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“Can I help you?”

Lorna let her arching arms drop and turned her head. Looking over the fence that bordered the orchard she saw a young man and guessed that he was one of the convalescent officers from the Hall.

“Thank you, but I’ve nearly finished,” she replied, pointing to where, at the foot of the tree, several baskets were filled with the ripe cherries which she had been picking for over two hours.

“Well, can’t I come and help to eat them?”

Lorna laughed.

“Certainly not. Most of them are going to the preserving centre to be made into jam and a few – just a very few – I am keeping for ourselves.”

“All the same I feel I could be useful,” the stranger said irrepressibly.

Looking along the fence he selected a place that was badly in need of repair and climbed over into the orchard. He was slim and tall, but as he came walking towards Lorna, she saw that he was limping and that his arm was in a sling.

“You must be hard up for a job, but if you really feel energetic, you can help me finish this bough. I’ve done the rest.”

She held out her basket invitingly. The newcomer came and stood beneath her, reaching for the cherries with his good arm and dropping the fruit into an empty basket. But after a few moments Lorna perceived that he was not working very assiduously – instead, he seemed to be watching her.

The bough finished, she descended the ladder, feeling suddenly self-conscious and aware of her untidy hair and hot face. She pulled a handkerchief out of the pocket of her cotton overall and wiped her forehead.

“Was there really such a frantic hurry?” her helper asked.

“Well, they had to be picked before this evening. In fact, before teatime.”

“Good, you’ve time to spare!” he said reassuringly. “Let’s sit down for a moment and introduce ourselves. I know your name, it’s Lorna, and you are the Vicar’s daughter, but there are a lot more things I want to hear. Sit down and tell me about yourself.”

There was the trunk of an old tree lying on the ground only a few paces away. He sat down on it and smiled up at Lorna as she stood irresolute, a little shy, and a little surprised.

“Come on,” he insisted. “Don’t look so frightened of me.”

“I’m not,” she protested instantly, flushing in spite of herself.

Reluctant, yet hardly knowing how to refuse, she moved towards the log.

“That’s better,” he said. “Now we can talk. My name’s Braith – Jimmy Braith – and as you can guess I am here for the good of my health.”

“How were you wounded?” Lorna asked, her voice softening.

“I had a forced landing,” he answered. “I thought I could get home in spite of the worst the enemy had done to us. Well, I did it, but we didn’t land as comfortably as we’d have liked – hence the bumps and bruises. But they’re not serious and I’m thankful to have come down in old England – I should have hated a watery grave!”

“Don’t talk like that, it all sounds so dangerous.”

He laughed.

“I love every moment of it. I always wanted to fly, even when I was a small boy.”

“So the war gave you your opportunity!”

“Oh no. I did a lot of flying before the war and you’re really talking to quite an important person, if you but knew it!”

“I’m afraid you didn’t introduce yourself properly. You should have added your full rank or title.”

“I’m sorry. Squadron-Leader Jameson Braith – R.A.F.”

“That’s much better – and I’m very impressed.”

“I’m glad. I wanted you to be. Some time you shall see me in my uniform – they always tell me there’s nothing like a uniform to make a woman’s heart beat quicker.”

“We in little Walton will do our best to be appreciative,” Lorna said mockingly.

“I don’t know what you mean by ‘we’,” Jimmy Braith challenged. “I haven’t seen a woman under sixty in the whole village. If I stay here much longer, I shall be flirting with our Commandante and goodness knows what will happen to me then!”

Lorna giggled. She knew Lady Abbott and the idea of her flirting with anyone was almost sacrilegious,

“I am sorry you find it dull,” she said, looking to where in the distance, through a protecting screen of trees, there rose the grey Norman tower of the village church.

“Don’t you?” he asked.

Lorna shook her head.

“Good Heavens, no! I’m far too busy. And that reminds me, I must go now. Thank you for your help – or should I say your hindrance?”

There were dimples in her cheeks as she smiled. Jimmy noticed them as he got rather slowly to his feet.

“Don’t go,” he said, “or if you must, let me come too. I’ll help you carry the baskets.”

“Oh, we can leave the big one,” Lorna replied. “Peter – my brother – has promised to come down and fetch it as soon as he has finished a game of tennis, and I can manage the other two.”

“Nonsense! You’ll strain yourself. I insist on taking one.”

There was no gainsaying his determination and Lorna gave up the struggle.

“Very well, in that case, we might as well take the lot. We’ll carry the big basket between us and put the smaller ones on top.”

It was quite a heavy load and they walked slowly through the orchard until they came to a wooden gate, which led into the Vicarage garden.

“Peter ought to be very grateful,” Jimmy said.

“Oh, he will be,” Lorna answered. “He hates having to fetch and carry. We’ll tell him that we have done his job for him. By the way, if you talk to him, don’t say too much about flying.”

“Why not?”

“He’s so frightfully keen on it. He’s only just seventeen but I have a feeling that any day now he will go off and join up – giving his wrong age. He’d have done it before if it hadn’t been for Peke.”

“And who’s Peke?”

“That’s my sister.”

“What a strange name!”

“Oh, she was christened Patricia, but soon after they were born – she and Peter are twins – my mother had a sudden idea that one of them was dead. She sent my father hurrying to the nursery. When he came back to her he said briefly ‘The boy’s yelling his head off – the girl’s snoring like a Pekingese.’ And, of course, the name stuck.”

“So you’ve got twins in the family,” Jimmy said. “What an achievement!”

“What an expense you mean!” Lorna retorted.

“Are they alike?”

“You will be able to judge that for yourself in a moment.”

They turned the corner of a mellow brick wall and in front of them was the Vicarage. The house was a low, rambling building, originally Elizabethan, now architecturally a potpourri of each succeeding generation.

The garden was untidy and badly in need of cultivation and yet it had a wild beauty of its own. There were flowers everywhere growing profusely, unhindered and untrammelled, while shrubs and trees had apparently not been pruned or cut back for years. The lawns, unmown, were white with daisies – only the tennis court had been cut, and that in a somewhat erratic manner as there was high, thick grass growing beneath the dilapidated net. There were two players, both wearing shabby grey flannel trousers and white open-necked shirts. As Lorna and Jimmy appeared, a ball lobbed high into the air, bounced off the court and disappeared from sight into the rhododendron bushes.

“Damn you, Peter! You’ve done it again.”

“Game and set,” was the reply.

Peter threw his racquet up in the air and caught it deftly.

“It wasn’t really fair,” his twin started to protest, then, seeing Lorna, stopped.

“Hello!” she said. “Peter’s beaten me again and by his usual methods.”

“You should retaliate,” Lorna said.

Peke came across the court. At a distance she had looked like a slim, rather badly dressed boy, but as she drew nearer, it was obvious that she would one day be exceedingly pretty. At the moment she was quite oblivious of the fact – her hair was strained back behind her ears to prevent it getting into her eyes, and she was scowling in a childish manner that Lorna knew meant embarrassment at the presence of a stranger.

“This is my sister,” she said to Jimmy.

“How do you do.”

Peke made no attempt to hold out her hand but helped herself to a couple of cherries out of the basket.

“Refreshments! Just what I wanted,” Peter announced, coming nearer.

“No, you’re to leave them alone,” Lorna commanded. “I’ve had an awful job picking them while you two have been amusing yourselves, and Squadron-Leader Braith helped me carry them – so there’s nothing for you to do, Peter, except keep your hands out of the baskets!”

“Squadron-Leader!” Peter exclaimed, drawing in his breath eagerly. “I say, are you up at the Hall?”

“I am.”

“That’s fine. Then we shall see something of you, Sir.”

There was no doubting Peter’s enthusiasm and Jimmy grinned.

“You will,” he promised. “In fact, I hope you will see a lot of me.”

“Well, we certainly hope so,” Peter said, “don’t we, Peke?”

Peke was not scowling now, her brow had cleared and she was smiling. It was obvious that her brother’s enthusiasms were identical with her own.

“Will you help me carry the cherries as far as the house?” Lorna asked Jimmy, a warning note in her voice.

“Of course.”

“No, you must let me do it, Sir,” Peter said.

After an argument they were all moving towards the house, everyone lending a hand with a willingness that would have surprised Lorna if she had not known only too well the underlying motive for such newly-acquired courtesy. They took the cherries in at the back door, putting them in the cool, old-fashioned larder with its stone flags and whitewashed walls.

“I say, Lorna, what about some tea?” Peter suggested. “Perhaps Squadron-Leader Braith would like a cup. Wouldn’t you, Sir?”

“I’d love to stay if you would have me?” Jimmy answered.

He spoke diffidently, but somehow Lorna had the impression that he had intended to stay all along, and she felt slightly annoyed although she could not have explained why.

She led the way into the big sitting room, which overlooked the garden. It was a large room with French windows and must originally have been intended to be the drawing room of the house. It was certainly not worthy of the name now, and yet it had a homely charm in spite of its miscellaneous collection of furniture and its shabby, faded, chintz covers, all of which had been patched or darned. 

“The twins will entertain you,” Lorna said, “while I go and see about tea.”

“But look here,” Jimmy expostulated, “I don’t want to be any trouble. Can’t I help?”

“I think I’m better on my own,” Lorna replied. “You’ve been quite enough hindrance for one afternoon!”

Her smile took the sting from her words, and then she had gone while Jimmy still looked irresolute.

“It’s all right, Sir,” Peter said. “You can’t really do anything. Lorna always gets the tea.”

“It seems to me Lorna does a lot of things around, here,” Jimmy replied, lighting a cigarette.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Peter said vaguely. “I think she likes doing it, don’t you, Peke?”

“She always has.”

“Are there many more of you?” Jimmy asked.

“Only Beth,” Peke replied. “She’s at school at the moment, but she ought to be back about six o’clock.”

“And how old is she?”

“Fifteen or sixteen – I can’t remember. No – she’s two years younger than us – that would make her fifteen.”

“And Lorna looks after you all?” Jimmy said, looking at Peter.

“That’s right, Sir.”

“For Heaven’s sake don’t call me ‘Sir’! It makes me feel as if I had one foot in the grave. Jimmy’s my name.”

“Oh, thanks.” Peter was pink with pleasure. “And I say, if it wouldn’t bore you, do tell us something about your flying experiences.”

When Lorna came back with the tea they were hard at it. The twins were sitting on the floor listening with tense, concentrated expressions, and they were obviously impatient of her interruption, as Jimmy got to his feet when she came through the door. She looked at him reproachfully.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I couldn’t help it.”

“I’ve a good mind not to give you any tea,” she threatened. “You don’t deserve it!”

“Oh Lorna, how can you?” Peke exclaimed. “What do you think? Jimmy’s actually been over Berlin.”

Lorna raised her eyebrows.

“Jimmy?” she questioned.

“Your humble servant,” Jimmy Braith interposed.

There was a challenge as well as a teasing implication in his tone. Lorna was disconcerted.

“I think...” she started, but Jimmy interrupted her.

“Don’t be pompous,” he begged. “I’m enjoying myself so much and two of the family have befriended me. Why should you hold out?”

There was something appealing, almost irresistible, in his dark eyes and in the soft tones of his voice. She realised at that moment that he had a most attractive voice, and she felt that it might be hard to deny him anything on which he had set his heart, and yet some inner caution told her not to surrender too quickly to his swashbuckling methods. He was going too fast.

It would be wiser to be more cautious, to hold him at arm’s length, and yet it was difficult. Lorna hesitated and was lost. Other women, older and more experienced than she, had found it easier to arrest an avalanche than to defy Jimmy’s headlong impetuosity, where his own desires were concerned. So Lorna said nothing ,while the twins swept the conversation out of her grasp by pressing food upon their hero.

“Cucumber sandwiches. Do have one.”

“And shortbread biscuits! I say, Lorna’s made an effort as we’ve got a visitor.”

“You’re embarrassing me,” Jimmy said.

“You needn’t worry,” Lorna replied gaily. “It’s really an effort to save our jam ration.”

“I’ll bring mine with me next time I come.”

The door of the sitting room opened and the Rev. Arthur Overton came in. It was easy to see from the first glance at him where the children got their looks. He was an extraordinarily good-looking man with almost Grecian features and a high forehead from which his silver hair grew luxuriantly. He had square shoulders, the build and carriage of an athlete, and, although he looked thin and overworked, there was a twinkle in his eyes and a hint of irrepressible humour at the corner of his mouth.

“Lorna, my dear,” he said, “I’ve lost my engagement book. Is it tonight or tomorrow that the W.I. are having their Whist Drive?”

“Tomorrow, darling,” Lorna answered. “Come and have your tea.”

“Oh, that’s a good thing. I was thinking that I couldn’t go to the First Aid lecture, but now I can manage them both. Yes, I’ll have some tea, I’ve got five minutes I think. Why are we having it in here?”

“Because we’ve got a visitor,” Lorna answered. “Daddy, this is Squadron-Leader Braith – he is convalescing at the Hall.”

“I think I saw you there yesterday, Sir,” Jimmy said, holding out his hand.

“How do you do? I am very glad to see you. Yes, I was at the Hall yesterday. How do you like this part of the world?”

“I have only been here a few days,” Jimmy answered, “but I am beginning to alter my first impressions.”

He looked at Lorna as he spoke and in spite of herself, she felt the blood rising in her cheeks.

“Well, I’m afraid you may find it quiet and rather isolated,” the Vicar went on. “Two facts for which at the moment, we are sincerely grateful.”

“I can’t quite believe that,” Jimmy replied. “They were telling me how lucky you had been as regards bombs.”

“Touch wood!”

The twins shouted at him simultaneously, and he bent down and touched the leg of his armchair.

“Are you as superstitious as all that?”

“I should think we are,” Peter said. “Why, if it hadn’t been for Peke seeing a horseshoe, we’d never have got on board the ship at Marseilles.”

“Marseilles?” Jimmy looked bewildered.

“When we were coming back from Italy last April. We were staying out there with our aunt and she got the wind up because people told her Italy might be coming into the war and decided to ship us off home. We motored into France, but we’d left it a bit late and the roads were pandemonium.

“Anyhow, we got to Marseilles and we were all tired and hungry after the journey. I wanted to go down to the docks and see if there was any likelihood of getting on to a ship, but my aunt and Peke wanted to go to a hotel first for a wash and some food. Well, we couldn’t make up our minds.

“We stopped the car and just then Peke saw a horseshoe pointing towards the docks, so we picked it up and took that road right away, and it was very lucky we did. We got on the last boat that was leaving – a coal barge – the people who came down to the quay after us were left behind.”

“You should have seen them when they got home,” Lorna interrupted. “They were absolutely covered in coal dust. It took us a week of scrubbing to get them clean again!”

“It must have been an awful trip,” Jimmy said. “I heard a bit about those barges.”

“It was frightfully exciting,” Peke answered. “We enjoyed every minute of it, although we were terribly hungry. The sailors were perfectly marvellous to us and yet – would you believe it? – there was an old couple who came on board with a huge hamper and they never shared a mouthful with anyone. How we hated them!”

“I should have pushed their hamper overboard,” Jimmy said sympathetically.

“We would have if we could have got them away from it, but they never left it – not for a second. They even brought it up on deck when we were summoned to the boat stations.”

“Well, let’s hope they lose their ration books and have to go short for months.”

“Oh, those sort of people never suffer.”

“I shouldn’t be too sure of that,” the Vicar said gently. “But most people act through ignorance, rather than because they are deliberately ill-intentioned.”

Lorna rose to take her father’s empty cup and bent down to drop a light kiss on his forehead.

“You always find the best in everyone,” she said. “You are an idealist, darling, and I have come to the conclusion that they are the happiest people in the world. They find so much perfection everywhere.”

“And talking of perfection,” Peter interrupted eagerly, “what do you think of the new Stirling bomber, Jimmy? Have you flown one yet?”

Lorna groaned.

“Oh dear, he’s off again!” she said to her father. “It was fatal to introduce an airman into the house.”

“Good gracious me! Is that the right time?” the Vicar exclaimed as the clock on the mantelpiece chimed the half-hour. “I must be off. I’m afraid I shall be a few moments late for supper, my dear, but don’t wait for me.”

“We will wait and you must try to be punctual, Daddy. Your meeting is at eight o’clock and you’ve got to have a proper meal before you go.”

“I’ll try, I’ll try, I promise you,” the Vicar said, “but I’ve got a lot to do before then.” He got up hurriedly. “Goodbye, Squadron-Leader, I hope we shall see you again.”

“Thank you, Sir. You will certainly find me here pretty often if you can put up with me.”

“Delighted, of course – delighted. Come any time you like.” The Vicar reached the door and then turned back. “Oh, by the way, Lorna, I nearly forgot. I saw Michael this morning, and he asked if you could give him supper tonight. He’s coming to the meeting with me and will be out this way – he’s got an operation, I think, at the hospital.”

“Oh goodness! I am glad you remembered to tell me. I can’t possibly make shepherd’s pie do for all of us.” Lorna put her hand to her forehead and stood thinking. “I expect there are some eggs – some of us will have to have poached eggs.”

“Don’t look so worried,” Jimmy said, “and who’s Michael?”

“Michael Davenport,” Peke answered, before Lorna could speak. “He’s our doctor and Lorna’s young man.”

“Oh, he is, is he?” Jimmy said, in a tone that sounded as if he were not too pleased by the information.

“Don’t be so ridiculous, Peke! Don’t take any notice of her. Michael is a very old friend of the family – I have known him for years. The children like to tease me, that is all.”

Lorna wondered even as she spoke why she was so emphatic. She thought there was an expression of relief in Jimmy’s eyes, then was ashamed of herself for thinking such things. She felt at that moment annoyed and distrustful of this stranger, who seemed to have found his place so quickly in their lives. She looked at the clock.

“It’s getting late,” she said. “I don’t want to hurry you, but I’m sure you ought to be getting back to the Hall, and I have a lot to do.”

“Why ... Lorna!”

The twins looked at her astounded.

“I’m afraid that sounds like my marching orders,” Jimmy said, getting to his feet “The least I can do is to withdraw with a good grace.”

“I am sorry,” Lorna said. “I’m not really being rude, it’s only that there is a lot to do. Please understand.”

She was pleading with him now, a little frightened that she had been unforgivably abrupt.

“I understand.” His voice was caressing. “And I will forgive you, if you will walk as far as the orchard with me. I want to ask you a favour.”

“Can’t you ask me here?”

He shook his head.

“You ought to see me safely off the premises. Goodbye, twins. I shall see you soon.”

“You won’t forget about those books you promised me?” Peter asked.

“Of course I won’t – I’ll bring them down tomorrow.” 

“What’s that?” Lorna asked.

“Only something I have promised to lend him,” Jimmy replied lightly. “I can easily walk down with them.”

Lorna knew instinctively that this was only an excuse to come again, and yet there was nothing she could say. Meekly, because she did not wish to protest in front of the children, she let herself be led into the garden.

“Well,” she asked, when they were out of earshot of the house. “What is this important matter?”

“Don’t look so severe, you frighten me.”

“Nonsense!”

“It’s true. When you smile you are the most adorable thing I have ever seen. When you frown you remind me of some of my more austere relations – they have just the same disapproving manner.”

“Perhaps they have very good reasons for showing disapproval?”

“That sounds most uncharitable. I can’t imagine why, since you know me so little, you should assume that there must be defects in my character. A character, I assure you, with the highest recommendations!”

Lorna dimpled at him.

“Aren’t you just the tiniest bit conceited?”

“Frightfully. And at this moment I’m being presumptuous enough to believe that you would like to see me again.”

“It seems as though it might be inevitable.” 

“It is quite inevitable,” Jimmy spoke seriously, dropping the note of idle banter.

Lorna looked at him in surprise.

“Why?” she asked innocently.

“I should have thought you could have guessed that,” Jimmy said, and instantly she felt the warm blood flooding her cheeks.

They had reached the gate leading from the garden into the orchard.

“Your methods are too swift for this part of the world,” Lorna said. “You must remember that in Little Walton we are slow but sure.”

“I’m sure, all right,” Jimmy said. “When can I see you tomorrow?”

“I haven’t the slightest idea. I’m very busy.”

“What are you doing this evening? After dinner?”

“Nothing out of the ordinary. Why?”

“Then meet me. I will walk down here and we can talk.”

“Certainly not!”

Lorna spoke almost violently.

“Why not?” Jimmy insisted, his voice low and appealing. “Why are you frightened?”

“I’m not frightened – I don’t know what you mean. It’s just there’s no point in doing such a thing.”

“There’s lots of point, and you are afraid.”

“I’m not!” Lorna insisted, but she wouldn’t meet his eyes and she knew he had spoken the truth. “I must go,” she said quickly. “Goodbye.”

She would have left him but he caught her hand.

“Come tonight,” he said. “I shall wait for an hour. We have to be in by ten, but at nine o’clock I shall be here waiting.”

“You’re being ridiculous,” Lorna said, trying to free herself.

“I will try to convince you that I’m not. Goodbye, Lorna. Until nine o’clock.”

He raised her hand to his lips but swiftly she snatched it away from him.

“Then you will be wasting your time,” she said. “I shall not come.”

She did not wait for his reply but turned towards the house, running through the shrubs and trees until she reached the lawn. Then, conscious that her heart was beating, not only with the exertion but with some strange, unaccountable sensation, she walked slowly and soberly into the house.

“How ridiculous,” she said out loud, as she shut the French windows behind her.
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There was no one there.

Lorna felt almost sick with disappointment. She stood looking at the fallen trees on which she and Jimmy had sat that afternoon and the orchard was suddenly the emptiest and loneliest place she had ever known. The darkness under the trees and by the overgrown hedge was no longer filled with mystery and romance, instead it seemed to her somewhat sinister, cold, and creepy. She felt herself shiver, then tried to be philosophical about it.

‘It’s only what I expected,’ she thought. Yet, as a sop to her outraged pride, she began considering the possibilities of a legitimate excuse to account for his nonappearance. Any reason rather than indifference.

“Well, I hope this will teach you a lesson to be more sensible in future,” she muttered to herself, and turned back towards the gate by which she had entered the orchard. Even as she did so something attracted her attention. It was the crimson glow of a cigarette – a cigarette being smoked on the other side of the hedge.

He had come after all. She hesitated, and then making up her mind turned swiftly towards the gate – but it was too late.

“Lorna!”

She heard him call her name. The next minute he had climbed through the gap in the hedge and was striding across the intervening space between them, ducking his head every few steps to avoid the low boughs of the fruit trees.

‘Why was I such a fool as to come,’ Lorna thought to herself hotly.

Flight now would be undignified, and she could only stand her ground with seeming indifference.

“So you did come.”

He held out his hand towards her invitingly.

“I might say the same to you,” Lorna retorted.

He had reached her now and she could see him smiling, and his eyes, bold and dark, looking down into hers.

“Are you angry because I’m late? Don’t be, I couldn’t help it. The Commandante fussed round me like an old hen after dinner and I couldn’t get away from her.”

His voice was pleading. Lorna felt her anger evaporating.

“I didn’t mean to come myself.”

“But you did.”

“Yes, I was curious. I couldn’t believe that you really meant to wait here for a full hour.”

“I was prepared to wait till midnight if necessary.”

“That’s untrue. You’ve got to be in by ten o’clock.” 

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Jimmy said triumphantly. “Just in case you were kind to me, I got someone to promise to let me in whatever time I got back.”

“You mean you will creep in without the nurses knowing?”

“Exactly.”

“But won’t you get into a terrible row if you’re caught?”

“Terrible, I expect. But I won’t be. I’m very lucky.”

“You mustn’t take risks. It isn’t worth it, really it isn’t.”

“That’s for me to judge. Come and sit down. I want to talk to you.”

“Oh, I can’t stop, I’ve got to see the children go to bed. At any rate, I don’t want to be responsible for your playing truant. You must go back.”

“Still afraid of me?” Jimmy asked, his voice amused.

Lorna did not answer. Instead, she walked across the grass towards the fallen tree. She sat down determinedly.

“Five minutes,” she said.

“We’ll see about that. Round one to Jimmy Braith!”

“I’m not fighting you. I’m only trying to be sensible.”

“Do you always do the sensible things in life?”

He sat down, stretching out his long legs.

“Don’t we all try to?” 

“Most emphatically, no! I, for instance, dislike all sensible things, all things that are good for me, and all the people who tell me things that they think I ought to know. I like excitement, irresponsibility, adventure, and of course, love.”

Lorna was silent.

“Well,” Jimmy challenged, “haven’t you got anything to say to that. What do you think about love?”

“I don’t know much about it.”

“No? What about your doctor friend? Isn’t he in love with you?”

“Of course he’s not!” Lorna spoke emphatically. “Why, Michael’s one of the family, he’s like a brother to me – funnily enough, I was telling him that this evening.”

“And what did he say? Was he pleased?”

“Yes, I think so…” Lorna hesitated.

Had Michael been pleased? Supposing, just supposing, he hadn’t wanted her to think of him as a brother? But no, it was absurd. She mustn’t let this newcomer put ridiculous ideas into her head.

“I’ve known Michael since I was a baby.”

“And doubtless he appreciated you at that age,” Jimmy answered, “but you know, Cherry Ripe, you’re a very beautiful young woman now.”

Lorna was glad that the deepening twilight hid the colour which came into her cheeks.

“Thank you,” she said shyly. “I wish I believed you.”

“But Good Heavens, are there no men in Little Walton? – or are they all blind? Don’t you really know how lovely you are?”

Jimmy bent towards her. He was looking into her face. His eyes were compelling hers. Suddenly Lorna was frightened – he was too near. There was a growing tension between them, a feeling of breathlessness, which she half desired, half feared. She sprang to her feet.

“I must go,” she said. “The children will wonder where I am. It was nice of you to come, but I’d feel terrible if you got into trouble over it. Do go back, please.”

She was speaking quickly, the words coming almost wildly from between her lips. She had a feeling that Jimmy was enjoying her agitation. He put out his hand and took hers.

“If I let you go now, will you come again tomorrow night?”

Lorna shook her head.

“We mustn’t make a habit of this.”

“You little darling, we won’t. There will be lots more amusing things I shall want to do with you than sitting in an orchard, but for the moment – well, just for the moment – the orchard must serve.”

Lorna felt as if everything he said and did was beyond her comprehension. Everything was moving too fast and she seemed to be completely losing control of the situation.

“Anyway, I must go now,” she persisted obstinately.

“I am afraid,” Jimmy said quietly.

“Afraid?” Lorna was genuinely surprised.

“You’re like the will-o’-the wisp – I think that you’ll vanish and I shall find that I’ve been dreaming. Was it only this afternoon we met under this very tree? It seems as if I must have known you for centuries, that you are a part of my life, and yet I am afraid of losing you – of finding when tomorrow morning comes, that you have disappeared.”

His words seemed to wind a spell of enchantment around her.

“I shall still be here.” Her voice was low, hardly above a whisper.

“You promise me that?”

She was looking up at him, her head thrown back a little. It was getting dark – their features appeared blurred and indistinct, and yet both were so intensely conscious of the other’s physical presence that the rest of the world was forgotten. Only they remained, man and woman, face to face.

“You won’t forget me? Promise that too.”

“I promise.”

“I shall dream of you, Cherry Ripe.”

His voice was like the murmur of the waves, she felt hypnotised by it, drawn towards him by some magnetic force stronger than her willpower. They were so near to each other. Jimmy’s hand had tightened on hers until his grip was almost painful. Lorna knew she was trembling, she knew, too, that she was waiting ... waiting... Then the church clock struck!

Boom! The first note broke the spell. Abruptly she drew back from him.

“I am going now.” Her voice sounded strange to her own ears, yet it was no longer a whisper, no longer pulsating in harmony with the throbbing of her heart.

“Goodnight, Jimmy. I hope you get in safely.”

She was gone. There was a faint murmur of her skirts over the long grass and then she was lost in the darkness of the shrubs. He heard the gate shut behind her and he was alone.

He stood for a moment watching the shadows into which she had vanished, then with some difficulty he lit a cigarette with one hand, climbed, from the orchard into the field, and started off towards the Hall. He was smiling, and after a little while, he began to hum tunefully one of the latest dance tunes.

Lorna stood on the terrace in front of the house. She looked across the garden towards the church tower, dark and solid against the sky. The chimes of the clock were silent now, and yet they still seemed to vibrate on the air. Ten o’clock.

The world was silent and still, the only movement in the garden was the swooping and circling of the bats. Lorna stood motionless. She was not thinking, she was feeling for the first time in her twenty-one years the awakening of her own heart. Never before had she been aware of such emotions. She was half ashamed, half afraid, and yet a wonder and a glory had appeared in the world that would not be denied.

“Is this wrong?” she asked, but felt that nothing so poignantly lovely, so utterly beautiful, could be anything but right and good. It was beyond words, it defied expression.

Lorna turned towards the house because she felt she could bear no more. She must get back to normality. She opened the French windows. The twins were where she had left them, sitting on the sofa, books scattered around them.

“Where’s Beth?”

“I think she’s gone out for a walk or something,” Peke answered.

Lorna started. Supposing Beth had seen her go to the orchard and then followed her? But it was unlikely. It was silly of her to be afraid.

‘It’s the first time,’ Lorna thought, ‘that I’ve ever had a secret. I want to keep it to myself.’

“Bedtime,” she said aloud. “And put away your books tonight. I had an awful job clearing them up this morning.”

“All right.”

Obediently the twins started to collect their things.

‘I wonder where Beth is?’ Lorna worried, but at that moment the door opened and Beth came in. 

“Oh, here you are. I’ve just been talking about you. Where have you been?”

“Out for a walk.”

“You sound mysterious. Where did you walk to?”

It was impossible for Beth to keep anything to herself.

“If you really want to know,” she said defiantly, “I walked up towards the Hall. I thought I might get a glimpse of the handsome Squadron-Leader.”

“Which way did you go?” Lorna asked, not looking at Beth.

She was unnecessarily tidying the ornaments on the mantelpiece.

“By the road, of course, and up the drive. If I’d met anybody, I should have said I was taking the right-of-way through to Great Walton.”

Lorna felt herself relax in relief.

“Well, did you meet anyone?” she asked gaily.

“Not a soul,” Beth replied. “It’s my belief that they put those wretched men to bed at nine o’clock, tuck them up and pull down the blinds.”

“You’d better tell Michael to give strict instructions that they are to be paraded for your inspection every evening,” Peter said. “Honestly, Beth, I wish you’d lay off. You’ve got the whole village laughing at you as it is.”

“I don’t care what the village think,” Beth retorted, “and if you were a decent sort of brother, you’d have some boyfriends to bring home, instead of hanging around with a twin sister all the time.”

“Well, Peter’s friends wouldn’t think anything of you,” Peke said hotly, rising in gallant defence of her twin. “Any friends we have would be interested in sensible things – not taken up with a lot of silly lovesick little girls!”

“Now, children, that’s enough,” Lorna interposed, knowing of old that these arguments generally ended in blows and tears. “Leave her alone, twins, and come to bed. And Beth, as you’re late, you’ll have to hurry – you know you’re supposed to be in bed at a quarter to ten.”

“I’m sick of all the things I’m supposed to be!” Beth was despondent now – the inevitable reaction from buoyancy and defiance.

“Oh, come along, old thing.” Lorna put her arm round her shoulders. “I tell you what we’ll do. If you undress quickly, we’ll look through my Weldon’s Pattern Book and see how you want that new cotton dress made up. I’ve got the material – it arrived this morning.”

“What, the one with the little red berries on it? Could they get it? I am glad.”

“Yes, that’s the one.”

Lorna walked upstairs. She was not listening to Beth’s eager and detailed description of how she wanted her new dress made, she was thinking of Jimmy’s voice when he called her “Cherry Ripe”.

“Now hurry,” she said absent-mindedly to Beth, as they parted at the top of the stairs. “Come along to my room when you’re undressed and don’t forget your teeth.”

“You’d think I was five instead of fifteen!” Beth grumbled, but calling, “I shan’t be a jiffy.”

She swung into her bedroom, slamming the door behind her. The twins were halfway up the stairs.

“Did you remember to bolt the windows?” Lorna asked. That was recognised as being Peter’s job.

“No, I forgot.”

“I’ll do it,” Lorna said, “I want to go down again. I’ve got to leave a note in the kitchen to remind Minnie that Daddy’s got an early service tomorrow – she always forgets Wednesdays. By the way, did you stoke up the boiler this evening?”

Peter nodded.

“Right to the top. It ought to last till the morning easily.”

“It will if you don’t draw off too much tonight. Don’t forget, Peke, and tell Beth she can’t have a bath. It’s no use trusting her, and Daddy likes a bath in the morning, even if it is only lukewarm.”

“Right-oh!” Peke said, going towards Beth’s room.

Lorna bolted the drawing room windows.

“I’d better draw the curtains in the study,” she thought, “in case Daddy goes in there.”

She knew that her father, in his usual absent-minded way, was quite capable of working till late at night with the lights full on and the windows unscreened. The wardens were used to his idiosyncrasies, and on more than one occasion had hurried to warn him – but Lorna was always afraid that sooner or later they would be fined.

She had just finished when
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