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About the Book

When Juliet Porter’s mother dies, she leaves her a letter and an old second world war photograph, which reveal a shattering secret.  The father she had known and loved dearly until the end of his life had not been her father after all. Instead, it seems that she is the daughter of an American bomber pilot who is completely unaware of her existence. Without knowing his name and with only the photograph to help her, Juliet sets out to search for her real father.

The task of tracing him proves both daunting and difficult. The trail is old and cold, and seemingly best left undisturbed, but Juliet feels compelled to go on, driven by a desperate need to find her father. Her search takes her back to the old wartime Suffolk airfield where her mother fell in love with the American pilot in 1942, and, eventually, to California where in the end she meets not only her past but also her future.

A superbly romantic wartime saga by the bestselling author of Our Yanks.
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For Debbie and Fergus


PART I


One

My mother was buried on a bitterly cold day in mid-February, 1992. It had snowed on the day that she died and a hard frost had followed – so hard and so lasting that there was a problem about digging the grave. The funeral director was smoothly apologetic. Unfortunately, arrangements would take rather longer than usual. The cemetery was experiencing difficulties; the grave-diggers, faced with earth as hard as iron, were being unco-operative.

My brother and I sat in front of his desk while he explained this to us. While he talked, I noticed that the previously old-fashioned funeral parlour had undergone a complete makeover since my father’s death eleven years before. On that occasion, I remembered sombre furniture, sober colour, sepia photos of horse-drawn hearses, black horses with black head-plumes, and pall-bearers with top hats swathed in black veils. Those photos had disappeared and in their place hung a large, framed declaration, a professional testimony in black, gilt-edged letters: DIGNITY. PERSONAL, CARING SERVICE AT ALL TIMES. PRIVATE CHAPEL  OF REST. FUNERALS COMPLETELY FURNISHED.

The Dickensian décor had been updated to silver-and-grey striped wallpaper, fitted carpeting, venetian blinds and modern office furniture, while the elderly undertaker had been superseded by this much younger funeral director, smartly dressed and seated behind an Ikea desk. He slid an open folder across its shiny surface towards us and revolved it deftly for our inspection. Inside there were coloured photographs of coffins made in different styles and woods. Solid oak, he informed us, was the best, the most durable and, naturally, the most expensive. For that reason, it was normally only chosen for burials, together with handles of solid brass – also rather expensive. But there were more reasonably priced options; he turned a page, indicating other photographs with a well-manicured forefinger. Oak veneer, he assured us, was considered a perfectly acceptable alternative for burials, as well as half the price – and the handles were often what was known in the trade as brassed.

‘Brassed?’

‘Plastic covered with brass, Mrs Porter. Particularly suitable for cremations, which are becoming increasingly the norm – what with the shortage of land and the change in people’s lifestyles. Though, of course, here we’re concerned with a burial.’

His manner was brisk now that we had got  down to business; quite matter-of-fact. He might have been selling refrigerators, or washing machines or any other consumer durable. He must have decided that this was the most effective way to deal with bereaved families and achieve the painful decisions necessary to dispose of the loved one decently, efficiently and quickly. And for the same reasons that any good salesman targets the woman rather than the man, he had twitched the folder slightly in my direction, away from my brother, and addressed his remarks to me. He turned another page and flicked at the only photo dismissively.

‘This one is made of pine and the cheapest. It’s really only used in cases where there are no known relatives and the local council bears the cost.’

‘Paupers’ funerals?’

‘Exactly.’ He went back to the beginning and the solid oak. I fumbled for my reading glasses and took a closer look before I shifted the book back in Drew’s direction. ‘Which do you think?’

He peered at the photos. ‘Up to you, Ju.’

The funeral director said, ‘The raised-lid design is very popular.’

‘Is it possible to see one? I mean, do you have samples here?’

He hesitated. ‘As it happens we do have one of that particular style on the premises – in our private chapel here – but I’m afraid there’s a lady resting in it. Of course, you’re quite welcome to view, if you have no objections.’

In my state of shock and grief, I had a ludicrous vision of some exhausted passer-by clambering into a spare coffin for a lie-down. And then I understood him. ‘No, no... that won’t be necessary.’

The decision was finally made. Anything other than solid oak was really unthinkable and I felt my mother would have preferred the simplest style without the fancy lid. And solid brass handles – the plainest design. The black folder was closed and returned immediately to a desk drawer; perhaps the funeral director had also learned that, if not, the woman in question might start changing her mind. Again, he looked at me, rather than my brother.

‘Will you wish there to be floral tributes – other than from the close family? Many people prefer not. The trend these days is very much towards donations to some favourite cause instead. It can be specified in the newspaper announcement.’

There was a black urn containing white plastic lilies placed on the window sill behind him. For some reason, I found them even more distressing than the coffin photos or the lady resting close by.

‘Our mother adored flowers. The more people send, the better.’

‘Yes, of course, Mrs Porter. It’s entirely as you prefer.’ Another desk drawer was opened, another folder placed on the desk, turned round and slid towards us. I read the words on its cover: The Flower Basket: Sympathy Guide. ‘We find  find this local florist very satisfactory. As you will see, they offer some most attractive and original arrangements – the old-style wreaths have rather gone out of fashion these days. I assume that you and Dr Byrne will wish your own personal tributes to be placed on the coffin?’

I looked at more colour photographs – this time of flowers contorted into a bewildering variety of shapes: cushions, crosses, hearts, teardrops, teddy bears, toy trains, anchors, harps, guitars, open books, gates of heaven... The blooms all looked perfect specimens of their kind – presumably real, but just as depressing as the plastic lilies.

The funeral director said encouragingly, ‘The tributes would be delivered here on the morning of the funeral and we will take care of the rest for you. We offer a complete package, you know. The announcement in the press, limousines, service sheets, pall-bearers, even making the arrangements with a priest or minister, if necessary – not so in your case, of course, but the majority of people these days are not regular churchgoers. You’d be surprised at how many never go at all, but they still want a religious service of some kind. We arrange everything for them. It takes a lot of the stress out of the whole sad experience.’

‘Is that such a good thing? Isn’t stress rather a natural part of it?’

He said blandly, ‘We find our clients appreciate the support, Mrs Porter.’

I closed the florist’s Sympathy Guide and sent it back across the desk. We also declined the limousines, assistance with the announcement in the press and with the printing of the service sheets. I wondered if the completely furnished funeral package included choosing the hymns and the music too, as well as the readings? Almost certainly. Perhaps they could even supply someone to deliver an appropriate eulogy – about somebody they’d never met?

We must have been a disappointment to the man, but it was well hidden. More condolences were expressed, assurances given of every personal care and attention, and we were conducted smoothly to the door and out into the Oxford street. I shivered and took Drew’s arm for moral support, as well as to avoid slipping on the icy pavement. ‘I could do with a stiff drink.’

‘Me too. Let’s find a pub.’

It was close to lunchtime and the pub bar was filling up, but I found an empty table and staked a claim to it while Drew fetched the drinks. All around me, people were talking and laughing, drinking and smoking and eating. Brutally, life went on just the same without missing a beat.

Drew came back. ‘I made it a double.’

‘Thanks.’

The drink worked its magic and I pulled myself together. ‘We’re due at the vicarage at two. Have you any thoughts about hymns?’

He shook his head. ‘Not really. You’d know  what she’d have liked. I can’t remember the last time I went to church.’

‘Flavia and I went with her at Christmas when we were staying there. She seemed perfectly all right then. A bit thinner, that’s all – I do remember noticing that. I rang her regularly afterwards as usual, of course, but she always sounded fine. I’d no idea anything was the matter. Not a clue.’

‘Perhaps she hadn’t either.’

‘But she had. The doctor told me that she was diagnosed early in October. She insisted on knowing exactly what the situation was and he gave it to her straight out. She knew from the very beginning that there wasn’t really a hope and she refused point-blank to have chemotherapy. I was going to see her, you know, towards the end of January, but she put me off – told me she’d got some charity committee meeting that she’d forgotten about and had to go to. I just wish to heaven she’d told me that she was so ill, Drew. If only she had.’

‘You know what she was like, Ju. Could never stand a fuss.’

‘We wouldn’t have fussed.’

‘We probably would. Or you would have, almost certainly.’

‘I still wish we’d known. We could have spent more time with her.’

‘Would that have helped?’

‘She wouldn’t have had to face it alone. And it wouldn’t have been such a ghastly shock for us. I suppose it’s very selfish of me to think like that  – if that’s the way she wanted it – but I hate the fact that we never had a chance to say goodbye. That’s what saddens me most of all. Flavia too.’

‘Mmm.’ He picked up his beer again. ‘Not really Ma’s style to have us gathered round the bedside, was it? I can’t see her going for that. And she always hated goodbyes of any kind.’

It was true, which helped – a bit. She had never been one for lingering over partings. No prolonged wavings or watery words or looking back. It had always been a smile, a hug and then she was gone.

‘Will you stay on till the funeral, Drew?’

He took off his glasses and polished them carefully with his handkerchief. ‘Well, I really ought to get back to Cambridge for a couple of days or so. I’m meant to be lecturing this week. I was thinking of going off first thing tomorrow and coming back the day before it – that’s if you can manage the rest.’

‘I should think so. Flavia will probably come up at the weekend and give me a hand. We’ll need to get the house ready and organize the catering.’

‘Catering?’

‘For after the funeral. People will expect to be invited back. Sandwiches and tea, at least. And something stronger.’

‘Oh, Lord. Can’t we skip all that?’

‘Not really. I expect there’ll be quite a few turning up. She and Da had a lot of friends. Remember all the people at his funeral?’

Drew replaced the specs, frowning. ‘Speaking of the house, what the hell are we going to do about it?’

Apart from a separate bequest to her granddaughter, Flavia, and donations to charities, my mother’s will had left the remainder of her estate, including the house, equally to us.

‘Sell it, I imagine. Unless you’ve any better ideas.’

‘I didn’t mean that. Selling the house itself shouldn’t be too difficult, but what are we going to do about the contents? The furniture. All the rest of the books. Ma’s stuff. There’s an awful lot.’

‘I know. We could try and go through some of it this evening. Decide what to keep.’

‘The trouble is, Sonia and I just don’t have any space left for anything else. I could maybe squeeze in a few more books and the odd picture, and Da’s chess set – if you don’t want it, Ju – but that’s about it.’

I knew it was true. Drew’s small house in Cambridge, as well as his rooms in college, were already crammed full.

I said, ‘It seems an awful shame. I’ll take as many books as I can and some pictures, but I couldn’t get most of the furniture up the stairs – even if I had the room, which I haven’t.’

‘How about Flavia?’

I smiled. ‘Flavia likes Conran. All very sleek and modern. But I’ll ask her, of course.’

‘Most of it will have to be sold with the house, then. Nothing for it.’

‘Do you mind if I have Ma’s writing bureau? The one in her bedroom.’

‘No, of course I don’t. Take anything you want, Ju. Anything. Now, what about a sandwich or something to eat? I think they do bar snacks and I could do with a bite.’

I watched him amble off in search of a menu: a tall and professional figure with slightly hunched shoulders, dressed in an old tweed overcoat that he had had for aeons, with a woollen scarf wrapped round his neck. He was a repeat version of our father – rather eccentric, rather vague, his mind seemingly operating on some other and more rarefied plane. This was indeed the case. My brother was a brilliant mathematician; my father’s intellect had been even more outstanding. And mathematicians at that level inhabit a world of their own.

After the pub we called at the vicarage. There had been several changes of vicars since my childhood days and I hardly knew this one, who was quite new. Like the funeral director, he was a relatively young man, but I liked him a great deal more. The hymns were settled, readings chosen and the old form of service would be used – all the Thees and the Thous and the beautiful old words. I felt that, with him, Ma was in safe hands – a lot safer than with the funeral director’s complete caring package.

The house referred to by Drew, where our parents had lived for so long and where we had grown up, was in Summertown, in the northern  part of Oxford. Victorian red brick, slate-roofed, gabled, stone-mullioned, castellated and crenellated, laurels at the front and a large and rambling garden at the back with a magnificent beech tree. It had been built, of course, for a Victorian-sized family, complete with staff. The main rooms were lofty, the sash windows fitted with wooden shutters that folded back, clanking and thudding, into deep recesses, the fireplaces were black cast-iron monstrosities. The kitchen had been equipped with a coke-guzzling range which was supposed to heat the radiators as well as cook the food, but they rarely rose above lukewarm. In any case, the shortage of fuel in those early post-war days meant that they were seldom turned on at all.

I had been three years old when we had moved in during 1947, soon after my father had taken up a post at Oxford university, and my brother, Andrew, had been born three years later. The only staff had been Mrs Collins who came twice a week, on Mondays and Fridays, to help with the cleaning – excluding my father’s study at the far end of the hall. With her penchant for chat and her noisily flailing brooms and flapping dusters Mrs Collins was forbidden access and the room remained undisturbed and uncleaned, except sporadically by my mother, for years and years.

My father was, as I have said, a brilliant mathematician, but we only understood quite how brilliant after his death. The obituaries  referred to him as a genius, describing his work at the codebreaking centre, Bletchley Park, deciphering German codes during the Second World War. The Enigma machine codes had been broken, but the fiendishly complicated machine, Fish, used by the German Army High Command for top-level communications, had proved even more difficult. A twelve-wheel contraption with hundreds of metal lugs turned each character into a string of electrical impulses converted into code before transmission. Cracking the code had taken many months, involving highly abstruse mathematical calculations based on one lucky careless slip by a German radio operator. My father had been a vital part of the team which had finally unlocked Fish’s secrets. Unlike the breaking of the Enigma codes, this had been accomplished without ever seeing the machine. The method of deduction alluded to in the newspaper was incomprehensible to me – I have trouble with basic arithmetic – though Drew, of course, had understood. But our father had never once spoken of his time at Bletchley Park, and even Ma had only the haziest idea of what he had been doing during the war. ‘Something very dull to do with communications,’ was all he would tell her – or us, whenever we asked him. He was not, apparently, the only one to clam up. While others were trumpeting aloud their wartime exploits, those at Bletchley Park remained silent. Churchill called them the geese that  laid the golden eggs but never cackled.

The call on the vicar concluded, Drew and I went back to the house. The range had been replaced during the Seventies with an oil-fired Aga, but the Victorian radiators had stayed stubbornly lukewarm and the hallway, as we entered, felt damp and chill. We kept our coats on. Drew lit the gas fire in the study and I went to make some tea. The kitchen had always been the hub of the house. We ate there at the big scrubbed-wood table and the lodger students that my mother took in to fill up empty bedrooms always joined us in termtime. Something was always cooking on or in the range: soups, stews, potatoes, puddings, pies – simmering, baking, bubbling, sizzling, with the kettle hissing for the next cup of tea or coffee.

I filled the kettle, set it on the hotplate and fetched mugs, tea bags, milk, sugar. The two third-year St Hilda’s students still living in the house had left their mugs and bowls and plates washed up and draining neatly on the rack and while I was waiting for the kettle to boil, one of them returned. Her bespectacled face appeared uncertainly round the edge of the door, framed in the nylon fur of her anorak hood. She was the one who had found Ma unconscious on the kitchen floor and sent for the ambulance.

‘Is there anything we can do, Mrs Porter?’

There wasn’t, I assured her. And they were welcome to stay on until the house was sold. I promised to keep them informed.

‘We’re so sorry,’ she said. ‘We liked your mother. Very much. Everybody did.’

I knew it was true. As far as I was aware she had had no enemies, only friends.

I carried the tea through to the study where the old gas fire was making its usual pop-popping noises. How many times over the years had I carried a mug of tea to my father at work in there, and how often had I returned later to find it scummily cold and untouched on his desk? As a very small child, I could remember stretching up on tiptoe to reach the brass handle, pushing open the door and wandering around the book-lined room, fingering this and touching that. The study door was never locked, admission never denied – except to Mrs Collins. The outsize chess set on the table by the fire was always an attraction: pawns, bishops, rooks, knights, queens and kings drawn up and poised for battle, black team against white. I would shunt them to and fro across the squares. The humble pawns could be made to scoot about, the bishops and rooks to slide, but the majestic kings and queens had to be lifted. Sometimes Da would look up from his desk to smile and make some kindly and indulgent remark; at other times, he was too absorbed in his work to notice me at all.

Drew was at the bookshelves, taking down a dusty volume and opening it up. When Da had died a lot of his books, as well as his papers, had been given to the university but there were  still plenty left in the study and in the rest of the house – shelves of them in almost every room, including many of our books from childhood. I put Drew’s mug on the desk, close to the silver-framed photograph of Ma in her WAAF uniform. She smiled at me from out of the past. Trim and slim, tie neatly tied, uniform cap stylishly worn, her dark hair rolled up behind the ears, Forties fashion. People had always said how alike we were: same build, same features, same colour hair – until hers had eventually gone pepper and salt in her late sixties. Throughout my life she had been there at all the stages, for the good times and the bad, the easy and the hard; suddenly, she wasn’t. She had gone and she had denied me the comfort of some last words together. I felt, childishly and I knew unreasonably, that, at the end, she had deserted me.

‘Tea’s up.’

Drew grunted, already engrossed in the book. Like father, like son. I left him to it and took my own tea upstairs to the main bedroom, as glacially cold as the hall. I switched on the lights and stood for a moment in the silence, warming my hands round the mug. Ma’s dressing gown was still hanging on the hook behind the door, her slippers placed beside the big double bed, her woollen cardigan draped across the back of a chair, her string of pearls lying on the dressing table, and there was a faint trace of the floral scent that she always wore. Her  death seemed quite unreal: a horrible misunderstanding. I had never, after all, witnessed her dead. By the time I had reached the hospital she had been taken away to the mortuary and I had refused, in cowardly panic, to see her, afraid that the sight of her dead might erase the memory of her alive. Now, I could almost believe that she might come back at any moment. The front door would click open and shut, her footsteps would sound across the hall, her voice call out from the stairs:

‘Juliet, darling, is that you? I’d no idea you were coming. What a lovely surprise!’

Instead, there was only silence.

For no particular reason, I went over to her desk – an Edwardian lady’s kneehole writing bureau with drawers down each side and a fold-up lid. On the top was a photograph of Drew and myself as children, arms linked together, and, beside it, one of my daughter, Flavia, taken twenty years ago at four years old. Her only grandchild.

The desk lid was closed but the key had been left in the lock. I sat down where she had sat, put the tea mug aside on the floor and turned the key, lowering the lid gently onto its brass hinges. In front of the pigeonholes, propped up conspicuously so that it could not possibly be missed, was an envelope addressed to me in my mother’s hand, in the royal blue ink she always used. For Juliet.

I picked it up and turned it over. More  writing, but smaller, on the back. I took my reading glasses out of my coat pocket. To be opened by her, and her alone, after my death.

I felt no premonition or apprehension. I simply thought that it was probably about some wish that she wanted carried out, not already mentioned specifically in her will. Something she felt she could rely on me to see to rather than Drew. She had known, after all, that she was dying and there had been plenty of time to think about such things, to make additions and amendments. I slit open the envelope with the ivory paperknife kept in one of the pigeonholes, and took out a folded sheet of writing paper and, tucked inside, an old black and white photograph. I glanced at the photo briefly. It showed a group of men – obviously an air crew dressed for flying – in front of a large plane. The men at the back were standing, the ones in the front crouched down on their haunches. I put it aside on the desk, wondering who on earth they were, and opened out the letter. It was dated three days before she died and the writing was shaky.


My darling Juliet,

I have known for several weeks that I am going to die soon and I hope that you and Drew will understand my reason for not telling you, or anyone. I truly believe that this way has made it easier for all of us, without spoiling the precious time left.

There has been time, too, for me to think about things past and to reach another decision, which I  pray is also the right one. I believe that I should tell you something that I have always kept from you – again, for what I felt were also good reasons. But now things are different. Vernon has gone and I shall soon be gone. I think you should know the truth and there is no way to tell it except straight out.

Vernon was not your natural father. Your real father was an American pilot serving over here in England in the war with their Eighth Air Force. He was the captain of a bomber crew and I met him when I was in the WAAF. We fell in love. Deeply in love. We were going to be married as soon as his tour was over but he was shot down over France in 1944 and posted missing, presumed killed in action. I found out then that I was pregnant with you – his child. Vernon, whom I had already known for many years, offered to marry me and to accept you as his own. I agreed because I truly believed that it was the best thing for you. In those days, to be born out of wedlock was a terrible stigma. Later, I discovered that your real father was still alive and had been hidden by the French for months in Occupied France. When he got back to England, he found out that I had married someone else and he went home to the United States without knowing of your existence. I never told him, partly in fairness to Vernon, and partly because telling the whole truth could only bring unhappiness to everyone concerned. As you know, Vernon loved you very dearly. So far as he was concerned, you were his daughter and he was a wonderful father to you, just as he was a wonderful husband to me.

I had never intended to tell you, but lately I’ve  changed my mind. Your real father was a wonderful man, too, and I never forgot him or stopped loving him. Not for a single day. You are a part of him, Juliet – all I had left – and I treasured you twice over. Incidentally, you get your artistic talent from him.

Even though you may never meet, I want you to know the truth before I die. It seems only fair to him now, as it was fair to Vernon before – though perhaps it’s not so fair to you? Right or wrong, I feel that you should know. Whether or not you choose to tell Flavia is your decision alone, but I think she would understand. I hope and pray that you will.

With my everlasting love, Mama.



The handwriting had deteriorated progressively so that the final lines were hard to read, the signature a clumsy scrawl.

I don’t know how long I sat there, clutching the letter in my hand – staring at it, rereading it and then reading it all over again, and yet again, as though doing so might somehow change its content or meaning. But my mother had, as she had felt compelled to do, given it to me straight out. The gentle, kind, quiet man I had adored was not, apparently, my father. Instead, my true father was some unknown bomber pilot who had met my mother when she had been the beautiful young WAAF in the photograph downstairs. One of those overpaid, oversexed, over-here Yanks. I simply couldn’t believe it. I refused to. In her last days Ma must have become confused.  She had been prescribed strong drugs to combat the cancer and the pain – the doctor had told me so – and she had imagined the whole thing. Old memories mixed with new drugs had played silly tricks on her mind.

At last, I put down the letter and picked up the photograph to look at it more closely. I could see now that the air crew was wartime American. These were unmistakably Yanks. The four standing had high-peaked caps sporting big brass badges, while the six men crouching in front of them wore baseball-type ones. It must have been winter because there was snow on the ground and they were all dressed in heavy sheepskin jackets, with life jackets on top and a cumbersome assortment of clips and buckles and attachments. The plane, partly visible behind and dwarfing them, was obviously some kind of bomber. I could see giant propellers, a canopied nose turret, part of the wings, the cockpit high above. I turned the photo over but there was nothing written on the back. No date, no names, no place – nothing. Presumably the pilot my mother had referred to was one of the men in the photo but there was no way of telling which one he was. All insignia was hidden by the heavy flying gear.

I put the photograph and the letter back in the envelope and went downstairs to the study. Drew was still deep in a book, his tea ignored. I went over to him and held out the envelope.

‘Look what I’ve just found in Ma’s desk.’

He looked up – reluctantly. ‘What is it?’

‘A letter from her to me. I’d like you to read it.’

‘Now?’

‘Yes, now. If you don’t mind.’

He took the envelope from me. While he was reading the letter – held in one hand, photo in the other – I went to sit beside the gas fire, hunched in my coat. The black chessmen on the table had their backs turned, the white ones faced me impassively. The room was silent except for the popping gas flame. Eventually, my brother spoke.

‘Christ! Bit of a bombshell.’

I said, ‘It can’t possibly be true, Drew. The drugs must have made her imagine things. It can’t be true.’

‘Well, it could be.’

It wasn’t the answer I needed, or wanted. ‘What do you mean – could be?’

‘That sort of thing happened in the war, didn’t it?’

Sometimes he could be infuriating. ‘For God’s sake, Drew, I know it did. All right, Ma had a passionate love affair with some Yank years and years ago and then while she was ill and taking all those drugs she got confused and started mixing things up in her mind. Maybe she was going through her desk and found that old photo and it started her off dreaming – inventing things that might have been, but never actually happened. Sort of wishful thinking. That’s possible too, isn’t it?’

He held the photo up higher, studying it for a moment in the light from the standard lamp beside him. ‘Mmm. The plane’s a B-17, you know. A Flying Fortress.’

‘I don’t care what the hell it is.’ I was close to tears now – not the tears of a rational, mature woman, but childish, stamp-my-foot ones.

‘Crew of ten,’ he went on, still looking at the photo with heartless interest. ‘Officers standing behind – the rest of them sergeants. I think that’s right. Funnily enough, I was reading about those Allied bombing raids recently. The RAF went in single file at night, armed with pea-shooters, while the Americans did their daylight trips in big box formations and lots of gun-power. Hence the name Flying Fortress. This plane’s bristling with them, see.’ He pointed with his forefinger. ‘Ma says he was a pilot so he’d be one of these chaps standing. Probably the one in the middle. The pilot would have been the captain, like she told you.’

‘Just burn it, will you,’ I said furiously. ‘Stick it in the gas fire.’

Drew peered at me over his spectacles. ‘Sorry, Ju. I can see you’re really upset. I’m sorry.’

‘Well, wouldn’t you be? If it were you?’

‘Yes, I suppose I would. But even if it’s true – and I’m not saying it is – Ma says he was a wonderful guy.’

‘Is that really meant to make me feel better? Actually, it doesn’t. Not a bit. And it doesn’t matter which one he is or what he was like  because he’s got absolutely nothing to do with me. As far as I’m concerned, Da was my father – our father – and that’s an end to it.’ I held out my hand. ‘I’ll burn those, if you won’t.’

He shrugged again. ‘OK. If that’s what you want.’

Using the gas fire would make a mess in the grate, so I took the envelope with the letter and the photograph through to the kitchen. And then, of course, I remembered that the Aga was oil-fired now with no handy incinerating maw, like in the old days. Drew had already used the last match in the study to light the gas fire and while I was hunting through drawers for more of them, the other St Hilda’s student came into the kitchen.

‘I just wondered if I could make a cup of coffee?’

I made an effort to smile at her. ‘Of course. Help yourself. I’m looking for matches. You don’t happen to have any on you, do you?’

‘Sorry, no. But I’ve got some up in my room. Shall I fetch them?’

‘No, don’t worry – thanks all the same.’ I went on hunting while she filled the kettle.

The girl said quietly, over her shoulder, ‘I was very fond of your mother. I felt I could tell her about things and she always listened. My own mother died two years ago.’

I stopped searching, sensing her need to talk. ‘I’m so sorry. How awful for you.’

‘Mother had cancer, too. It’s so cruel, isn’t it?  So unfair – the way it just picks on people who’ve done nothing whatever to deserve it.’

‘I know. It’s cruel and horrible. Our mother never told us, you know. My brother and I had no idea that she was ill.’

‘Nor did Karen and I. We ought to have guessed, though. When we came back after Christmas we did notice that she was hardly eating anything and was losing a lot of weight, but we thought perhaps she was on a diet. And her handwriting was different. She used to leave notes for us on the kitchen table sometimes – about food in the oven and things like that – and towards the end we could hardly read them.’

Like her fellow student, she was a serious, earnest sort of girl. Probably extremely clever; certainly someone whose word could be relied upon. I said, ‘I wondered if the drugs she was taking might have had some other odd effect.’

‘What sort of effect?’

‘On her mind. Did she seem to be getting confused? Imagining things? Rambling about the past, perhaps? About the war?’

The girl shook her head firmly. ‘No, not at all. The symptoms were physical, not mental. She did talk to me once about the war but she didn’t seem at all confused.’

‘When did she do that?’

‘About a week before she died. I was making a cup of coffee, like now, and she came into the kitchen. She said she’d just been looking at an  old wartime photo and that it had brought back very happy memories.’

‘Did she say anything else?’

‘Not really.’

‘She didn’t show you the photo?’

‘No.’

‘Or speak of people she’d known in the war? The people in the photo, for instance?’

‘No. She just said it was an unforgettable time. That was the word she used – unforgettable. She seemed rather sad – but not in a bad way, if you know what I mean. Sad, but happy as well. I’m sorry I can’t be of more help.’

‘It’s not important.’

I eventually discovered an old box of matches at the very back of a drawer, but the girl was still waiting for the kettle to boil and so I went back to the study. Drew looked up from his book.

‘Did you do the deed, then?’

‘Not yet. I’ll do it later.’ I stuffed the envelope and its contents in my coat pocket and sat down again by the gas fire. ‘Ma was stationed in Suffolk during the war, wasn’t she? I can’t remember where, though, can you?’

‘Not a clue.’

‘She must have said, surely.’

‘She didn’t talk much about it, did she? Not much more than Da and he never said a thing.’

‘I’ve been thinking how little we know about her life then. I wish she’d told us more about it. I wish they both had.’

‘Well, Da couldn’t and wouldn’t. And Ma  obviously had her reasons.’ Drew closed his book. ‘Look, Ju, I think you were quite right. She must have got a bit confused at the end – bound to have done. Let’s leave it at that. She didn’t tell you the chap’s name and he’s probably dead by now, anyway. Best to burn that stuff and forget all about it. Da was your father. End of story.’

I stared at the fire, without seeing it. ‘You know, Drew, I’ve often wondered why I’m so hopeless at maths.’


Two

Drew left for Cambridge the next morning and I set about dealing with all the other arrangements for the funeral. Flavia phoned from London, offering to take time off work, but I told her not to come until the weekend.

‘Are you sure, Mum?’

‘Quite sure. I can manage perfectly well.’

‘OK. We’ll come up on Friday evening then and stay until the funeral.’

We meant that she would be bringing Callum, when I’d rather hoped that he might find funerals outside his range. Three years ago the actor had moved into Flavia’s half of the house that we shared and I could see no hope of him either marrying her or moving out. I could well understand, though, why Flavia had fallen for him. He was Welsh with darkly romantic Celtic good looks and a beautiful speaking voice, and he could be very charming. So far there had been only bit parts in TV soaps and commercials but he was waiting for the big break just around the corner. Maybe it would come one day, but whether it did or not, I couldn’t help feeling that Callum was bad news for Flavia. My mother had  thought so too, but, as she had reminded me, it was no good saying anything to a daughter. Comment had been fruitless when I had insisted on marrying Mark. On that particular occasion, Ma had offered me the polite but frank opinion that we were ill-suited, which, naturally, I had ignored.

Mark phoned on the day that the death announcement appeared in The Times.

‘Juliet? I’ve just tried to get you at home but Flavia told me you were in Oxford, sorting things out. I was very sorry to read about your mother’s death. Are you coping all right?’

‘Fine, thanks.’

‘Flavia says she’ll be with you on Friday. I’ll come to the funeral – if that’s all right. I’d like to pay my respects.’

She had, after all, been his mother-in-law and was his daughter’s grandmother; he would see it as the right and proper thing to do.

‘Yes, of course.’ There had been no mention of Caroline, so presumably she wouldn’t be accompanying him.

‘I’ll arrange for flowers to be sent. No objections?’

‘None at all.’ They would be very expensive and in excellent taste – nothing like the ones in the Flower Basket folder.

‘How are things otherwise, Juliet? Keeping busy with the bunnies?’

‘Yes, pretty busy.’

‘I saw one of your books in Waterstones the  other day. About hedgehogs.’ I knew the one he meant: Harry Hedgehog Goes on Holiday. ‘Actually, I bought it for Wizzie.’

‘Wizzie?’

‘Isabelle. Our youngest. She’s four now. You’re probably much in demand these days.’

‘I wouldn’t put it quite like that, but luckily I’ve got a good agent.’

A few more of our customarily polite exchanges and he rang off. I stood for a moment by the phone in the chilly wastes of the hall, thinking how bizarre it was that we could converse like virtual strangers in spite of having lived together for more than ten years and known each other for even longer.

I had met Mark when I was a student at the Ruskin School of Art in Oxford and he was an undergraduate at Balliol. He was three years older and, in my eyes, the epitome of sophistication. He dressed expensively, used a cigarette holder, drank cocktails, knew all about good restaurants, food and wine. A snap of his fingers brought waiters hurrying to his side and when he paid the large bill he barely glanced at it. At eighteen I was deeply impressed by such things. Of course, he took out other girls as well and after he went down from Oxford I didn’t see him for nearly three years. We met again, by chance, at a party in London where I was living a lonely and fairly miserable existence in an Earl’s Court bedsit, touting my portfolio unsuccessfully round the publishers. By then, Mark was  something rather important in a City merchant bank. The casual, sweater-over-the-shoulders look that he’d affected at Oxford had moved on. His suits were Savile Row, his shirts and ties Jermyn Street, his shoes Lobbs. After the party he took me out to dinner and impressed me all over again with the way he handled the waiters and paid the bill, as well as with his considerable charm. For some reason, I also made an impression on him. Perhaps it was the fact that I was very different from the other girls that he usually took out – the debs in twinsets and pearls – or perhaps because, charming as he was, I wasn’t the customarily easy pushover. Maybe I presented an unusual challenge as well as an unusual appearance.

We were married eighteen months later and Flavia was born the following year. I began getting regular commissions to illustrate children’s books, mostly ones about furry animals. The bunnies, as Mark called them, though they weren’t always rabbits.

After only one of the years, I realized that the marriage had been a mistake and I’m sure that Mark realized it too. Ma had been quite right. We had almost nothing in common, no shared interests at all – except for our daughter. When he came home from his City desk, Mark expected me to be waiting, agog to hear about his day, not working away feverishly on some deadline, having got Flavia to bed and to sleep at last. I was exhausted from looking after a small  child and trying to complete commissions in snatched moments, but I stubbornly refused Mark’s offer to employ a full-time nanny because I wanted to take care of Flavia myself. And I hated the dinner parties and the long evenings at expensive restaurants with important clients, and the international conferences in soulless hotels. The world of high finance was as uninteresting to me as the bunnies were to Mark. It was equal boredom on both sides. Equal disillusion. And, looking back, a lot of the fault and failure was mine. However, we staggered on until Caroline arrived to work as his secretary at the merchant bank. Ultra-efficient and groomed to a whisker, she understood exactly what Mark needed and was eager and able to provide it.

The divorce was very amicable. I opted for a clean-break lump sum instead of maintenance and used two-thirds of it to buy a house in Putney. Mark paid for Flavia’s schooling and university and gave her a very generous allowance. There was no bitterness, only relief. Our lives simply diverged. Flavia lived with me and I went on with the illustrations and taught watercolour painting at adult evening classes, while, with Caroline’s support and encouragement, Mark rose to great heights in the City, and had four more children. But I remained a divorcee. A wretched, long-drawn-out affair, involving a married man and dragging on over several years, taught me a painful lesson and, thereafter, I kept out of trouble.

When Flavia had finished university and started work in London, we split the Putney house into two flats. She occupied the ground floor while I lived upstairs with my studio in the attic above, and we both looked after the small front and back gardens. It was a very successful arrangement.

I had promised to telephone Aunt Primrose about the funeral. She was the last remaining of five sisters, all named after flowers: Violet, Lily, Iris, Primrose and the youngest, Marguerite, my mother, who had been called Daisy all her life. Reggie, Primrose’s husband, was almost stone deaf and she bellowed down the phone at me from sheer habit.

‘I’ll be there, of course. Reggie’s not up to it, I’m afraid, so I’ll leave him behind.’

I could see her standing four-square to the draughts in the dilapidated drawing room of their ancient house in Wales, Uncle Reggie slumped in an armchair by the fire, the smelly old spaniels – four of them – flopped insensible on the hearthrug at his slippers.

I said, ‘I’m starting to try and clear out things here a bit. Is there anything of Ma’s you’d like to have?’

‘Sweet of you to ask, dear. Nothing I can think of at the moment. We’ve got far too much here, as it is. But if you happen to come across any old family photos, I’d love to see them. From before the Flood, when she and I were young. Don’t throw them out.’

I promised not to. ‘If I find any, I’ll keep them safe for you. By the way, did Ma ever talk to you about what she got up to in the WAAF during the war?’

‘Well, she always told me she had a jolly good time. We all did, you know. Lily and Vi in the WRNS, Iris a Land Girl and me a FANY driving ambulances all over the place. We’d none of us have missed it for the world. Not the done thing to say so these days, I know, but who cares?’

‘Did she ever talk about having a love affair?’

There was a chuckle and the faint clink of ice against glass – an early evening pick-me-up to hand.

‘We all had those. Especially Iris. All those haystacks, and the Italian POWs working on the farms. She was very keen on them.’

‘But was there somebody special with Ma? Someone she told you about?’

‘Well, I seem to remember that there was an American... she was mad about him, but I think he was killed in action. She never mentioned him after the war, and, of course, it would have been before she married your father. Dear Vernon, he was always there, you know – waiting hopefully in the wings. Always dotty about Daisy, ever since we were children. Very sweet.’

‘Did you ever meet the American?’

‘Oh, no. Daisy and I hardly saw each other during the war. Too busy doing our own thing. Our leaves hardly ever coincided, and you  couldn’t get around like now. Journeys took for ever. But we wrote to each other and she mentioned him in her letters.’

‘Do you still have any of them, by any chance?’

‘Lord knows... I doubt it, but I’ll have a search, if you’re interested. I can’t promise anything, though.’

‘Did she happen to tell you his name?’

Another soft clink. ‘Can’t remember, I’m afraid. It’s too long ago.’

‘Where she was stationed?’

‘Somewhere in Suffolk. A bomber station. I’ve forgotten what it was called. Some funny country name like Little Hogwash or Nether Snoring.’ Another clink and a gulp. ‘Why all these questions, dear?’

‘Nothing really. I found an old photo in her desk – of an American bomber crew. I was just curious.’

‘Well, the Yanks came over here in force after Pearl Harbor. Thousands of ’em. And jolly good fun they were, too. One of them taught me to jitterbug.’ Another rich chuckle. ‘But that was a long, long time ago. Couldn’t do it now, not with my knees.’

I smiled. It was hard to imagine Aunt Primrose ever jitterbugging but I didn’t doubt that it was true. ‘Well, we’ll see you next week. Would you like to stay the night here?’

‘Love to but I’ll have to get back to old Reggie and the dogs.’ There was a pause, a slight lowering of the voice. ‘You know, Juliet, when your  mother dies, you suddenly realize all the things you wish you’d asked her before. I felt just the same when your grandmother went – so did Daisy, too. We both wished we had. Only somehow when they’re alive, there’s never quite the time or chance, is there?’ A sigh and another faint
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