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          1995

        

      

    

    
      It was cold at the graveside, a damp autumn day that held the promise of winter close behind. Now and then, rain splattered the mourners’ faces as the breeze caught drops from the trees nearby. The vicar’s voice ebbed and flowed with the wind but Georgia paid it no attention; her thoughts were with the man in the coffin in front of her.

      Grandpa.

      He had been more of a father than a grandfather, filling the void left by the man whose name her mother had never revealed. Even so, she was painfully aware she had barely known him, never glimpsing the man who existed behind the serious exterior. A slew of memories pattered through her thoughts – trips to the circus, the zoo, the cricket. Learning to drive and the gift of her first car. The proud smile when she won her school art prize. He had been kind and generous and, growing up, she had wanted for nothing. He had loved her, of that she had no doubt. But he had kept his true self a closely guarded secret that she suspected might be a legacy from the war, a detachment that allowed him to live alongside painful memories. As a girl, she had always hoped that when she got older he would share some of his experiences and let her inside the protective barrier: she had been eager to learn about his past, curious to know his thoughts and feelings on so many things. But she had never dared to ask, afraid to disturb his composure, and now it was too late.

      She should have been braver, she thought, and asked him while she still had the chance.

      Her fingers brushed against Nana’s beside her, and the older woman turned briefly with a strained, sad smile. The usual glint was missing from her eyes, and Georgia could see only weariness and sorrow.

      Had Nana known the truth of things? she wondered. Or had she, too, been held outside the walls her grandfather had built around himself? She simply couldn’t imagine that they had ever exchanged whispered intimacies, secrets shared: her grandparents had always addressed each other with a quiet and respectful courtesy, and although it had been a peaceful house they had shared little laughter. Even when she went to live there as a child she had sensed an unspoken sadness in the air.

      But still, she had loved him. Tears prickled behind her eyes. Whatever secrets he had treasured were safe forever now, and he was at peace.

      On her other side she was aware of Scott, handsome in his dark suit, his muscled arm brushing hers now and then as she shifted her weight from foot to foot, toes growing numb in the cold. He stood quietly with his hands clasped together before him and his head bowed as though he were saying a prayer. But she knew him well enough to sense the boredom and impatience beneath the stillness, and she wished she hadn’t asked him to come. She wondered now why she had, but she couldn’t quite recall – in the days after the news of Grandpa’s death she had not been thinking clearly. Perhaps she had hoped that in her grief Scott would show his softer side, rekindling the dwindling connection between them. Letting out a silent sigh, she thought she should have known better: she wasn’t even sure any more he had a softer side.

      The vicar’s voice dwindled into silence as the burial service wound to a close and the coffin was lowered into the ground. Nana sniffed but she was upright and dry-eyed, and as they wandered across the cemetery towards the little hall for the wake, Georgia took her arm.

      ‘Are you all right, Nana?’

      ‘I’m fine, my dear.’ The older woman patted Georgia’s arm. ‘I’m just glad it’s over.’

      Georgia nodded her agreement and flicked a glance back towards Scott who was following close behind, hands tucked in his trouser pockets, eyes scanning the horizon. Nana caught the movement from the side of her eye.

      ‘You don’t have to stay,’ she said. ‘I won’t be offended.’ She gave her granddaughter a smile that contained all the understanding in the world and Georgia smiled in return, squeezing her grandmother’s arm in gratitude.

      ‘But I want to stay,’ she replied.

      They reached the little hall that stood beside the vicarage with its memories of childhood fetes and jumble sales, birthday parties and girl guide meetings. A buffet lunch had been laid out with tea and coffee cups at the ready, a pile of plates at one end of the table. Sandwiches and sausage rolls, cakes and fruit. The caterer slid discreetly out of sight towards the kitchen as the mourners filed in, and Georgia watched him go. After a moment, Scott broke away from them towards the food without a word, and the two women exchanged a look as he began to pile his plate from the platters of fruit.

      Nana said, ‘Are you happy with Scott?’

      Surprised by Nana’s question, Georgia observed him for a moment, running her eyes across the man who had been her partner since her last year at school, and turning over the answer in her thoughts. They’d been together so long she had never thought to question it – it had never crossed her mind that they could be apart.

      Was she still happy with him?

      She tilted her head and followed his movements as he stacked his plate with grapes and melon slices, taking in the easy confidence of his movements, and conscious of the well-honed muscles under the expensive suit, his strength and athleticism. Scott was a catch by any standards – handsome, charismatic, successful – and for a long time she had enjoyed every moment they had spent together. He had encouraged her to be adventurous; they had travelled and hiked, sky-dived and sailed, and she had liked who she was because of him.

      But now that Nana had mentioned it, she had to admit she was starting to feel that something might be missing, an ache that pulled at her inside and cast a shadow across their life together. Beneath the taste for adventure, she realised, there was not much else they had in common. And now that her biological clock was starting to tick – friends getting married, having children – it had begun to matter that he showed no interest in settling down or having a family, that he never even mentioned a future together beyond choosing their next holiday.

      She lowered her eyes away from her study of him and turned to her grandmother.

      ‘I don’t know any more,’ she murmured.

      ‘We’ll talk later,’ Nana whispered. Then, with a brief touch of her hand to Georgia’s arm, she moved away as the first of the other mourners came to speak to her.

      Standing alone, Georgia half watched the guests as they milled and talked and helped themselves to sandwiches and cake. Briefly, she remembered that she hadn’t eaten but she made no move towards the spread, her guts tight and still churning. The caterer approached her with a concerned expression on his face.

      ‘Is everything okay?’ he asked.

      He was a man about her own age with clear green eyes and neat open features, and he was observing her intently, waiting for her answer. She stared at him. She was at her grandfather’s funeral – what did he expect her say? Then she realised he was talking about the food, and gave him an embarrassed smile.

      ‘Yes,’ she managed to say. ‘Everything’s fine. I’m just not hungry. It’s been a difficult day.’

      ‘Of course. I understand.’ He returned her smile with an easy one of his own, then held out his hand.

      ‘Ben Turner,’ he said.

      She took his hand, which was warm and dry, and introduced herself. Then they stood for a moment as they surveyed the scene before them, but the silence was comfortable and she felt no need to say anything more. After a minute, he turned to her again.

      ‘Better get back to work. Nice to have met you.’

      ‘You too,’ she said.

      He moved away towards the table and began to tidy up, rearranging the plates and collecting the dirties. Georgia drifted towards the window and gazed out across the graves beyond the glass. The sky had darkened, threatening more rain, but for now a pocket of sun glinted through a gap between the clouds and was shedding a golden light across the expanse of the cemetery lawn. It was quite beautiful – a tranquillity she had forgotten in the hurly-burly of her London life – and she sighed with an unexpected sweep of longing to return here that took her by surprise. Time was, she couldn’t wait to leave the sleepy town for the bright lights of the city, and once she had finally made it to London, visits home had been rare and fleeting. But now the peace of it was surprisingly welcome. She really did want to stay for a while, she decided, and spend some time with her beloved nana, who was grieving.

      Scott appeared at her shoulder and she wheeled towards him, startled out of her reverie.

      ‘We should probably get going soon,’ he said. ‘It’s a long drive home.’

      She hesitated a moment before she replied. It wasn’t often she didn’t fall in with his plans; he was a hard man to say no to. She took a deep breath.

      ‘I’m going to stay on for a few days,’ she said, and gave him an apologetic smile that was not quite genuine. ‘To be with Nana.’

      He slid a glance towards the older woman, who was talking now to the vicar. ‘She’ll be fine,’ he said. ‘She’s got lots of support here.’

      ‘I want to stay,’ she persisted, though she couldn’t have said exactly why. ‘Not just for Nana. He … Grandpa … was a father to me.’

      Irritation flickered briefly across Scott’s eyes, shadows in their depths.

      ‘How will you get back?’

      She shrugged. ‘Train, probably. It’s not impossible.’

      He sighed. ‘And work?’

      ‘I’ll call them. I’m owed some time. They can manage.’ A dull office job in an insurance company where she was no more than a cog in a well-oiled machine. If she never went back there again, she wouldn’t spare it another thought. And, she thought, with a barely suppressed sigh of her own, she doubted the company would even notice she was gone.

      Taken aback by this unexpected act of independence, Scott regarded her for a moment as if appraising her anew; resenting the scrutiny, Georgia turned her face away to look over the hall at the scattered guests talking quietly in little groups, plates balanced awkwardly on upturned palms. There were people here she hadn’t seen for far too long, people who had once made up her whole world: a couple of old school friends, a teacher, the doctor who had treated all her childhood ailments. He was grey-haired and retired now, but he still had the same kindly smile. She was pleased to see so many people had come, that Grandpa would be much missed in the community.

      She brought her gaze back to Scott.

      ‘I’ll ring you when I’m coming back,’ she said, with a defiant tilt of her chin.

      He nodded. Then, with a cursory kiss to her cheek, he said goodbye and left.

      

      Later, at Nana’s house in Royal Lane, they sat at the kitchen table eating toast with honey and drinking tea. It had always been their special treat. Neither had eaten a bite at the wake.

      ‘Scott didn’t mind you staying?’

      ‘I didn’t give him a choice.’

      Nana laughed and her whole face lit up. She was still lovely, Georgia thought, with sparkling eyes and silver hair that fell in neat and pretty curls around her temples. She laughed often, finding joy in the little things in her life and, not for the first time, Georgia wondered why she had married Grandpa, who was such a quiet and serious man: they had never seemed well-suited to each other. But then she thought of her relationship with Scott and, with an abrupt flash of insight, realised Nana probably thought the same about them. Were they well suited? She supposed they had been, once upon a time, but not, she thought sadly, any more.

      She let her mind wander across the various couples she knew in her life, friends mostly – living together, getting engaged or married, starting a family. They all seemed happy enough, though it was hard to judge if they were good for each other. Did most people ever find their perfect partner, she wondered, or did they make do instead with the person they had ended up with, staying together out of habit and convenience, the very human urge not to be alone.

      ‘How did you and Grandpa meet?’ she asked, with sudden curiosity.

      Now that he was gone, she wanted to know more and fill the empty space he had left behind him with a better understanding of the man he had been.

      She knew only they had married after the war. She had always assumed they were sweethearts from a young age, but she knew very little of their history. They had rarely spoken about the past, lightly brushing off any questions, and in her fear of awakening unwelcome memories she had never ventured to ask any further. But now, given the closeness of Nana’s questions about her relationship with Scott, she felt a little lift of hope that Nana might tell her more in return.

      Her grandmother slid her gaze towards the kitchen window and regarded the coming drizzle and the grey afternoon with a wistful look. Georgia’s own gaze followed. In the garden beyond, the apple trees were drooping in the damp, and the last of the autumn leaves were shiny with moisture. When her grandmother made no reply, she thought that perhaps she shouldn’t have asked. Perhaps she should have waited for another day. But after a moment Nana turned her head away from the window with a half-suppressed sigh and replaced her cup carefully on its saucer.

      ‘Were you childhood sweethearts?’ Georgia prompted.

      ‘No, not at all!’ She shook her head. ‘Although we did know each other slightly before the war…’ She tilted her head and hesitated, as if reluctant to continue.

      ‘Nana?’

      Her grandmother let out a small sigh, as if resigning herself to tell a tale she would have preferred to forget. Georgia felt a small twinge of guilt for asking, and shrugged it away.

      ‘Your grandfather was a local boy, and so we knew each other, growing up. After all, Sutton Heath is a very small town,’ Nana went on after a moment. ‘It was even smaller back then, no more than a village really, and everyone knew absolutely everyone. I grew up in the pub, remember, and it was the heart of the community. So I suppose we grew up together in a way.’

      Georgia waited, barely breathing, afraid to interrupt in case Nana decided not to tell the story after all.

      Nana took another mouthful of tea and looked at Georgia over the rim of her cup. ‘You don’t want to know all this. It’s ancient history.’

      ‘I do want to know.’ Georgia was emphatic. ‘Absolutely I do.’

      Nana fingered the handle of her cup, turning it slowly back and forth on the saucer, watching the movement with unfocused eyes before she raised her head to stare out of the window once more, into the darkening garden beyond. The apple tree’s dark branches were still just visible in the gloom, and the last glimmer of the day rimmed the clouds behind them.

      ‘It looks like it’s going to rain again,’ she said, without turning.

      Georgia said nothing, almost holding her breath with fear that her grandmother had said all she was going to say. Aware there was quite a story waiting to unfold, she gave Nana another gentle  prompt.

      ‘Nana?’

      At the sound of her granddaughter’s voice, Nana seemed to snap back into the moment. She wheeled to face her.

      ‘I’m tired,’ she said, with an unaccustomed brusqueness. ‘It’s been a big day. I’m going to have a bath and an early night. Will you be all right?’

      ‘Of course,’ Georgia answered, hiding her disappointment with what she hoped was a reassuring smile.

      ‘Good night, then. I’ll see you in the morning. Sleep well.’

      She bent to give her a kiss on the cheek, her lips soft and warm, then turned and walked back across the kitchen to disappear into the hall.

      Watching her go, Georgia was suddenly painfully aware of her frailty, but the air of sadness she carried with her seemed shadowed by something more complicated than her grief for Grandpa. She had seen the same sense of sorrow before today, Georgia realised, a brief light in her grandmother’s face she had glimpsed now and then, just a flicker that was quickly hidden.

      Taking the cups to the sink, Georgia rinsed them out, and when she raised her head to look out of the window above it, the glass showed only the kitchen’s reflection, the garden beyond it lost in the darkness. Then she sat at the kitchen table again for a while, half listening to the sounds of Nana’s footsteps passing to and fro upstairs, and the whirr of the water in the pipes as she ran the bath.

      She loved this house where she had come to live after her mother’s death, and she knew every creak and rattle, every corner. In summer, the rooms were bright and airy with large Victorian windows that opened onto a spacious garden; in winter, with the heavy curtains drawn, it was cosy against the night. Her eagerness to leave it behind all those years ago seemed absurd to her now, but she supposed the excitement of the city had been an irresistible lure, a desire for things new and unknown. And since then, she had barely ever looked back.

      But now, as she looked around the kitchen with its old-fashioned dresser and the large table that had always been at the centre of the family, she gave herself a small smile, conscious that it felt far more like home than the luxury flat she shared with Scott in the beating heart of London. Perhaps she had needed to leave in order to appreciate how rare and precious its beauty really was, she reflected, because she realised now with a sudden acute awareness that the years she had spent in London had utterly failed to fill the need inside her. The city’s charms were ephemeral and fleeting, and she had never truly felt that she belonged. It was Scott’s world, not hers, and her soul still craved for something more, something of her own – though what it was she wanted exactly she could not have said.

      Eventually, she heard the latch of her grandmother’s bedroom door click into place for the final time and silence fell, the heavy and absolute quiet of the countryside. She tilted her head to listen but there was nothing. In London there was always noise – traffic, sirens, people, construction, the hum of a city that never ceased – and until just a few days ago she had welcomed it, taking it as a sign that she was making something of her life, an exciting world to inhabit. But here in Sutton Heath, wrapped in a beguiling tranquillity she thought she had forgotten, she let her thoughts drift back across the day, and wondered if she would ever hear the story that Nana had been so reluctant to tell.
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      In the morning Georgia came down to breakfast from a night of restless sleep to find the kitchen table strewn with old letters and photographs she had never seen before. A half-empty shoe box stood at one end with its lid thrown aside, and Nana was sifting through the contents. Utterly absorbed, she jumped in startlement when Georgia appeared in her line of sight. But when she raised her eyes they were bright with interest, a little of their old spark returning, and Georgia was delighted by the change. Nursing Grandpa through the weeks and months of his illness had taken its toll on her own health, her skin growing pale, dark shadows appearing beneath her eyes as the usual glimmer of mischief began to fade, so it was wonderful to see a little of her old self rekindling.

      ‘What is all this?’ Georgia asked, touching fingers to the corner of a photograph and swivelling it towards her. She ran her eyes across the picture and saw a black and white image of a group of airmen, seated on the grass before an airplane. They were laughing and one of them she saw now, had a small dog in his lap that was gazing happily at the camera, ears pricked and tongue lolling.

      ‘You asked about the past,’ Nana said, turning the photograph back towards her with a lowered glance across the image. ‘Well, here it is.’

      She made a spreading gesture with her hands, and Georgia noticed at once that she was no longer wearing the impressive diamond that had sat beside her wedding band for as long as she could remember. Instead, a simple ruby glinted with the morning sun, deep wine red and beautiful.

      Georgia stared, speechless for a moment. Then, finding her voice at last, she managed to say, ‘I don’t understand.’

      Her grandmother inclined her head, her lips just parting in a smile.

      ‘Yes. It’s complicated. Quite a story, in fact.’

      Picking up a photograph from the table, she tilted it towards the light to see it more clearly. Georgia moved to stand at Nana’s shoulder and looked at it too. The figures in the picture were hard to make out: the sepia image had faded across the intervening years and the couple’s features were hard to distinguish. But it was clear enough that she could see they were two people very much in love – their faces were close, foreheads touching, and their eyes sparkled bright with happiness. Nana handed the photograph to Georgia and she took it nearer to the window to study it more closely, an unexpected quiver in her blood she couldn’t quite explain. After a moment she turned back towards the table.

      ‘Is this you?’

      Nana nodded and raised her eyebrows.

      ‘But the man … that’s not Grandpa, is it?’

      ‘No. That’s your real grandad. The love of my life.’

      Georgia blinked in shock, and her lips moved as though she had something to say, but she could find no words at all.

      ‘But …’ was all she could manage to stutter.

      ‘I told you it was complicated.’ Nana got up from the table and went to the counter to put on the kettle.

      Georgia watched her, the still-lithe figure moving easily, dainty hands flitting above the teapot and cups as she prepared the tea. She said nothing, thoughts roiling with this startling piece of news as she lowered her gaze to examine the photograph again, running her eyes across the image of the two young people, happy and so obviously in love. After a moment, Nana turned and leaned her hips against the bench as the kettle hissed behind her.

      ‘His name was Zack,’ Nana said. ‘Zachary Eldon, and he was an airman based at Little Sutton during the war.’ She kept her voice carefully even, Georgia noticed, no betrayal of the emotion behind the words.

      ‘What happened to him?’ she asked, gently, certain of the answer even as she asked the question.

      ‘He was shot down somewhere in Europe. That’s all I know.’

      Georgia said nothing, still trying to take in all that Nana had said, her whole past swept away into something new by this revelation. The kettle huffed to a boil and switched itself off and Nana turned away to make the tea. Georgia’s gaze swept across the table as though all the photographs and letters before her could make the story clear in her head. When she looked up again, Nana was staring into the distance at some unknown thing, remembering. She began to speak again in so soft a voice that Georgia had to step closer to hear her.

      ‘He went out with a different crew that day,’ she murmured. ‘On a different airplane, as a last-minute substitute. I didn’t even know he was flying. It happened sometimes when a regular member of a crew got sick or injured. But they all hated doing it. The crews were very tight knit and they’d learned to trust each other. None of them ever wanted to fly with anyone else.’ She stopped and took a deep breath, eyes once again sweeping the spread of telegrams and photographs and letters that were fanned across the table.

      Georgia waited, conscious of her grandmother’s hesitation and the sorrow in the recollection. Briefly, she wondered if the memories would prove too painful to share any more. But after a moment, Nana lifted her gaze from the table and gave a small, sad smile.

      ‘I heard the news from his great friend, Freddie,’ she said. ‘He was one of the other gunners in Zack’s usual crew. Their plane had been grounded for repairs … the landing gear or something … I can’t remember. There’s a photo of him in there somewhere – one of the crew had a Kodak, so there were always photos.’ She waved her hand towards the table and made a small movement as if she were going to look for it but then stopped, eyes returning to gaze once more into the distance. ‘I lost touch with him afterwards. He must have been shot down too, I suppose. Otherwise he would have visited. I was very fond of him.’ She looked up, eyes bright with an intensity that Georgia had never seen in them before. ‘The attrition rate was horrific – so many men who never came back. But they kept flying. Day after day after day.

      Georgia found her voice at last. ‘So all these years later you still don’t know what happened to him?’

      Nana shook her head. ‘It was war, and it was enough to know I’d lost him.’

      ‘Aren’t you curious though?’

      ‘Oh, I’ve sometimes wondered over the years – imagining all the different ways a man might die in a plane. I used to have nightmares about it.’

      For a moment Georgia was silent, her thoughts curling around this unexpected glimpse into the past. Her real grandfather, and a secret all these years. Her own need to discover the truth burned inside her, a heat that travelled from her core to her fingertips. Why had no one ever told her? Why had his very existence been denied?

      She thought of Grandpa, buried only yesterday, and a twinge of sorrow turned in her gut. Had he known? She drew in a deep breath to quell the rising tide of feeling.

      ‘I could look into it if you like and do some research?’ she murmured. ‘I’m sure there would be records somewhere. I know I’d love to know.’

      Nana hesitated, and Georgia understood that long-buried feelings were beginning to stir, memories she had set aside all through the long and loveless years of her marriage to Grandpa. She could see the indecision in the quick darting movements of Nana’s eyes, hope and fear of disappointment both vying to be heard, a wound about to be reopened.

      ‘It’s worth a try, isn’t it?’ she prompted, when the silence began to grow long. ‘To find out what really happened to him?’

      Her grandmother drew in a long deep breath, as though she were steeling herself for some ordeal. Perhaps she was.

      ‘I don’t know,’ she said again, lowering her head away, indecision written clear in the fretful darting of her gaze across the floor. ‘I don’t know if I want to disturb all that sorrow again. It’s in the past, long buried.’

      Georgia scanned the scattered photographs.

      ‘But you haven’t forgotten,’ she said gently. Then, ‘Did he give you that ring? It’s beautiful.’

      At the counter, Nana let out a long low sigh as her right hand seemed to reach of its own accord to touch the left, turning the ruby lightly on her finger. There was a long silence. Outside, the postman’s van drew up in the lane and they heard his footsteps crunching on the gravel path, the light thud of the post landing on the mat behind the door. Neither of them moved.

      ‘Yes,’ Nana whispered at last. ‘It was my engagement ring. We bought it in London …’ She trailed off, eyes clouding over. Then, with a visible effort – a deep inhale and shoulders straightening – she raised her head and met Georgia’s gaze.

      ‘Perhaps you’re right. Perhaps it would be good to know after all this time, and lay those ghosts to rest.’

      She gave a small tight smile that belied the effort Georgia knew it must have cost her, and turned once more to finish making the tea.

      
      They spent all morning sifting through the photographs, old letters Nana had received from friends, hasty notes that Zack had scrawled, ancient paperwork. They found Georgia’s mother’s birth certificate, and Nana recounted all she could remember of Zack’s past from before they had met.

      The small town in Idaho that he came from.

      ‘Bliss, it was called,’ she said, ‘I always remember that – such a lovely name for a place.’

      His younger sister Louise, who had not long left home to work in a munitions factory.

      His drunken father.

      The crew of the American Maiden, and the men who had been his friends.

      Georgia listened intently, and though she had a hundred questions she wanted to ask, she let her grandmother tell the story in her own way. Then, when Nana finally paused in her recollection, and raised her eyes again to the window as if looking
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