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Dear Reader …

About the Publisher




This book is dedicated to all the health, care and key workers who have kept us going throughout the pandemic. Thank you.




Chapter 1 

Julia, 2019

Four hours. On waking, Julia checked her sleep-monitoring app as always. Not too bad a night. She’d had a lot worse. She groaned slightly as she hauled herself out of bed, leaving Marc beside her still snoring gently. He had another hour before he’d need to get up and head out to work, but Julia had a list of jobs she wanted to get done before the working day began. As she showered, she ran through the list in her head. Put a load of washing on. Before that, put the previous load into the dryer. No, before that, take the load out of the dryer and put it away. Some of it needed ironing. Where was Ryan’s football kit? He needed it today. Hopefully it was in the washing load that was in the dryer. Empty the dishwasher. Or could Oscar be persuaded to do that? Probably not before school. He had a school trip today, so Julia needed to make sure he had a suitable packed lunch. He was fourteen – surely old enough to take control of his own lunch-making? But he wouldn’t, and she’d worry, so better that she should sort him out. Ryan had football practice after school. Marc would be late home, no doubt, so dinner needed to be ready for seven. Oscar would probably go round to a mate’s house after school for a bit. 

She showered efficiently, towelled herself dry, dressed in black trousers (not jeans, never jeans on a workday) and a cream shirt. Make-up could wait. The washing was sorted while a slice of bread toasted and the coffee-maker did its thing. Meanwhile, her mind turned to work. Team meeting at eleven that she needed to prepare a few slides for. Annual appraisal with Tulipa that afternoon. The girl was doing well – a real asset to the company. She had to find out whether Ian had followed up on that new business lead she’d shoved his way a few days ago. Then she needed to check in with Barry – he always worked best if he spent a bit of time talking through his work with her. Then get on with her own project. There was a tricky technical problem she needed to find a way around. Barry might have some ideas.

Toast eaten, and a possible solution to her work problem ticking away at the back of her mind, she glanced at her watch. Not quite seven o’clock. There was time to unload the dishwasher, clean the kitchen sink and hob and possibly also vacuum the sitting room where Marc had dropped crisp crumbs all around the sofa the previous evening. She donned an apron and got on with the chores, and was halfway through a batch of ironing when a scowling Oscar and still sleepy Ryan stumbled down the stairs and began organising their breakfasts.

‘Ah, watch what you’re doing – I’ve just cleaned up there!’ Ryan had slopped milk over the counter as he poured it over his cereal. 

‘Sorry, Mum. Do you know where my football kit is?’ the twelve-year-old said through a mouthful of cornflakes.

‘It’s just out of the dryer. In the washing basket.’

‘You should do your own washing,’ Oscar said. ‘Only way to make sure it’s done on time in this house.’

‘Unfair, Oscar,’ Julia replied. ‘I do a good job of keeping on top of the washing and you know it. But if you really feel like that, then feel free. Do your own washing. You know how. Programme Four is the best one.’

‘Not got time.’ Oscar pushed back his chair from the kitchen table, left his cereal bowl by the sink and headed out to the front door. 

‘Bye, then. Dinner at seven,’ Julia shouted after him as she loaded his bowl into the dishwasher and tucked his chair back under the table. 

Ryan was eyeing up the drizzling rain that had just begun. ‘Can I have a lift to school?’

‘Only if your dad does it,’ Julia snapped. ‘I’ve got to get to work.’

‘Huh. You mean you have to walk all the way across the kitchen, through the hall, and through a door into the office. It’s not far, Mum. Takes you about ten seconds. You can drive me to school then start work.’

‘I mean, I need to get going with work. My business doesn’t run itself, you know.’ She glanced at her watch. Eight-fifteen. Tulipa generally arrived for work at 8.30. Julia liked to be in the office by then.

‘Morning, all.’ Marc had come downstairs at last. ‘Fry me an egg, would you?’ he said to Julia, while he poured the last of the coffee she’d made into a mug and sat down, scrolling through news items on his phone.

‘No time. Sorry.’

Marc pouted. ‘I only asked as you’re so much better at it than I am.’ He gave her a cheeky smile and a wink.

Julia couldn’t help but smile back. ‘Can you take Ryan to school?’ 

‘Can’t he walk?’

‘It’s pissing down,’ Julia said, leaving before she ended up agreeing to do it anyway. She picked up her now cold coffee and went through to her office, to get started with the day’s work.

The office was housed in an extension to the house, originally intended as a ‘granny annexe’. There were two rooms, a neat little kitchen and a tiny bathroom. Perfect for the small IT company Julia had set up with her old university buddy, Ian. Julia and Ian used the room – originally intended as a bedroom – as their office, while other employees had desks in the sitting room. One end of the sitting room was kitted out as a break-out space. The kitchen allowed them to make coffees and store sandwiches. Currently only Barry and Tulipa came to the office each day and were on permanent contracts. Other than those two, they employed IT contractors as and when the workload required it.

With Julia taking care of the technical work – designing and coding the systems for small retailers – and Ian managing the financial and sales side of the business, they’d built up the company from nothing and now were both able to draw decent salaries from it. It was a success, and Julia was proud of all that they’d achieved, even though running a business and being a mum and homemaker meant she had little time to call her own. Sometimes she wondered if her work-life balance was out of kilter, but she never dared dwell on this thought for too long. Who knew where it might lead? She had it all – living the dream of many, with a family and a successful business. Life was good. Mostly.

She sat down at her desk, opened up her laptop and had a sip of coffee, grimacing as she realised how cold it had become. While the laptop booted up, she went to put on a fresh jug in the office kitchenette. Through the door that connected the office with the rest of the house she could hear Marc and Ryan laughing and joking in the hallway. It seemed Marc had been talked into giving Ryan a lift after all. Good. Julia didn’t have to do everything. Back at her desk, she began putting together a to-do list for the day.

‘Hey, good morning!’ 

Julia looked up as Tulipa came in through the side door, shaking droplets of rain off her umbrella. ‘Hey. Still raining, is it?’

‘Yeah. Chucking it down.’ Tulipa fetched herself a cup of the coffee Julia had put on and settled herself at her desk. ‘When’s our meeting? Ten? I’ve time to get on with those changes you wanted, adding the new company logo into the style sheet.’

‘Eleven. Great. We’ll talk later, then.’ Julia smiled. Tulipa had been a fabulous addition to the company. Julia was planning to give her a pay rise soon. Tulipa often talked about wanting to buy her own flat, and how she was saving as much as she could. A pay rise would certainly help, and she deserved it, Julia thought. Tulipa was that rare combination of technically competent but also artistic. Her screen designs were attractive, intuitive, stylish and a large part of the reason they’d bagged a number of new contracts recently. Small companies which had struggled along for years using spreadsheets and outmoded databases, which could now upload their data to Julian Systems and manage their entire business through one easy-to-use portal, that covered product information, stock control, ordering, receiving and sales reporting.

Julia had barely got started with her work when she had a text from Marc. 

Hey, sweetheart. Hate to say it as I know you took a casserole out, but there’s a leaving do tonight I’d forgotten about. Won’t be home for dinner. Sorry, see you later. Luv M.

She felt a surge of annoyance. There would be too much for three people, and it couldn’t be reheated again. Why couldn’t Marc have told her sooner? She read the text again. OK, so he forgot. Well, it couldn’t be helped.

*

Halfway through the afternoon Julia had another text, this one from her brother. Bob Whiteley was a long-haul airline pilot, working irregular shifts, living out of hotels around the world, although he did own a flat in Paris that he managed to stay in for about three or four weeks of every year, and a house in south Devon that he’d inherited from their grandparents. Julia sometimes wondered if he’d ever settle down. 

Hey Sis. Owing to a bit of last-minute rescheduling I have a few days off. Got news to share, and something for you. Are you free tonight?

She smiled and texted back. The perfect solution. Sure. Actually, got some spare dinner with your name on if you can be here by 7.

He sent a thumbs-up and a smiley face in response, and Julia sat back, looking forward to the evening. Bob was always good company, and a frequent visitor, as their house in west London was a convenient place for him to stay if he flew into Heathrow. She wondered what the news he had was; her mind instantly flew to the possibility that maybe at last he’d met someone he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. And what did he have for her? She had no idea but was looking forward to finding out. Maybe something simple like flowers or chocolates but knowing Bob it’d be more interesting. He’d probably need to stay the night, she guessed. The spare room was made up, so that would be no problem.

*

The last meeting of the day was a catch-up with Ian, who’d been out all day. He arrived just in time, looking flushed and a little flustered. ‘Appalling traffic,’ he said by way of explanation. ‘And actually I’ve not got long. Promised Drew I’d be home early tonight, and I daren’t disappoint him.’

‘Sure, well, just give me a quick update. Or if you prefer, you rush off now and drop me an email when you have a moment. Just wondered what Mannings and Co thought of your pitch, and whether there’s any more feedback from those other potential clients?’ There was so much on these days. As so often, she felt like a juggler, keeping so many balls in the air at once. Or perhaps a plate-spinner, dashing quickly across the stage to give an extra spin to a plate that was beginning to wobble. Not just work, but home-life plates as well.

‘It’s OK, I have fifteen minutes to spare.’ Ian flashed her one of his wide, gorgeous grins that never failed to cheer her up and make her smile back. It was one of the things that had first drawn her to him when they met at university, in a bar during Freshers’ Week. That infectious smile, his charm and infallibly cheerful outlook, his cheeky-boy demeanour that made everyone instantly like him – all had attracted her to him, and they’d quickly become best friends. They worked well together, and the business they’d set up a few years after leaving university, once they’d got a bit of real-world experience under their belts, had been a success.

It had been Ian’s idea to set it up. Left to herself, Julia would have continued working for other companies, in nine-to-five jobs. That might have given her an easier life, but running your own company was most people’s dream, wasn’t it?

‘So go on then,’ she said, opening a notebook to a blank page ready to jot down anything she’d need to follow up on. ‘Shoot.’

‘OK, well, Mannings were positive. I left them with the slide pack and they’re going to look through. They were a little iffy on the licensing fees, but I said we might manage a deal if they signed up for a longer period. They won’t take the current version, but they’re excited about our planned new release which meets their needs perfectly.’ 

She nodded and made a note. ‘Sounds promising.’

‘As for the other two: nothing yet but I’ll chase them tomorrow. I’ll draft some answers to the questions from Mannings and will run them by you to check I have the technical bits right, then with luck they’ll sign on the dotted line by the end of the week.’

‘Good stuff.’ Another client almost in the bag. Just what she’d hoped for. 

‘So, I’m going to head off again – sorry for the flying visit! Drew wants a romantic night in. You know what he’s like.’ That flashing grin again, all white teeth and twinkling eyes.

‘A romantic night – what’s one of those, then?’ Julia asked wryly.

‘Aw, Jules, you should try it. I’ll babysit if you want to go out. Or you could send the boys over to stay with us if you wanted a night in, just the two of you. Any time, Jules. Just ask.’

‘Thanks. The boys are old enough to be left on their own if we’re only out for a few hours in the evening. I guess … we just don’t ever have the time.’

‘Make time. It’s worth it. Offer stands, anyway.’

‘Cheers, mate. See you tomorrow – you’re in the office, right?’

‘Sure, yeah, see you.’ Ian leaned over to kiss her cheek as he shrugged his coat back on again and then left.

Her gay business partner kissed her goodbye when he left; her husband of seventeen years didn’t. Julia shook her head sharply to stop herself brooding again, and got on with the last small jobs she needed to do before leaving the office for the day. At least she had the promise of a fun evening with Bob ahead of her.

*

Ryan arrived home, his legs caked with mud from his after-school football session. Julia suggested he go and have a shower, but he headed into his bedroom and a few minutes later the sounds of an online game were echoing down the stairs.

Bob arrived shortly after 6.30, when Julia had closed up the office and begun peeling potatoes to go with the defrosted casserole that was now bubbling away in the oven.

‘Hi, Sis. Good to see you,’ he said, plonking a bottle of good wine on the table and giving her a kiss. ‘I’ve some chocolate for the boys. Are they in their rooms? Where’s Marc?’

‘Hey, Bob. Ryan’s upstairs. Oscar will be home in half an hour or so – at least he’d better be. Marc’s got something on, so he won’t be joining us for dinner. It’s why I had enough for you.’ 

‘Ah, all right. So, let me take this up to Ryan, then I’ll get the cork out of that bottle.’ He went up the stairs two at a time, while Julia put the potatoes on to boil and set the table. She smiled, knowing Bob loved having a bit of family time on his sporadic visits. He got on well with his nephews; probably better than he got on with his brother-in-law, she thought. Marc and Bob had a prickly relationship. They were too different, perhaps. Or was it that Marc always seemed a little jealous of the close relationship she had with Bob – the lifelong friendship, the shared memories from childhood, the easy camaraderie they had always shared?

Bob returned a moment later. ‘Ryan’s deep in battle with some sort of alien army,’ he reported. ‘I got a grunt as thanks for the chocolate which I suppose is better than nothing.’ He laughed. ‘They get so involved with their computer games, don’t they?’

Julia made a face. ‘Sometimes I think it’s all they’re interested in. I’m sure I liked to go out at their age, but this generation’s different.’

‘Hmm.’ Bob looked thoughtful. ‘I went somewhere recently that might interest them. Bletchley Park – you know, it was the British headquarters for code breaking during the Second World War. They do tours. It’s fascinating.’

Julia smiled. ‘I’d love to go somewhere like that.’

‘You should take the boys. It’s amazing what they achieved there. They reckon the work that went on at Bletchley Park had a huge impact on the outcome of the war. Imagine being a part of that!’

‘I’d have loved it.’

‘You’d have been good at it, you with your logical computing brain, Sis.’

She flashed him a grin and went to the bottom of the stairs. ‘Ryan, make sure you have your shower before dinner! You have thirty minutes, all right?’ She turned back to Bob who was uncorking the wine and pouring out a couple of glasses for them.

‘So. My news,’ he said, as they clinked glasses and he took a seat at the kitchen table. ‘I’m selling up in Devon. Going to buy a smaller house, probably in Sussex. I fancy Brighton, or Hove. Somewhere within easy reach of Gatwick as mostly I’ll be flying out of there for the foreseeable future. I like the idea of being able to get home after a flight, even if it’s only for half a day. Devon’s too far.’

‘Makes perfect sense,’ Julia said, nodding. She’d always wondered why he’d hung on to the big rambling house their grandparents had owned, and which he only managed to visit for a handful of weeks each year.

‘Yeah. I should have done it long ago, I suppose. But I love that house and always wondered if one day I’d want to stop flying and settle there. Now, I’ve decided I won’t ever do that. It’s too big for just me, anyway.’

Julia opened her mouth to say that maybe one day he’d meet someone, but he held up his hand to stop her. ‘Don’t. I’m happy being alone. Anyway, that’s not the point. What I wanted to tell you about is that I’ve begun the process of clearing the house. I know you won’t want any of the old furniture, but there are a few things … memorabilia, really, that I wondered if you’d take. You’re the family historian.’

‘Am I?’ Julia considered. It was true that she’d compiled a family tree on Ancestry, and had hung on to the boxes of photos their widowed father had wanted to ditch when he decided to move to Spain a few years before. One day, she’d sort through them. One day, when she had time.

‘Well, more than I am, anyway. So, I’ve brought you a few things. Some old photos of Grandpa’s. A box of old books. I know you love anything that smells musty and has pages falling out.’

‘Ha! I do if they’re interesting books!’ Another activity for when she had more time: browsing second-hand bookshops, collecting and reading old books. 

‘They’re in the car. Shall I bring them in?’

‘Go on, then. I’ll sort through it all sometime.’ When she’d have opportunity, she had no idea. But the house had a big attic so there was plenty of space to store it until that mythical future time when her life was organised and weekends were free.

‘Great.’ Bob was already on his feet, and a minute later came back through the front door carrying two boxes, a smaller one balanced on top of a larger one. The bigger box contained books, and the other was photographs. He dumped the boxes on the floor in the hallway. 

‘What’s this?’ Julia tugged at a brown canvas case with a worn leather strap that was on top of the photos.

‘An old camera,’ Bob said. ‘A Box Brownie, by the look of it.’

‘Must have been Grandma’s. Grandpa had that old Leica that he was so proud of.’

Bob nodded. ‘I remember. Probably Grandma’s, then. It’s a pretty old model, probably pre-war.’




Chapter 2

Pamela, 1943

There was an hour to go before dinner time. Time enough, Pamela thought, to look through the latest set of photographs she’d picked up from the chemists and arrange them in her album. She adored her old Box Brownie camera that her father had passed on to her, when he’d bought a newer model. Hers worked well still, and she loved capturing happy moments with her friends. ‘A reminder,’ she’d said to her brother Geoff, ‘that we can look back on, and see that despite the war we still had fun.’

And these photos certainly proved that. Pam chuckled as she flicked through them. There was Geoff, silhouetted against the sky on a hillside near their village. Her friends Ada and Emily, clutching each other and laughing at something – Pam couldn’t remember what, but the photo made her laugh all over again. Ada and Emily again, along with Joan, sitting on a rug on a fine day they’d had two months ago when they’d bicycled miles and then had a picnic. And another one, of herself, that Ada had taken on that same day, her legs astride a bicycle and her mouth open wide. She was calling out instructions to Ada on how to use the camera, she remembered, and Ada must have taken the snap at just the wrong moment. Pam had wanted her to wait until she was cycling, and try to get an action shot.

She looked carefully at each photo and picked out the best ones to go in her album. The others she tucked back in their envelope. She had one more spare film to put in her camera, so she opened up the back of the camera, pulled out the end of the film and wound it on ready for the next photo. It was becoming harder to buy film, so she’d have to make this roll last.

‘Pammy! Dinner’s ready, love,’ her mother’s voice sang up the stairs.

‘Coming.’ She put her photos, album and camera back onto the shelf she stored them on, and hurried downstairs. Mum was putting dishes on the table – a pie, a dish of mashed potatoes, another of boiled carrots. The vegetables had been grown in their garden. Pam took her place at the table alongside Geoff. Her dad came through from the sitting room and took his place at the head while Mum served up the food.

‘Everyone have a good day?’ Dad said, looking around the table.

‘Just the usual,’ Mum replied.

Pam nodded. ‘Yes, a good day.’

‘Only another week to go, eh, Pammy? And then you’ll have left school for good.’ Dad smiled at her across the table.

‘Still thinking of going to university?’ Mum asked, with a frown. Pam had been offered a place at Somerville College, Oxford, to read mathematics. Her mother had never been very comfortable with the idea – thinking that a girl should do secretarial work, find a man to marry, and then keep house for him. As she had. But Pam’s father, a schoolteacher, had encouraged her to make the most of her talents and apply to Oxford. She’d been amazed and delighted to be accepted.

‘Yes, of course. I can’t waste the place I’ve been offered.’

‘But when you find a husband and have a family, it’ll all be for nothing. I’m sorry, I just don’t see the point.’ Mum shook her head, and then lifted a forkful of pie to her mouth.

They’d been over this so many times. Mum was from another generation, and things were different now. Women had more opportunity. Especially during the war, when women were taking on so many jobs that had previously been open only to men. Pam smiled at her mother. She didn’t want to start an argument over the dinner table. ‘Maybe I won’t find a husband. Maybe I will, but won’t have a family so I can continue working. Who knows, Mum, what the future holds? For now, I want to make the most of my brain.’

‘And you’re right to do so,’ Dad said. ‘Elsie, we just need to accept that the young want to make their own choices nowadays. Let Pammy go to university and study mathematics. If she ends up a blue-stocking all her life then so be it. As long as she’s happy, that’s the most important thing, isn’t it?’

Pam glanced at her mother. She’d have to agree that her children’s happiness was of paramount importance, and indeed, Mum nodded in response. Pam reached out a hand to her. ‘Thanks, Mum. I want you to be happy for me, and not worry.’

‘I’m happy for you, Pam,’ her brother Geoff interjected. ‘And actually, I have a bit of news of my own today.’

‘Oh yes?’ Dad looked at him expectantly.

‘I’ve signed up. Been thinking about it for ages. I’ve signed up with the RAF. I’m going to train to be a pilot.’

There was a stunned silence at the table as everyone let that news sink in. Pam’s first thoughts were that her brother was the bravest man she knew, and she was proud of him for doing his bit for the war effort. Her second thoughts were of the multitude of pilots and crew who never made it back from their missions. Every day the newspapers gave more numbers of those who were lost.

At last Dad answered him, positively, although his voice sounded a little strangled as though he was forcing the words out. ‘Well done, son. Proud of you.’

‘Yes, I’m proud too,’ Mum said. ‘But you’ll take care, won’t you? I mean …’ Pam noticed tears glistening at the corners of her eyes.

‘Of course I will. I leave next week for training. It’ll be three months before I’m trained up. Maybe the war will end by then.’

‘Not much chance of that, I’m afraid.’

‘Geoff, I think you’re jolly brave.’ Pam turned to smile at her brother. ‘I’m also very proud of you.’ But his news had made her wonder … was she being selfish by going to university? Should she be doing something for the war effort too? Emily was planning on moving to London and driving ambulances. Ada had a job working in a canteen on a nearby air base and was thinking about joining the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force. There were land girls working on the local farms. Pam felt a twinge of guilt that she’d be doing nothing for the country, and merely indulging her love of maths.

She switched her attention back to Geoff, who was talking about his experiences signing up, and the reaction he’d had at his job at an engineering works when he’d told them. ‘They all understand it, you know. Even though we’re in a reserved occupation, they really understood my need to do something that could really make a difference. I’m young, I have fast reactions and perfect eyesight. I could be really good as a fighter pilot.’

‘It’s just so dangerous, love,’ Mum said, but she whispered it quietly, pushed away a tear and then smiled at her son. ‘But you will certainly be good at it, I know.’

*

That last week of school, before study leave began, was full of mixed emotions for Pam. Excitement that a new stage of her life was soon to begin. Trepidation about the forthcoming exams and worry that she might not get the grades necessary to take her place at Oxford. Sadness at leaving school, saying goodbye to friends and teachers she might not see again. Fear, when the air-raid siren went off in the middle of her last maths lesson and the entire class had to hurry to an air-raid shelter, where the teacher, Miss Osbourne, tried her best to finish the lesson. 

It was after that lesson, when the class emerged blinking into the sunlight and headed homeward (it was the last lesson of the day), that Miss Osbourne took Pam to one side. ‘A quick word, please, before you leave, Pamela.’

‘Of course, miss,’ Pam replied, feeling a pang of nervousness. Had she done something wrong? Why was she being kept back? Miss Osbourne led the way back into the school building, and to her deserted classroom. She bade Pam take a seat, while she perched on the edge of her desk.

‘You will no doubt do very well in your maths exam,’ Miss Osbourne said. ‘You are one of the brightest pupils I have ever had the pleasure of teaching. You will do brilliantly at Oxford, I am sure.’ She hesitated, and Pam frowned a little, sensing a ‘but’ coming.

‘Thank you, miss. I will work hard, to make you proud.’

‘I’m already proud of you. So, there was just one thing I wanted to talk to you about …’

Here was the ‘but’. Pam felt dread clutch at her stomach – was Miss Osbourne going to tell her some reason she couldn’t take her place at university, even if she passed the exam? ‘What is it, miss?’

‘My father works, erm, for the government. I met up with him last weekend, and he was talking about a recruitment drive. They need young people who are good at maths, especially if they also have an aptitude for languages.’ The teacher smiled at Pam. ‘He could have been describing you. I hear from the other staff that you excel in both German and French.’

‘I … I do all right in them, I suppose.’ Pam felt herself blushing. She managed well in all subjects, she knew, but maths had always been her favourite. This was due in part to Miss Osbourne, a teacher she’d always loved and looked up to.

‘You are too modest. Look, this work my father does, it’s for the war effort. I don’t know what he does exactly, actually I don’t really know what he does at all. He’s very cagey about it. But he did ask me if I could recommend anyone to him. They’re taking girls as well as boys.’

‘But what about Oxford?’ Pam was confused. It had been Miss Osbourne who’d encouraged her strongly to apply to the university.

‘They will defer your place. When all this is over you will be able to go. Listen, you don’t have to apply. You can just take up your university place as planned. But if you did want to do something for the war effort, this could be just the thing. Not everyone has your brain, and from what Father says, your brain would be put to very good use.’

Pam was silent a moment, considering. She had been wondering about doing more for her country. Now here was something she could do – whatever it was. And if she could defer her place …

‘What do you think?’ Miss Osbourne tilted her head to one side, the way she so often did when waiting for a student to give the solution to a question she’d posed them.

‘I … I don’t know …’ Pam shook her head. ‘What would you advise?’

‘It has to be your choice, but I can’t help but think, in your shoes, I would want to feel I’d done my bit. There’s an opportunity here, to help your country. Just for a year, maybe. And then go and take your place at Oxford.’

‘Are you sure they’ll defer the place?’

‘Absolutely. In these circumstances, there is no problem at all with putting it off for a year or two.’

Pam scratched her chin. ‘And what about this project – the work? What would I be doing?’

Miss Osbourne shrugged. ‘That, I’m afraid, I cannot tell you. It’s all very hush-hush. But to my mind, that sounds exciting, don’t you think?’

Pam had to admit that it did. Helping the war effort on a secret project, that she could do because of her mathematical ability. She made a snap decision. ‘Yes, it does. And I’d like to try … what do I need to do?’

Miss Osbourne grinned at her. ‘That’s my girl. I will put your name forward to my father. Then we’ll see what happens next. I’d imagine there’s some sort of interview process. It’ll be away from home, you understand. My father lives in Buckinghamshire, so I suppose the project is based somewhere near where he lives.’

‘I’d have to leave home to go to university anyway,’ Pam said thoughtfully. She’d spent the last few months imagining herself among the spires of Oxford. Now she might be going to Buckinghamshire, which was not a county she was familiar with. But it all depended on getting through this interview process Miss Osbourne spoke of, of course. ‘Yes, miss. Please put my name forward. Of course I would like to take my exams first, though.’

‘Of course. I’ll make sure my father knows you’re not available until they’re over. What date is your last one?’

‘Tenth of June,’ she replied. A date she’d had circled in her diary for a long time. She, along with Ada, Emily and several other girls, had planned a cycle ride that afternoon, after the final exam. A bike ride along a canal towpath, then a picnic beside some woodland. That evening there was due to be a dance in the village hall, to which they were all going. Pam had made herself a new dress for the occasion – well, she’d taken an old one of her mother’s apart and remade it in a more up-to-date style. It was better than nothing. 

‘All right. Then I shall pass on your details.’ Miss Osbourne stood up, and then as though on impulse caught Pam’s hands and hauled her to her feet and into an embrace. ‘Best of luck, Pamela. With the exam, the interview, the job, the degree course, and with the rest of your life. You deserve to do well, you know. It’s been a pleasure teaching you.’

Pam was astonished to hear a slight crack in her teacher’s voice at these words. She’d always thought teachers saw their pupils as nothing more than sausage meat to be processed, not individuals, but here was Miss Osbourne sounding genuinely emotional.

‘Miss, we can stay in touch. I’ll see you at the exams, and then I’ll write and let you know how I get on.’

‘I’d like that, Pamela. Well, I must be off now. Don’t forget to do plenty of revision. You’ll pass easily, but revision will be key to you getting top grades.’ The older woman released her and stood back to let Pam leave the classroom first.

‘Bye, miss. And thank you, for everything.’

Pam walked home with a skip in her step. Now she had two possible futures: one in which she went straight to university, and one in which university was deferred until after the war was over, while she did top-secret work for the war effort. She, little old Pamela Jackson, working for the government against the Nazis! Who’d have thought it! She couldn’t wait to tell her family … but then she stopped, thinking … no. She couldn’t tell her family. Not now. She should wait and see what happens, take the interview, see if she got the job, before telling them anything. If it was all as hush-hush as Miss Osbourne had implied, then it’d be better if she said nothing at all for now.

*

The weeks of study leave passed agonisingly slowly and yet at the same time, sped by. Pam spent her days revising hard, only meeting up with Ada and Emily for short periods to give herself a break. Every day when the post came she wondered if there’d be anything for her, about this mysterious secret work. A note from Miss Osbourne, perhaps, or from her father, or someone else who’d been given her details. But as the weeks wore on and nothing happened, she began to forget all about it. Perhaps, after all, Miss Osbourne’s father had not been interested in an eighteen-year-old girl who happened to be good at maths. Besides, there were the exams to keep her mind occupied.

At last the tenth of June rolled around, and with it the last exam, and the long-awaited bike ride and picnic at which she took more photographs of her friends, and the dance in the evening. Her exams had gone well, Pam thought, and she was hopeful of high grades. Not so Ada, who was bemoaning her lack of revision. At a dance earlier in the summer Ada had met an American airman stationed nearby and had spent far too much of her study leave with him. 

It was a good day, all in all, and Pam fell into her bed late that night exhausted and happy, looking forward to the summer before heading off to Oxford in the autumn. A bright future awaited her.

The letter came the following morning. It was on official, headed notepaper, and invited her to an interview at a place named Bletchley Park in Buckinghamshire. It referenced a Charles Osbourne, who, Pam realised, must be Miss Osbourne’s father. So her name had been put through, and now she had an interview! After so many weeks of hearing nothing she’d given up on the idea of doing secret war work but now here was a chance again. The interview was scheduled for early the following week. She might as well go, she decided. It would be an interesting experience even if they didn’t offer her a job. She sent Miss Osbourne a note to tell her, but decided against mentioning it to her family or friends until things were more settled. It might all come to nothing yet.

But every time she thought of it, she felt a surge of excitement. The chance of doing useful war work, mathematical work that she was suited to, was a thrilling prospect.




Chapter 3

Julia

Julia opened the worn fabric case and removed the camera, a black box with a tiny viewfinder on the top and a small round lens on the front. It looked nothing like any camera she’d ever held before. A marking on the back said it was a Kodak Brownie No. 2.

‘Sounds like quite an early model,’ she said, turning it over in her hands. She looked through the viewfinder on the top. The image was reversed. There was another little window on the back of it with a number displayed. ‘Look at this, Bob. Does that mean there’s film still in it?’

‘Let me see?’ Bob leaned over to see what she was looking at. ‘Yes, I think there might be.’

‘Wonder how you open it? Hold on.’ If there was one thing Julia had learned in recent years, it was that you could find out anything on the internet. She quickly grabbed her laptop and typed in how to change a film brownie no 2 and with delight found a short YouTube video that showed her exactly what to do. ‘Right, so you twist this …’ She turned a key on the side of the camera which advanced the film. ‘And then open the back.’

There was a clip at the back and once the camera was open, she could see that there was indeed a film still in it. ‘I’d love to know what’s on this.’

Bob grinned. ‘Probably more snaps like these ones.’ He picked up a handful of the little black-and-white prints that were loose in the box. They mostly showed scenery – distant mountains, lakes, a few buildings and statues. Some showed people – young women with 1940s hairstyles, men with baggy trousers and Brylcreemed hair, sitting on picnic rugs or playing cricket on a lawn. 

‘Wow. I don’t know who any of these people are,’ Julia said. ‘Although, is that Grandma?’ She pointed to a young woman who was sitting astride a bicycle, her head thrown back as though she was laughing.

‘Yes. Think so. Well, I’ll leave them with you to sort through, Sis. You might be able to get that film developed, too. I bet there are companies who still handle that type of film. Google, and you’ll find one.’

‘Yes. I’ll do that.’ Lord knew when she’d find time, but she would, eventually. Julia followed the instructions on the YouTube video for removing the film, tucked the film into an envelope and put the camera back in its case. ‘Come on, then. Dinner’s almost ready. I’m going to have to text Oscar to hurry him along; he loses track of time when he’s round at his mates.’

‘Ha. I was just the same, remember? Only I’d come home late, to a cold dinner left on the table, that I’d have to microwave.’

‘You were a terror,’ Julia agreed, laughing. ‘Thankfully Oscar’s so fond of his food he’ll hurry back.’ She picked up her phone and sent a text, then busied herself setting the table for dinner. Bob immediately got to his feet and began arranging cutlery, fetching plates and glasses. Julia couldn’t help but compare him with Marc, who would have just carried on sitting while she laid the table around him, unless she specifically asked him to help. It was usually easier to just do it herself.

Oscar arrived home just as Julia was dishing up the dinner. ‘Hi, Mum. Oh, hello, Uncle Bob. Where’s Dad?’

‘Out,’ Julia said. Oscar shrugged in acknowledgement and sat down to eat. Over dinner, Bob asked both boys about their lives: the football teams they supported, their music tastes, the computer games they liked to play. Julia listened quietly, storing away tidbits of information. The boys were of an age where it was considered uncool to have any kind of conversation with their parents, at least with their mum, but Uncle Bob was still cool, being an airline pilot. Also, he was well up on the latest gaming consoles and games, which impressed them. He’d once explained to Julia that when he was stuck in hotel rooms around the world between flights, he’d pass the time by playing on his Nintendo Switch. Julia had at least heard of this console; Oscar had been clamouring for one for ages.

It was a pleasant evening. The boys disappeared up to their rooms along with the chocolate Bob had brought them, and Julia and Bob spent a little more time flicking through the photos and letters and books from their grandparents’ attic. 

‘She was quite a looker in her youth, wasn’t she?’ Bob said, looking at a wedding photo from the late 1940s. In it, Pamela was holding on to her new husband’s arm, gazing up at him, while the expression on his face was one of total adoration. 

‘She certainly was. Grandpa was punching above his weight, bless him. But they were very much in love, even in their eighties.’ Julia wondered whether she and Marc would be that close, at the ends of their lives. They had been, in the early days. And then bringing up children, work, running a business, looking after a large house … had it all got in the way of their love? Was that what had gone wrong between them? Because she had to admit, if only to herself, that things had gone wrong between her and Marc. Maybe it was her own fault, taking on too much with the business and everything, when she ought to concentrate more on her family. Perhaps she was guilty of trying to have it all. She earned more than Marc, far more. She paid most of the mortgage and financed all the holidays and latest gaming consoles for the boys. Sometimes Marc acted as though he was jealous of her earning abilities. His own job, in local government IT, was never likely to command a high salary.

‘You all right, Sis?’ Bob had somehow picked up on her concern.

She shook herself and forced a smile. ‘Yeah, I’m all right. A bit pissed off with Marc, if I’m honest. He could help a little more, around the house.’

‘Perhaps you need a rota. The boys could do more as well. In fact …’ Bob got up and went to the foot of the stairs, calling for Oscar and Ryan to come down. They came immediately. They wouldn’t have done so for Julia, she realised.

Bob muttered something to them that Julia couldn’t hear. The boys glanced at her as he spoke, and then dutifully trooped into the kitchen where Ryan began loading the dishwasher while Oscar washed saucepans in the sink.

‘Every day, right, lads? If your mum’s cooked for you, you clear up after. And it’ll be worth your while come Christmas, like I said.’

‘Yeah, great, thanks, Uncle Bob. Chuck us that tea towel, Ryan,’ Oscar said, and Julia watched in astonishment as Oscar proceeded to dry up the pans he’d just washed. Whatever Bob had bribed them with had worked.

‘Report back to me if they slacken off,’ Bob said to Julia.

‘Oh, I shall. Thanks.’ It was a small thing, but one less job for her to do herself.

The boys finished and went back upstairs, but a moment later Oscar came back down, with an armful of washing. He went out to the utility room with it. Julia grinned at Bob. ‘You are amazing. I’m not even going to ask what you said to them.’

Bob just smiled and tapped the side of his nose.

*

The following evening, with Bob gone and Marc at home, the boys once more cleared the table and loaded the dishwasher after dinner without being asked. 

‘What’s all this?’ Marc said, watching them. ‘Oy, careful!’ Ryan had clattered a couple of plates together as he worked. ‘Maybe let your mum do it, eh?’

‘Marc, no. They’re old enough to help out. Bob suggested they do some jobs around the house, so I don’t have to do it all. They’re perfectly capable.’

‘Not if they smash all our plates. Those cost me a tenner each.’

‘Cost me a tenner each, I think you mean.’ Marc knew perfectly well that Julia had bought the new crockery, after a business deal had brought in a large bonus.

‘I don’t need reminding that you earn more than me, thank you, Julia.’ Marc left the room leaving Julia staring after him. The boys sniggered a little, sounding embarrassed.

When the kitchen was cleared she went through to the sitting room where Marc was lying stretched out, taking up the whole sofa, a rugby match playing on the TV. She perched on an armchair. ‘How was the leaving do?’

‘Hmm? What leaving do?’

‘Yesterday. The one you were at yesterday evening, the reason you missed dinner.’

‘Ah yes. It was OK.’

‘Whose was it, anyway?’

‘Oh, er, Mike’s. Chap you don’t know.’

‘Oh. Well, the boys and I had a fun evening with Bob. He brought me a few old things that used to belong to our grandparents. Photos, and an old camera. It has an undeveloped film inside. I’m going to see if …’

‘YES! What a try!’ Marc twisted round to a sitting position and clapped his hands loudly.

‘What?’

‘Munster just scored. I’m not a fan of theirs but that was spectacular.’ 

‘I was talking to you!’ Good God, the man could be infuriating. Julia stood deliberately in front of the TV. Marc craned his neck to look around her.

‘Get out of the way. I’ve missed the replay of that try now!’

‘You’ve seen it once. Come on, Marc, I was talking to you. Didn’t see you all day yesterday, you missed seeing Bob, and now you’re just ignoring me and watching a game you don’t even care about.’

‘Glad you had a nice evening.’ Marc was still trying to look around her, his concentration 90 per cent on the TV.

‘Bob asked after you. He’d have liked to see you too.’

‘Right. I was … GO ON, MY SON! YESSS!!’ Marc punched the air.

‘Fuck’s sake, Marc! I’m trying to have a conversation with you!’

‘And I’m trying to watch the rugby. Maybe pick a better time, hey? I was back from work by 5.30 today, but you were still holed up in your office till nearly seven. That might have been a better time.’ He turned towards her, finally giving her his full attention. ‘It works both ways, Jules. We both need to make more time for each other, I suppose. We will. But right now …’ He gestured towards the TV where the teams were just setting themselves up for a scrum very close to the try-line. 

If she said anything more it’d turn into a full-blown row, and anyway, he was right. They did need to make more time for each other. Date nights, as Ian had suggested. But God only knew when that would work out. She turned and left the sitting room, went to the kitchen and poured herself a glass of wine left over from the previous night with Bob. She was breaking her own rule of no drinking on a ‘school night’ unless there was a good excuse such as a visitor. ‘Oh, who cares?’ she muttered, raising her glass to herself. 

She glanced at the office door. Normally she didn’t work in the evenings, preferring to keep that as family time, but with the boys upstairs doing homework or, more likely, playing video games, and Marc clearly not wanting to spend time with her, she might as well. She was part way through the technical design of a new part of the system, designed to handle debits to suppliers. A couple of hours on that before bed
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