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Prologue
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I

woke up to discover my long-time ambition staring me in the face. It was 2006 and news that my stepmother had died sent me rushing for my laptop to begin typing events I could recall from my youth. With her death, the last of those involved, finally, I had my guilt-free ticket to chart the extraordinary years. I had waited an eternity for this opportunity, and it would not be a day too soon to put the record straight.

As a little girl, I would sometimes joke with my mother that I would one day write a book. She’d laugh, tell me it was a splendid idea and ask if she would feature. Her death in 2003 had provided me with startling information I had not known existed. It seemed she had remembered the threat I made as a child. Stashed away in a battered Fairy Liquid box was a carefully written note on top of her confidential papers written in heavy black ink. DIANE. FOR YOUR BOOK ONE DAY? Untouched for years it emerged that my mother’s secret box had followed her around the country accumulating evidence.
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Chapter 1
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The Call

I

banged my mobile down on the black granite breakfast bar. 

‘Bitch!’ I screamed.

It was a hot July morning in 2006. Connie was in a coma. But a coma? I had heard of people regaining consciousness. That meant I was still in with a chance. I tried to pull myself together knowing that she and I had crucial unfinished business. 

Connie had been my stepmother for the last thirty-two years, having married my ambitious and dictatorial father, Victor, within weeks of my parents’ acrimonious divorce. That was in 1974, when I was twenty-five. Frivolous and self-assured Connie was the opposite in every way to my petite, demure and long-suffering mother, Blanche.

I have never ceased to wonder what made Connie behave the way she did. Why did she do it? What possessed her? I have asked myself a thousand times. She was a likeable character who drew people into her world with an infectious smile and bubbly personality. 

‘And did she say anything? Anything at all?’ I asked the hospital nurse. I needed to know. 

‘Well, soon after being admitted, Connie told me she’d lived in Cape Town.’ 

I waited. ‘And?’

‘And that you’re her stepdaughter.’ 

‘Anything else?’ 

‘Only that she lived over there for a long time ... with a family. That’s all.’

‘If she rallies round, just tell her I’m waiting. She’ll understand.’ I spelt out every syllable in a loud voice. I was hoping Connie might clear her conscience before departing this world. 

I could not contain myself so the following morning I telephoned the hospital. 

‘She’s peaceful,’ the nurse told me in a Liverpudlian accent. ‘There’s no change I’m afraid.’ She sounded apologetic. ‘I really think you ought to visit again before it’s too late. Judy’s at her bedside.’

I remembered Judy, with her warm smile and unflappable nature. Living opposite my stepmother in Southport, she was the daughter of Connie’s close friend, Freda, from way back when they had both won school scholarships. I envisioned Judy’s gentle manner as she cradled Connie’s hand with her soothing tones offering comfort. 

‘Who’s that on the phone?’ my husband, Chris, shouted from the bottom of the garden. 

‘Hospital telling me I should go back up,’ I yelled through the open kitchen window. ‘She’s just the same.’ 

Although gripped by a sense of urgency that she may not be around much longer, I told the nurse I would not be hurtling back up to Southport as I was there the previous weekend and it was a four-hundred-mile round trip. 

‘For goodness sake.’ Chris wandered back towards the house; his shirt covered in mahogany splodges from his fence staining task. ‘I was hoping you’d come to your senses.’

‘Okay, Okay. No need to go through that again.’ I felt myself prickle at his reaction. ‘I’ve lost count how many times I’ve made the journey. I’ve been a brick!’ 

‘You have. And I know Connie’s always insisted you don’t travel all that way, but she’s been worried sick, poor woman. I realize she isn’t a blood relative, but she did marry your father.’

‘She’s going to die, I know it.’ 

‘Of course. That’s what usually follows a coma.’ He seemed puzzled, but I had unearthed a wealth of startling evidence I had not told him about. 

Chris was right. She was independent, with never any expectation of a visit. ‘You don’t get a minute, working full time at that school,’ she would say. But whenever we visited, her crushing hugs were dependable. The affection between us had been mutual in those early days but, because she was adamant for me not to make the journey towards the end, part of me wondered whether she could not bring herself to admit to any wrongdoing. Or was it because she did not want me to see how she had deteriorated; no longer able to keep those irresistible looks for which she had been renowned? 

Chris’s grilling continued, unable to let the matter rest.

‘I’d have driven you back up. You know I would.’ 

That was the moment I realized how fortunate I was to have someone so considerate for a husband. Although he had a pressurised position in the Ministry of Defence, once home, he was tolerant and easy-going even if it meant foregoing his insatiable thirst for golf. Always ready to fall in step with my arrangements; this was one of the reasons, I guess, our marriage has stood the course of time. 

‘I know you’re frustrated,’ I said, kicking at the gravel chippings in the barbecue courtyard, ‘but my mind’s made up. I wonder how many people refuse to dash to the dying?’ 

‘Don’t know, but you’re one of them.’ 

And did I feel guilty that I had refused to see Connie? Not in the least. 

‘You don’t understand,’ I told him. 

‘I don’t. Not sure what’s come over you. In all our married years, I’ve never seen you acting this way.’

‘That’s enough. Do NOT keep on!’ I felt I would snap if he said anything more. I had not been sleeping well, and things were beginning to take their toll. I knew I was under scrutiny, but I had only myself to blame; I had no intention of letting him know what I was going through. The whole scenario of my background was an embarrassing one and, for now, best kept secret.

‘Better ring the kids. 

‘I will. When the time’s right.’ 

Chris rolled his eyes. ‘They need to know.’

‘For God’s sake. They’re young adults now. I’ll ring them when they’ve finished work.’

‘Not her real grandchildren, I know. But as good as. You have to remember that.’

How could I forget. It was obvious my home life was a weird one and my discovery of this not until adulthood was beyond baffling. But I was a young child when it all began. Compared to my friends, my life appeared a mystery and it’s only now, looking back, I wonder why I was so surprised when I unearthed the evidence. I can’t believe I didn’t see it. Everything was there in front of my eyes but, over the years, it seems I had taken the situation for granted and had lived my life to the point of naivety. 

Shrewd and educated, Connie had a great deal to answer for. As I studied her propped up on crisp lily-white pillows in her hospital bed the previous Saturday it defied belief to think she had been the cause of so much upheaval in my home. 

I felt Chris’s comforting arm round my shoulder. ‘Let it out,’ he said. ‘Do you good ... you know, cathartic.’ 

With that, salty tears stung my eyes. But these were tears of a different kind, not for someone I’d once known and was about to lose, but for my past that had come scuttling back. 

I was thankful I had been able to push the unfair events to the back of my mind, determined never to allow them to haunt me. I imagined that what I had lived through had taught me to be strong and to cope but now decades-old incidents had attacked my thinking and felt as though they had happened yesterday. I was surprised just how much I could recall from my youth as strong memories of growing up in the Cape during the Fifties and Sixties jostled for my attention. 

What my own children and, more importantly, Chris, who I had married in 1971, did not appreciate was that I had become encased in a shell of secrecy that was impossible to crack. Even more staggering, I had been sitting on the evidence for the past three years since my mother’s death. Although I had never talked about my past, I’d negotiated with myself, deciding silence was my best option. Because of the stigma it carried, it was out of the question to tell anyone. 

It had become a dilemma. Only two days earlier, Chris and I had sauntered along romantic country lanes and through fields of unkempt cow parsley to reach the clump of trees at the top of Kelston Hill. We rested on a bench to catch our breath, so I’d had every opportunity. We kept no secrets from one another, but remaining silent was how I had learnt to deal with my life. I hadn’t even let slip that I was writing about my background, as that would mean opening a deep chasm. I felt guilty. I trusted Chris and wondered whether it was right to treat him in this way but knew the least said the better, although I was beginning to wish I had told him the truth long before now. 

I had no idea how I would ever be able to let go of my shameful secret. I needed to free myself from the burden that had blighted me for so long, but I also knew that the longer I avoided the subject, the harder it would be to let go. The compassion in Chris’s voice told me he was aware there had been tricky times between my parents and that I’d surfaced from troubled waters, but that was only half the story and, for now, that was all he was going to know. 

I promised myself that one day I would unveil the truth.

But for now, now was not the time.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2
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South Africa beckons


‘My dear Vicky met me with a huge bunch of flowers. I was thrilled to see him again. We may have a baby.’



T

hose were the words my mother had written in her diary after she set foot on Cape Town soil. After a four-month separation, finally she had joined her Vicky who had set sail for South Africa in 1948, three years after the Second World War had ended. Born in 1918, they had met as teenagers, introduced to one another by a mutual friend, and although his wartime duties had taken him away, their relationship continued to flourish.

With my mother’s slender and graceful features and my father’s strong chiselled jawline they were a glamorous couple and in 1940 married at St Francis Xavier Catholic Church in Hereford, the same church where my father donned white robes and practised as an altar boy during his adolescent years. The one wedding vow my mother agreed to abide by was to raise any offspring in the Catholic faith, a commitment that would cause problems.
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Blanche and Victor in 1936 when they first met
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Blanche and Victor’s Wedding Day, March 1940

WITH ENGLAND IN THE grip of post-war poverty and cities and towns in crumbled ruin, a £200 incentive for ex-servicemen to build a property had my ambitious father hooked on the idea of emigrating. And with encouraging reports from his younger sister, Nancy, and husband, Stan, who had settled in South Africa the previous year, followed soon after by their youngest brother, Billy, his yearning intensified. Everything would be paradise compared to the squalor and hardship endured during the war.

For my timid mother to sail off into the unknown was a courageous undertaking but all fears of travelling alone evaporated when my father told her how he was confident they had made the right decision and how he was impatient for her to join him to share in the sophisticated lifestyle.

In her diary, she wrote:


‘The Mediterranean became rough and was not blue. People looked sickly and disappeared from dining rooms. I took some Kwells and wasn’t sick, although boat rolling horribly. Sat wrapped up on deck and my steward brought lunch up to me. Our fourth berth now occupied by a foreigner, Greek!! Arrived Port Said. Wonderful sight. Officials came on board and boats alongside selling their wares. Natives loading oil. Noisy. Rose early next morning to see Suez Canal. Interesting to see the camels. Very little breeze. Weather becoming hot and sticky and difficult to sleep at night. Crew now wearing their white uniforms and passengers starting to look sunburnt. Crossed the equator and one perspires freely below deck. Wore long dress to have champagne and savouries with captain. Checked in through customs at Durban to catch train. Passed through miles of barren country growing corn and cactus. Surrounded by mountains and wasteland. Caught Johannesburg Express train and arrived Cape Town.’



For the initial few months, a hotel was home for my parents; my mother relieved her boredom with dressmaking and helping at the Estate Agency offices, a business partnership my father had entered into, but within months he had accepted a permanent position with Cadbury’s, a role overseeing the offices and storage depot in the centre of Cape Town.

Nine months later, I made my entrance at Leighwood Maternity Home. I was my father’s thirtieth birthday gift, there was no denying that and, from what I gather, was lucky to be born a girl as he had made it clear he did not relish the idea of a son, the reason to this day a mystery.

The normal hectic times with a baby took their course and with my father’s ‘only-the-best-will-do’ attitude, ten weeks later, on a sunny Palm Sunday my christening took place at St George’s Cathedral in Cape Town.
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Diane’s Christening, April 1949

WASHINGTON ROAD IN Claremont, a suburb populated by white middle-class inhabitants was where I spent the first ten years of my life. Colour-washed a subtle shade of pomegranate it was a property my parents were proud of and, given my father’s passion for gardening, our vibrant zinnia borders were a show stopper and our gardenia bush with its intoxicating aroma wafting from delicate cream flowers in the evening warmth always a talking point for passers-by.

[image: image]Blanche with Diane, aged nine months

WE HAD ALL THE LATEST mod cons including a telephone on the wall in the hall, a rarity back in those days. The bungalow offered three bedrooms; one for my parents, one for me and the third for guests when we were lucky enough to have visitors from England. 

My parents’ arrival in South Africa in 1948 coincided with the introduction of apartheid which gave white people ascendancy over everything. Stringent rules made mixed marriages illegal, with non-whites discriminated against in public areas and on transport. I remember black South Africans sitting in their designated seating with signs ‘Moenie spu nie’ – do not spit. My parents found it difficult adjusting to the harsh regime and felt uneasy having to abide by the visible horrors of the system. As outsiders, it was an eye opener. My mother said it didn’t seem right that, because you were born one colour, the law dictated segregation from those of others, unable to comprehend why the government imposed the barbaric legislation. The injustice of it made her feel uncomfortable and humbled but, born into the system, I was unaware of its existence and as I grew up it became a way of life that I accepted with no questions asked. 

As most families did, my parents fell in step and employed a servant. Although strict laws dictated that the sleeping quarters were in a separate building away from the main property, they made a conscious decision that they would treat Lydia, our first maid, as part of the family. It was normal for home-helps to be female, either black or Cape coloured, a term used to describe the resultant offspring from mixed races. 

Lydia was black and came into my life when I was a baby. As a young child there is one instance that springs to mind when my parents had left me in her charge. Violent storms were common, and the rumbling claps of thunder had woken me. I kept calling but when no-one appeared decided to investigate; the radio was blaring but the house was empty and eerie. I reached for the front door handle and breathed in the smell of fresh rain on parched pavements. Vivid lightening scudded across an angry sky and within seconds giant raindrops had soaked through my thin poplin nightdress. I saw a deserted street except for our curious next-door neighbour, Mr Clinton, who was trying to start his car. He informed me he had seen Lydia haring up the road to her friend. That incident had a profound effect on me; once put to bed it became the norm to call out ‘good night’; once I heard a response, I knew it was safe to shut my eyes. Lydia had her marching orders after that event.
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Diane with Lydia in the garden in Claremont

SIXTEEN-YEAR-OLD ANNIE of mixed race was her replacement. With a slim figure and white overall nipped in at the waist with a wide black elasticised belt and a white starched cap perched on top of her tight black curls which she held in place with grips, I’d sometimes chase her to knock it off, after which we would dissolve into giggles. We had fun, Annie and I, and with her quiet and coy nature, she assisted my mother with the day-to-day chores around the home. 
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Chapter 3
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Homesick

A

lthough my mother had adapted well to life abroad, in 1952, four years after her arrival, severe bouts of homesickness began to preoccupy her thoughts. She fantasised about visiting her mother, Fanny, and rekindling the joy of the simple country pleasures she had grown up with. Sunday walks in the apple orchards around Hereford was what she missed most and with every airmail that fell through the letter box, her aching nostalgia intensified. 

There was another good reason to visit England; I was heading towards my third birthday and it was time to meet my relatives. 

The day my father returned home from work and announced that he had booked our passage, my mother leapt into his arms knowing her long awaited dream had become reality and, because there would be icy temperatures when we arrived in the February, and not the scorching summer heat I was accustomed to, I was kitted out with suitable clothing courtesy of Stuttafords, the finest departmental store in Cape Town. 

Eight weeks later, with my name added to my mother’s passport, we were ready to embark on the Pendennis Castle, one of a fleet of Union Castle ships that transported mail weekly from Southampton to Cape Town. I remember the tall red funnels with thick black smoke belching into a cloudless sky and small tugs that nudged our colossal ship from its berth. I waved my father goodbye; for a tiny child, it was the start of a momentous voyage.

Memories of that journey are hazy, but I recall with vivid accuracy the early morning tea and Nice biscuits brought to our cabin by our white uniformed steward and my early meal times taken in the cavernous dining room before being put to bed so the adults could dress in their finery and enjoy theirs at leisure. I also remember peering through the round porthole in our confined cabin, spellbound by the rise and fall of the dark ocean on the distant horizon and as a special treat being allowed to clamber up the stepladder onto the top bunk.
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Diane and Blanche on the Pendennis Castle bound for England, 1952

WITH A LONG RED SCARF and mitts and my new navy coat buttoned under my chin, the morning we disembarked at Southampton I watched as the flag flapped high on the ship’s mast in a vicious gale. I clung on to my mother’s coat as my legs negotiated the wobbly wooden gangplank and, before I knew it, the wheels on the steam train were clickety clacking towards Waterloo Station in London where, after a journey that appeared endless, my mother’s elder sister, Freda, and husband, Frank, were there to meet us under the tall Clock Tower. My uncle Frank was a lean man with a booming voice and had a pipe which he seldom removed clenched between his front teeth. 

My mother told me how proud she was introducing me to everyone for the first time and how well I talked for my age, but I felt lost in those new surroundings with people I didn’t know. I also discovered new rules I needed to obey.

[image: image]

Blanche and Diane in England with Linda, Freda and Fanny

WE SHARED OUR TIME between Grandma’s home in Hereford and Freda and Frank’s in Surrey, with their two children, David and Peter. Their red brick house adjoined St Lawrence’s Primary School in Effingham, where my uncle was headmaster. I became wary of his stern ways; he ruled with a rod of iron and suffered no nonsense. For me, visions of sitting at the dinner table conjure fear; grace prefixed mealtimes and when I disobeyed orders to shut my eyes, I incurred a sharp rap on the knuckles. I struggled with the strict regime; we never said grace in our home, although my father made sure I observed his standards and, whatever I did, I was never to eat with my mouth open. 

This was not the only reprimand that came my way. The toy cupboard my cousins shared on the upstairs landing was a sacred place and I was intrigued. One afternoon, when all was quiet, I took it upon myself to do a little reorganisation and emptied out the entire contents; but I discovered I had been a naughty girl with another severe warning on my uncle’s return from school. After that episode, I made sure I kept out of his way. 

My mother wrote to my father telling him they had been talking non-stop since arriving. ‘So much to catch up on,’ she said and, sparing a fretful thought for him without her around, she continued, ‘I hope Annie’s keeping you supplied with clean shirts!’ 

Apart from a tartan kilt made for me by Grandma’s friend, Mrs Scriven, and pinching my nose to ward off the revolting stench of boiling fish for Auntie Freda’s two enormous cats, Shakespeare and Chaucer, my time in England is sketchy but lodged in my mind are strong memories of seeing snow for the first time, the ginger cake Grandma baked me for my third birthday and the telegram I received from my father, sending me his love. 

With our stay at an end, I leapt for joy when I learnt that Grandma would be accompanying us back to Cape Town for a holiday of her own. It was one goodbye I would not have to make.

As the Stirling Castle cut its course through six thousand miles of calm indigo ocean, Grandma spent much of her time up on deck in search of the cooling breeze and letter writing. And in one of these to Linda, her younger daughter, she wrote:


‘We have now reached Cape Verde. The steward said it would be hot for two days and then get cooler, but it is too hot for me to do anything. We are near the equator now and I’m slowly frying.’



And then:


‘We have passed the line and they had the customary ceremony with Father Neptune. I went on the first-class deck and he came up the stairs from the sea! They marched to the bathing pool and it was most amusing to watch the girls and children ducked and then get buckets of water thrown over them. The whole thing terrified Diane in case it involved her.’



Finally, she told her:


‘Diane is now saying that she will soon see her daddy. Will have more news after we land. Your loving Mother xx’



It was the return journey from England that I remember more than anything; twelve weeks had been an eternity to be away from my father and the thought of him hugging me became more important than anything. 

As that warm comforting sun appeared on the horizon, the minute we docked I watched hefty ropes secure our ship to gigantic concrete bollards and covered my ears as deafening cranes whirred into action. Impatient to spot him amongst the heaving crowds below, I craned my head through the white railings and waved my hand into space. From high up everyone on the ground appeared minute but then I picked him out, my shrieks of joy impossible to control as I tried to keep track of him.

‘Daddy, Daddy!’ I screamed as he threw Cadbury’s chocolate bars up on to the scrubbed wooden deck with amazing accuracy. But his final attempt landed under a nun’s deckchair. An enormous black cross dangled round her neck and caught my attention. She appeared amused by his antics and beckoned for me to retrieve his offering. 

With strict instructions from my mother not to mention the tomato seeds hidden in my little handbag, she whispered them to me one last time as we entered the gigantic customs shed. Forbidden to bring them into the country, these were the words she had drummed in me for days. Once through immigration, both of us sprinted the last few yards and with her bubbly smile, tears welled as my father lowered a bouquet of perfumed red roses into her arms.

‘I’ve missed you,’ I told him as he whisked me into the air. But the moment was too much. ‘Guess what I’ve got for you?’ my whisper loud enough for all to hear. 

‘Shhh!’ My mother pressed her finger to my lips. 

I was back with my wonderful father, and Grandma was with us too. What more could I ask? 

Packed to the gunwhales with our luggage and souvenirs, our sandy coloured Dodge travelled along De Waal Drive en route for home. I sat next to Grandma in the back of a stifling car and watched intrigued as she fanned herself with the hem of her long black skirt. We all laughed at the sight of it, Grandma too seeing the funny side of her flapping performance. She also had a small bottle of something called smelling salts which she inhaled along the journey. As a three-year-old, I could not understand the need, because I was not aware that salt smelt of anything. 

Separated from my father for so long, I was anxious to offload my news. I needed to tell him about my escapades and adventures; how the best thing about my holiday was the frozen white flakes that fell out of the sky and the worst the disgusting smell of boiling fish for Shakespeare and Chaucer’s dinner. I also told him how my uncle Frank had walloped me and that I had a new kilt with a huge pin in it. So much had happened. 

Although he did not appear to be joining in the fun, my mother gabbled away as she pointed out the places of interest to Grandma; Lion’s Head and Cape Town University on the right with Cecil Rhodes Memorial in the foreground. She seemed delighted to have seen the enormous statue with her own eyes, while the zebra, grazing idly on the craggy slopes of Table Mountain, made her squeal. 

The next few miles were a blur. All I recall is the mention of a visitor. I pricked up my ears. We already had my grandma coming to stay so who could this be? Being an only child, the prospect of someone I could involve in my make-believe world had me bouncing in my seat. 

As the conversation continued, I heard the name Connie.
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Chapter 4
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A visitor arrives

I

t seemed I was going to have not one but two playmates. It did not get any better than that. Inquisitive, and at the same time impatient, I couldn’t wait to meet our guest. Would she have a nice face? Would she be friendly? Would she speak to me? So many thoughts crammed my mind.

After the announcement that we had a visitor, no-one spoke for the remainder of the journey until we pulled up in the drive and my father broadcast in a loud voice, ‘Home at last.’ He tooted the horn and a tanned young lady with an enormous smile emerged onto the veranda. ‘This is Connie, sweetheart,’ he said. 

I rushed over and sniffed her delicious perfume. ‘I’ve heard all about you,’ she whispered as she bent down to my level. My mother did not acknowledge her but barged past and stomped to her bedroom. I could not understand why she did not say hello because I thought it was polite to greet someone if you had not met them before. 

The appearance of our guests contrasted one another. With earthy brown eyes and bouncy brunette curls Connie had a mischievous glint. She sported knee-length dirndl skirts and tight tops that exaggerated her pointy breasts, whereas Grandma displayed a seriousness, wore skirts down to her ankles and frilly blouses that covered her arms. But it was the gold-rimmed cameo brooch pinned on the front of her lapel that caught my eye as did her lace-up shoes and thick brown stockings that rippled at the ankles. With all those garments, it was small wonder she complained of the heat. 

With the arrival of our visitors, the exploration of beaches took priority; a wealth of coastlines offered hidden coves and rocky escarpments while others had an uninterrupted expanse of smooth ivory sand. The thrill of those outings was as though it was my first and when my father shouted, ‘I’m first to see the sea!’ I’d wind down the car window and breathe in the faint taste of salt. Although spoilt for choice, we had our favourites; the pearly sands and sophistication of Clifton beach, or Dalebrook, a hidden gem with its safe bathing in the shallow tidal pool close to Simon’s Town, then a Naval base. They all had their own charm, but my father’s preference was Gordon’s Bay, a thirty-mile journey along an endless parched and dusty road where windmills worked overtime in the stifling breeze. With his car down on its axles and two hessian water carriers anchored to the front bumper, tea making courtesy of the primus stove took priority the minute we arrived.
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Connie, Diane and Blanche at the beach

WITH MY BODY DOUSED in olive oil, I’d rush down to the shoreline, wading into the waves until they slammed against my body. ‘Be careful now,’ my mother would shout. ‘Not too far.’ She had never learnt to swim, so danger hovered at the forefront of her mind. Sizzling under a sweltering heat, the glinting sea lapped at our toes and lofty palm trees offered shade to nut brown sun worshippers. Shell collecting and the building of sandcastles were an important part of the day together with the obligatory exploration of rock pools still wet and slippery from the receding tide. 

But the euphoria of these visits came with a minor drawback; the lack of public toilets. When it was time to spend a penny, my mother escorted me down to a rocky ridge of prickly gorse bushes behind a tiny but perfectly formed white-washed church. If it was a Sunday, melodic and tuneful singing from the black congregation filled the air, the sound of that sweet-sounding harmony I will always hold dear.

On our homeward journey, with roads a shimmering inferno and my head nodding from exhaustion, he always made the perfect end to a fun day by pulling in at the roadside to buy an armful of mealies (corn on the cob) from enthusiastic black traders eager to clinch a deal. Freshly cut from the fields, the aroma when they boiled in the pot made my mouth water, and if I were lucky, he would bundle a gigantic watermelon into the boot.

What was to have been a thrilling holiday for my grandma appeared over-shadowed by the presence of Auntie Connie and as a dutiful mother-in-law she wasted no time in lecturing my father that he should have consulted my mother before her arrival. Fanny’s thoughts were with her daughter and she hoped he would see the misery he was inflicting. But he ignored her advice. No-one was going to tell him what to do and from that day his relationship with his mother-in-law soured, his dislike of her poking her nose into his affairs following him to the grave. 

Connie despised domesticity. I never saw her with her hands in the washing-up water but instead, clad in skimpy shorts and a bikini top, she preferred to sunbathe in our back-garden amongst the lemon, plum and kumquat trees. Sprawled out sipping her favourite tipple of chilled Castle beer, she indulged in Black Magic chocolates taken from a glossy black box with a red ribbon and tassel which she kept hidden in the kitchen cupboard out of my father’s sight; only Cadbury’s chocolate was good enough.
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Connie sunbathing

AFTER FOUR MONTHS IN Cape Town, Grandma’s holiday ended but with no sign of our other guest leaving my mother must have felt deep resentment and at times, I presume, an attitude that was polite but distant. Some might have said she was over tolerant but all these years later I could understand why. 

Like all young children, I wallowed in my parents’ attention until one day I heard an argument. Because I had not witnessed them quarrel before, it sent me rushing to my bedroom in tears. I pulled my silky pink eiderdown over my ears and hoped I would never hear raised voices again but there were further disagreements and I couldn’t understand why times had gone from cheery and carefree to sometimes troublesome and tricky.

I asked my mother why this was, but she never gave an answer.
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Chapter 5
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The inquisition begins

I

t was July 2006 and time to contact Linda. It was a while since I had seen my eighty-three-year-old energetic aunt, my mother’s younger sister by six years. It would be a perfect opportunity to visit her again. Knowing how my mother always felt at ease confiding in her rather than with her older sister, Freda, now in her nineties and with a memory not as alert, she was the one person I knew I could count on. Because I needed to piece together a complicated jigsaw, I hoped she would be able to furnish me with the vital missing links from my parents’ past. She was my only hope. 

I dialled her Cheltenham number.

‘Linda!’ I felt relieved she was in. I explained my urgency to talk and agreed that I would see her the following Friday. 

Chris often accompanied me but because he was still clueless about my family’s history, I opted for a day when I knew he would be playing golf. 

I decided not to travel on the motorway but would take the scenic route through Nailsworth, a honey-gold Cotswold village, in the hope the ninety-minute journey would relax me for what I anticipated might be an emotional morning. 

Before I had time to turn off the engine Linda was on the doorstep looking radiant in an aquamarine cashmere cardigan, a present we gave her the previous Christmas.
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Linda in 2006

AN AROMA OF FRESHLY brewed coffee invited me into her front room and, for the first half hour, we chatted non-stop about her recent holiday to Brighton and the IT course she was determined to master to put her skills to the test on her newly acquired computer before, as she said, ‘it was too late’.

‘So, what’s the sudden rush to find out about Blanche and Victor?’ She turned to face me. 

‘I don’t often mention my father I know, like it’s a taboo subject, but I need to delve into his background. I can’t sleep thinking about him.’

‘Well, I’m glad you’ve come because I’ve been waiting to have a chat with you. It’s been playing on my mind. I had intended to say something when I came to stay at your place back in May, but it never seemed the right moment. I know your mother never filled you in on anything. She said it was wiser in case you took sides, but I didn’t agree with her. I think you should have been able to make up your own mind. Certainly, as you grew up, it seemed only right you knew all the facts.’

I felt relieved that she appeared willing to talk.

‘If the truth be known, I think your father terrified your mother, afraid of what he may do if he knew she’d said something. You know what a temper he had on him. Not that she ever mentioned anything to me, but I did wonder whether he’d made her promise never to say a word to you or anyone else for that matter. That’s me surmising of course, but I wouldn’t be surprised.’

I couldn’t wait to hurl my burning question. 

‘So, where did my parents first meet Connie? I’ve a vague recollection it’s from way back but that’s all I know.’

‘Well, it’s from the war days!’ 

‘And?’ 

‘Your parents were married ... no more than a couple of years and like everybody during the war, they’d often attend the NAAFI dances in the village hall ... Wolverhampton, I think it was. Navy, Army and Air Force Institute,’ she rattled off, making sure I knew what the initials stood for. 

‘Everyone looked forward to them. Women wore their black-market nylons and with the troops they’d jitterbug the night away to Glen Miller. You could hardly see through the fog of cigarette smoke and your shoes stuck to the floor with spilled beer, but nobody cared. Now this was where they went one evening and Connie happened to be there with her boyfriend.’ 

‘I never knew that.’ 

‘They met up, the four of them, just as friends, but after a while, I understand Connie finished with her army chap.’ 

‘And then what happened?’ I wiped my clammy palms on my jeans. 

‘Well, like I said, they were friends but your father had kept in touch because in spite of your mother having to work one particular weekend – it was in the offices at the Rotherwas Munitions Factory where they filled the ammunition with explosives – he seemed to think he could take himself off to one of these dances on his own. And who do you think was there? Connie!’ Linda thumped her clenched fist on the arm of her settee.

I stared at her over the top of my glasses. 

‘She was a bit of a glamour puss ... high cheek bones like a model and sparkling brown eyes, because I did meet her once, I remember. I assume it was pre-arranged, the fact she was there. But what was he playing at, because your parents were married?’

‘And Mum didn’t know?’ 

Linda shook her head. ‘I think she’d have been powerless even if she had. Your father had such a confident air about him. The type who’d stand out in a crowd. The complete opposite to Blanche’s delicate nature.’

‘So that’s where they all met?’ My mouth was dry as I asked the wretched question.

‘That’s where they all met,’ Linda repeated as she let out a sigh. I wondered what was going through her mind. 

As a picture of those early days was beginning to emerge, I began to realize how little I knew and just how much I needed to know. 

Linda topped up my coffee. ‘Sad, when you look back.’ 

I shook my head in disbelief, part of me dismissive but knowing that with Linda’s agile memory, everything would
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