,” I continue as I notice his companion is one of the officers who helped shelter me at the base. The latest piece I’ve just taken to its new home. “Hello again,” I greet him, smiling.
“What are you doing here?” I ask, turning to glare at Byron. It isn’t an unfair question. I’m surprised my voice isn’t full of venom, or that I don’t yell at Byron to get the hell off my property. I watch as Dad goes to sit down and then Byron is there, helping him.
“Dad?” I ask in slight alarm but he waves me off.
“I’m fine! These two young men have been great company today, and they’ve helped with the yard,” he says as he eases himself back into his chair. Dad’s arthritis can’t be letting him have a good day, despite the warm weather—or is it, as I suspect, down to something else he isn’t telling me about.
“Have they?” I ask, raising my eyes at Byron.
“We have. This is my colleague, Chris.” Byron motions to his friend, who stands and shakes my hand.
“Thank you for the help the other week,” I say, being very polite and courteous to him. Whilst Dad knows I had trouble getting home and what I did to navigate around that trouble, he doesn’t know all of the story. I just hope Chris hasn’t shared with him just how nervous, angry and scared I was that night. Or what could have happened, given what was in the offender’s car.
“You’re welcome! Did you bring the new guttering back?” he asks as he finishes off the large pint of squash I see my father’s made up. “Your dad said you were going to,” he adds and I nod meekly, keeping an eye on Byron.
“Yeah, it’s out the front,” I tell him, not quite concentrating on the conversation as I catch Byron flexing.
“I’ll go start on those brackets.” He nods to Byron. “Mr Mallard.” Chris nods his head to Dad, and then he’s gone and I can’t take my eyes off my nemesis.
“It seems you two have some stuff to chat about, so I’ll just head in,” Dad says, getting out of the chair.
“I’ll help you,” I say forcefully, more to Byron than to Dad. 
“I know you will, honey,” Dad tells me softly. It’s when we’re inside and he has sat in his favourite chair that he tells me why he’s come inside.
Dad grabs my arm and looks at me intently. “He’s the guy you were keen on, isn’t he?” he asks, and I can only nod, my mouth dry. “Let him do the talking. He says he’s come to apologise for being a moron.” Dad grabs the remote from his chair caddy and points it at the TV, then he picks something from the extensive menu that’s now on display.
“Did he tell you that?” I ask as I bring a blanket around for Dad to put over his legs should he want it.
“He did. We’ll talk better when they’ve gone,” my father tells me.
“Okay.” I kiss him on the head and go back out to face Byron. Let’s see what he’s going to apologise for.
When I get back outside, I’m disappointed Byron’s put his shirt back on, hiding that body of his. I’m also glad he has because it means I can concentrate.
“Duckie, please, can we talk?” he pleads. His blue eyes are full of worry, anticipation. I motion for him to sit down again, and I take a seat opposite. I can hear a drill whirring, the sound drifting from the front of the house.
“You need to make it quick so I can get the guttering done,” I tell him, but he shakes his head.
“We’ll do that, dinnae fash,” he tells me, his voice changing to a soft Scots burr as he uses phrases from his heritage.
“So, you wanted to talk?” I prompt. I don’t want him here; I never expected to lay eyes on him again. He swallows and nods, then he’s looking at me intently, leaning towards me slightly.
“Aye. I wanted to apologise for being a deficiente on that last flight,” he begins, but then he grins. “Sorry, deficiente is the Italian word for moron.” He pauses and pulls his shoulders back, but he hasn’t broken eye contact with me. His blue eyes become almost grey as he talks and his irises go bigger. “I was a moron, an insensitive pup and I’m sorry for any hurt or embarrassment I made you go through because of my boyish and stupid behaviour. I should have acted better. I didn’t heed Big Mac’s words and by the time my father helped me realise how I’d acted…” He sighs and his eyes take on a sad look. “You were gone.”
I transferred to another squadron right after that assessment flight, changing from the big carriers to something smaller. It had also meant a different base to see out my contract. Where I went wasn’t hard as I learned that same weekend that Dad had taken a fall and needed me nearer to home.
“How did you find me?” I ask because I sure as hell didn’t give Chris many personal details for him to find me with unless they ran my plate; and they wouldn’t have done that. Byron sighs.
“Big Mac,” he tells me, and I narrow my eyes, pulling my lips tight to stop me from calling him a liar.
“Mac dislikes you, why would he do that?” I demand as I fight the need to text Mac to tell him off right this second.
“He and his brother are dating my sister,” he tells me, and I can only blink.
“They both are?” I pause, never really having Mac pegged for that lifestyle. The rumours were always rife on base, but I guess there was some truth there after all.
Byron nods. “Yeah, have been for a few months. The night you got caught up outside the base, was the night she got hurt when they got involved in that terrorist incident in Edinburgh. That’s why I wasn’t on base,” he explains.
“I had no idea you were stationed at Wadd now,” I say in a hushed tone. Waddington is a few hours from Milton, so it would make sense as to how he was able to find me, with Mac’s help. I was still going to tell Mac off.
“I am until my contract expires,” he explains. I give a quick nod of acknowledgement, but I offer nothing more in reply. “Duckie,” he says, his voice tight and low.
I raise my eyebrows and tilt my head slightly. “Don’t say another word. You’ve said your piece, now I get to say mine.” I pull my shoulders back and want to rage at him for the years of hurt I’ve not let go of. I have lost track of the rants I’ve rehearsed for this very moment.
“You were beyond a moron. You had no idea that what you said hurt me so much and maybe I should have told you. I thought you wouldn’t care, being a proper jock, but the humiliation was too much.” I take a breath, but I don’t stop. “Life in the 47th was hard enough, being one of the few women there. So, yes, you hurt me, you were an arse, a pillock and...” I look around the back patio as I rant, to find it’s been de-mossed and jet washed, and the washer is still out at the entrance to the shed. Added to the work at the front and I can tell they’ve been here for a little while, a few hours at least. I sigh heavily.
“You were why I left the 47th. Did you know that?” I spit out, but the anger is fading as I take in the work he and Chris have done here. They didn’t have to; maybe this is his way to atone for the past. I have no idea. But, they’ve saved me from a hard weekend of complex, grinding work.
Byron shook his head, his eyes heavy. 
“Didn’t think you did,” I continue, “but I had hoped you’d work that out on your own.” He winces as I speak, and I can’t help but feel a little satisfaction as my words hit home.
“I had hoped I wasn’t…” he offers. Ah, I get some satisfaction as he admits that the thought had crossed his mind.
“You were. I’ll speak with Mac; I’m not happy with him, but that’s his issue to bear. I thought I could trust you,” I continue and see him wilt. “I still haven’t found anyone I…” I begin, but then I hold back, deciding that Byron doesn’t need to know about my disastrous hookups since. “Now I get to say this to you.” He sits more upright and pulls his shoulders back. “You. Hurt. Me.” I enunciate each word.
Byron nods. He looks upset and that somehow bothers me. “I’m sorry I was a jerk and I’m sorry I hurt you. I shouldn’t have made that innuendo at all, never mind that loud, or embarrass you like that. Time after time, I wish I could take that day back or respond differently.” He sighs as he stands. “But, I can’t change the past, Duckie. Just know, I understand your anger and,” he pauses, lowering his voice just so I can hear, “I deserved it. I am truly sorry.” I don’t watch as he walks past me and goes through the side gate.

      [image: image-placeholder]I walk down to the far end of the garden and call my best friend, taking gulps of air as I navigate the steps. I can hear the whirring of a drill now and again and the clank of metal ladders as they’re moved around. I need to go and check on them, but I need to talk with Emma more.
She answers on the first ring. “Hey, you okay?” she asks, and I can hear her pottering around in the kitchen at home.
“Yeah…kinda. I made it back okay,” I tell her before she gets worried again. “But, do you remember the guy I told you about from the airbase I was stationed at before I moved back? The one that implied I wanted sex while flying the 130s?”
“The one you liked?” she asks. I take my sandals off and let my feet touch the dry grass. It always feels so good to do that, and I notice that the grass could do with watering.
“Yeah,” I admit, heaving out a huge sigh.
“And?” 
“He’s here,” I tell her as a matter of fact.
“He’s what? I’ll be there in five!” she exclaims, and the line goes dead.

      [image: image-placeholder]Five minutes later I can hear voices at the front of the house. I was watching out for Emma’s small blue car from my bedroom window and saw her pull up and park a few houses down. I smile as I head down to guide her in, but I know full well she’ll want to ogle Byron and Chris.
“You guys are getting that up quickly,” I hear Emma proclaim as I open the side gate.
“It’s easy enough,” Chris tells her, and I can see his smile as he looks at my best friend. The old white brackets are down, the new black ones are up and the first line of the plastic guttering is being fitted, Byron at one end, Chris at the other.
“Yeah, but you are making good time. Thank you,” I tell both of them sincerely. When Byron said they’d do the guttering, I didn’t actually think they would stick around to do it.
Chris smiles and nods at me. Byron gives me a nod but almost looks through me. He turns to focus on the guttering in his hand as they mount the first piece into place.
Emma nudges me, and we head into the back garden. Him looking through me? That’s fine. I don’t want him in my life anyway.

      [image: image-placeholder]“You didn’t say he brought a hot friend!” Emma gushes at me as we prepare cold drinks to take to the table.
“You didn’t ask,” I deadpan back, still reeling I got to say anything to Byron about that flight. She nudges me and rolls her eyes. “I seriously didn’t expect to see him again, or learn he was based at Wadd,” I tell her as we put up the sun parasol. “Or that he’d even find me.” I sit in the chair and rest my head in my left hand as I close my eyes.
“So, how did he?” she asks, and I tell her, which reminds me I need to text Mac. I grab my phone and my fingers get busy.
Me: Mac, you gave Grievance my address! Thanks. NOT!
Mac: Sorry, Duckie. He wanted to apologise and he did us a favour with his sister’s health, felt I owed him that. Besides, you deserve that apology. It’s late, but better than never. Build a bridge from here on, aye?
Me: Build a bridge?
Mac: Aye, build a bridge and get the fuck over how he did what he did. He’s changed; his actions with his sister when he was here, seeing her seriously hurt are testament to that. Did you accept his apology?
I pause before I send my reply. Emma doesn’t harass me; she just lets me do what I need to, but I can’t look at her.
Me: Not in as many words
Mac: Come on, Duckie! Tell him you forgive him, then do the same for yourself. Stop dragging this shit around. You’re better than that.
Me: How do you know I haven’t?
Mac: It’s mostly all we talk about, other than your dad’s situation. Any change on that front?
Me: No. 
Mac: Sorry to hear that. I gotta go, flying back in a few hours, so I need to sign off and go check in. Take care.

      [image: image-placeholder]I sigh as I put the phone on the table, face down.
“What did Mac say?” Emma says as she carefully sips her drink.
“That I need to build a bridge and get over it,” I tell her. “Forgive myself, he said,” I add, scoffing at his words. However, Emma’s not laughing.
“He’s right,” she tells me with a serious look in her chestnut brown eyes. “You’ve blamed him for how you reacted, you’ve chastised yourself regularly. Enough with it already! I agree with Mac. Build that bridge and get over it, girl,” she tells me.
I look again at Mac’s message and huff, unsure of what to do now. I can feel Emma’s stare which makes me look up, acknowledge her. The wry grin tells me she’s going to push this.
“So, how are you going to do that?” she asks me, and I shrug.
“Not sure. I’ve spent so long blaming him,” I begin and then realise that Emma and Mac are right. I need to take some responsibility for this too. “But you’re both right,” I admit as I sigh. “Byron’s sister is lucky to have Mac in her corner.” 
“Shall we take some juice around to them?” she asks as the gate opens. Chris and Byron walk in through the gate, looking hot but pleased with themselves. Emma stands up and offers the guys a drink. Both are shirtless again.
“The guttering is up and all connected, if you wanna come and check it. We’re just going to grab the hose and test it,” Byron informs me as Chris firstly downs the drink Emma has just handed to him, then grabs the hose.
“Testing time!” Chris cheerfully declares and starts walking the hose to the front garden. I follow, and Emma turns it on when I indicate. Chris is holding the hose at the joint with the bungalow next to Dads, pointing it down to our outlet and checking the joint between the two as well. He nods to Byron who is checking the rest of it and after a few moments, both declare that the guttering is sorted.
“Thanks! You’ve saved me from an awful job,” I state, smiling at them, genuine in my response.
“And you saved me from it too! She’d have dragged me into helping,” Emma declares, and I notice she’s not taking her eyes off Chris.
“Then I’m glad I tagged along with Grievance here,” he tells her. I can see these two together by the end of the night, enjoying games of tonsil tennis. I set my jaw and walk back to the tap to turn off the hose. As I do, I sigh. What the heck am I meant to do now?






  
  Chapter three
Forgiveness

Byron


Duckie’s not giving me an inch, and she still hasn’t said she’ll forgive me. I’ve accomplished what I set out to do years ago and am no longer sure what to do now I’ve done it. I expected a weight to be lifted when I gave her those words of apology, an absolution of sorts; but it’s not come.  
I focus on the guttering. On one hand, I’m glad I had the chance to tell her I was sorry, to ask for her forgiveness. On the other hand, I wish I hadn’t. She didn’t say those words, and now I’m stuck doing the guttering of her dad’s bungalow, which, thanks to Chris’s know-how, we’re doing a decent job of.
An hour after Duckie returns home, it’s done, and I’m pleased with our hard work if nothing else.
I try to focus on the testing to ensure the water drains away and doesn’t pool or leak from the new guttering. Thankfully, it doesn’t and I’m relieved. If nothing else, I got to tell her father I was sorry for the hurt I’d caused her and make his life a little easier. 
Inside, the bungalow was tidy, neat, and looked after. Outside, not so much. He’d told me Rosie had taken lessons in certain areas to repair things, guttering being the last main job she had to do outside that wasn’t the garden.
“Hey, focus,” Chris says as the side gate squeaks open. I try not to stare at Duckie and it seems Chris has eyes for her friend. We test the guttering and show the girls that things are working again. At least it looks a lot better.
“I’m Chris,” he says as the other girl, Emma, introduces herself. She casts a funny look at Duckie, and I grab the hose now it’s been turned off to take it back to where it was stored on a reel.
I leave Chris talking to Emma as I yank the heavy hose back, releasing the pressure into a flower bed and letting it drain out. I crick my neck and as I do, there’s the sound of a chair scraping against the slabs, but I choose to ignore it.
“I just wanted to clarify,” Duckie says when I don’t turn around. At the sound of her voice, I do and take a seat on the bench. Her auburn hair is no longer short, it’s gotten longer and with it, waves and curls have developed. It softens her features and she seems to have more freckles than I remember. She’s just as bloody gorgeous today as she was when she served. My jeans tighten, testifying to the fact.
“I forgive you, but I am still angry at you.” She lowers her eyes to focus on her hands. “But mostly…I’m angry at myself.” I open my mouth to ask why, but the look on her face is one of hurt, humiliation and she’s close to tears.
“It’s okay,” I tell her, reaching across the table to take her hand, but I don’t grab it. I don’t have the right to touch her, though I hold my own out for her. I hate myself for causing this. “You can still be angry at me, but there’s no need, channel it into something else,” I suggest.
“Why did you come?” she breathes out, more to herself than to me as I pull my hand back. She’s not going to take it, and I don’t blame her.
“I’ve wanted to say sorry for ages and when I learned it was you that had been chased onto the base…and why…I got angry. I went straight onto a deployment when I got back from seeing Blythe; today was the first time I could come to find you.”
She looks around, but nods, as if agreeing to something in her head. “Why did you help?” Her eyes flit around the back garden at the chores Chris and I got stuck into when we arrived. We cut the grass, trimmed bushes back, and filled both the green garden bins.
“Your dad said you wouldn’t have time when you got home, so we offered,” I explain, honestly. “It meant we…I…got to see you. To say what I’ve been wanting to say since…” She gapes at me a little, but she has always played her cards close to her chest, not indicating what she’s thinking.
“He’s ill,” she blurts out suddenly. “What you’ve done here today, I appreciate it. It’s helped us to no end, thank you.”
I pull out my phone and bring up my contacts. Hearing her dad is ill, I want to stay in touch. I just hope she’ll let me.
“I want to help,” I offer. “If you’ll let me. Give me your number?” I ask gently. She holds back for a few seconds, and I can see the determination set in her face, then it vanishes for a moment before she nods and her face softens. She’s still angry at me, but I understand.
We exchange numbers, and I test it with a text.
Byron: If you need me for anything, call. Here’s the gatehouse number too.
Rosie looks at me in surprise. “Thank you,” she says to me, her voice uncharacteristically small, unsure.
“You’re welcome,” I reply, smiling, as Chris and Emma come back through the side gate. I stand and nod to Chris.
“The girls are working at a bar tonight; Em says we should visit,” he tells me, his tone excited, and I look at Duckie. “They’ve got a pool table,” he goads me, and I can’t help but be tempted. Oh, brilliant!
“Will you be okay if we do that?” I ask, and she looks between her friend and mine. Even I can tell he doesn’t want to go or end the chance to be with Emma for a little longer. Duckie stands and smiles.
“Yeah, it’ll be good. Come on by around eight,” she tells us, and Chris and I nod.
There’s a sound of shuffling near the back door, and Rosie’s dad is coming towards us in his walker.
“Are you okay, Dad?” she asks, going over to him; she holds her arms out to either grab or steady him. To me, he looks old and frail, but learning he’s ill makes me grateful we didn’t just sit outside for hours.
“Perhaps the young men need feeding?” he suggests and reaches into his cardigan pocket and produces two twenty-pound notes.
“Mr Mallard, that’s not necessary,” I tell him as Duckie herself also objects.
“Maybe not, but it’s been nice having the company of you youngsters today,” he tells me, and I feel guilty for wanting to leave Duckie to it. As he looks at me, there’s an intensity there, as if he’s trying to commit me to memory. Or convey something. “And you’ve worked hard,” he continues.
“Mr Mallard,” I begin, but he raises his hand.
“The pizzas are on their way,” he tells us as he looks at his daughter. She’s between a rock and a hard place and doesn’t look happy with it. However, if he’s ordered those pizzas and we’re not here…
“We can stay for the pizza, but then we have to go to the hotel and clean up, Mr Mallard,” I tell him, hoping that Duckie’s scowl lessens. It does, partially.
“That’s fine,” he says as he nods at his daughter. As soon as he’s shuffled out of sight, I shrug at Duckie and mouth the word ‘sorry.’ It seems I’m saying that to her a hell of a lot today.

      [image: image-placeholder]An hour later, we’ve polished off three huge pizzas, two side orders of garlic bread and we’re finishing the cola. Mr Mallard stands and steadies himself on his stick and the table.
“I’ll leave you youngsters to it,” he tells us. It’s early yet, it’s still light.
“Do you need a hand up, Dad?” Duckie asks and he nods. I don’t want to leave until I’ve at least said bye for now to Duckie herself. We wait ten minutes or so, then Duckie is back with us.
“Thanks for sticking around, I had no idea he’d done that,” she whispers as she looks at the ground floor bedroom I think he’s occupying.
“It’s okay and to be honest, the takeaway pizza was great.” It wasn’t Gigi’s, nothing is, but it was decent enough. “It also meant you didn’t have the burden of feeding us, and clearing away is easy,” I add, folding the boxes up as Emma grabs the last slice.
Duckie sighs, and I want to hold her, reassure her. I know I don’t have that right, so I don’t even try. Not yet.
“Are you going to be okay if we head off? We could do with a shower,” I tell her, and she nods.
“We’ll see you at the club later?” Emma asks as she looks intently at Chris for a moment to catch his eye. She clears away the drinks, handing Chris the empty plastic bottles to put in the recycling bin as we go past.
“Sure thing!” he enthuses, giving Emma a wink. I notice that she flushes pink, and I grin, casting a look at Duckie. I motion to them and roll my eyes and she nods with a grin on her face. At least she’s smiling at me now.
“We’ll see you later,” I tell her, and I dump the boxes into the recycling as we head to Chris’s car and go to find a hotel for the night.

      [image: image-placeholder]“That wasn’t so bad,” Chris comments as we head to the room of a nearby Travelodge. We’ve managed to get a twin room. At least there’s breakfast here in the morning.
“Yeah…but I thought I’d feel…” I pause, looking for the right word. “Free? When she said she’d forgive me. I kinda don’t,” I confess as we find our room and head
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